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Abstract. The world has changed significantly in the past decade: rising inequality, 
conflict and insecurity, mass migration, terrorism, and climate change all present major 
global challenges. The responding United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment sets out a holistic approach, cognizant of the interconnectedness between 
society, economy, and the environment. In addition, many private investors and busi-
nesses are increasingly aware of their long-term interdependence on natural systems. 
These changes provide both an opportunity and a significant evaluative challenge for 
those who have traditionally operated within the aid/development sphere. This chapter 
considers new frontiers for the evaluation profession in terms of methodology, engage-
ment with new actors, and how best to provide evaluative evidence within complex 
and rapidly changing contexts. Responding to global challenges requires more than 
just methodological improvement and innovation. There is a need for a bolder eval-
uation agenda, recognizing the evaluators’ role in contributing to change: acting not 
just as providers of evidence, but to proactively engage in an ethical obligation to 
society, stimulating deliberation and re-examination of evidence by a broader range 
of citizens—citizens who can be emboldened to use such evidence to improve their 
situations and hold others to account.
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T
he world has changed significantly in the past decade, with rising inequal-
ity, conflict and insecurity, mass migration, terrorism, and climate change 
all presenting major challenges for our collective future. New influential 

trading powers like China and India challenge the economic status quo, while 
the choices of voters in the United States and the United Kingdom suggest 
a re-emergence of protectionist and populist policies in response to increas-
ing globalization and a new multipolar political order. The old East-West, 
North-South, developed-developing divides look increasingly irrelevant. 
Meanwhile, over the past few decades, evaluation as a field has developed 
largely in response to public policy and government intervention, by assessing 
effectiveness and impact on behalf of governments and their taxpaying con-
stituents. In international aid particularly, this has been underpinned largely 
by assumptions from an old-world order: it has been focused on public expen-
diture commissioned by donors for recipient countries, and dominated by 
large-scale interventions managed mostly by international nongovernmental 
organizations (INGOs), agencies of the United Nations (UN), or “managing 
agents” (Western private companies). 

In this chapter, we consider how the field of evaluation might best 
respond to a changing world, and in doing so set out new frontiers for the 
coming decades. The first part describes major global trends, with billions 
of people continuing to live in poverty, and with growing inequality between 
the richest and the poorest; threats to the environment and our ecosystems; 
and insecurity, migration, and conflict. In response to these challenges, the 
international community has set out an ambitious vision for the future: the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which includes the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs); the Addis Ababa Development Financing Action 
Agenda; the World Humanitarian Summit; and the Paris Climate Change 
Agreement. In parallel, there has been a rising tide of private capital and 
businesses consciously aiming to become a force for good (Social Impact 
Investment Taskforce 2014a). This includes various forms of socially and envi-
ronmentally responsible private and blended capital (e.g., impact investing 
and venture philanthropy), as well as new modalities and changes in the ways 
of doing business such as the Blueprint for Business.1 In the second half of 
the chapter, we explore the implications of these changes for evaluation in 
terms of both methodology and new partnerships with new actors. Finally, 
we argue that these global challenges require something more fundamental 
than just changing the way in which evaluators respond and adapt to a chang-
ing context. Rather, we argue that they imply the need for a bolder evaluation 
agenda, in which evaluators contribute to the change itself and take up a 
more value-driven mantra: not only to provide evidence-based assessments, 
but also to engage in an ethical obligation to society to make evidence avail-
able in such a way that it can be deliberated upon and reexamined by a 
broader cross-section of the population. At a time when many of the most 
vulnerable feel disenfranchised by global trends, it is perhaps even more 

1 www.blueprintforbusiness.org.
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pertinent for evaluators to embrace technology, new ways of working, and 
new partnerships in order to focus increasingly on the ultimate “client” (the 
poor and marginalized), by empowering citizens to better use evidence to 
inform, challenge, and call to account politicians, policy makers, development 
professionals, and private companies. 

GROWING INEQUALITY

There is increasing recognition that inequality is one of the major challenges 
of our time. In recent years, seminal work by leading economists has high-
lighted a growing divide between the world’s richest and poorest citizens 
(Atkinson 2015; Bourguignon 2015; Picketty 2013). Indeed, inequality within 
countries continues to rise (Oxfam 2014), with the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) reporting that income inequality in developing 
countries increased by 11 percent between 1990 and 2010 (UNDP 2013). 
Furthermore, the location of the poorest is changing, and the distribution 
is no longer concentrated in low-income countries. Research shows that 
72 percent of the world’s poor (960 million) now live not in poor countries, 
but in middle-income countries (MICs), a dramatic shift from two decades 
ago, when the vast majority (over 90 percent) lived in low-income countries 
(Sumner 2012). Increasingly, the problems of poverty are a challenge for 
MICs that are less dependent, and may not be at all dependent, on devel-
opment assistance. As such, poverty reduction in many MICs becomes less 
about having enough resources and more about having the political will to 
address issues of redistribution. This has implications for development assis-
tance, which is increasingly being used to target the most stubborn problems 
in the least developed countries, especially among fragile and conflict-af-
fected states (Picciotto 2015a). Not only is this a challenge to the traditional 
North-South model of development assistance: it also affects evaluators 
and the role of evaluation. While evaluators need to retain some focus on 
development assistance, increasingly there is a new role emerging: to support 
national-level (and country-led) policy objectives, and to consider policy 
coherence internationally. This requires not simply evaluating aid-driven (or 
micro level) interventions in isolation, but also assessing the effects of other 
policies—of trade, investment, environmental protection, foreign policy, immi-
gration, and so on—to either mutually support (or to undermine) poverty, 
inequality, and sustainability objectives (Picciotto 2005).2 Or, as van den Berg 
and Cando-Noordhuizen (2017) have put it, “Evaluators need to point out to 
policy makers and decision makers that what they promote with one hand, 
is more than sufficiently undone with a very active and much bigger other 
hand.”

2 See, e.g., the blog discussion by Heider (2017).
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PUSHING PLANETARY BOUNDARIES

At the same time, our understanding of the environment is changing. New 
thinking and new science suggest that there are planetary boundaries, i.e., 
that there are thresholds within which there exists a safe operating space for 
humanity. For instance, Rockström et al. (2009) suggest a framework of nine 
planetary boundaries (including stratospheric ozone depletion, ocean acid-
ification, and biogeochemical flows) within which humanity can continue to 
develop and thrive for generations to come. Work on climate change also 
suggests that growing global resource demands will continue to exacerbate 
the likelihood of increased flooding, heat waves, earthquakes, and other 
natural disasters, the consequences of which are linked in many countries 
to food security concerns and increased levels of conflict (UN 2015c; World 
Economic Forum 2016). Economic, social, and environmental developments 
are increasingly viewed as interlinked, and pose challenges for policy makers, 
the private sector, and evaluators. The latter can no longer operate purely 
within defined sectoral boundaries, and even social systems are too limit-
ing: there is an increasing need to consider the relationship between social 
and natural systems, as well as longer-term time frames—that is, no longer 
3–5 years, but 20, 50, or 100 years (Rowe 2012).

CONFLICT, SECURITY, AND SAFETY

Alongside a growing gap between the richest and poorest, and a greater 
vulnerability to risks and disaster-related losses especially for the poorest, 
deterioration in indicators of peace in the Middle East and North Africa have 
been so severe they have masked increases in other areas. The global peace 
index has highlighted deterioration in the impact of terrorism and political 
instability indicators as key contributors (Institute for Economics and Peace, 
2014). The severity of the situation in the Middle East has wider implica-
tions. Global levels of displacement are now higher than ever before, with 
65.3 million people living in exile at the end of 2015—a population of forci-
bly displaced people that is greater than the entire population of the United 
Kingdom (UNHCR 2015). Large-scale global migration is now rated as one 
of the most likely and impactful global risks (World Economic Forum 2016). 
The intertwined dynamics of terrorism, conflict, and political instability within 
a small number of countries has consequences at a global level, with the eco-
nomic impact of violence estimated at 13.3 percent of world GDP (Institute 
for Economics and Peace 2014). Evaluation, particularly when undertaken in 
fragile contexts, increasingly has to respond to dynamic situations, where the 
politics of diplomacy, military intervention, and peace-building activities often 
intersect with more traditional forms of humanitarian and development assis-
tance (Broegaard, Bull and Kovsted 2014).

THE POST-2015 ERA: RESPONDING TO GLOBAL CHALLENGES

The above-mentioned challenges of poverty, inequality, insecurity, and the 
environment are increasingly being recognized, with the re-emergence of 
“sustainable development” as a unifying concept—that is, the process of 
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meeting human development goals while sustaining the very natural systems 
that are needed to provide the resources and ecosystem services for human-
ity (both society and the economy) to thrive. For the coming decades, the 
international community has set out an ambitious vision: the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (in September 2015), which includes the SDGs; 
the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on development financing (in July 2015); the 
World Humanitarian Summit (in May 2016); and the Paris Climate Change 
Agreement (in December 2015). The SDGs in particular represent a major 
shift toward global responsibility, unlike the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), where the focus was on developing countries. These agreements 
also offer a more holistic vision that acknowledges the interconnectedness 
between objectives (societal, economic, and environmental), and advocates 
partnerships that go beyond governments, and that include the private sector.

The Agenda for Sustainable Development presents a vision for eradi-
cating poverty and tackling inequality, and addressing the need for economic, 
social, and environmental sustainability with a breadth of focus that recog-
nizes the interconnected nature of the issues faced. While the MDGs focused 
on identifying and filling gaps, the SDGs ask a more holistic question about 
how we can stimulate sustainable progress across a much broader range of 
complex and interrelated goals (Weisen and Prokop 2015).

Evidence and learning are also integrated into the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Agenda, which is monitored via a results framework composed 
of the 17 ambitious SDGs, and 169 quantitative and qualitative target indi-
cators. These goals are aspirational and universal, setting a framework within 
which countries define their own targets based on national priorities and 
contexts. In contrast to the tracking of the MDGs, where disparities in per-
formance were masked by aggregate-level reporting, the 2030 Agenda calls 
for the monitoring of targets at all levels, and an increased focus on data dis-
aggregation by a range of characteristics including income, race, age, gender, 
disability, and ethnicity (Weisen and Prokop 2015). Systematic follow-up and 
review processes are also prominent within the agenda, positioning evidence, 
data, and evaluative thinking as critical to the achievement of the strategy. 
Review processes are expected to operate at the national, regional, and global 
levels, in order to “promote accountability to our citizens, support effective 
international cooperation…and foster exchanges of best practices and mutual 
learning” (UN 2015a, clauses 72–73). Follow-up and review processes will be 
informed by the tracking of progress toward goals, and rigorous country-led 
evaluation, and are expected to make “a vital contribution to implementation 
and will help countries to maximise and track progress…in order to ensure 
that no one is left behind” (UN 2015a, clauses 72 and 74g).

The Agenda poses many challenges for evaluation. First, it requires 
country-led evaluation which requires strengthening national evaluation pro-
grams through enhanced capacity-building support for developing countries. 
Although as highlighted by the International Institute for Environment and 
Development (IIED), little guidance is given on how countries may set their 
own national agendas, and evaluation will need to address issues such as 
whether or not progress made is equitable, relevant, and sustainable (Ofir 
et al. 2016; Schwandt 2016). Second, lessons from the monitoring and 
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evaluation (M&E) of the MDGs suggest that the MDG approach oversim-
plified the development narrative, essentially creating sector-based silos. In 
response to this, the interrelated nature of the SDGs demonstrates the need 
for a more holistic development—and therefore evaluation—approach. 
Third, moving away from the public sector, donor-centric MDG approach, 
there is a clear recognition of the need for diversification in funding mecha-
nisms. The new agenda emphasizes the role of multiple change agents, and 
recognizes the need for contextual flexibility and the disaggregation of data 
(Ofir 2015).

MOBILIZING RESOURCES FOR THE POST-2015 AGENDA

Financing this ambitious global agenda requires a significant increase in 
resources allocated, and a mobilization of resources far beyond that of 
development assistance. The United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel-
opment (UNCTAD) has estimated the total investment needs in developing 
countries to amount to $3.9 trillion annually. Current investment report-
edly stands at $1.4 trillion, highlighting a substantial investment gap of 
$2.5  trillion per year (UNCTAD 2014, 145). In many MICs, the public reve-
nues generated are sufficient to meet costs: however, insufficient funds are 
being allocated to basic services. The current political climate in both Europe 
and the United States increasingly challenges the commitment to deliver 0.7 
percent of gross national income as official development aid (Nakhooda et al. 
2016). In this resource-constrained context, the importance of private sector 
investment is heightened, changing the dynamics of development finance sig-
nificantly. The role of the private sector is clearly acknowledged within the 
2030 Agenda, and the Addis Ababa Action Agenda encourages philanthropic 
donors to continue their engagement through impact investments, with calls 
for increased transparency and accountability across the sector (UN 2015a, 
2015c).

Meanwhile, there is a potential convergence between this globally 
agreed agenda and the individual interests of some in the private sector. Over 
the past decade, the private sector has been evolving considerably, with the 
emergence of businesses with a more deliberate social or environmental con-
science. The long era of corporate social responsibility (CSR) continues, but 
this has sometimes been plagued by accusations of tokenism, or “greenwash-
ing.” Indeed, claims of CSR are rarely evaluated (Picciotto 2015b), therefore 
little is known about the effectiveness of these approaches in creating social 
and environmental change (Flynn, Young, and Barnett 2015). But whereas 
CSR has sometimes been viewed as an add-on to the core business, there 
is now a growing movement that is advocating using business as a force 
for good—for example, initiatives such as Blueprint for Better Business, the 
World Forum on Natural Capital, and B-Corp. Building on the pioneering work 
of businesses such as The Body Shop as well as fair trade and other certifica-
tions, these movements aim to encourage businesses to define and operate 
with a purpose that serves society and the environment. B-Corp, for instance, 
now has more than 2,000 businesses that are certified to its standards of 
social and environmental performance, accountability, and transparency.
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The investment field provides a good example of the multiplicity of 
challenges faced by more traditional forms of evaluation. In recent decades, 
new variants of purpose-driven, or mission-based, capital have emerged, 
aiming for both social and environmental returns along with their financial 
benefits. The boundaries between traditional public sector–driven inter-
national aid and private sector investment are becoming more and more 
blurred with the emergence and proliferation of a huge range of social and 
environmental investment funds, financial intermediation schemes, and insur-
ance products aimed at achieving profit with purpose (Picciotto 2015a; Social 
Impact Investment Taskforce 2014a). Private sector resources are now being 
directed toward socially responsible purposes, with new investment modal-
ities seeking to achieve both financial and social or environmental returns. 

There is a broad range of approaches to socially or environmentally 
responsible capital, existing across a spectrum that ranges from philanthropic 
giving to traditional, profit-driven investment (Avantage Ventures 2011). As 
shown in figure 18.1, investment modalities can be broadly categorized into 
five groups: socially responsible investments; environmental, social, and gov-
ernance investments; impact investing; program-related investing; and venture 
philanthropy. Toward the profit-oriented end of the spectrum, socially respon-
sible investing focuses mainly on “do no harm” principles that involve avoiding 
investments in companies with ethically, socially, or environmentally ques-
tionable business practices. However, a new breed of environmental, social, 
and governance (ESG) investments are oriented more toward “doing good” 
by incorporating ESG factors consciously into their investment decisions, and 
aiming to improve the sustainability and ethical impacts of an investment 
(Avantage Ventures 2011). 

At the other (socially oriented) end of the scale, there has been a rise 
in philanthropy, which has more direct, charitable-giving purposes. Venture 
philanthropists in particular provide flexible financial support and mentoring 
to social entrepreneurs and organizations that are aiming to drive innovation 
and social change, and to achieve operational sustainability. Financial support 
has traditionally been focused on grant giving, but has broadened recently 
to include other mechanisms, such as equity-like investments and loans.3 Pro-
gram-related investments go further still, and are made where there is a 
potential for return on investment within a specific period of time, allowing 
recipients to access capital at lower rates. 

The growing industry of purpose-driven investments has already lev-
eraged a substantial amount of private capital for social and environmental 
“goods.” The potential of social impact investing to bring new capital to devel-
oping economies, and to advance development using market principles, is 
well recognized (Picciotto 2015a; Social Impact Investment Taskforce 2014b). 
Mapping market trends in global impact investing, the Global Impact Investing 
Network reports an increase in impact investing assets under management 

3 Source: Social Innovator, “Venture Philanthropy,“ http://www.socialinnovator.
info/ways-supporting-social-innovation/third-sector/mission-related-investment/
venture-philanthropy.
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from $25.5 billion in 2013 to $35.5 billion in 2016, with survey respondents 
committing an average $8.5 billion per year between 2013 and 2015 (GIIN 
2016). 

Progress in the field has been supported by the creation of new net-
works, approaches and guidance, and standards and metrics (Jackson 2013). 
However, to date there has been a limited focus on evidencing impact and 
systematic, independent evaluation, increasing concerns about the validity 
of current measures and approaches to assessing social and environmental 
impact (Picciotto 2015a). There is a significant risk that sectoral standards 
of impact assessment focus more on marketing claims of impact rather 
demonstrable social change (O’Flynn and Barnett 2016); many key players 
are therefore calling for increased scrutiny of impact claims (Brest and Born 
2013). 

In a review of impact measurement initiatives emerging across the 
impact investing field, Flynn, Young, and Barnett (2015) identified a huge 
range of tools and approaches documented in the gray literature. The most 
prominent of these were the Impact Reporting and Investment Standards 
(IRIS) and the Global Impact Investing Rating System (GIIRS). The IRIS pro-
vides investors with a standardized menu of indicators ranging from jobs 
created through to sector specific changes; while the GIIRS sets out a rating 
system (guided by the IRIS) that can be used to assess companies, funds, and 
their portfolio companies in four key areas: governance, workers, community, 
and the environment.

While these approaches have moved the field forward in terms of 
metric standardization and reporting against output-level indicators, they 
have contributed little to our understanding of investment outcomes or 
impact. This can result, for example, in better measurement of the number 
of people employed by an organization but with limited, or no evidence, of 
the social value that these jobs create (Brest and Born 2013). Flynn, Young, 
and Barnett have concluded that while a wide range of tools and approaches 
exist, the predominant focus on metrics and rating systems concentrates 
on counting inputs and outputs rather than on establishing any meaningful 
understanding of social and environmental change through the measure-
ment of intended outcomes (Flynn, Young, and Barnett 2015; Jackson 2013). 
Moving forward, it is clear that a variety of methods and approaches will be 
required in order to effectively evaluate the diverse range of impact invest-
ments occurring in such a broad spectrum of operating contexts. Many of 
the design approaches, and both the quantitative and qualitative methods 
employed in public sector development evaluation, will add value, especially 
when considering the participation of a wider range of stakeholders within 
the evaluation process (Jackson 2013). 

THE NEW FRONTIERS:  
TAKING UP THE EVALUATION CHALLENGE

To this point, this chapter has considered recent global trends such as 
growing inequality, environmental threats, mass migration, and insecurity 
and conflict, and the international response to them. Over the past decade, 
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however, evaluation, specifically in international development, has become 
a rather introverted field, with most effort focused on the inadequacies of 
methodology and the need for rigor in impact evaluation (Picciotto 2012). 
Certain methodologies have come to dominate the debate (spearheaded by 
work such as that of Duflo and Kremer 2003; Savedoff, Levine, and Birdsall 
2006; and White 2009), particularly because they offer an apparent certainty 
to (mostly Western) donors under pressure to demonstrate accountability to 
their national parliaments. This pressure to prove “demonstrable impact” has 
trickled down through the system, from the policies and procedures of donor 
agencies, through staff priorities and capacities, and onward through funding 
mechanisms to multilateral agencies, NGOs, researchers, consultancies, and 
so on. Much of the focus has been on selecting the best method, and in many 
cases this rests on an assumption that particular designs and methods are 
superior (a “hierarchy of evidence”).4 The term “rigorous impact evaluation” for 
instance, has become synonymous with experimental and quasi-experimental 
methods, while definitions of “impact” are often limited to counterfactual 
notions of causal inference (Stern et al. 2012). Even those who take a broader 
view of evaluating impact are still primarily concerned with selecting the best 
method; although admittedly rather than focusing on the intrinsic superiority 
of one method over another, their focus has been on the appropriateness of 
methods in line with the evaluation purpose, the evaluation questions, the 
context, and the characteristics of the intervention (Stern et al. 2012).

Yet far less attention has been paid to the changing demands for eval-
uation—that is, who is now asking the impact questions, and what questions 
really need answering? Indeed, it is clear, as outlined in the preceding sec-
tions of this chapter, that evaluators are now operating in an increasingly 
rapidly changing and volatile environment; and they are facing complex and 
interrelated issues in which the traditional linear approaches are insufficient 
to describe the changes. Linear, cause/effect approaches to evaluation are 
insufficient to understand such complex interactions and the contextual vari-
ation that is influencing progress toward the SDGs (Befani, Ramalingam, and 
Stern 2015; Picciotto 2015b). Going forward, evaluation will need to draw 
on methods and approaches from further afield, including systems thinking 
and complexity science in order to support understanding of change in these 
circumstances (Barder and Ramalingam 2012; Ofir 2016). Monitoring and 
evaluation systems are required at the global, country, sector, and local levels, 
with a wide variety of evaluative approaches needed to assess achievements 
(Picciotto 2015b).

But are these new frontiers only about a methodological revolution—a 
new science for evaluation? In the next sections, we argue that while there are 
undoubtedly implications for methodology, much more is needed. Method-
ological innovation and adaptation is key to meeting the evaluation challenges 

4 Hierarchies are well established in the evidence-based policy tradition (e.g., 
evidence-based medicine), including the Cochrane Collaboration and Campbell Collab-
oration approaches to systematic reviews. In the development field, 3ie has taken this 
tradition on board.
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of the SDGs: these methodological challenges will require flexibility, creativ-
ity, and innovation. No one approach or method will be sufficient, and there 
will be no “gold standard” (Picciotto 2015a). In addition, it will require build-
ing partnerships within and beyond the evaluation community in order to 
support both the country-led focus of SDGs through capacity building (Ofir 
2016), as well as the new demands from a range of private and public actors. 
Indeed, the evaluation community should engage more effectively with the 
private sector, by promoting dialogue and mutual understanding, and increas-
ing the demand for evaluative products. There is some level of urgency here 
in order to avoid these roles being filled by management consultancies, audi-
tors, and accountancy firms, many of who have pre-existing relationships with 
investors or private companies, but limited experience in social (i.e., develop-
mental) and environmental impact evaluation.5 

Finally, we conclude that the evaluation field needs to take on a more 
value-driven approach. The increase in private sector social investments 
and the associated lack of public accountability mechanisms necessitates 
a response from evaluators in order to promote transparency in claims of 
impact; to support inclusive evaluative processes; to stimulate demand for 
(and use of) evidence in decision making; and to include deliberation and 
accountability for, and by, citizens.

METHODOLOGICAL INNOVATION AND ADAPTATION

The methodological challenges facing the evaluation field in this new era are 
multiple and varied. The reframing of global development goals represents 
a conceptual shift in our approach to addressing issues of poverty and 
inequality, as we move from thematically silo-based thinking toward a greater 
understanding and acceptance of the complexity of the issues being faced. 
Understanding issues such as resilience, working in fragile and conflict-af-
fected contexts, and meeting the requirements of private sector approaches 
will increase the complexity of evaluation in various ways, but all of them 
will challenge the reliance on results-based, linear, and experimental designs 
(Picciotto 2015a). We propose that four different responses will be required 
from the evaluation profession in the coming years: 

nn Methodological pluralism within coherent evaluation design
nn Systems thinking and complexity science
nn Increasing agility and flexibility
nn Capitalizing on the data revolution

Methodological Pluralism within Coherent Evaluation Design

Since the early 21st century, development evaluation has been character-
ized by a reliance on experimental and quasi-experimental approaches, 

5 As concluded in Clarke, Barnett, and van den Berg (2015).
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with proponents declaring counterfactual logic the only valid approach to 
establishing causality (Picciotto 2012). However, limitations in experimental 
designs, and their inapplicability in a wide range of social and environmental 
contexts, have called this thinking into question, leading to increased interest 
in a broader range of evaluation designs and theoretical approaches to estab-
lishing causality (Stern et al. 2012). Today’s evaluators have an increasing 
set of methodologies and tools at hand. However, faced with increasingly 
complex operating environments, multifaceted programs, and interrelated 
issues, the challenge in coming years will be to become more experienced 
in the use of a plurality of methods within broader (and sometimes nested) 
evaluation designs. Indeed, our acceptance of mixed designs, combining dif-
ferent approaches to establishing causality; and our innovating in the use of 
contrasting methodological approaches, will be fundamental to our ability to 
effectively capture and understand impact. 

Systems Thinking and Complexity Science

Evaluators will also need to borrow from other disciplines in order to meet 
the challenges raised in the post-2015 era. The fields of systems thinking 
and complexity science are increasingly drawn upon by evaluators who are 
engaged in the challenging task of understanding “what works” in complex, 
dynamic contexts. The principles of these approaches are well-established 
in many fields, but relatively new to development evaluation (Befani, Rama-
lingam, and Stern 2015). There is still a significant amount of work to do to 
understand the applicability and appropriateness of different methodologies, 
and to adapt and develop the tools used across this incredibly broad field, 
whether as a heuristic device, or as more complicated forms of social sim-
ulation and agent-based modeling. Examples of the application of systems 
thinking and complexity science within evaluations are limited. Further real-
word testing of these approaches is critical to progress in this area (Befani, 
Ramalingam, and Stern 2015). 

Agility and Flexibility

Traditional public sector oriented evaluations can be a costly and time-con-
suming activity. Increased agility and flexibility will be essential in order to 
provide private actors with the information they require for decision making 
and learning. Within the impact investing market for instance, the current 
focus on lean systems presents a risk in terms of an overreliance on sim-
plistic numerical summaries.6 Outcome-level evaluation is expensive and 
time-consuming, which may be why there are few examples to examine 
(Brest and Born 2013). Evaluators must work to identify cost-effective tools 
and approaches that are able to meet this demand while providing robust, 

6 This is a trend that mirrors the development of the microfinance sector more 
than a decade ago, when what could easily be counted obscured the need to capture 
nonfinancial (social) returns. See Foose and Folan (2016).
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high-quality evaluative evidence. This may be partially achieved through the 
blending of M&E, the employment of continuous data-capture approaches, 
and considering real-time monitoring and evaluative approaches (Greeley, 
Lucas, and Chai 2013). 

Big Data and Social Media

Evaluators will also need to capitalize on the flourishing information and 
communications technology market in order to support increased agility in 
data collection and analysis. Mobile phone and smart technologies can enable 
people to communicate more easily, engage in dialogue, and contribute their 
opinions to evaluations. Technological innovation has also made it possible to 
generate data on difficult-to-reach populations, such as those in fragile and 
conflict-affected environments (Bamberger 2016). 

To date, there has been very limited use of social media and big data in 
international development evaluation, which has a greater focus on research, 
planning, and resourcing. When used appropriately, big data can increase the 
reliability of findings through the provision of huge data sets; facilitate data 
collection on sensitive topics and in difficult-to-reach situations; capture a 
range of stakeholder voices and empower vulnerable groups; support the 
evaluation of complex contexts and programs; and finally, play an important 
role in the dissemination of findings (Bamberger 2016). 

The digital data revolution has significant potential to provide cost-ef-
fective, real-time data, and hence to increase the pace at which information 
can be generated for decision making and learning. However, there is pres-
ently insufficient understanding of and practical experience in using these 
approaches in development evaluation. Continued engagement from the pro-
fession will be required to capitalize on these new opportunities. 

GOING BEYOND METHODOLOGY:  
BUILDING NEW PARTNERSHIPS

Methodological pluralism alone, while important, will not lead to a signif-
icant increase in the relevance and utility of evaluation in meeting current 
global challenges. Methodology has dominated the last decade of devel-
opment evaluation, but new demands will inevitably require evaluation to 
expand beyond the public sector and begin working more closely with the 
private sector, philanthropic foundations, and INGOs, with a stronger empha-
sis on dialogue within and between actors. Currently rooted in the public 
sector, the development evaluation profession is likely to have to expand its 
communication horizons; learn the language of the private sector and phil-
anthropic organizations; and develop the skills and experience required to 
interact closely with key stakeholders outside the public sector. It will also 
be important to communicate the experience, knowledge, and approaches 
developed over the last decade in a manner that the private sector finds 
engaging, and that demonstrates a clear value proposition (Jackson 2013). 
Several such attempts have emerged in recent years—for example, the Social 
Impact Investment Taskforce, the Wilton Park event on New Frontiers, and 
ImpCon, among others.
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Promoting dialogue between evaluators and the private sector is key 
to building understanding and demand for evaluative products. As discussed 
earlier, there is presently a rather nascent demand for evaluative evidence, 
and a lack of clarity about the value evaluators might bring beyond more 
mainstream advisory services from management consultants and accoun-
tancy firms. Evaluators need to not only be open to and able to meet investor 
and business requirements: they must “do more than evaluate or critique…
they also have to become ‘field builders’ to demonstrate their approach and 
its value.”7 A variety of new platforms and events are required to promote 
discourse on differences in language, expectations, challenges, and values. 

Within the evaluation sector, partnerships between developing, middle-
income, and developed countries will also need to support the building of 
evaluative capacity across the globe. The move toward country-led evaluation 
strategies precipitated by the SDG evaluation agenda will require a substan-
tial increase in national technical capacity, commissioning, and evaluation. 

THE NEED FOR VALUES-DRIVEN EVALUATION

The applied nature of evaluative inquiry means that findings should have 
a direct relevance to decisions, whether program decisions, policy changes, 
strategic changes in direction, or funding allocations. As stated by Patton 
(2014), “evaluation is something that informs action.” That is, it is a distinctive 
form of social science inquiry. The conclusions of an evaluation are expected 
to judge effectiveness, and to place a value on the subject of inquiry; hence 
they are of keen interest to stakeholders (Barnett and Camfield 2016). As 
such, the ethical responsibility of the evaluators extends beyond a focus on 
more traditional research endeavors, in which a “protection of respondents” 
(i.e., human subjects) predominates—in other words, a “do no harm” principle. 
Evaluation now has a perhaps heightened requirement, to also contribute to 
society (a “do good” principle) through deliberations on policy and resource 
priorities, as well as the associated focus on transparency, accountability, and 
participation. This requires evaluators to consider more carefully how evi-
dence and knowledge are created and made available and accessible, in a 
way that facilitates debate among more than just commissioners and immedi-
ate stakeholders (Barnett 2015).

In an emerging profession, where commissioners often have a signif-
icant, and sometimes unhealthy, stake in evaluation findings, maintaining 
independence is a continued challenge, especially where commissioners 
can exert significant control over the scope, methods, approaches, and 
outcomes of evaluation (Scott 2016). Furthermore, the growth of private 
sector and blended modalities in the international development field has 
given rise to heightened concerns over levels of accountability and trans-
parency. Unlike public sector funds, which are generally subject to rigorous 
evaluation and public scrutiny, many investors are primarily accountable to 
shareholders rather than the general public (O’Flynn and Barnett 2016). 

7 As concluded in Clarke, Barnett, and van den Berg (2015).
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The lack of widespread use of rigorous tools for the assessment of impact, 
combined with the real risk that the evaluative function is being overtaken 
by management consultants, financial advisors, auditors and so on, presents 
a fundamental challenge in establishing the validity of private sector impact 
claims. 

Furthermore, there is a distinct lack of clarity concerning how and to 
what extent citizens’ voices can and should be heard in the process of private 
sector evaluation (O’Flynn and Barnett 2016). Within the field of impact 
investing, for example, a shift toward capturing impact at the household or 
individual level could significantly contribute to the empowerment of those 
individuals affected, either positively or negatively, by social impact initia-
tives (Jackson 2013; Clarke, Barnett, and van den Berg 2015). However, a 
values-driven evaluation profession can, and it is argued should, take a more 
deliberate stance in addressing the trade-off between methodological rigor 
and ethical principles such as inclusion (Barnett and Camfield 2016).

CONCLUSION

In short, we argue that in this changing landscape—one of increased inter-
connectedness, uncertainty, and new actors—the evaluation field will need 
to both adapt methodologically and form new alliances and partnerships 
that transcend traditional development assistance. But even beyond this, we 
argue that evaluation has an ethical and value-based proposition: after all, 
evaluation is about “value” and “valuing” performance and impact. Evaluation 
can be about more than simply presenting evidence: it can be used to engage 
a range of very different interests, support inclusion, raise the voice of the 
marginalized, and “speak truth to power.” With the necessity of mobilizing 
private sector resources to reach the SDGs also comes an evaluator’s respon-
sibility to perform a new role in supporting transparency and accountability. 
For example, in the absence of traditional public accountability mechanisms, 
development evaluation can play a supportive role, alongside metrics and 
certification, to help hold the burgeoning private sector to account (Jackson 
2013). Other professions (accountants, management consultancies, auditors, 
certification bodies, etc.) are already addressing these emerging needs, but 
with less focus on the effectiveness, transformational change, participation, 
transparency, and accountability that a truly values-based evaluation profes-
sion could offer. Therefore, not only do evaluators themselves need to adapt 
to a changing world: they also have a role to play in helping citizens to adapt 
to globalization through the better use of evidence. This includes advocat-
ing for, and being part of, processes that hold public and private sectors to 
account for their performance and impact—not just in the short term, but 
also in longer-term consequences, both positive and negative.
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Chapter 19

Rising to the Challenges of  
Impact Evaluation - Insights 
from Piloting a Systemic and 

Participatory Approach

Adinda Van Hemelrijck

Abstract. This chapter reflects on the use and value of a systemic theory-based and 
participatory mixed-methods approach for addressing the challenges of impact eval-
uation in complex development contexts. A Participatory Impact Assessment and 
Learning Approach (PIALA) was developed and piloted with the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development in Vietnam in 2013, and in Ghana in 2015, that engages 
partners and stakeholders in assessing, explaining, and debating systemic impacts 
on rural poverty. An action research was conducted around the pilots to learn about 
the processes and mechanisms that make impact evaluations using PIALA rigorous 
and inclusive but also feasible. The study concluded that inclusiveness and rigor can 
reinforce each other, even more so at scale, with sufficient capacity. Methodological 
complementarity and consistency, extensive and robust triangulation, and cross-valida-
tion are important attributes. Investing in research capacity may help to reduce costs 
over time, while enhancing the value of impact evaluation and the uptake of its findings.
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D
evelopment today takes place in globalized contexts of growing inequality, 
uncertainty, and instability, with new rising powers and an infinite number 
of conflicting issues and interests. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development calls for fundamental systemic changes, and adds demands for 
inclusiveness and sustainability to those of effectiveness, in order to eradicate 
poverty and inequality and protect our planet. Interventions, consequently, 
are becoming ever more complex, with stakes and stakeholders getting more 
diverse, influences more dense, problems more systemic, and outcomes more 
unpredictable. This complexity challenges the field of impact evaluation. 

Traditional counterfactual-based approaches are generally found to 
be too costly and difficult to pursue in complex environments, due to high 
causal density, spillover, time lags, and the unpredictability of events (Befani 
et al. 2014; Picciotto 2014). They focus too narrowly on specific intervention 
components, thus “leaving many evaluation questions unanswered” (White 
2014, 3). They also do not explain impact or assess its sustainability, given 
their focus on specific and isolated cause-effect relationships: therefore they 
cannot tell if, how, or why similar relations would or would not work else-
where (Picciotto 2014; Ravallion 2012; Woolcock 2013). Finally, engagement 
of and learning with partners and stakeholders is inhibited by scientific pro-
cedures, raising questions about inclusiveness and democratic value (Van 
Hemelrijck 2013a, 2017a). 

Alternative theory-based and complex systems approaches, on the 
other hand, tend to be time-intensive and to produce evidence that is not 
comparable across many cases;1 therefore, they are not suitable for evalu-
ations with larger populations (a larger n) that require estimates of impact 
distribution (Beach and Pedersen 2013). In addition, those studies that allow 
for participation generally do not set out to rigorously assess causality and 
to address concerns of bias and rigor (Copestake 2014; White and Phillips 
2012). Chambers calls this “a strange omission, perhaps even a blind spot,” 
and refers to the Participatory Impact Assessment and Learning Approach 
(PIALA) in this respect as “part of what should be a wave of the future” 
(Chambers 2017, 108). 

PIALA was developed with the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) between 2012 and 2015 in an attempt to address these 
challenges. IFAD is a United Nations (UN) agency that provides loans and 
support to governments for agricultural and rural development programs 
that aim at reducing rural poverty by changing smallholder production and 
market systems (IFAD 2016). These are generally medium to large-scale pro-
grams that aspire to create sustainable systemic or transformative change, 
and are implemented by public and private partners in often quite complex 
political environments. The PIALA initiative sought not to reinvent the wheel, 
but to develop a model that creatively combines existing designs and meth-
odologies (both quantitative and qualitative) in novel ways to rigorously 
assess such complex programs, and to bring participation in impact evaluation 

1 This is mostly because the cases themselves are not comparable.
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to life (Guijt et al. 2013). Inspiration was drawn mostly from the theory-based 
(in particular, realist) and transformative (including rights-based) traditions 
(Holland 2013; Mertens 2009; Pawson 2013; Van Hemelrijck 2013a).

This chapter first describes what PIALA is and briefly presents the two 
IFAD pilots. It then discusses the main insights from the action research that 
was conducted around the pilots on how an impact evaluation using PIALA 
can be rigorous and inclusive. The chapter concludes with some reflections 
on the value-for-money of the approach, how rigor and inclusiveness may 
reinforce each other and generate greater value, and the key attributes and 
conditions for achieving this.

THE PARTICIPATORY IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND  
LEARNING APPROACH

PIALA is a theory-based, mixed-methods approach that is essentially participa-
tory. It aims to enable stakeholders to see and learn about impact collectively 
and systemically, in order to bring about transformative change. It is most 
suitable for assessing the impact of medium to large-scale projects or pro-
grams that are targeting relatively large populations, in contexts where a 
conventional counterfactual approach is insufficient, difficult, or impossible 
to pursue. PIALA is not a specific research or evaluation methodology, but an 
approach that can embed any method and allows for a creative “mixed design” 
(Stern 2015) combining different evaluation traditions and methodologies, as 
long as its two overarching design principles—evaluating systemically and 
enabling meaningful participation—are maintained (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). 
These two principles allow for a flexible design, and make it possible for 
evaluators to adapt PIALA’s five methodological elements to the specific eval-
uation context and purposes. The five elements follow: 

nn A systemic theory of change (TOC) for visualizing the project’s 
causal claims, and engaging stakeholders in framing the evaluation 
and debating the evidence

nn Multistage sampling of/in “open systems” for enabling systemic 
inquiry across medium to large-size populations

nn Standardized participatory mixed methods for collecting, linking, 
and cross-checking the data in all sampled systems, in a systematic 
and comparable way

nn A two-stage participatory sense-making model for engaging 
stakeholders at local and aggregated levels in debating the emerg-
ing evidence

nn A configurational analysis method for assessing systemic change 
patterns and drawing conclusions about the distribution and magni-
tude of their impact across medium to large samples

As shown in figure 19.1, these five elements are designed and put to 
use in three consecutive phases: framing and focusing the evaluation; collect-
ing and linking the data; and analyzing and debating contributions. To further 
uphold the desired quality in the design and conduct of an evaluation for 
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achieving optimal value within the constraints of available resources, PIALA 
combines standards of rigor, inclusiveness, and feasibility. 

Methodological Elements

The systemic TOC approach forms the backbone for the entire evaluation. 
It is designed in the first phase of the evaluation process, by means of which 
the evaluation is focused and framed. It involves a process of reconstructing 
and visualizing a program’s impact pathways and change hypotheses, and the 
broader trends and influences, based on a thorough desk review and discus-
sions with key stakeholders. Unlike a classic program/project theory,2 this 
approach uses an evaluative lens, assessing the hypotheses by looking back-
ward, from the envisioned impact back to the interactions and mechanisms 
that presumably have caused or influenced the impact (Funnell and Rogers 
2011; van Es, Guijt, and Vogel 2015). Moreover, it views impact from a sys-
temic perspective, resulting from changes in systems of interactions, rather 
than the direct and isolated relationship between intervention and effect. 
A systemic TOC approach is most useful for evaluating the changes caused 
by many different interventions, implementers, contributors, and funders, 
because it helps to create a shared understanding of complex pathways, and 
enables different stakeholders to critically engage in parts of the analysis 
(Van Hemelrijck 2013a).

2 A program/project theory is constructed from a management perspective, 
and is focused on strategy and performance looking forward, toward the delivery of 
planned results.

FIGURE 19.1  PIALA elements and standards
RIGOR

INCLUSIVENESS FEASIBILITY

Systemic 
TOC approach

Multistage sampling  
of/in “open systems”

Participatory mixed methods

Participatory sense-making
configurational analysis

Phase 1:
Focusing & framing 
the evaluation

Phase 2:
Collecting & linking 
the data

Phase 3:
Analyzing 
contributions
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Multistage cluster sampling of/in open systems happens right after 
the evaluation focus and framing is agreed upon with the stakeholders, as part 
of the design for the second phase. Its purpose is to ensure sufficient repre-
sentation of the various populations, in order to enable the comparison and 
generalization of findings about systemic impact at the medium-to-large scale. 
If we want to learn about systemic impact, then the system should be the main 
level of analysis, and thus also the main sample unit (Lain 2016). In the case 
of government policies and programs, the system is generally too monolithic 
for a classic counterfactual comparison. However, by focusing on the lowest 
embedded open system at the local level (e.g., the local supply-chain system) 
that is entrenched in and affected by the larger system (e.g., the larger com-
modity value chain, and national policy framework), it is often possible to have a 
sample that is large enough to cover systemic heterogeneity, and to have large 
enough subsamples for statistical comparison. Contrasting evidence can then 
be obtained from the areas where program mechanisms are found absent, dys-
functional, or ineffective, rather than from predetermined control areas that are 
sampled external to the program (Van Hemelrijck 2017b). Multistage cluster 
sampling of these local systems, and of populations within these systems, is 
the most cost-effective method, as it substantially reduces costs and logistics 
compared to other random sampling strategies (Levy and Barahona 2002).3 

The appropriate selection and mixing of methods to collect qualita-
tive and quantitative data on the different causal claims in the TOC is also 
part of the design of the second phase. The IFAD pilot in Ghana combined 
conventional household surveys for statistical poverty analysis; participatory 
methods for generic change analysis, livelihood analysis, and constituent feed-
back; SenseMaker for quantitative pattern analysis of perceptions; and key 
informant semistructured interviews for inquiring the larger system.4 Methods 
are selected specific to the causal links in the TOC, and are used on an equal 
basis. They complement and build on each other analytically to enable the con-
struction of the actual causal paths with the data for each locality or sampled 

3 Random sampling is needed for statistical analysis. This depends on the eval-
uation focus. In an impact evaluation for Oxfam GB in Myanmar, for instance, PIALA’s 
sampling protocol was adapted to fit the specific evaluation focus and requirements, 
which did not require statistical analysis and thus also not a random sampling (Van 
Hemelrijck 2017a). 

4 Constituent Feedback (also called Constituent Voice) is a methodology devel-
oped by Keystone Accountability (http://www.keystoneaccountability.org) for collecting 
quantified feedback and engaging in dialogue with key constituents or beneficiaries, 
using standardized metrics similar to the customer satisfaction surveys developed 
in the private sector, and descriptive statistics to produce visual data reports. Sense-
Maker is a software-based methodology developed by Cognitive Edge (http://www.
sensemaker-suite.com) that facilitates mass ethnography and provides a way of nearly 
real-time mapping of social interactions and individual perceptions and motivations 
to inform adaptive management and policy formulation. It collects large amounts of 
self-signified micro-stories that capture people’s experiences and perceptions of past 
and future change in ways that enable us to identify emerging patterns of actions and 
decisions. The software permits statistical analysis at a very large scale.
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system, mirroring the envisioned paths in the TOC. They also partly overlap, to 
permit triangulation. Systematic data collation and quality monitoring makes it 
possible to cross-check and link the data for building the causal paths during 
fieldwork in every locality, and to timely identify data gaps or weaknesses 
that need further inquiry before moving to the next locality. To enable com-
parison across the sample of systems as the basis for aggregating findings, 
the methods are more or less standardized. Yet they also remain sufficiently 
open-ended by including sensing tools such as causal flow mapping that can 
capture unintended effects and influences, and uncover broader dynamics 
that are interacting with the program (Van Hemelrijck 2015). 

Participatory sense-making occurs in the third phase of the process: 
analyzing and debating contributions. It involves half-day local workshops with 
30–50 participants (of whom 60–70 percent are intended beneficiaries) during 
the fieldwork in each locality, and a one or two-day program-level workshop 
with 100–130 participants (of whom over 30 percent are intended beneficia-
ries), shortly after finishing the fieldwork and before turning to the final analysis 
and reporting. The stakeholders participating in the workshops typically include 
decision makers, service providers, and intended beneficiaries. They proportion-
ally represent all the different perspectives necessary to cross-validate the 
evidence and inform the final analysis. They discuss the evidence together and 
assign value to observed contributions (among other influences) by comparing 
the actual causal paths revealed by the data with those hypothesized in the 
TOC. Participatory sense-making in all researched localities and at the aggre-
gated level serves to not only cross-check and strengthen the evidence, but 
also to create ownership, enable equal voice, and stimulate systemic learning. 
In essence, it makes an evaluation more democratic (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). 

Finally, the configurational analysis compares systemic change and 
impact across the sample of systems to reach conclusions about the dis-
tribution and magnitude of impact. Its tools are designed and put to use in 
the third phase of the evaluation process, after the sense-making. It employs 
elements of process tracing, contribution scoring, and cross tabulation, and 
involves four major steps. The first is the aggregated data collation in a 
standard Excel matrix format, in which all evidence from the field collation 
matrices as well as secondary sources is synthesized and tabulated alongside 
the TOC. The next step involves the clustering of the evidence across all the 
sampled systems to surface patterns or configurations of systemic changes 
and causal attributes. The third step involves the comparative analysis of 
similarities and differences in configurations for the specific mechanisms or 
parts of the system of interest (including cases with and cases without func-
tioning mechanisms).5 The final step involves integration of the findings for 

5 Software such as EvalC3 can be applied to assess the conjuncture of different 
mechanisms and causal processes. This novel software, developed by Rick Davies, was 
piloted in an impact evaluation using PIALA for Oxfam GB in Myanmar (Van Hemelrijck 
2017a). The software helped to identify sets of causal attributes that are necessary and/
or sufficient for specific sets of outcome attributes to occur, and to compare and evaluate 
the performance of these causal models to find those with the greatest predictive power.
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the different parts and mechanisms as the basis for validating (or refuting) 
the hypotheses in the TOC; zipping up the findings alongside the TOC; and 
drawing conclusions about the distribution and magnitude of the program’s 
contributions to impact (Van Hemelrijck 2016a, 2016b, 2017b). 

Quality Standards

To enable an evaluation to achieve optimal value with limited budgets while 
remaining true to the two core principles of systemic thinking and mean-
ingful engagement, PIALA also features a quality framework that includes 
standards of rigor, inclusiveness, and feasibility. 

Rigor is defined as the quality of thought put into the methodological 
design and conduct of the evaluation in a way that enables robust trian-
gulation of different methods and perspectives in order to defeat bias or 
dominance of a single truth; and to ensure both consistency and respon-
siveness to local contexts and conditions (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). Whereas 
mainstream evaluation practice defines rigor as the controlled avoidance 
of bias through statistical procedure, PIALA builds on the premise that bias 
cannot be avoided by a single method or procedure, but can be mitigated 
through systematic triangulation of different methods and perspectives 
(Camfield, Duvendack, and Palmer-Jones 2014; Carugi 2016; Mertens 2010).

Inclusiveness refers to the legitimacy of the ways in which people are 
engaged in the evaluation, and to the level of impartiality or inclusion of all 
stakeholder views and perspectives. This has intrinsic empowerment value 
but also contributes to the robustness and credibility of the evidence and 
thus to the validity of the findings (Chambers 2015; Pawson 2013). Validity 
is understood as the extent to which findings are well founded, based on 
robust evidence, and correspond with the reality of all stakeholders, in partic-
ular the populations affected by the project or program being evaluated. By 
embracing a wide range of stakeholder perspectives and ensuring their equal 
weight in examining the evaluation questions, the evaluation builds a more 
accurate systemic picture of impact. Meaningful engagement in constructing, 
analyzing, and debating this picture, on the other hand, enables equal voice, 
and contributes to empowerment (Chambers 2017). 

Feasibility concerns the budget and the capacity needed to meet the 
expectations of rigor and inclusiveness, and to enhance stakeholders’ sys-
temic and collaborative learning (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). The investment in 
building the capacity of in-country researchers, and in experimentation with 
novel mixed designs that stretch the limits of conventional evaluation prac-
tice, is critical for doing this at a larger scale. Considering feasibility as an 
explicit and intent-driven (rather than constraint-driven) quality helps to think 
of this investment in a positive way. Much remains to be learned about how 
to do it well. Excessive focus on limiting costs starves the evaluation of the 
oxygen it needs in order to deliver on rigor and inclusiveness and to maximize 
its value (Chambers 2017).
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TWO IFAD EVALUATIONS THAT PILOTED PIALA

PIALA was piloted in the evaluation of two IFAD-funded programs: the Doing 
Business with the Rural Poor (DBRP) program conducted in one province in 
southern Vietnam,6 and the Roots and Tubers Improvement and Marketing 
Program (RTIMP), which was conducted countrywide in Ghana.7 Both were 
aimed at improving livelihoods and increasing food and income security by 
enhancing smallholders’ capacities to commercialize, and by linking local 
businesses to markets and industries. DBRP focused on developing diver-
sified short-value chain systems; RTIMP was concerned with developing 
much longer commodity chains, linked to national and export markets and 
industries (Guijt et al. 2014; Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015). Both 
programs essentially sought to create the mechanisms needed to facilitate 
rural peoples’ access to services, resources, and markets. 

Despite some important differences in the context and quality of the 
two evaluations,8 both produced quite convincing evidence of program contri-
butions to the improvement of livelihoods as a result of the increased access 
to services, resources, and markets generated through these mechanisms. 
The RTIMP evaluation in Ghana, for instance, showed significant improve-
ments in roots and tubers-based livelihoods, with 15 percent of households 
increasing their incomes above $2 a day. Very weak or no improvement was 
found in supply chain areas where the RTIMP mechanisms were dysfunctional 
or absent. Although positive, the evidence also showed that these improve-
ments were rather limited, fragile, and susceptible to climate and market 
shocks, particularly for poor and vulnerable households, and in remote and 
marginalized areas. The improvements in roots and tubers-based livelihoods in 
Ghana occurred merely between 2009 and 2013, and in about 52 percent of 
the supply chain areas, or about half of the country. Moreover, no households 
gained profits above $4/day from roots and tubers, even though 61 percent 

6 The DBRP was implemented from 2008 to 2014 in two provinces (Cao Bang 
and Ben Tre), with a total budget of $51 million, including a $36 million loan from 
IFAD. The evaluation Guijt et al. 2014) was conducted in 2013 at a cost of $90,000 in 
Ben Tre province only, where the project was implemented in 50 of 164 communes in 
eight of nine districts. 

7 The RTIMP was implemented from 2007 to 2015 as a national program in 106 
of 216 districts, spread across all 10 regions countrywide, with a total budget of $24 
million, of which $19 million was financed under an IFAD loan. The evaluation (Van 
Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015) was conducted countrywide after project comple-
tion in 2015, at a cost of $233,000, and covered the post-midterm review period from 
2010. 

8 Although the evidence suggested strong connections between all observed 
changes, confidence in causal inference remained relatively weak in the Vietnam eval-
uation. In this first PIALA pilot, data collation, cross-checking, and quality monitoring 
was not yet done systematically with the TOC as a backbone structure. Confidence in 
inference and generalizability was much stronger in the second pilot in Ghana because 
of its systematic and multilayered triangulation and cross-validation procedure (Van 
Hemelrijck 2015). This is further discussed in the next section of this chapter. 
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of the households had invested in roots and tubers businesses. Access to 
new seeds and farming technologies had initially led to a boom in production 
across the country, triggering a spillover into processing. Adoption of new 
processing technologies, though, remained limited in 83 percent of the cases, 
partly due to limited investment capital. By and large, the finance mechanism 
put into place by the program proved inaccessible, as it required pre-invest-
ment without short-term capital return, posing high risks for smallholders 
(Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015). Both in Ghana and in Vietnam, poor 
and vulnerable households ran considerable risks by engaging in value chains 
and accessing markets (Guijt et al. 2014; Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 
2015). These risks were left largely unmitigated due to inadequate market 
linking and forecast that otherwise could have helped avoiding the observed 
local market saturation and monopolization; and inadequate poverty tar-
geting that should have made the support services and mechanisms more 
inclusive and sustainable (Van Hemelrijck 2016a). Recommendations for how 
to address these issues in similar IFAD-funded programs and projects were 
made by these two evaluations.

KEY INSIGHTS FROM THE PILOTING

As mentioned earlier, the PIALA initiative was conceived as an action research 
to inquire into the conditions, processes, and decisions affecting the rigor 
and inclusiveness of the two pilots. The action research combined multisited 
ethnography with cooperative inquiry, and involved extensive reflections with 
researchers and participants in the two pilot countries, as well as feedback 
sessions with global experts at IFAD headquarters (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). 
Insights from the first pilot (in Vietnam) helped to better address the chal-
lenges in the second pilot (in Ghana) (Van Hemelrijck 2015). This section 
summarizes some of the key lessons learned.

Creating Ownership of the Evaluation

In order to create ownership, key stakeholders need to be sufficiently 
engaged in the framing and focusing of the evaluation. Ownership implies 
that the evaluation is wanted, legitimized, and enabled by a shared sense 
of responsibility for its success. Ownership also enables participation in the 
analysis, and facilitates learning and greater uptake of evaluation findings 
and recommendations (Burns and Worsley 2015; Patton 2011). In the case 
of PIALA, stakeholders are engaged in the framing and focusing of the eval-
uation through a process of reconstructing and visualizing the TOC (Van 
Hemelrijck 2015). 

In Vietnam, insufficient time and budget was spent on this process, 
which affected the rigor and inclusiveness of the approach during the entire 
evaluation. A brief workshop was organized with the program steering com-
mittee and managers to discuss program logic and expectations. The process 
of reconstructing and visualizing the TOC, however, happened after the work-
shop, and independently of the evaluation design. Evaluation questions did 
not focus on the causal links and assumptions in the TOC, which made it 
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difficult for the researchers to relate the evidence back to the TOC and arrive 
at greater precision in causal analysis. Furthermore, limited ownership of the 
TOC by the stakeholders hindered their critical engagement in sense-making 
and contribution analysis (Van Hemelrijck 2013b). 

Learning from the Vietnam pilot, the TOC process was made a priority 
and a key deliverable in Ghana. The researchers organized a design workshop 
to discuss the TOC and design options, and to determine the focus of the 
evaluation together with key stakeholders. The investment in a more robust 
and collaborative TOC process bore fruit and laid the foundation for attaining 
greater quality throughout the entire evaluation, resulting in stronger evi-
dence and ownership of findings (Van Hemelrijck 2015, 2016b). 

Deciding on the Scope and Scale of the Evaluation

Scale refers to the size of the sample of the primary sample unit. In the case 
of PIALA, this was the lowest embedded “open system” that the program 
sought to change, to generate impact. Scope refers to the various com-
ponents and mechanisms of the system that the evaluation should cover. 
Generally speaking, the larger the scale, the more relevant the findings for 
reporting and advocacy will be. Using participatory mixed methods at scale, 
however, is challenging, and requires sufficient capacity and resources. When 
research capacity is weak, more resources are needed for training, coaching, 
and supervision in order to uphold quality (Van Hemelrijck 2015). 

Three relevant design options are available for designing an impact eval-
uation: full scope–limited scale, limited scope–full scale, and full scope–full 
scale.9 When choosing a full scope–limited scale design, the emphasis is on 
learning about the project’s total contribution to impact in select cases, under 
specific conditions. Fieldwork and analysis are less resource-intensive, given 
the relatively small sample sizes. Yet evaluation findings will not be general-
izable for the entire population: therefore they are less useful for influencing 
policy decisions.10 With a limited scope–full scale design, the purpose is 
to assess the effects of one or two particular aspects or mechanisms of 
the project. The TOC is not strictly necessary in order to conduct such a 
narrow study, but skipping the TOC process may risk missing out on systemic 
understanding, leading to flawed conclusions. Components are studied in iso-
lation, which does not permit analysis of systemic interactions. For example, 
a cost-effectiveness study of Farmer Field Forums (FFF) in Ghana recom-
mended a scaling-up, as the adoption of new technologies had proven the 
success of this mechanism. The PIALA evaluation, however, showed that in a 

9 A limited scope–limited scale option is not really relevant for impact evaluation, 
as it limits the possibility of causal analysis through classic counterfactual comparison, 
frequency statistics, and/or triangulation and cross-validation of sources and methods.

10 This does not hold true if the project/program itself is implemented at a 
limited scale (small n), in which case larger within-samples and more stringent triangu-
lation and cross-validation procedures will take up the resources needed to attain the 
required level of rigor for generalization.
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period of weak economic growth, this success in fact contributed to market 
saturation, which negatively affected livelihoods across the entire country 
(Van Hemelrijck 2015; Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015). 

In Vietnam, a choice was made for a full scope–limited scale design, 
but with disparate scales for the different methods. To save resources, par-
ticipatory methods were employed only in a subsample drawn from the 
sample of villages where the statistical household surveys were conducted. 
The assumption was that this would be sufficient to conduct a full scope 
inquiry of contributions to impacts on rural poverty for the entire program 
area. However, it generated a disparity in the data sets that caused problems 
for their subsequent linking. While participatory data on causes and contri-
butions came from only a few villages or cases, survey data on household 
impact were more widely distributed and not related to the specific cases or 
villages covered by the participatory methods. This hindered causal inference 
(Van Hemelrijck 2013b).

In Ghana, by contrast, a conscious choice was made to employ all 
methods in the same sample and at the same scale. The three design options 
were discussed with clients and commissioners before any procurement or 
design work was started, giving them a basic understanding of the cost and 
value of each.11 As the future Ghana Agriculture Sector Investment Program 
(GASIP) was expected to scale up most of the RTIMP mechanisms, the evalua-
tion was found necessary for both reporting and learning. The commissioners 
therefore chose the most comprehensive design: full scope–full scale. This 
implied six weeks of uninterrupted fieldwork—much longer and far more 
intensive than the pilot in Vietnam, where fieldwork took only two weeks. The 
budget was tighter than in Vietnam because of the larger scale and scope, 
but quality was upheld by a competent research team (Van Hemelrijck 2015; 
Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015). 

Deciding on the Counterfactual

Mainstream impact evaluation assumes that comparative analysis of evidence 
from both treated and nontreated locations is feasible and necessary in order 
to assess causality and reach generalizable conclusions about impact on 
rural household poverty. However, in most “real-world” evaluation contexts 
(Bamberger, Rugh, and Mabri 2012), it is very difficult and costly to arrive 
at an accurate assignment of locations to specific interventions and identify 
credible control groups. The challenge occurs, for instance, in cases of unex-
pected or uncontrolled project expansion and/or spillover, combined with 
high causal density of other interventions and influences. In such contexts, 
it is difficult to discern project from nonproject localities, and to find the 
right matches (Woolcock 2009). In addition, the open systems that form the 
principal sample unit in PIALA generally do not have clear boundaries such 
as villages or other administrative units have. Hence the identification and 

11 Including Ghana’s Ministry of Food and Agriculture and the IFAD Country 
Office in Ghana. 
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matching of control units for these systems and subsampling of various pop-
ulations from these systems, if even possible, requires fieldwork prior to the 
evaluation that substantially increases both costs and risks (Chambers 2017).

In the Vietnam pilot, comparative analysis of treated and nontreated 
units was considered both possible and necessary for assessing house-
hold-level impacts, and the village was thought to be the best proxy unit 
for investigating the short value chains developed by the program. These 
assumptions were flawed and compromised in terms of analytical rigor, 
making it difficult to generalize the findings, for three important reasons. 
First, without a clear definition and identification of the value-chain systems, 
and thus without having sampled proper proxies based on such a definition, 
it was difficult to relate the data on changes in capacities, institutions, and 
livelihoods to the specific value chains and to assess the causal links. Second, 
the matching of treated and nontreated villages was based on variables that 
applied to the village as a unit, not to the value chains, again making it diffi-
cult to relate the difference revealed by the data to the interventions. Finally, 
the high heterogeneity in program delivery and incoherence in its value-chain 
linking efforts, further conflated by the high causal density of other programs 
and influences in the villages, made it impossible within available budgets to 
obtain credible control data (Van Hemelrijck 2013b). 

Learning from this experience, in Ghana much more work was done 
to understand and define the principle sample unit. In the evaluation design 
workshop, the decision was made not to waste resources on identifying and 
inquiring control groups of households, but instead invest all in the systemic 
inquiry of the four main commodity supply chains developed by the program 
(gari, plywood cassava flour, high-quality cassava flour, and fresh export yam). 
These commodity chains comprised medium to large amounts of supply 
chains spread over the entire country. The supply chains are loose catchment 
areas comprising clusters of communities of smallholders supplying the raw 
produce, and small enterprises or off-takers acting as “supply chain leaders” 
and manufacturing higher-value products for bigger markets. The supply 
chains were not entirely homogeneous, as they interacted and overlapped. 
Hence they often differed in reality from what was sampled on paper. Ensur-
ing that the data collected on these systems remained comparable required 
much creativity and coordination. Furthermore, no reliable lists of households 
and beneficiaries were available for the subsampling of farmers, processors, 
and households within the catchment areas of the sampled supply chains. 
Identification and matching of control units and sampling of households thus 
would have required extensive pre-evaluation fieldwork, and the sponsors 
and other participants in the design workshop voted against this. Instead, 
a configurational analysis method, which uses heterogeneity in the sample 
of systems as the basis for counterfactual analysis, was developed. Supply 
chains with different systemic configurations of treatments and causal attri-
butes were randomly sampled (with probability proportional to size) from the 
four commodities’ supply chain populations. The samples were large enough 
to include supply chains with dysfunctional or absent program mechanisms 
that could serve as a “natural” counterfactual (Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Men-
sah 2015). 
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Maintaining Independence

In order to avoid positive bias, field mobilization of research participants is 
best undertaken independently from project management.12 When research 
participants suspect that the research is not independent, they are more likely 
to over- or underreport. On the other hand, they are unlikely to trust outsid-
ers who are not authorized and formally introduced by their leaders. Thus, 
for the researchers to organize fieldwork at scale and mobilize participants 
without any help from the program, they need to be good at logistics; know 
the areas and local customs; and be able to obtain authorization and introduc-
tion in ways that do not affect their independence. In contexts where this is 
not possible, strong facilitation skills are needed to minimize undue influence 
or interference (Van Hemelrijck 2015; Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015).

The challenges encountered in Ghana were quite different from those 
in Vietnam. In both pilots, though, participants trusted the researchers’ autho-
rization and independence, which made them feel safe about expressing 
their views and critically engaging in the group inquiries. In Vietnam, field 
research cannot be conducted without government permission and interfer-
ence. Hence, in the DBRP evaluation, local transportation and mobilization 
was organized by local officials and program staff, which was highly efficient, 
but challenging in terms of independence. Local leaders and program staff 
were quite collaborative during fieldwork but omnipresent. The researchers 
artfully managed to maintain sufficient distance, though, and to safeguard 
the privacy of the focus groups (Van Hemelrijck 2013b). 

In Ghana, the researchers took care of the transportation and mobili-
zation entirely by themselves but without prior notification or engagement 
of the local officials, allowing for much greater independence. Staff and offi-
cials were present only at the discussions to which they were invited. This, 
however, made them more suspicious of and resistant to the evaluation. Also, 
the scale of the fieldwork, the remoteness and spread of the communities, 
the large distances to travel over poor roads, and the difficulty of finding 
safe and trusted locations for convening people from different communities, 
made the field inquiries quite onerous. Independence thus came at a substan-
tial effort and cost in Ghana, but compromise in both rigor and inclusiveness 
was avoided (Van Hemelrijck 2015; Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015).

Contextualizing Poverty Analysis

To make it possible to say something about a program’s influences on poverty, 
data on those influences, and on poverty, need to be linkable. Also, poverty has 
to be defined in ways that are relevant to the specific context and conditions 
of the villagers in the program area. In both of the IFAD pilots, a Participatory 
Rural Appraisal (PRA) ranking tool was used for identifying locally relevant 

12 According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
“independence” implies an evaluation process that is transparent, independent from 
project management, and free from political influence or organizational pressure 
(OECD DAC 2010, 25). 
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characteristics of wealth and well-being, and assessing changes in relative 
poverty status (Van Hemelrijck 2015). This tool helped create a shared under-
standing among the participants of their wealth and well-being as the basis 
for a causal flow-mapping exercise of the changes they had experienced. It 
also enabled cross-checking and linking of the participatory data with the 
household survey data on poverty. 

The characteristics of wealth and well-being that were obtained from 
the participatory ranking exercise, however, were not used to design the 
household survey. For this, the participatory data collection should have hap-
pened prior to the evaluation, which would have increased the cost of the 
evaluation. It is unclear if, and to what extent, this might have generated more 
rigorous findings on poverty impact, and therefore have justified the extra 
investment. 

In Vietnam, the survey focused only on IFAD’s generic poverty indica-
tors, and used the purely income-based, absolute poverty categories of the 
Vietnamese government. These proved inadequate for assessing changes in 
poverty status related to the program. Learning from this, greater efforts 
were made in Ghana to ensure that the household survey questionnaire was 
sufficiently attuned to the program context and to on-the ground realities. 
Poverty characteristics corresponding with IFAD’s poverty indicators were 
selected from the Ghana Living Standards Survey 2009–14 for assessing 
the households and computing the categories of poverty status (applying 
a proxy means test and principal components analysis). And here, no major 
differences were found between the characteristics obtained from the par-
ticipatory ranking exercise and those used by the household survey (Van 
Hemelrijck 2015; Van Hemelrijck and Kyei-Mensah 2015). 

Arguably, greater rigor could have been obtained in the findings on 
poverty distribution and impact in Ghana if the questionnaire had asked about 
household characteristics in much greater detail. Yet more lengthy surveys 
cost more, and also increase the risk of fatigue and gaming on the part of 
both respondents and researchers (Chambers 2008; White 2015). Therefore, 
in both Vietnam and Ghana, the duration of the household survey was kept 
to a maximum of no longer than 20 minutes. Also the time length of the par-
ticipatory group discussions were limited to a maximum of two hours (Van 
Hemelrijck 2015). 

Thus, instead of spending more resources on collecting and analyzing 
participatory poverty characteristics, or more fine-grained quantitative data 
on household characteristics to identify poverty categories prior to the eval-
uation, in Ghana the choice was made to keep the poverty analysis short 
and instead create room for participation that was more meaningful to the 
participants. This is what Chambers (2017) calls “appropriate imprecision.” The 
group-based causal flow mapping exercises were found particularly useful by 
the participants, as it helped them to recall and understand the changes from 
a systems perspective, and enabled them to engage in collective sense-mak-
ing with other stakeholders. The assumption is that this contributes to the 
ability of people to understand and navigate the system within which they 
are operating, and thus to their empowerment (Burns and Worsley 2015; 
Merrifield 2002).
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Dealing with Power and Bias

All methods are susceptible to bias, and biases may occur in every phase 
of the evaluation, from the design to the analysis. Participatory methods, 
however, are considered more vulnerable than traditional survey-based 
methods, as they collect perceptions, meanings, and interpretations instead 
of hard numbers. Yet surveys generating hard numbers are also designed and 
conducted by human beings with value judgments (Camfield, Duvendack, and 
Palmer-Jones 2014; Copestake 2014; White and Phillips 2012). Survey ques-
tionnaires tend to reflect the assumptions of the designers, while qualitative 
interviews and participatory inquiries make room for the assumptions of the 
researched. Both may result in desirability or courtesy bias: the researched 
tell the researchers what they believe is expected from them (Chambers 
2017; White 2015). To overcome such bias, the PIALA evaluations employed 
participatory mixed methods in a way that enabled extensive and systematic 
triangulation of different methods and perspectives, and cross-validation of 
the findings at scale.13 

Scale, however, can also create bias, as it requires standardization 
that tends to reduce participation to power-blind procedure (Gaventa and 
Cornwall 2006; Mosse 2001). In both pilots, attempts were made to avoid 
this by carefully thinking through how to arrange and facilitate the group 
processes in order to equal out power imbalances, and by using tools that 
inherently empower people (Van Hemelrijck 2015). Visual tools were used, 
such as causal flow and relationship mapping, that enable participants to see 
how data is constructed, and to flag where things are flawed. Appropriate 
group composition further helped outnumber those who tend to dominate 
and empower those with less-heard voices, by means of majority or what 
Chambers (2017, 102) calls “the democracy of the ground.” Of course there is 
always a danger that more powerful and influential participants will dominate 
the discussions. Additionally, there is internalized power: the social norms 
and values that make certain groups believe in and accept their subordination 
and “voicelessness” (Kabeer 1999). Good facilitators know how to overcome 
this, and how to “empower through behaviour and attitudes” through careful 
listening and sharp observation of motives and interactions (Chambers 
2017, 122). The researchers in Vietnam and Ghana were trained in this, and 

13 Triangulation is a principle social science technique that involves the use 
of more than one type of information or data source, method, and even theory and 
researcher, for the purpose of crosschecking in order to overcome weaknesses and 
biases and thus obtain greater credibility of and confidence in findings (cf. http://www.
betterevaluation.org/en/evaluation-options/triangulation). In PIALA, this goes beyond 
merely verifying findings: it values different views and perspectives and crosschecks 
them to build a rich and comprehensive picture of the change processes as the basis for 
identifying and checking all plausible explanations for causality. Cross-validation in the 
case of PIALA is understood in “realist evaluation” terms as the practice of (dis)confirm-
ing findings across multiple independent inquiry cases to strengthen the explanatory 
power and the confidence in the conclusions about causality and contribution (Pawson 
2013).
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provided with detailed guidance on facilitation for each of the participatory 
methods and tools (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). 

Rigor then emanates from the combination of good facilitation, and 
systematic triangulation and cross-validation (Chambers 2017). For the latter, 
a strict procedure was developed, involving six essential steps: 

1.	 Quasi-standardized data collection, using at least two different 
methods per type or area of change in the TOC, and each with a 
minimum of two different sources or groups of people

2.	 Daily reflections on the quality of the processes by which each 
of the methods was used, and of the quality of the data generated 
by these processes

3.	 Triangulation of the data from the different methods and sources, 
and identification of data gaps and weaknesses, through systematic 
data collation alongside the TOC, and scoring of confidence in the 
emerging evidence, followed by additional data collection, if and 
where needed, to address the gaps and weaknesses

4.	 Participatory sense-making of the evidence in each locality 
together with the local stakeholders, to address remaining gaps 
and contradictions, and to cross-validate initial findings

5.	 Aggregated collation and crosschecking of all of the evidence 
and scorings obtained from all the localities

6.	 Participatory sense-making of the evidence at the aggregated 
level together with local and program-level stakeholders, to 
cross-validate initial findings for the entire program area, and to 
value program contributions to impact

In Vietnam, this procedure was not yet fully developed, and was found 
challenging by the researchers. The researchers, most of whom came from 
a quantitative research background, struggled with triangulation as a way to 
compile a multiperspective picture, and they were unable to uphold a daily 
practice of critical reflection on quality and process. Moreover, the tools and 
guidance for the data collation and quality monitoring proved insufficient 
(Van Hemelrijck 2013b). 

In Ghana, by contrast, the researchers had a mixed background and 
substantial experience in participatory research. Data collation and quality 
monitoring were undertaken daily and systematically. A standard set of ques-
tions guided the daily reflections on inclusiveness of the processes, and the 
quality and sufficiency of the data, and a standard table structured around 
the causal claims and links in the TOC was used for data collation and tri-
angulation (table 19.1). Methods were tightly focused on the causal links, 
making the triangulation much more straightforward and systematic. A Likert 
scale rubric was used to score the relative strength of emerging evidence 
for each of the causal links in the TOC. Since they were better equipped to 
handle large amounts of data, these researchers were able to finish the data 
collation, and to identify data gaps and weaknesses in each locality in good 
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time, and to be well prepared for the sense-making workshops (Van Hemel-
rijck 2015).

Deciding on the Scale and Level of Engagement in the Sense-
Making

Participation in evaluation is purely extractive if the findings are not returned 
to the participants and there is no opportunity for them to contest and debate 
them (Gaventa 2004; Mohan and Hickey 2004). Using PIALA’s sense-making 
model, six village-level workshops with 180 participants, and one provin-
cial-level workshop with 100 participants were organized in Vietnam. In Ghana, 
there were 23 district workshops with 650 participants, and one national 
workshop with over 100 participants. The participants in the workshops were 
sampled purposively from the research participants (Van Hemelrijck 2015). 

The outcomes of the participatory sense-making were twofold. First, an 
additional layer of detail and confirmation of evidence was obtained from the 
cross-validations in the local and aggregated workshops, adding to the rigor 
of the evidence, and thus to the validity of the findings. Second, shared own-
ership was created of both the evidence and the findings, which contributed 
to the evaluation’s inclusiveness and empowerment value. Having participated 
merely in data collection, people walked into the workshops knowing and 
owning little: but they left the workshops with a comprehensive picture of 
the systemic changes and the issues that the evidence had revealed, as well 
as of stakeholders’ various perspectives on these.14 Critical to the success of 
the participatory sense-making was both the scale of the workshops, and the 
way in which they were designed and facilitated. Special competencies are 
required particularly for doing this at scale. When operating with low capacity 
and on a shoestring budget, the amount and size of the workshops may need 
to be trimmed, at the expense of both rigor and inclusiveness (Van Hemelrijck 
and Guijt 2016). 

A truly participatory sense-making process implies the equal and active 
engagement of all stakeholders. Dynamic environments were created, long 
presentations by experts were banned, and the various types of evidence 
were made available in accessible (including visual) formats. Small-group dis-
cussions were held, ensuring that people felt “listened to” rather than just 
“talked at” (Newman 2015). Beneficiaries constituted more than 30 percent of 
the participants in the provincial and national workshops, and 60–70 percent 
in the local workshops, giving them sufficient weight in debates with decision 
makers and service providers.15 

14 The survey and reflections held at the end of each workshop revealed a 
high degree of satisfaction among the participants, and of the knowledge and insights 
gained by them that they found useful for future individual or collective action.

15 Their group must be larger in the local workshops because they form the 
primary target group of the project at the local level, while at the aggregated level the 
primary targets are policy makers and service providers.



	 Evaluation for Agenda 2030: Providing Evidence on Progress and Sustainability328

TA
BL

E 1
9.1

 S
ta

nd
ar

d 
ta

bl
e 

us
ed

 in
 t

he
 R

TI
M

P 
ev

al
ua

ti
on

 f
or

 w
it

hi
n-

ca
se

 d
at

a 
co

ll
at

io
n 

an
d 

tr
ia

ng
ul

at
io

n
C

au
sa

l l
in

k
Se

co
nd

ar
y 

d
at

a
P

ri
m

ar
y 

Q
U

A
N

T 
d

at
a

P
ri

m
ar

y 
Q

U
A

L 
d

at
a

St
re

ng
th

 o
f 

ev
id

en
ce

a
St

re
ng

th
 o

f 
ca

us
al

it
yb

Im
pa

ct
 C

la
im

 –
 P

ov
er

ty
 R

ed
uc

ti
on

I2
→

I1
In

se
rt

 m
ai

n 
fi

nd
in

gs
 f

ro
m

 
th

e 
20

10
 G

ha
na

 L
iv

in
g 

St
an

d
ar

d 
Su

rv
ey

 r
ep

or
t, 

R
IM

S 
ba

se
lin

e 
an

d 
th

e 
R

TI
M

P 
M

&
E 

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 

th
e 

ho
us

eh
ol

d 
su

rv
ey

 

O
3+

O
2+

O
1→

I2
In

se
rt

 m
ai

n 
fi

nd
in

gs
 f

ro
m

 
th

e 
ge

ne
ri

c 
ch

an
ge

 a
na

ly
si

s 
w

it
h 

co
m

m
un

it
y 

m
em

be
rs

C
on

tr
ib

ut
io

n 
C

la
im

 1
 –

 E
nh

an
ce

d 
M

ar
ke

t 
Li

nk
in

g

M
1c

+
M

1b
+

O
2+

O
3→

C
1b

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 

th
e 

D
D

A
 r

ep
or

ts
, R

TI
M

P 
En

te
rp

ri
se

 R
ec

or
d 

B
oo

ks
, 

ZO
C

s 
pr

og
re

ss
 r

ep
or

ts
, 

M
oF

A
 a

nd
 D

A
D

U
 O

A
s,

 a
nd

 
th

e 
R

TI
M

P 
M

&
E 

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 li

ve
lih

oo
d 

an
al

ys
is

 a
nd

 
Se

ns
eM

ak
er

 s
tu

d
y 

w
it

h 
in

te
nd

ed
 b

en
ef

ic
ia

ri
es

 (f
ar

m
er

s 
an

d 
pr

oc
es

so
rs

) 

C
1a

+
(M

1)
→

O
1

C
1b

+
M

1a
→

C
1a

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 

th
e 

K
IIs

 w
it

h 
D

D
A

s,
 B

A
C

s,
 

SC
Fs

, G
P

C
s,

 f
oo

d 
tr

ad
er

s 
an

d 
ex

po
rt

er
s

 

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 C

on
st

it
ue

nt
 F

ee
d

ba
ck

 s
es

-
si

on
s 

w
it

h 
in

te
nd

ed
 b

en
ef

ic
ia

ri
es

 (f
ar

m
er

s 
an

d 
pr

oc
es

so
rs

)

(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)



Chapter 19.  Rising to the Challenges of Impact Evaluation - Insights from Piloting a Systemic and Participatory Approach 	 329

C
au

sa
l l

in
k

Se
co

nd
ar

y 
d

at
a

P
ri

m
ar

y 
Q

U
A

N
T 

d
at

a
P

ri
m

ar
y 

Q
U

A
L 

d
at

a
St

re
ng

th
 o

f 
ev

id
en

ce
a

St
re

ng
th

 o
f 

ca
us

al
it

yb

C
on

tr
ib

ut
io

n 
C

la
im

 2
 –

 E
nh

an
ce

d 
P

ro
d

uc
ti

on
 o

f 
R

oo
ts

 a
nd

 T
ub

er
s

C
2a

+
C

2b
→

O
2

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 

th
e 

R
TI

M
P 

pr
od

uc
ti

vi
ty

 
su

rv
ey

s,
 p

ro
gr

es
s 

re
po

rt
s 

fr
om

 t
he

 S
R

ID
, G

LD
B

, 
D

D
A

s 
an

d 
ZO

C
s,

 a
nd

 t
he

 
R

TI
M

P 
M

&
E 

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 li

ve
lih

oo
d 

an
al

ys
is

 w
it

h 
in

te
nd

ed
 b

en
ef

ic
ia

ri
es

 (f
ar

m
er

s 
an

d 
pr

oc
es

so
rs

)

M
2a

+M
2b

+
(M

2c
)+

M
1c

→
C

2a
M

2c
→

C
2b

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 

th
e 

K
IIs

 w
it

h 
FF

F 
fa

ci
li-

ta
to

rs
, e

xt
en

si
on

 a
ge

nt
s,

 
D

D
A

s,
 D

A
D

U
 o

ff
ic

er
s,

 
an

d 
C

SI
R

, K
N

U
S

T 
&

 U
C

C
 

re
se

ar
ch

 le
ad

er
s 

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 c

on
st

it
ue

nt
 f

ee
d

ba
ck

 s
es

-
si

on
s 

w
it

h 
(n

on
-)

FF
F 

pa
rt

ic
ip

an
ts

 (f
ar

m
er

s 
an

d 
pr

oc
es

so
rs

)

C
on

tr
ib

ut
io

n 
C

la
im

 3
 –

 E
nh

an
ce

d 
P

ro
ce

ss
in

g 
of

 R
oo

ts
 a

nd
 T

ub
er

s

M
3b

→
C

3a
+

C
3b

→
O

3
In

se
rt

 m
ai

n 
fi

nd
in

gs
 f

ro
m

 
th

e 
IF

A
D

/F
A

O
 2

01
4 

st
ud

y 
on

 m
at

ch
in

g 
gr

an
t 

fa
ci

lit
ie

s 
in

 G
ha

na
, a

nd
 t

he
 R

TI
M

P 
an

d 
R

EP
 M

&
E 

an
d 

su
pe

rv
i-

si
on

 r
ep

or
ts

In
se

rt
 m

ai
n 

fi
nd

in
gs

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 li

ve
lih

oo
d 

an
al

ys
is

 w
it

h 
in

te
nd

ed
 b

en
ef

ic
ia

ri
es

 (f
ar

m
er

s 
an

d 
pr

oc
es

so
rs

)

M
3b

+
M

3c
+

C
1a

→
C

3c
In

se
rt

 m
ai

n 
fi

nd
in

gs
 f

ro
m

 
th

e 
K

IIs
 w

it
h 

G
P

C
s,

 B
A

C
s 

an
d 

P
FI

 lo
ca

l b
ra

nc
he

s

2–
3 

co
ns

ti
tu

en
t 

fe
ed

ba
ck

 s
es

si
on

s 
w

it
h 

(n
on

-)
G

P
C

 p
ar

ti
ci

-
pa

nt
s 

(f
ar

m
er

s 
an

d 
pr

oc
es

so
rs

)

a.
 S

co
re

 0
-6

 (c
f. 

ru
br

ic
s)

: J
us

ti
fy

 t
he

 s
co

re
 a

nd
 p

ro
vi

d
e 

cr
it

ic
al

 n
ot

es
 o

n 
re

m
ai

ni
ng

 d
at

a 
ga

ps
 a

nd
 w

ea
kn

es
se

s 
an

d 
po

te
nt

ia
l b

ia
se

s.

b.
 S

co
re

 0
-6

 (c
f. 

ru
br

ic
s)

: J
us

ti
fy

 t
he

 s
co

re
 a

nd
 p

ro
vi

d
e 

cr
it

ic
al

 n
ot

es
 o

n 
th

e 
re

la
ti

ve
 in

fl
ue

nc
e 

of
 R

T
IM

P 
(t

hr
ou

gh
 t

he
 M

-l
in

ks
).

TA
BL

E 1
9.1

 (
co

nt
in

ue
d

)



	 Evaluation for Agenda 2030: Providing Evidence on Progress and Sustainability330

Lessons learned from the Vietnam project helped to improve the 
sense-making model for Ghana. In Vietnam, discussions took place mostly 
in mixed-stakeholder groups, and in plenary sessions, which did not give the 
farmers enough of a chance to collect their thoughts and gain confidence. 
Learning from this, participants in Ghana first worked in peer groups orga-
nized around the part of the TOC that represented their “patch” in the supply 
chain system—for instance, farmers discussed the production part of the 
chain. In Vietnam, the reconstruction of the causal flow was done in plenary, 
which again did not offer sufficient opportunity for farmers to engage in the 
process. In Ghana, this was done in small mixed groups, organized around 
geographic areas, with the farmers and processors systematically given 
the floor first, before all others, to present their views. Plenary discussions 
took place only on the second day, in a fishbowl set-up, in which beneficia-
ries constituted the majority of the discussants. This was quite successful 
and provoked an animated discussion with bankers about the inaccessibility 
(thus failure) of the microenterprise credit mechanism put into place by the 
program (Van Hemelrijck 2013b, 2015).

CONCLUSION

The action research around the two IFAD pilots have demonstrated that a 
participatory and systemic impact evaluation approach such as PIALA can 
produce rigorous, valid, and credible evidence that is useful for reporting 
and learning with partners and stakeholders, in contexts where traditional 
counterfactual analysis is not feasible. Moreover, the pilots have shown that 
using similar methods engaging beneficiaries in assessing and debating con-
tributions to impact can contribute to enhancing the impact even ex post. 
Moreover, using similar methods and processes for collecting, cross-check-
ing, and analyzing data in the two impact evaluations made it possible to 
compare and identify conclusions, and to formulate recommendations that 
have wider relevance for investments elsewhere, thus are beyond the individ-
ual programs in question.

Compared to the usual cost of theory-based, mixed-methods impact 
evaluations in countries like Vietnam and Ghana, these pilots were done with 
shoestring budgets. For example, the estimated budget for a one-year ran-
domized controlled trial study in an IFAD-funded program in Ghana similar to 
the RTIMP was around $200,000. But this study only covered one subcompo-
nent of the program, and eight districts in the northern part of the country. 
The PIALA evaluation of RTIMP, by contrast, cost $233,000 and covered the 
entire program, which consisted of three components, each of which had two 
or three subcomponents. Moreover, it covered 30 districts across the entire 
country (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). 

In every evaluation that aims for greater value with limited resources, 
trade-offs occur. The PIALA pilots have demonstrated that these trade-offs 
can be turned into win-wins by carefully considering how rigor and inclusive-
ness can reinforce each other, and by critically reflecting on the potential loss 
in value-for-money if one were to be prioritized over the other (Van Hemel-
rijck and Guijt 2016). Limiting stakeholder engagement in the TOC process 
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to save time and resources, for instance, leads to a substantial loss of rigor 
in every phase of the evaluation. Conversely, reducing the scale and level of 
engagement in sense-making limits the cross-validation and thus confidence 
in the conclusions, while also reducing the inclusiveness and empowerment 
value of the evaluation (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). Reducing the sample size 
of the participatory inquiries, as to reduce the cost, not only limits the scale 
of participation and thus its impact on voice, empowerment, and ownership 
of the findings (Burns and Worsley 2015), but also thwarts rigorous causal 
inference. On the other hand, reducing the scope inhibits conclusion validity 
by confining the systemic analysis and thus the understanding of complex 
nonlinear impact trajectories (Woolcock 2009). 

The most essential conclusion from the action research around the 
PIALA pilots is that inclusiveness and rigor can reinforce each other, and that 
this is even more likely to happen when participatory processes and methods 
are employed at a larger scale (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). People’s participation 
in impact evaluation can contribute to their understanding of the system in 
which they are functioning (Burns and Worsley 2015), while also adding to 
the rigor and credibility of findings, if

nn It is both inclusive and meaningful, enabling a robust cross-checking 
of many different authentic voices; 

nn It avoids the dominance of any single truth, power, or particular 
viewpoint, thus mitigating bias; and 

nn It creates space for solid debate and equal voice, including the 
voices of those who are the least powerful and least heard (Van 
Hemelrijck 2016b).

Scale achieved through rigorous sampling and representative inclusion 
of all stakeholder perspectives makes it possible to generate knowledge that 
supersedes isolated anecdotes. Moreover, it also makes it possible to build 
contrasting evidence from “natural counterfactuals” occurring in the sample, 
thus reducing doubt in causal inference. Rigor emanates from the thoughtful 
design and facilitation of the participatory processes at scale, in ways that fore-
stall the dominance of a single truth or viewpoint and enable stakeholders to 
participate equally and meaningfully in the process. Other essential attributes 
of rigor are methodological complementarity and consistency, and extensive 
and robust triangulation and cross validation (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). 

Critical to the quality of delivery at scale, clearly, is the capacity of the 
researchers. In the long run, investing in such capacity helps to reduce costs, 
while enhancing the value of impact evaluation. For the broader development 
sector, this implies building capacity through providing guidance and support 
to new experiments with approaches like PIALA (Van Hemelrijck 2016b). For 
IFAD and its partners, optimizing value-for-money would imply, for instance, 
using PIALA as a longitudinal approach integrated with program design. This 
would create more room for building local research partnerships and capacity 
for impact evaluation, while bringing quality, continuity, and consistency to 
IFAD’s impact learning agenda at the national and global levels. 
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Chapter 20

Evaluating Mitigation Projects 
through a Theory of No Change

Takaaki Miyaguchi

Abstract. Some have argued that, compared to climate change adaptation interven-
tions, evaluating climate change mitigation (CCM) projects is relatively straightforward, 
due to the fact that there can be a clear, quantifiable goal regarding a reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions. However, many donor-funded CCM projects do not seem 
to focus on output-based contributions, but rather on removing certain preconditions 
toward such market transformation. A program theory concept known as the Theory 
of No Change (TONC), put forth by Christine Wörlen, provides an evaluation frame-
work that is especially applicable to such CCM project interventions, and can serve 
as a useful tool in assessing how likely (or not) it is that interventions will achieve 
a market transformation. With close reference to the TONC evaluation framework, 
this chapter identifies and analyzes eight different CCM projects, from five different 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries: Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. Important findings from this analysis include the 
following: almost all the projects studied addressed barriers of ignorance and lack of 
expertise for all agent groups (consumers, supply chain, policy makers, and financiers); 
none of the projects has specifically addressed the barrier of cost effectiveness; and 
only a few projects specifically focus on harnessing the interest and/or motivation of 
relevant agent groups. 

Takaaki Miyaguchi, Kyoto University of Foreign Studies, takaakinet@gmail.com.
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T
he adoption of the Paris Agreement at the 21st Conference of the Parties 
(COP21), held in Paris in 2015, has marked an important milestone 
for the international community to unanimously tackle climate change. 

Although the emergence of the inward-looking Trump administration in the 
United States has aroused concerns worldwide, the international community 
needs to remain vigilant and not lose the focus on its fight against climate 
change. The Earth’s climate is indeed changing, and addressing the cause of 
the problem is of prime importance and significance for all human beings. 
Climate change mitigation (CCM) is defined as “human intervention to reduce 
the sources or enhance the sinks of greenhouse gases.”1 In other words, mit-
igation mainly concerns measures and actions that reduce greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) by realizing and applying more energy-efficient, or renewable, energy 
technologies and practices. Although adaptation and loss and damage are 
both important and interlinked climate change concepts, CCM interventions 
are the most vital element in solving the root causes of climate change, as 
well as in transforming markets toward more carbon-neutral products and 
services.

This chapter discusses, among other issues, the CCM strategy of the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) for its CCM programs that 
are funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF) and implemented in the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries, the types of bar-
riers against realizing CCM contributions and market transformation in these 
countries, and how these barriers correspond to the types of barriers that are 
introduced in the Theory of No Change (TONC) framework. 

The rationale for selecting the ASEAN countries as a test case to apply 
a TONC program theory framework is that in these countries we have seen 
robust and steady economic growth over the past decades, with, on average, 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth of 7.0 percent between 1970 and 1995 
(ASEAN Secretariat 2014). The region’s recent GDP of 2012 was $2.3 trillion, 
which was equivalent to 28 percent of China’s GDP, and to 4.3 percent of 
the world’s total GDP, while their population has grown to 617 million in 
2012 (ASEAN Secretariat 2016). The importance of realizing green growth, 
or low-carbon growth, in these vibrant economies should be emphasized. 

The kinds of CCM projects analyzed are those utilizing funding through 
the GEF. The GEF started its first pilot operation in 1991, and, as of 2016, 
is the largest funder of projects for protecting the environment in the world 
(GEF 2016). The GEF is a partnership involving a number of so-called imple-
menting agencies, and UNDP and the World Bank are among the largest 
implementers of environmental projects supported by the GEF. GEF Council 
approvals of UNDP proposals, for example, have amounted to up to roughly 
40 percent of the available funds for commitments up to 2017 (GEF 2016). 
In this chapter, tendencies and barrier-removal strategies—specifically among 
CCM projects that are supported by the GEF with UNDP as implementing 

1 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, “Glossary of 
climate change acronyms and terms,” http://unfccc.int/essential_background/glossary/
items/3666.php.
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agency—are analyzed. The chapter attempts to identify potential gaps within 
the CCM strategies and the types of barriers being addressed in each of 
these projects so that we will be able to generate an analytical picture of 
more effective CCM projects, upon which to build better and more effective 
strategies in addressing CCM issues not only in the ASEAN region, but also 
elsewhere in the world.

THE THEORY OF NO CHANGE

In several communities of practice on evaluating climate change and devel-
opment, evaluating climate change interventions has been considered to be 
quite difficult compared to, for example, analyzing interventions in the public 
health sector, for a number of reasons. For example, the following challenges 
are posed when evaluating climate change projects: a long time frame, uncer-
tainty about actual climate change patterns and their effects in a given locale, 
shifting baseline data and changing contexts, measuring nonevents, a lack 
of universal indicators, contribution versus attribution, and diversity of key 
definitions and terms (Bours, McGinn, and Pringle 2014). As part of the effort 
to develop a more useful and effective evaluation framework to be applied in 
climate change interventions, Uitto and other scholars have emphasized the 
importance of utilizing a theory of change (Uitto 2014; Vaessen and Todd, 
2008). A theory of change aims to make sure that the underlying assump-
tions through which desired changes are triggered and realized are made 
explicit, by highlighting the contextual conditions that may influence the out-
comes or results of the interventions (Funnell and Rogers 2011; Weiss 1998). 
The theory of change is an important component of program theory, which 
is “an explicit theory or model of how an intervention, such as a project, a 
program, a strategy, an initiative, or a policy, contributes to a chain of inter-
mediate results and finally to the intended or observed outcomes” (Funnell 
and Rogers 2011). The theory of change is thus considered to be a useful 
approach in evaluating complex international development projects and inter-
ventions (Center for Global Development 2006).

However, when it comes to CCM interventions, an otherwise useful 
theory of change approach does not necessarily tend to help render the rela-
tionship between interventions and outcomes explicit. This may be due to 
the fact that most of the CCM interventions funded and implemented by 
donors thus far have tended to focus on improving the enabling environment 
or “preconditions”—that is, they were more input-based than output-based. 
This tendency is represented by the concept of barrier removal. In many 
of the donor-funded projects, the focus is on the removal of certain types 
of barriers, which are believed to be preventing a society from achieving a 
market transformation and becoming carbon-neutral. In reflecting on these 
issues, Wörlen has proposed a “Theory of No Change,” with which one is able 
to “assess whether or not an intervention has been contributing to a more 
favorable framework for market development for a sustainable energy tech-
nology” (Wörlen 2011). Instead of looking at a specific causal relationship 
between inputs and outputs or outcomes, which is done with the help of a 
theory of change, TONC looks at whether certain CCM interventions have 
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met necessary preconditions: that is, whether or not they have the right input 
framework to be able to remove barriers for a market transformation in a 
society. If some of the necessary preconditions are not being addressed, then 
the TONC hints at the possibility of “no change.” That is, it posits that no posi-
tive causal change is likely to occur through CCM interventions. In this chapter, 
the TONC concept is adopted as a test case, to apply to the evaluation of 
CCM projects of several ASEAN member countries. 

METHODOLOGY

Identified Projects

To test the TONC concept, a total of eight CCM programs were selected. 
These projects were implemented by UNDP, were already completed, and 
were ASEAN member countries. The project titles were as follows; see 
table 20.1 for a summary of these projects:

nn Industrial Energy Efficiency Improvement Project in Malaysia 
nn Biomass-based Power Generation and Co-generation in the Malay-

sian Palm Oil Industry in Malaysia
nn Removal of Barriers to Biomass Power Generation and Co-genera-

tion in Thailand
nn Integrated Microhydro Development and Application Program in 

Indonesia
nn Palawan New and Renewable Energy and Livelihood Support 

Project in the Philippines
nn Efficient Lighting Market Transformation Project in the Philippines
nn Energy Efficiency Public Lighting Project in Vietnam 
nn Promoting Energy Conservation in Small and Medium Scale Enter-

prises in Vietnam 

The primary document sources used for this analysis were project doc-
uments (ProDocs) and terminal evaluations of the identified projects. The 
ProDoc is the official, finalized document that lays out important project 
implementation information as background analysis of the target country, its 
development objectives, planned activities, schedules, budgeting information, 
and so on. By evaluating the ProDoc of each of the identified projects, the 
types of barriers intended to be removed or reduced against market trans-
formation within the countries, as well as targeted sectors and stakeholders 
through which such transformation is believed to emerge, were analyzed. 
ProDocs thus provided important information about project activities and 
interventions that were being implemented through the respective projects. 
It is also envisaged that, depending on the status of project formulation and 
implementation, applying an analytical lens (in this case using the TONC 
concept) to ProDocs can be a good meta-evaluation exercise. 

The second type of source for this analysis was terminal ex post evalu-
ations, prepared and submitted by independent evaluators upon operational 
closure of the respective projects. Based on this source, how the implemented 
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interventions had addressed various barriers and different stakeholders was 
systematically analyzed.

Analytical Framework

In most of the GEF CCM projects, the concept of barrier removal is prevalent. 
This concept is based on the assumptions that: (1) market transformation 
toward a more sustainable and energy-efficient society has been prevented 
because of various types of barriers that exist in many areas, for various agent 
groups; and (2) transformation of markets occurs when these barriers are 
reduced or removed by various interventions or activities proposed in the 
interventions.

The main framework used for analyzing the types of barriers mentioned 
and targeted by each CCM project is called a TONC, as described above. The 
argument based on this concept is that when the preset types of barriers are 
not being addressed by project interventions, it can cause the possibility of 
generating “no change” toward transformation of market and achievement of 
CCM objectives, in the case of reduction of GHG emissions. 

The theory of change concept presents useful guiding paths toward 
the achievement of intended results. But the TONC presents the lack of such 

TABLE 20.1  Basic project information

Project title Country
Dura-
tion

GEF 
funding

Co- 
financing

(million $)

Industrial Energy Efficiency Im-
provement Project 

Malaysia 1999–
2007

7.3 13.5

Biomass-based Power Generation 
and Co-generation in the Malaysian 
Palm Oil Industry

Malaysia 2003–
07

4.0 10.8

Removal of Barriers to Biomass 
Power Generation and Co-generation

Thailand 2001–
09

6.8 10.2

Integrated Microhydro Develop-
ment and Application Program

Indonesia 2008–
10

2.1 18.5

Palawan New and Renewable Ener-
gy and Livelihood Support Project

Philippines 2000–
05

0.8 1.8

Efficient Lighting Market Transfor-
mation Project

Philippines 2005–
10

3.1 12.0

Energy Efficiency Public Lighting 
Project

Vietnam 2005–
11

3.3 12.4

Promoting Energy Conservation in 
Small and Medium Scale Enterprises

Vietnam 2006–
11

5.8 23.4

SOURCE: Project documents (Government of Indonesia and UNDP, 2005; Government of Malay-
sia and UNDP, 2005; Government of Malaysia and UNDP, 1999; Government of Thailand and 
UNDP, 2000; Government of Vietnam and UNDP, 2004; Government of the Philippines and 
UNDP, 2003; Government of the Philippines and UNDP, 2000; Government of the Vietnam 
and UNDP, 2005).
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paths: as such, it is able to provide useful insights into whether or not project 
interventions are contributing to building a specific enabling environment 
toward achieving the intended results. When certain interventions are found 
not to be addressing the types of barriers prescribed by TONC, they can be 
thought of as not being prone to realizing the desired market transformation.

The TONC concept presented by Wörlen was only tested for CCM proj-
ects that deal with retail products and heating systems, and she has pointed 
out the need for further research in applying this concept to other fields and 
cases (Wörlen 2011). This meta-evaluation is one such attempt to apply the 
TONC concept to CCM projects that go beyond these fields. 

According to Wörlen (2011), the following seven common types of 
barriers, against which the TONC concept is to be applied, are introduced:

nn Ignorance. A number of the agent groups may not know the bene-
fits, or even the existence, of specific CCM technologies or products.

nn Lack of expertise. The different agent groups may lack the exper-
tise to operate and maintain the technologies and the products.

nn Lack of access to technology. The technologies and the products 
used may be too expensive, or not readily available in the domestic 
market, due to insufficient capacity along the supply chain, or a lack 
of financing.

nn Lack of motivation. The status quo, traditions, or stereotypes may 
continue to prevail as a source of resistance toward new technolo-
gies and products.

nn Lack of cost effectiveness. Running the technologies may become, 
on a total cost of ownership basis, more costly than other tradi-
tional energy and technology choices.

nn Lack of affordability. Such technologies often require large initial 
investment or upfront costs; a lack of financial support from a host 
government or commercial banks can therefore represent a barrier.

nn Lack of demand/business model. It is necessary to generate 
enough demand in realizing the economies of scale for the supply 
or the financier’s side, as well as to develop innovative and finan-
cially robust business models by business owners, especially in 
small and medium enterprises. 

All these types of barriers can be addressed against the four agent 
groups Wörlen introduces: (1) consumers/users; (2) supply chains (such as 
shops and maintenance technicians); (3) policy makers; and (4) financiers. 
Table 20.2 shows the TONC barrier types and relevant agent group types.

Conducted Analysis

This meta-evaluation consisted of two sets of analyses. One was to map the 
types of barriers and addressed agent groups for each project, by referring to 
the respective ProDocs. This analysis is designed to see which activities had 
been planned for implementation and, consequently, which activities did not 
take place because they had not been planned. The second analysis concerns 
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the respective terminal ex post evaluations in order to collect and analyze 
the evaluative evidence of the activities that were implemented (or were not). 

First, in analyzing the ProDocs of the eight projects, the barriers 
addressed were categorized according to the seven barrier types described 
above.2 Second, by analyzing the ex post evaluations, the author codified 
the reports by assigning and counting positive (+) or negative (-) evaluative 
remarks (or mentions). This was not simply based on the assigned ratings 
within the evaluations (i.e., highly satisfactory, satisfactory, marginally satis-
factory, and unsatisfactory). For example, whenever there was a remark that 
suggested a corrective word, for example “better,” “necessary,” or “needed” 
action, it was counted as negative. Most of the recommendations offered 
within the evaluations were also treated as negative (using keywords such 

2 There are two modifications that have been made by the author to the original 
TONC barrier types, i.e., inclusion of consideration of renewable energy sources such 
as biomass sources to the barrier of lack of access to technology, and addition of 
innovative policy models to the barrier of lack of demand/business model. These barri-
ers were further assigned to the equivalent agent groups—i.e., consumer/user, supply 
chain (e.g., shops, maintenance technician, and those stakeholders engaged in business 

TABLE 20.2  Sectors/stakeholders and TONC barriers

Agent group TONC barrier type

Consumer/user

Ignorance

Lack of expertise

Lack of access to technology

Lack of affordability

Lack of interest/motivation

Lack of cost effectiveness

Supply chain

Ignorance

Lack of expertise

Lack of cost effectiveness

Lack of business model/no demand

Policy maker

Lack of motivation

Lack of expertise

Lack of (fiscal) affordability

Financier

Ignorance

Lack of expertise

Lack of cost effectiveness

Lack of business model

SOURCE: Wörlen 2011.
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as “should” or “recommended”). This was based on the assumption that rec-
ommended actions referred to things that should have taken place during 
the project implementation phase but had not. And of course such directly 
associated negative terms as “difficult,” “risky,” “poor,” “not properly,” etc., were 
noted as negative remarks. Similarly, when assigning positive remarks, the 
author not only referred to the ratings within the evaluation sections, but 
also paid close attention to the remarks related to the assessed project con-
tributions, for example with such terms as “valuable,” “important,” “vital,” “key,” 
“success,” and the like.

One must note, however, that since only evaluators’ remarks were cod-
ified, this analysis did not assign any value where there were no planned 
activities. If there was no remark by the evaluator, even though the project 
may have missed an important barrier entirely, that element was simply left 
without any attribution, either negative or positive. 

The second type of analysis was done without attempting to assign 
different degrees of positive-ness or negative-ness: that is, the author catego-
rized the remarks, regardless of the strength or weakness of the adjectives 
into simply either “positive” or “negative.” The author of this chapter is keenly 
aware of the fact that such way of “quantification” cannot be considered a 
robust quantitative analysis. What was intended was a sort of qualitative 
analysis to discover otherwise unheeded patterns by applying a specific set 
of analytical lens, that is, the TONC framework. 

Findings and Discussion

Table 20.3 summarizes the results of the two types of analyses conducted: 
(1) the types of barriers addressed by each CCM project, and the involved 
agent group type against such barriers, plotted as against those prescribed by 
TONC concept; and (2) the frequency of either positive or negative evaluative 
remarks identified in each ex post evaluation.

Through this analysis and comparison, several important findings were 
discovered.

Ignorance and lack of expertise barriers. With some exceptions, almost 
all of the projects studied addressed the barriers of ignorance and lack of 
expertise for all agent groups where their implemented interventions cover 
as much as 88 percent of all the cells assigned to this barrier type. This may 
be due to the fact that UNDP, the implementing agency of these projects, is 
a development agency that emphasizes and focuses on technical assistance, 
especially through capacity development, be it through government (policy 
makers) or industries (depending on the project, but mainly for supply chains). 
Looking at the high frequency of positive remarks for the implemented inter-
ventions addressed to these barriers, one can say that overall, the projects’ 
intention of increasing a level of awareness and expertise among industries 

and hard infrastructure), policy makers (e.g., government agencies and line ministries), 
and financiers (e.g., commercial banks and investors).
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has been well realized. However, an interesting gap identified here is that 
although the agent group of consumers is covered by all the projects for 
ignorance barrier (i.e., for awareness raising), only a few projects address the 
issue of raising expertise or capacity for consumers/users. While it seems 
relevant to focus on those agent groups who have direct contact or business 
relations, such as supply chains and financiers, providing capacity develop-
ment to consumers/users can arguably complement other project activities 
in raising expertise. 

Cost-effectiveness barriers. Throughout the eight projects, only Thailand’s 
biomass project seems to have specifically addressed this barrier, which has 
become visually obvious thanks to the TONC framework, where only 13 
percent of this barrier’s activities (cells) aimed at different stakeholders was 
implemented. On top of raising awareness and developing expertise, the 
issue of a total running cost, or a total cost of ownership basis, is significant 
when one tries to contribute to long-term, sustainable market transformation 
within a country. Such issues may have been considered by UNDP as “external 
risks” to the implemented CCM project interventions, for example, influence 
from fossil fuel subsidies, or the high cost or price of the technologies them-
selves. Nonetheless, the cost-effectiveness barrier seems to be an area that 
should be addressed more consistently in the design of future CCM projects. 

Lack of interest/motivation. Another interesting gap is seen in the lack of 
interest/motivation barrier. Although the barrier of ignorance is universally 
addressed by all of the projects, when it comes to harnessing interest or 
motivation, there are only a handful that specifically incorporated these ele-
ments in project design, and in related implemented activities. Although it is 
acknowledged that the awareness-raising component in each project does 
include certain activities for harnessing interest and motivation, there seems 
to be a lack of emphasis on going beyond the level of simple awareness, 
and toward motivation and induced actions therefrom. For example, letting 
commercial banks know about the technologies and their financial feasibility 
is one thing, but actually inducing their interest and increasing their motiva-
tion for creating a proactive behavior/culture can be quite another. Such a 
potential systemic lack of focus toward this barrier is reflected in the fre-
quency of negative evaluation remarks as well. For example in the Efficient 
Lighting Market Transformation Project in the Philippines, even after trainings 
had been conducted to raise awareness and expertise within the private and 
government banks, at the end of the project, none of them had provided 
loans for energy-efficient lighting. This surely was reflected negatively in the 
evaluation. (This activity component was given a rating of unsatisfactory.)

Policy maker agent group. When one looks at the interventions imple-
mented by the agent groups, it becomes clear that the agent group of policy 
makers (e.g., government agencies and line ministries) does not seem to be 
well covered under such barriers as lack of (fiscal) affordability, interest/
motivation, and business/policy model. The issue of fiscal or jurisdictional 
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affordability of certain policies and regulations, as with the case of the fossil 
fuel subsidies for the cost-effectiveness barrier, may be considered to be 
“external” to the range of project activities. For example, a country’s ministry 
of environment may not have jurisdiction or authority over non-environmen-
tal matters, such as financial ones, or those related to taxation/subsidies; 
however, creating cross-sectoral policies and active interministerial collabo-
ration for establishing a development goal within a country still seems to be 
an important area for project intervention. Also related, policy makers who 
are involved with the CCM projects may not be interested or well motivated 
to devise innovative policy packages, or to collaborate with other ministries. 
Moreover, there may be an issue of power balance between an implement-
ing agency (such as UNDP) and an executing partner (such as a government 
and its line ministries). Since government counterparts are one of the most 
important “clients” of implementing agencies, trying to force them to go 
outside their comfort zone of siloed political jurisdictions can well be a sys-
temic challenge for the implementing agency. All in all, the barriers pertaining 
to policy makers can be an important gap that needs to be filled by future 
CCM design and implementation. 

Lack of demand, business/policy model. When analyses of project design 
documents (through ProDocs, as black dots plotted according to the TONC 
framework) and terminal evaluations are combined, a very strong tendency 
has been revealed in the barriers addressing the lack of demand, and the busi-
ness/policy model. In short, for these barriers, much has been implemented 
but much has also failed. This barrier area has had the largest frequency of 
negative evaluative remarks, yet with relatively a high percentage (63 percent) 
of intervention coverage. Activities are indeed happening: however, one can 
estimate that, due to rigidity of the business and policy models prescribed by 
the projects, this barrier area overall has been mostly a failure. 

CONCLUSIONS

The theory of change, though itself a useful concept in evaluating programs, 
often is not an applicable concept in the case of donor-funded CCM project 
interventions. This is because often the proposed activities do not by them-
selves generate GHG emission reduction, but instead are aimed at removing 
certain existing barriers to realizing a market transformation within a country, 
such as awareness, market, technology, policy, and finance-related barriers. 
The TONC concept was proposed by Wörlen (2011) as a theoretical frame-
work for identifying important barriers that were not being tackled in a 
project’s activities. Thus TONC can be a useful tool when evaluating project 
design (through ProDocs) and implementation (through terminal evalua-
tions), as well as the development impact of such projects. 

As a test case, a meta-evaluation was undertaken to apply the TONC 
concept to eight CCM projects that were implemented by UNDP in and 
with ASEAN member countries. The main objective was to apply the TONC 
concept to different CCM projects tested by Wörlen, and to find out what 
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kinds of implications can be drawn through analyzing the projects’ barrier 
removal strategies. 

Though obviously limited in its analytical depth, by focusing on the 
TONC-prescribed types of barriers and key agent groups, it was possible 
to systematically see the institutional weak spots, and the biases found in 
project design. The TONC analytical framework has thus proven to be a 
useful tool for enabling a zoomed-out analysis of CCM project design. It can 
also help identify and facilitate the necessary actors and agencies before 
project implementation. When combined with ex post evaluation analysis 
similar to the one conducted here, the TONC framework can also be a useful 
tool for summative evaluation about the addressed or unaddressed barriers 
and interventions of CCM projects. This type of TONC-applied analysis, when 
accumulated for projects elsewhere, can serve as important reference for 
future CCM project design and implementation. 
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The Wicked Cases of Education and 
Climate Change -  

The Promise and Challenge of 
Theory-Based Impact Evaluations
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Abstract. To make progress in achieving the 17 Sustainable Development Goals of 
the 2030 Agenda, policy makers need to know what works to move the needle of the 
169 targets, and then to act on that knowledge. While more is known now than when 
the Millennium Development Goals were set, there are still important gaps regarding 
the measured attributable impact of interventions on outcomes. This paper focuses on 
two key goals—education and climate change/environment—to illustrate the gaps in 
what has been learned and what still needs to be learned. It assesses why these gaps 
persist, and how future evaluations might address them.
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T
he role of evaluation in helping the world make progress on the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development is well argued by other chapters 
in this volume, as well as by many other thinkers. But it is not enough to 

monitor indicators: countries also need to know which policies, programs, 
and other interventions will be effective in moving the 169 indicators of the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to which they have committed.1 
Indeed, in asking for accountable institutions in Goal 16, the SDGs themselves 
underscore the importance of evaluation. 

One key tool in this arsenal is evaluations that address the issue of 
attribution convincingly. Theory-based impact evaluations do so through 
methodologies that measure the effectiveness of interventions by posing a 
counterfactual question: that is, what would have happened without the inter-
vention? In answering this question, they also answer other questions that are 
important for both donors and implementers to consider: Did the program 
or policy make a change (and how do we know if it did)? How much was 
that change? Would the change have occurred anyway, in the absence of the 
policy? Could it have been done better? Why did the change occur? 

Theory-based impact evaluations measure causal change that can be 
attributed to an intervention, and use a prespecified theory of change to 
guide their hypotheses and to explain change. Good theory-based impact 
evaluations usually have the following components: a theory of change; 
pre-analysis plans; variables that are measured as objectively as possible, 
using survey data both at the baseline and end line; good pilots and forma-
tive work; a good understanding of outcome(s); SMART2 indicators; good 
monitoring data and information on implementation fidelity; a good identifi-
cation strategy; sufficient data size for statistical confidence; and high-quality 
analyses that mitigate a multitude of possible biases that may creep in over 
and above the bias of program placement and selection. 

In this chapter, we investigate the present state of evidence and argue 
that theory-based impact evaluations provide a potential partial solution to 
answering the critical questions that the SDGs are asking. We show that every 
year many more of these evaluations are being published than ever before. 
We also discuss the limitations of current methods employed in theory-based 
impact evaluations, and argue that there are important gaps in the knowledge 
base in terms of topics and methods that need to be filled if we are to accom-
plish the goals of the 2030 Agenda in an evidence-based way. 

We take a deep dive into two sectors to assess both the opportunities 
and the limitations for theory-based impact evaluations. Arguably education 
and environment are sectors that have posed what are termed “wicked” prob-
lems for evaluators (see, e.g., Levin et al. 2012). Interventions in these sectors 

1 See the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development website 
(http://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/sustainabledevelopmentgoalsandevaluation.
htm) for a description of the 19th Development Assistance Committee meeting, which 
focused on the implications of the SDGs on evaluation. 

2 Usually a mnemonic for smart, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-bound.
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resist a single solution because they are applied differently in different con-
texts. Moreover, the solutions are temporary while they address complex 
problems that require the use of multiple interventions simultaneously 
(Schwandt et al. 2016). We discuss how theory-based impact evaluations 
have tackled these issues and where gaps remain.

IMPACT EVALUATIONS: TRENDS AND EVIDENCE GAPS 

The number of theory-based impact evaluations has risen dramatically in the 
past 20 years. Figure 21.1 shows just one indicator—the number of theo-
ry-based impact evaluations of development interventions that are published 
per year and that take the counterfactual adequately into account. Figures 
are derived from the 3ie repository,3 which was initially analyzed by Cameron, 
Mishra, and Brown (2016) and are currently being updated. In 1995, there 

were fewer than 50 studies being published per year; by 2015, there were 
almost 500 and the repository contained more than 4,500 publications. While 
these figures need to be considered in light of publication lags, they include 
working papers in the gray literature that have shorter time frames between 
when the data are collected and when the results become available. 

These numbers alone do not tell us anything about the need or demand 
for evidence. After all, there are untold hundreds of thousands of public and 

3 The 3ie Impact Evaluation Repository is an index of all published impact evalu-
ations of development interventions.

FIGURE 21.1  Number of development impact evaluations published each 
year, 1980–2015
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private programs in more than 150 lower- and middle-income countries in 
the world. But they can be used as possible indicators of where glaring gaps 
may exist.

Geographic Gaps

Even with these promising global trends, the density of evidence from rig-
orous impact evaluations varies widely across countries. Indeed, this is borne 
out in figure 21.2, which maps countries where studies included in the repos-
itory were conducted. 

Figure 21.2 shows that countries in Asia (especially the largest coun-
tries, China and India), and parts of Latin America (Brazil, Mexico) and East 
Africa (particularly Kenya and South Africa) have more theory-based impact 
evaluations than others. This does not mean that these countries need fewer 
theory-based impact evaluations in the future. In fact, in terms of size of the 
economy and population, these countries may continue to need many more 
evaluations (e.g., the number of evaluations per 10 million people in China is 
about the same as that in Russia; it is more in India but half that of Brazil). But 
it does show that there are some regions that lag. There are extremely few 
(none in many countries) evaluations in West Africa, Middle East and North 
Africa, and Central Asia, the Pacific countries as well as the poorer countries 
in Latin America and the Caribbean.

The relatively uncovered regions are sites of fragile and conflict states 
(FCS), where populations are the most vulnerable. Only about 8 percent of 
published evaluations were done in FCS countries, and almost half of those 
were in just two countries—Pakistan and Zimbabwe. 

FIGURE 21.2  Impact evaluations by country

SOURCE: Miranda, Sabet, and Brown 2016.
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These geographic gaps pose a significant challenge for the 2030 
Agenda, which is a global action plan: all member countries of the United 
Nations have committed to it. Yet for many there is a remarkably small evi-
dence base that can attribute improved outcomes to interventions.

Thematic Gaps

The majority of all published impact evaluations are in four sectors: health, 
education, social protection, and agriculture. Again, this is not to say that 
these sectors are saturated and have no further need for more evidence. 
But it does point to the key sectors that are consuming vast amounts of 
public and private expenditure, but are not being evaluated. For example, 
according to Miranda, Sabet, and Brown (2016), there are very few published 
theory-based impact evaluations in environment and separately in the energy 
sectors. To put this in perspective, India’s public sector budget allocates a 
significant portion its budget to energy, and the World Bank has devoted 
16 percent of its loans to it as well (World Bank 2016).

Arguably one reason for this lack of impact evaluation-related evidence 
may be the lack of demand in the sector. Indeed in several sectors, the ques-
tions examined by impact evaluations have traditionally not been considered 
important.4 How much impact does a road make? Do protected areas reduce 
deforestation? Do climate change programs work to reduce greenhouse 
gases (GHGs)? Do children learn once they enroll and attend school? These 
are all examples of questions that have, until recently, not been considered in 
time-consuming and resource-intensive evaluations. 

Another possible reason for this disparity is that it is believed that it 
is much more difficult to apply popular techniques of theory-based impact 
evaluations in some sectors, such as national infrastructure investments, or 
public finance policy, or practices of good governance, than in other sectors, 
where the interventions are smaller, easier to isolate, and have identifiable 
possible counterfactual (or comparison) populations. If so, the question is 
whether rigorous techniques can be developed to address key issues that 
obviously have huge implications for human welfare. Such efforts would have 
to take into account several other reasons why such knowledge gaps persist 
across sectors. For example, there may be disincentives for political economy 
reasons, for evaluating already scaled-up investments in sectors like trans-
port, where large amounts of capital, both political and monetary, may have 
already been sunk (Ravallion 2016).

Aside from the density of evidence across broad sectors, there are 
gaps in thematic areas that are also of programmatic interest. For example, 
Puri et al. (2014) found that there were fewer than 50 studies of human-
itarian assistance, into which the world has pumped over a trillion dollars. 
Another report found a single impact evaluation study in the governance 

4 We use the phrase “impact evaluations” and “theory-based impact evaluations” 
interchangeably. Indeed, we do not believe good impact evaluations can be undertaken 
without good theories of change. 
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and transparency of natural resource management in low- and middle-income 
countries (Puri 2017). Another concern is that in many impact evaluations, 
the costs of interventions are not analyzed. These trends present huge chal-
lenges for informing a comprehensive, global SDG agenda that encompasses 
almost all sectors in promoting people, planet, and prosperity. 

Distributional Gaps

Increasingly, more questions are being asked not only about the overall 
effects of interventions, but also of their effects on specific groups such as 
women and girls, vulnerable ethnic groups, the very poor, and so on. But the 
number of studies that have done such deep distributional analysis is also 
relatively low.

This gap holds even for sectors where there are more impact evalua-
tions. For example, one of the findings of a recently completed systematic 
review by 3ie of what works in education is that while studies reported on 
the average effects on all children, “…[few] studies included in the review 
provided any analysis of sub-populations, including factors such as sex or 
socio-economic status” (Snilstveit et al. 2016a, 14). A large part of this is 
driven by the fact that ensuring that impacts are measured with high sta-
tistical confidence for underrepresented groups means that the statistical 
samples need to be much larger. In another study we estimate that in one 
case, in order to ensure that results were representative for men and women, 
the sample sizes needed to quadruple (because women are traditionally 
underrepresented in some economic sectors), which meant a concomitant 
increase in costs (Puri, Rathinam, and Sarkar 2017).

IMPACT EVALUATIONS:  
CHALLENGES OF RELEVANCE AND METHODS 

As the number of impact evaluations have risen, researchers have learned 
more about their limitations and how to address them.

The Challenge of Responding to Questions Important for 
Policy Making

Arguably, theory-based impact evaluations answer several questions that are 
important for policy making: Does the intervention work? How much? For 
whom? But sometimes they are just not the right instrument to answer the 
question. Nowhere is the latter point more salient than when researchers try 
to fit the question to the method. Simply identifying the underlying theo-
ries of change is a complicated enough undertaking, and adding the overall 
requirement of having the measure attributable to change becomes a daunt-
ing task (see, e.g., box 21.1).

The other question is to what degree should research be responding 
to policy, and whether research is important for its own sake. Theory-based 
impact evaluations tend to lie at the intersection of research and applied work 
(see, e.g., Puri, Rathinam, and Sarkar 2017). We argue that impact evaluations 
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BOX 21.1  The use of impact evaluations in the evaluation of large, 
complex climate change programs: How can theories of change 
help?

Aided by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO), the government of Paraguay is implementing a program to alleviate 
poverty and help reforest a large part of eastern Paraguay and increase 
the resilience of approximately 62,000 people. The proposal is to imple-
ment cross-cutting programming that meets both mitigation objectives 
(725,000 tons of carbon dioxide mitigated annually) and adaptation objec-
tives (an expected direct increase in resilience and a reduction in poverty 
for 62,000 people). This three-phase program is spread out over 10 years 
and supports components such as environmental conditional cash transfers, 
cook stoves, and agroforestry programs for households. It aims to simul-
taneously improve the legislative and institutional frameworks mainly of 
forestry, environmental, and energy regulating entities. The overall objec-
tive of the program is to improve the resilience of poor and extremely poor 
households vulnerable to the impacts of climate change in environmentally 
sensitive areas of eastern Paraguay. 

The implicit theory of change of the program is that (1) once authorities 
have the requisite funds and approvals, they will be able to set up environ-
mental conditional cash transfer (E-CCT) payment systems that piggyback 
on existing cash transfer systems that already target poor and vulnerable 
communities through automated banking systems; (2) households will 
be targeted successfully; (3) as a consequence of the incentive of E-CCTs, 
households will start to build and invest in agroforestry systems (for which 
they will be paid for inputs and provided with technical assistance) they 
would not otherwise have; (4) households’ agroforestry systems will be 
measured and detectable, which will then trigger payments to them; and 
(5) forest cover and degradation in eastern Paraguay will be reduced as 
a consequence and climate change mitigation will occur. There are several 
assumptions here, including assuming that households will be able to take 
the surplus produce from the agroforest systems to local and regional bio-
markets, and that they will be able to earn incomes from these which will 
also reduce their income poverty and therefore increase their resilience.

Clearly, all of these statements require either strong previously produced 
evidence or smaller evaluative tests to understand whether the linkages are 
working, and whether the overall effects of the program will be achieved.
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bridge a very important gap, in that they apply science and rigor to questions 
that have previously been hand-waved.

The Challenge of Complexity

Complexity poses a substantial challenge to impact evaluations. Many pro-
grams involve a multitude of sectors: for example livelihood programs include 
interventions in water provision, sanitation, income-generation activities, and 
health. This usually means that causal pathways are not direct, are cross-
linked, and are nonlinear. Separately, it also means that there are a multitude 
of sectors that every program is aiming to target. Arguably this reduces the 
incentive for any one sector team to invest in impact evaluations. Moreover, 
because there are intersectoral links and feedback loops, it becomes harder 
for impact evaluations to answer the “why” questions once the “how much” 
questions have been answered. Woolcock (2013) frames this challenge by 
citing three specific challenges that randomized control trials (RCTs) are 
unable to deal with. He cites the challenges of “causal density,” “implementa-
tion capability,” and “reasoned expectations” as being key features of complex 
systems that also make it difficult for RCTs to be used for understanding the 
overall impact of development interventions. 

Another aspect of complexity is the measurement of relevant out-
comes. For example, test scores may be an important indicator of performance 
in an education project, and RCTs may indeed be able to measure these well. 
It may also be possible to create good indicators and to include these in 
pre-analysis plans. But student stress may be an unintended consequence of 
these score-enhancing programs. There are two difficulties here: the inability 
to prespecify all possible consequences in a protocol, and the difficulty in 
measuring student stress caused by these programs.

Another example of the measurement challenge is climate projects that 
are aimed at increasing adaptation. A recent survey by the Overseas Devel-
opment Institute found that there are at least 43 different frameworks for 
defining and understanding climate adaptation (ODI 2016). Again, because 
climate change programs also typically incorporate poverty alleviation and 
equity as a primary objective, these causal chains become very difficult to 
identify. As Levin et al. (2012) point out, it also becomes more likely that 
a specific solution to one development challenge creates a new problem 
for another one. Road building is touted as one such development solution 
that has clear (negative) implications for forest cover and biodiversity.5 Addi-
tionally, confounding features of programs make it difficult to identify and 
measure the key change the program is seeking to bring about. Given these 
challenges, designing impact evaluations becomes even more difficult. 

5 Cropper, Puri, and Griffiths (2001) and Puri (2016) discuss the exceptions to 
this rule. 
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The Challenge of External Validity

Limited external validity is another limitation of theory-based impact evalua-
tions. Other authors have raised this concern as an important detraction from 
impact evaluations (Basu 2013; Pritchett and Sandefur 2014; Woolcock 2009). 
These are important concerns, and impact evaluations will need to respond to 
them by using new tools. It is of course true that non-impact evaluations are 
typically not externally valid either. We argue that in this case theory-based 
impact evaluations, because they are able to articulate the theories behind 
overall interventions and also provide statistical estimates with confidence 
intervals, become easier to aggregate through meta-analysis. Although limited, 
in these cases it is easier to say something about “net” or “aggregate” effect 
sizes (see Snilstveit et al. 2016b; Waddington and White 2014).

The knowledge gaps and methodological challenges discussed above 
pose challenges for evaluating the effects of interventions that will help coun-
tries address the 2030 Agenda. But they are not insurmountable. In this and 
the next section, we discuss these challenges and how evaluators have tried 
to address them in the “wicked” sectors of education and climate change. 

WICKED SECTOR: EDUCATION

According to UNESCO’s post-2015 Global Education Monitoring report 
(UNESCO 2015), in order to achieve the ambitious SDG targets for education 
by 2030, the spending per primary school student in low-income countries 
needs to be double the current level of spending. The International Edu-
cation Commission calls for total spending in education to triple from its 
present $1 trillion. But more funding is not sufficient for addressing the learn-
ing crisis: resources need to be directed to programs that work. There are a 
large number of reports about education, but there are relatively few that 
address attribution directly. 3ie recently completed a comprehensive system-
atic review of the effectiveness of 21 different types of education programs 
on children’s school enrollment, attendance, drop-out rates, completion, and 
learning outcomes (Snilstveit et al. 2016a). It included evidence covering 
more than 16 million children across 52 countries, participating in 216 edu-
cation programs in 52 low- and middle-income countries. The findings from 
this study can help inform decisions about effective strategies for achieving 
the education targets.

The review drew on evidence from 238 impact evaluations and 
121 qualitative research studies and process evaluations. Interventions such 
as cash transfers, structured pedagogy, and computer-assisted learning pro-
grams were studied extensively. For other programs, such as school-based 
health, information to children, teacher interventions, remedial education, and 
school-day extension, the evidence is more limited. Significant investments 
are being made for funding interventions in understudied areas such as teach-
er-related programs. There is an urgent need for generating more evidence to 
help in informing funding decisions.

The education sector mirrors global variation in the availability of evi-
dence. The greatest number of studies was identified in Latin America and 
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the Caribbean (87); Sub-Saharan Africa (59); and South Asia (51). Countries 
where several studies have been conducted include Brazil, Chile, China, India, 
Kenya, Mexico, South Africa, and Uganda. Evidence is limited or nonexistent 
for many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, and for several countries with large 
populations, such as Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Nigeria. 

Aside from inadequate thematic and geographic coverage of some 
important interventions, the usefulness of impact evaluations for the 2030 
Agenda faces another challenge. Many education interventions are meth-
odologically “wicked” to evaluate. Three aspects are particularly important 
to consider: the logical chain of intervention to results; context; and 
implementation. 

The Logical Chain from Interventions to Results

While some interventions have a relatively simple logical chain from inter-
vention to results, such as the provision of textbooks on learning, or of 
scholarships on school participation, many others are characterized by causal 
density. This means that the interventions are “…highly transaction intensive, 
require considerable discretion by implementing agents, yield powerful pres-
sures for those agents to do something other than implement a solution, and 
have no known (ex ante) solution” (Woolcock 2013).

It is thus not surprising that interventions that have a direct and simple 
link to the desired outcome—short results chains—are more effective. For 
example, cash transfer programs were the most effective intervention to 
boost school attendance. Where the outcomes of any one intervention are 
conditioned by the effectiveness of other interventions that may be beyond 
the scope of the program, the results tend to be more mixed. For example, in 
contrast to their effect on school participation, cash transfers have very little 
effect on learning outcomes as measured by mathematics or reading scores. 
This may not be surprising, given that most of the programs were conditioned 
on school participation and attendance, not on test performance. But the fact 
that learning outcomes were not significantly affected may also be a reflec-
tion of the low quality of schools that children were incentivized attend. 
In Colombia, for example, school vouchers (which are effectively conditional 
cash transfers) had no effect on learning outcomes if they were limited to 
government schools, but had a positive effect in those areas where the recipi-
ents were able to use them for entry into private schools, most of which were 
perceived to be of higher quality (Barrera-Osorio et al. 2011).

Another example is the need to address the incentives of the most 
important actor in affecting students in classrooms—the teacher—in 
almost any intervention. Some of the teachers who were delivering the 
Reading to Learn program in Kenya chose not to accept the class materials 
because they considered them difficult to master. This may have been one 
of the reasons that the program did not improve children’s performance 
in written and oral literacy exams. Similarly, the evidence on computer-as-
sisted learning programs suggests that while the implementation of training 
for teachers is an issue, program designs need to also consider teacher 
workloads, as well as their attitudes and motivation for making radical 
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changes in the way they teach. School-based health programs also require 
teachers to participate in program delivery. Hence, programs need to con-
sider whether this is increasing the workload for teachers and disrupting 
the regular class routine.

Baseline Conditions and Local Context

Many successful interventions have tailored their design well to the existing 
human and social capital of specific contexts. This is particularly important for 
interventions aimed at children and households, and those aimed at improv-
ing governance. 

School feeding programs, for example, have had the largest effect in 
areas characterized by high levels of food insecurity, malnutrition, and low 
school attendance. The effects have been much smaller in better-off areas 
where enrollment was already high, and malnutrition less of an issue. The 
school feeding program in Guyana, for instance, was implemented at a time 
when there was a documented increase in food insecurity for poor families. 
Not surprisingly, the program had large positive effects on school participa-
tion and learning. However, in Chile, the effects of the program on school 
participation were found to be small or nonexistent. In this case, the program 
was implemented at a time when extreme malnutrition had been eliminated, 
and enrollment rates were already high.

The baseline level of social capital has been found to be more import-
ant in interventions aimed at improving the system of governance of schools. 
School-based management and community-based monitoring had the best 
take-up in settings with high levels of social capital and a tradition of local 
participation. In the Philippines, where the effects of school-based manage-
ment were consistently positive, qualitative evidence suggests that parents 
and communities were willing and able to make basic decisions about school-
ing when given the opportunity to do so. In contrast, results in most other 
contexts were disappointing. Evidence from Niger and Gambia pointed to low 
social and human capital as an important constraint for school-based manage-
ment programs.  Programs that rely on parental engagement for successful 
implementation may be better targeted in contexts where there is sufficient 
social and human capital to be able to hold other stakeholders accountable. 
For instance, where school committees are educated, or have experience in 
another community organization, parental monitoring of teacher attendance 
is likely to increase in response to the grant. Where these conditions are not 
met, programs may have a higher chance of success if there is a strong capac-
ity-building component that is focused on facilitating community involvement. 
More generally, when parental engagement is a key part of the theory of 
change of a program it is important to assess the local capacity to engage in 
the way assumed by the theory of change. Programs could then be designed 
to account for any deficit in social and human capital.

It is therefore imperative that decision makers obtain accurate baseline 
information at the design stage of the program. This is required in order 
to tailor new programs to target the main constraints and achieve better 
outcomes. 
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Capacity to Implement

The success, or more often the failure, of a program has often been attributed 
to the way the program has been implemented. Issues related to implementa-
tion have frequently been reported for a range of programs. The effect sizes 
of some programs were much smaller due to implementation problems. For 
example, in Kenya’s and Uganda’s Reading to Learn, as well as in Mali’s Read, 
Learn, Lead programs, school materials and other tools were not delivered 
in a timely manner, which may partly explain why they had no effects, or very 
small ones, compared to the overall average for structured pedagogy on 
learning outcomes (Snilstveit et al. 2015). Similarly, the distribution of text-
books to students was found to be lower than intended in the case of a few 
programs that were providing school materials.

Several computer-assisted learning programs have faced issues such as 
insufficient, damaged, and dysfunctional equipment, lack of Internet access, 
and software not being compatible with hardware. Insufficient training of 
teachers is another issue that has been brought up as a challenge for several 
programs, including computer-assisted learning. Implementation issues, par-
ticularly with respect to the transfer of funds affected the success of several 
school-based management programs. Grants were not disbursed as intended, 
and significant delays were reported for several programs. Finally, unforeseen 
circumstances such as epidemics and conflicts have also delayed the imple-
mentation of education programs.

In most cases, these issues have cropped up due to the lack of capacity for 
implementation at various levels of the supply chain. In some cases, the inability 
to ensure a sustained and timely supply of resources has affected the effective-
ness of programs. The difficulty in implementation is also often seen in programs 
that include a range of activities, and that have ambitious goals and long causal 
chains. This leaves a lot of room for implementation failure. In contexts where 
there is limited capacity to implement it may be necessary to give up on some of 
the objectives in the interest of making the program capable of implementation. 

Summary Implications

All of these complications point to the need for better-designed impact 
evaluations: those that study multiple options (or arms) to test different com-
binations of interventions would be greatly beneficial in addressing the causal 
complexity of some education interventions. But the examples above also 
point to the need for mixed methods in evaluation. Rigorous case studies, 
such as in Woolcock (2013), as well as incremental approaches to learning as 
in Andrews, Pritchett, and Woolcock (2012) would be one way to approach 
this. Finally, rigorous estimates of effects must be accompanied by equally 
rigorous studies of implementation.

WICKED SECTOR: CLIMATE CHANGE

In this section we discuss the overall strengths and limitations of using the-
ory-based impact evaluations in climate change programs and policies. It 
is clear that the international policy arena has parsed climate change into 
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several components, perhaps recognizing their overwhelmingly large reach 
and scope. So, for example, there are different conferences of parties (COPs) 
for climate and for forestry. Organizations and funding are also largely seg-
regated into three different areas or sectors—mitigation, adaptation, and 
forestry. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
recognizes these areas. Therefore, we define climate change activities and 
sectors as all those that help to reduce or stabilize GHG emissions, and that 
help to increase adaptation to climate change and its resulting uncertainties 
and weather extremes. 

In the mitigation category, a host of types of policies and programs are 
included—these include policies and programs that increase access to and 
the use of low-emission energy and power generation; programs that increase 
access to and the use of low-emission transport; energy-efficient buildings, 
cities, and industries; and programs and policies that aim to increase sustain-
able land use and forest management, including reducing emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation, or REDD+, programs. In the adaptation 
category, the range of policies and programs includes those that increase resil-
ience and enhance livelihoods of vulnerable people, communities, and regions; 
that increase resilience of health and well-being; that increase food and water 
security; that increase the resilience of infrastructure and built environment to 
climate change threats; and that increase the resilience of ecosystems. 

Challenges of Evaluating Climate Change Action

Evaluations of programs and policies that deal with climate change encounter 
some of the challenges laid out in the section on education, and others as 
well. First there is the challenge of distal impacts. Climate change mitigation 
takes time (and scale): assessing overall contribution to climate change mitiga-
tion requires long time horizons. With theory-based impact evaluations, some 
of this is dealt with by underlying theories, mapping outcomes, and assess-
ing efficacy and program success (see, e.g., box 21.1). The overall question 
related to understanding and measuring change, however, remains a chal-
lenge. Indeed, an evidence gap map examining the effects of land use policies 
on mitigation (Snilstveit et al. 2016b) found that, although there were 221 
studies that rigorously looked at the impacts of land use policies and inter-
ventions on outcomes such as tree cover, livelihoods, and health, there were 
no evaluative studies that linked these, in an attributable way, in developing 
countries, to GHG emissions. This not only speaks to the difficulty of waiting 
for long periods of time for these impacts to show: it also underscores the 
difficulty of measuring GHG emissions. The other difficulty in these programs 
is that in order for there to be a measurable effect on even GHG emissions, 
programs have to account for “leakages,” that is, the likelihood that mitigation 
programs in one area may lead to the displacement or movement of emission 
activities to other areas. Impact evaluations therefore have to cover large 
areas, in order to ensure that there is a net effect on GHGs. This public good 
nature of climate change action imposes large transaction costs, but it also 
means that impact evaluations that aim to measure attributable change have 
to focus on large-scale action, and this may not always be possible (box 21.2). 
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The second challenge for climate change evaluations is that most 
climate change projects have multiple objectives. This means that other than 
feedback loops and backward and forward links, most climate change projects 
are not just planned and implemented to maximize impact on climate change, 
but to simultaneously affect social, economic, health, and agricultural objec-
tives. This means that the strength of links in a theory of change are frequently 
not the same, that they intersect and impacts mostly depend on the efficacy 
of several links being realized. This makes impact evaluations—which assume 
that a single intervention will lead to the overall impact, all other things being 
held constant—difficult to plan, implement, and realize in this space. 

Third, climate and the environment are inherently public goods. This 
means that the overall impact of interventions is not individually determined 
by the successful implementation of one project over one discrete area. 

BOX 21.2  A large-scale mitigation program: An example of solar 
home systems

Bangladesh’s solar home systems (SHS) program—supported by the World 
Bank, GIZ, KfW, the European Union, the Inter-American Development Bank, 
and the multidonor Global Partnership for Output-based Aid trust fund—
aims to provide energy for poor and vulnerable households. To gauge its 
uptake and effects, an evaluation was undertaken 10 years after its incep-
tion. The findings revealed a complex set of factors at play. To begin with, by 
2013, only 10–12 percent of off-grid households had access to SHS off-grid 
devices, and diffusion rates were low: on average, a maximum of one-third 
of eligible households had adopted SHSs. The households that adopted 
the devices were, on average, much richer (80 percent higher incomes than 
non-adopting households) and better educated, with high percentages of 
non-agricultural income and a higher level of household assets. More than 
78 percent of the adoption had only occurred during the last three years 
of the program. Despite their SHS adoption, most households continued to 
depend on traditional sources of energy. While there was some evidence of 
a substitution effect with SHS replacing kerosene, SHS households overall 
consumed more energy compared to non-SHS households—indicating that 
the income effect was stronger than the substitution effect. An important 
factor influencing adoption is the cost (including interest cost) and main-
tenance of SHS devices. But over a quarter of those taking out loans for 
the SHS devices—which are sold on credit, with loans provided for three 
years with a flat interest rate of 6 percent—were late in their repayments. 
Clearly for the program to conclude that it has been effective in achieving 
its long-term goal, given that the magnitude of change in overall emissions 
will be important, evaluation will need to measure the income effect and 
substitution effect over time.

SOURCE: Adapted from Asaduzzaman et al. 2013.
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Rather, in a twist on the problem of tragedy of commons, it is characterized by 
the problem of large numbers with small payoffs. This scale problem has two 
implications for impact evaluations. First, it means that impacts do not show 
unless there are a large number of agents. Second, they do not show unless a 
large number of agents are successfully undertaking these actions. Therefore, 
impact evaluations of climate change programs and policies in most cases 
have to concentrate on measuring attributable change at the outcome level. 
Furthermore, in most cases, although small programs may themselves be 
successful, we still may not see any changes in overall climate change-related 
impacts: this is true for both mitigation and adaptation programs. In some 
cases this means that small climate- related impacts have to accumulate until 
we are able to confidently detect and witness a change. As Bamberger, Rao, 
and Woolcock (2016) and Woolcock (2009) explain it, the impact function for 
climate change programs and policies may be nonlinear, or they may be hori-
zontal straight lines before we see any impact. Examining and understanding 
the role that scale plays in identifying and measuring impact with statistical 
confidence while planning impact evaluations is therefore very critical. 

Credible and high-quality impact evaluations are critically dependent on 
defining the appropriate questions and “system boundaries,” that is, defining 
the type and nature of the interventions that will be examined through impact 
evaluations. This in turn implies that impact evaluations are only able to examine 
a shortlist of interventions that have been defined using a variety of designs, 
such as factorial designs and pipeline designs. They are, by themselves, unable 
to compare interventions that have not been shortlisted. Arguably though, the-
ory-based impact evaluations can deal with these through doing good initial 
formative work and specifying unintended consequences, and by undertaking 
rigorous qualitative work along with data collection that can help inform areas 
that previous theories may have been blind to (see, e.g., Rao and Woolcock 
2002). We believe this is important to understand and concede, primarily 
because theory-based impact evaluations also have the advantage of lending 
themselves to systematic reviews with statistical meta-analyses that help us 
understand aggregate average effects, but also help us view the distribution 
of these effects; identify and analyze outliers; and examine other effects, such 
as “dose-response” pathways. In the next section, we will review some learning 
from impact evaluations in this area, and discuss new areas that theory-based 
impact evaluations should focus on, given the challenges and gaps. 

What Are We Learning?: Recent Evidence from Theory-Based 
Impact Evaluations and Systematic Reviews

Theory-based impact evaluations have helped us understand the amount 
of change that environmental programs are bringing about. In figures 21.3 
and 21.4, we show an illustrative summary of the magnitude of impact that 
several impact evaluations are able to measure in forestry programs.6

6 See PLOS Collections (2016) for a summary of statistics from different for-
estry programs.
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Bias. The important thing to note is that impact evaluations help deal with 
the problem of endogeneity and placement bias. Cropper, Puri, and Griffiths 
(2001) and Chomitz and Gray (1996) account for the attributes of plots 
where protected areas tend to be sited or located. Since these are areas that 
have low agricultural productivity and are likely to be remote, it is clear that 
any naïve estimate that does not consider this selection bias is likely to have 
extremely biased results. 

Targeting. Impact evaluations can also help us understand the effective-
ness of targeting: Are programs really reaching the populations that they 

FIGURE 21.4  Estimate reduction in forest loss as a consequence of 
forestry programs 
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SOURCE: Adapted from Börner et al. 2016.

FIGURE 21.3  Standardized effect sizes from forestry programs 
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need to, and are these the populations that programs most need to target? 
Alix-Garcia, Shapiro, and Sims (2012) found that the countrywide Payment 
for Ecosystem Services program (PSA) in Mexico, with a budget of more than 
$5 million, was quite successful in targeting households that were eligible for 
the program. In contrast, Azofeifa et al. (2007) found that in Costa Rica, the 
PSA program did not target those locations that were most likely to change 
land use. As a consequence there were very small changes in forest cover 
caused by the PSA program.

Subgroup effects. Impact evaluations can also help to address questions 
of equity and heterogeneous impacts. Somanathan, Prabhakar, and Mehta 
(2009) have shown that after accounting for potential selection and place-
ment bias, community-managed forests performed better in raising crown 
cover by 12–16 percent when compared to unmanaged commons, but only 
for forests of broadleaf trees, not pine trees. Understanding the effects on 
subgroups, however, requires that sample sizes be selected in such a way that 
they are representative for the subgroups of interest. 

Comparing different kinds of programs. Many studies have examined pro-
grams that engage communities and compare their effectiveness with the 
status quo, such as government managed systems, or unmanaged systems. 
For example, Tachibana and Adhikari (2009) showed that in Nepal, community 
co-managed forests recover much more quickly than forests where communi-
ties are solely managing their forests. And Cropper, Puri and Griffiths (2001) 
found that protected areas are less effective in protecting forests than 
wildlife sanctuaries by themselves, perhaps because the latter have more 
resources devoted to them. 

Are we doing the right things? In our view, one of the key questions that 
impact evaluations should answer is, “Are the right things being done?” A 
study by Wynes and Nicholas (2017) found that of the top four mitigation 
actions that individuals can undertake to reduce GHGs, only two are discussed 
in high school textbooks. The other two actions are completely ignored. If 
we are to focus policy and action on the most effective actions, evaluations 
need to start asking the question of whether the right strategies are being 
pursued programmatically, rather than evaluating only the implementation of 
policies. While traditional evaluations have mostly been unsuccessful in this 
area, impact evaluations can help us respond to this overall question. 

Trade-offs. A relatively but clearly an important question in climate change is 
examining any potential trade-offs between economic outcomes on one side 
and environmental outcomes on the other. This is particularly important in 
the case of programs that aim to reduce the consequences of development 
on the environment. A good example is provided by the Alix-Garcia et al. 
(2013) study of Oportunidades, a conditional cash transfer program, and its 
consequences for forests. The authors of this study found that forests were 
detrimentally affected as a consequence of a cash transfer program, and 
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that the theory-based impact evaluation helped to measure the magnitude of 
this effect. This is important, because program managers and policy makers 
can then measure the magnitude of this effect and make policy decisions 
accordingly.

CONCLUSIONS: ARE THERE COMMON OPPORTUNITIES TO 
ADDRESS THE GAPS?

Theory-based impact evaluations have been used across the development 
and humanitarian sectors to inform the effectiveness of programs. This 
includes investigating the best ways to deliver humanitarian assistance (see, 
e.g., Doocy and Tappis 2016; Puri et al. 2017); examining the effectiveness 
of self-help groups in empowering women through microfinance (see, e.g., 
Brody et al. 2016), community-driven development (King, Samii, and Snil-
stveit 2010), sanitation programs (Buck et al. 2017), farmer field schools 
(Waddington and White 2014), agricultural insurance (Barooah, Kaushish, and 
Puri 2017), reducing poverty (Banerjee et al. 2015), and day care programs 
(Leroy, Gadsden, and Guijarro 2012). In so doing, they have helped to reduce 
ambiguity in our knowledge of the effectiveness of development programs. 

However, many challenges remain. First, theory-based impact eval-
uations have not succeeded in meeting the methodological challenges 
discussed in this chapter. Additionally, it is clear that theory-based impact 
evaluations have not really leveraged the data revolution. The methods tradi-
tionally employed in theory-based impact evaluations have largely remained 
the same, predicated on the assumption that data are scarce and infre-
quent. Advances are being made with machine learning that use frequent, 
high density, spatially disaggregated data to understand especially the het-
erogeneity of impacts, but they are making their way only very slowly into 
theory-based impact evaluations. 

Second, theory-based impact evaluations have largely shied away from 
meso-level or macro investigations. Causal identification through the use of 
controls or comparison groups remains a challenge here. Some studies are 
using innovative methods such as synthetic controls and machine learning 
(see, e.g., Acemoglu et al. 2013; Sills et al. 2015). Others are still ventur-
ing into meso-level investigations using regional controls (see, e.g., Bos et al. 
2017). These applications, however, remain infrequent. 

Third, theory-based impact evaluations have stayed mostly quiet on 
systems thinking and on understanding what changes institutions. Meth-
odologies have been limited in this space. This is important because most 
agencies, especially environmental agencies such as the Global Environment 
Facility, the Climate Investment Fund, and the Green Climate Fund are aiming 
to achieve “transformational change.” An important characteristic of transfor-
mational change is being able to detect and measure systems change. This 
is an important policy imperative not just for environment-related organiza-
tions, but for the development sector as a whole, and it will be useful for the 
evaluation community to engage closely with applied academics to explore 
methodological options that help to identify and measure causal contribution 
in this area.
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As recent papers have demonstrated (PLOS Collections 2016), the size 
of causal change differs dramatically depending on the spatial resolution of 
data: the less the resolution, the greater the imprecision, but the higher the 
resolution, the greater the heterogeneity in impacts across intervention sites. 
Arguably, therefore, it may be even more important to measure the cost-ef-
fectiveness of programs and projects (PLOS Collections 2016). Unfortunately 
this is not something that a lot of evaluations do. The absence of data on 
costs of implementation is usually cited as a reason for this absence of anal-
ysis. But we believe it as important to understand overall effect size as it is 
to measure cost effectiveness. Unfortunately, as we have shown in one of 
our papers, there are very few studies that examine cost effectiveness (Puri 
et al. 2016). 

We also believe that evaluations that contribute to implementation 
science by examining how programs may be implemented are far more 
important than measuring the overall effects of programs. Although other 
sectors, such as nutrition and health, have long held this as an important area 
of exploration (see, e.g., Menon et al. 2014), impact evaluation techniques, 
especially those related to causal identification, have not found widespread 
use. Comparing different delivery mechanisms and how effective they are in 
realizing results is especially important. An example of this can be seen with 
Doocy and Tappis (2016), where the authors compared the effectiveness of 
cash transfers versus food transfers, versus in-kind transfers in humanitarian 
contexts. Within this class of research we also recommend using impact eval-
uations to examine “last mile” questions. Most programs assume that good 
implementation leads to good results. However, as has been most recently 
explored by the behavioral insights literature, good implementation is a nec-
essary, but not a sufficient condition for success in development programs. 
These last mile problems have been examined in the context of the adoption 
of new technologies (e.g., Burwen and Levine 2012) or for new instruments 
(Barooah, Kaushish, and Puri 2017). Most programs fail because they presume 
that good monetary incentives are in themselves sufficient to ensure results. 
However, the literature on behavioral insights has now shown us that these 
assumptions are unrealistic.

Despite all of these challenges, we remain sanguine. Theory-based 
impact evaluations have been able to answer many difficult questions. They 
have helped policy makers and evaluators understand and measure overall 
results, and deal with a variety of biases while understanding the impact 
of development assistance. They have arguably helped to turn the tide in 
international assistance by providing comparisons of the effectiveness of dif-
ferent programs, that for long periods of time had been accepted as being 
successful and useful. Theory-based impact evaluations have provided us 
with a method for comparing strategies as well understanding their relative 
impact, while developing a systematic way to aggregate effects and under-
stand average impact. Clearly the field is still in its infancy, though, and new, 
customized methodological advances will be required if we are to answer the 
questions that are relevant to the policy community. 
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Chapter 22

Measuring the Impact of the 
Extractive Industry's  

Development Projects

Gwendolyn Wellmann

Abstract. In the past decade and a half, increasing pressure has been put on big 
corporations and, in particular, on the extractive industries—mining, oil and gas, and 
forestry—to go beyond philanthropy, and to make social contributions that contribute 
directly to society’s development, particularly in ways that help to achieve international 
development goals. At the same time, an increase in social unrest directly linked to 
mining operations has led to an increased realization that contributing to the devel-
opment of affected communities is an important risk-avoidance strategy. While many 
community development projects have been implemented over several years, impact 
assessments were not seen as necessary; and it has only been where there has been 
increased pressure from governments, such as Ghana’s, that impact assessments 
of these projects have been done. This chapter discusses the impact of evaluation 
methods used by a mining company in Ghana to measure the impact of their commu-
nity/societal development program. The chapter concludes with an exploration of the 
way forward for impact evaluations of the development activities of big corporations. 

Gwendolyn Wellmann, Independent Consultant, gwendolyn@gwendolynwellmann.com.
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T
he term “extractive industry” refers to any industry that extracts 
resources from the Earth: it mainly refers to mining, oil and gas, and 
to a lesser degree, forestry. The extractive industry is enormous and 

occupies a significant space in the economies of many resource-rich coun-
tries. This sector accounts for at least 20 percent of total exports, and at 
least 20 percent of government revenue, in 29 low-income and lower-mid-
dle-income countries (Smith 2012). In eight of these countries, the sector 
accounts for more than 90 percent of total exports, and 60 percent of 
total government revenue. Three of the world’s largest companies are 
extractive companies.

Although the sector is not necessarily more complex than other indus-
trial or economic sectors, it carries with it significant and diverse economic, 
societal, and environmental implications and challenges. Over the past five 
decades at least, the economic and environmental implications have been 
tackled, and their mitigation has been legislated for the most part. The social 
implications have taken somewhat longer to raise hackles, perhaps because 
they are less visible than environmental degradation: it is only since 2002 
that the extractive industry (primarily mining) has begun to mitigate some of 
these effects. Social implications refer to the socioeconomic circumstances 
and health of populations living in the vicinity of the mines. Reserves are often 
found in remote areas with limited economic activity and major social needs, 
and the industry has long-term horizons, with reserves depleted over several 
decades, which means that the mines or oil fields, and their cumulative social 
impacts, will be there for just as long.

The first section of this chapter reports on the use of monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) in the extractive industry’s community development proj-
ects in West and East Africa, as observed during the period 2002–12: the 
second section deals with the assessment of the impact of community devel-
opment initiatives implemented by a mining company operating in Ghana, 
West Africa. The third section explores the way forward for impact evalua-
tions of the development activities of big corporations.

M&E IN EXTRACTIVE INDUSTRY DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS

The community development projects referred to in this section were imple-
mented by mining, and oil and gas, companies in West and East Africa. These 
development projects were implemented by 10 operational mines and 
3 exploration projects, which were owned by 5 multinational companies. The 
author worked for these companies in the role of independent contractor, 
and as such was involved in the development, implementation, and/or evalu-
ation of the community development projects. As is the norm, nondisclosure 
agreements were signed with the companies before work could commence, 
and these agreements prevent the naming of the companies and/or the rele-
vant projects discussed in this chapter. The development projects discussed 
were spread over four different countries, and were implemented during the 
period 2002–12.



Chapter 22.  Measuring the Impact of the Extractive Industry's Development Projects 	 373

2002–03

In the initial period (2002–03), the companies gave much more attention 
to environmental issues and impact on the environment, primarily because 
pressure from environmental advocates had started in the 1970s, and envi-
ronmental issues were included in the mining codes of various countries in 
the decades that followed. Relationships with directly affected communities 
were not high on the priority list of most companies, and government offi-
cials and local traditional chiefs were the only persons considered to be local 
stakeholders. Community development was not on the priority list. Any infra-
structure project that the company initiated was directly linked to the needs 
of the extractive project. These projects mostly involved the construction of 
roads, and the provision of electricity and potable water. 

Toward the end of 2003, a few projects experienced social unrest 
as traditional environmentally focused nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) started to highlight the social impact of the projects, and stakehold-
ers became more aware of their rights. The reputable extractive companies 
recognized that in order to be responsible corporate citizens, they had to 
address socioeconomic development issues at their operations. It was during 
this time that development initiatives within communities started to shift 
away from pure infrastructure to also include community capacity building, 
and local economic (livelihood) projects. At this time, none of the projects 
included any M&E. Infrastructure projects were monitored by engineers, and 
capacity-building and livelihood projects were monitored against a budgeted 
amount. There was no tracking of the number of beneficiaries, nor of the 
effectiveness or the impact of the project. Once the money was spent, the 
project was considered to have been implemented successfully by both the 
staff and the management of the companies.

2004–07

As governments in resource-rich countries matured, improved access to edu-
cation and the Internet resulted in better-informed stakeholders, and as the 
International Finance Corporation’s approach evolved to include promoting 
environmentally and socially sustainable growth in developing countries,1 
more countries started to legislate the mandatory implementation of com-
munity development projects by the extractive companies operating within 
their borders (IEG 2011). In 2005, the International Council on Mining and 
Metals (ICMM) released its Community Development Toolkit, to be used as 
a guide to implementing community investment by its member companies 

1 The International Finance Corporation (IFC) is the world’s largest multilateral 
development bank, providing financial support and technical advice to private firms in 
developing countries. Although only one of the companies discussed here is an IFC 
client, all the companies adhere to IFC guidelines (referred to as IPs—performance 
standards for best practice).
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globally.2 This toolkit did contain a section on M&E, but it was very basic; and 
even though the ICMM released an updated toolkit in 2012, the M&E section 
was not updated, and the assessment or evaluation of the impact of commu-
nity development projects was not covered. 

By 2007, most mining companies had moved away from seeing commu-
nity development projects as philanthropy, and had begun to see them more 
as an essential part of their risk-avoidance activities. Companies started to 
spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on identifying social risks and imple-
menting community development projects, but barely a thousand dollars to 
measure the impact of their development projects. Similarly, including com-
munity development projects as a means for avoiding social unrest did not 
change the methods of resource extraction activities, which remain governed 
by cost effectiveness and return on investment (ROI) considerations. 

In Ghana, three of the companies decided to outsource community 
development projects to professionals, and appointed international NGOs to 
implement them.3 These community development projects focused on the 
education, health, and local economic development sectors, and were similar 
across all three companies. The NGOs introduced M&E, but it was limited 
to preset indicators developed by the NGOs without input from either the 
affected community members or the company. The tools used were stan-
dardized M&E procedures and tools. 

2008–12

After the initial four-year contract ended, the companies decided not to 
outsource this function anymore, but rather to employ development profes-
sionals. As the external evaluations conducted on the programs implemented 
during 2004–07 indicated that there was a need for more engagement with 
community members when choosing and designing development projects, 
this became a priority. Most of the development professionals employed 
were trained in community liaison and external engagement: thus there 
remained a dearth of M&E skills across the board. The companies required 
data about only these indicators: number of beneficiaries; amount expended; 
number of social complaints directly related to the company’s operations; 
and number of social unrest incidents, irrespective of cause. This was the full 
extent of any M&E. 

In 2012, the government of Ghana, as part of the Ghana Environmen-
tal Protection Agency’s (EPA’s) Akoben Programme,4 for the first time ever 
demanded a report on the impact of community development initiatives 
on affected communities. The Akoben Programme used a rating system 

2 All the mining companies referred to in this chapter belonged to the ICMM 
between 2002 and 2014.

3 One international NGO was contracted by several gold mining companies to 
provide this service.

4 http://www.epaghanaakoben.org/. 



Chapter 22.  Measuring the Impact of the Extractive Industry's Development Projects 	 375

(figure 22.1) to assess the environmental standing of an operating mine or 
mining project (e.g., the development of, or expansion of, a mine).5 The results 
were published in all the leading newspapers, and the competition for praise 
(and/or shame) among the companies was strong.

IMPACT ASSESSMENT IN GHANA

Mining in Ghana

The second-largest gold deposit in Africa is located in Ghana, and the histor-
ical importance of gold mining in the economic development of the country 
is considerable and well documented.6 Large-scale industrial gold mining in 
Ghana dates back to the last quarter of the 19th century. It was restructured 
and modernized under the post-1983 Economic Recovery Programme, after 
a period of decline under government control in the nationalist era in the two 
decades since the early 1960s (Hilson 2002, 2004). Some of these changes 
included a revised mining code (the Minerals and Mining Law [PNDCL 153] 
of 1986), and resulted in the sector seeing sustained increases in foreign 
investment, output, and export volumes. Investment increased substantially 
between 2006 and 2009, facilitated by a further revised mining code, which 
was consolidated in the 2006 Minerals and Mining Act 703. Under this law, all 
minerals are owned by the state, and the holder of the mining lease must pay 
a royalty to the state of not less than 3 percent and not more than 6 percent 
of their gross revenues. In addition to paying royalties, mining companies also 
contribute to taxes, employment, contracting, and investing in community 
development. 

The gold mining sector contributes significant amounts to the global 
economy through their production activities and expenditure on goods and 
services, but the socioeconomic impacts of this sector are not well under-
stood. The direct economic contribution of the gold mining industry to the 
world economy during 2013 was over $171.6 billion, which is almost seven 

5 Each mine or mining project was assessed individually, irrespective of how 
many mining projects a company owned.

6 See Agbesinyale (2003); Akabzaa, Seyire, and Afriyie (2007); Hilson (2002, 
2004); and Kesse (1985).

FIGURE 22. 1  Akoben Programme rating system

Rating level Performance Implications

Red Poor Serious risks

Orange Unsatisfactory Not in compliance

Blue Good In compliance

Green Very good Applies best practices

Gold Excellent Committed to social performance
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times its contribution in 2000.7 The biggest in-country expenditures are for 
suppliers and employee wages. 

The gold mining sector in Ghana contributes a significant amount 
of funding toward supporting development, and it is useful at this point 
to highlight both the sector’s contribution and that of international aid to 
the country between 2000 and 2012. Official international aid received by 
Ghana increased by 202 percent during the period 2000–12, rising from 
$598.2  million to $1,807.9 million (Stamp 2015). In contrast, direct gross 
value added amounts during the same period increased by 1,174 percent: 
from $273 million in 2000 to $3,476.4 million in 2012 (Stamp 2015).8

Two Mines and Their Community Investment

The mines that are the subject of this chapter, and which belong to one 
company, are located in the Birimian and Tarkwaian gold belts, which charac-
terize the western half of Ghana.9 Although nowadays companies have large 
community relations departments and sophisticated manuals for stakeholder 
engagement, community development, and impact mitigation, in Ghana in 
2002, on one of Africa’s biggest and most productive mines, none of this 
existed. It can be correctly assumed that this was the case at most mines in 
West Africa, if not in the world. 

However, as discussed above, local and international events, and espe-
cially increased social risks, left the companies no other alternative than to 
start addressing social issues. The initial corporate social responsibility projects 
were primarily community-level infrastructure projects: hospitals, communal 
toilets, schools, and roads. There was very little understanding that these 
buildings meant nothing if people were not using them and benefiting from 
them. There was confusion as to why the recipients were not grateful to the 
companies for providing them with these buildings, and specifically in Ghana, 
some meetings were held among mining companies to address this shared 
problem. It became clear that miners are best at mining, not at development 
work, and that they needed people with expertise in development. At this 
time, any monitoring of any social project was being done by the engineers, 
and was related to the building of the buildings or roads, and the amount of 
money being expended: there was no measurement dealing with the number 

7 The contribution can be assessed by calculating the gross value added (GVA), 
which is a calculation that estimates the contribution of industrial activity to a nation’s 
gross domestic product (GDP). It is important to note that GVA does not refer to pro-
duction, but rather economic value, nor does it refer to profit.

8 Direct gross value added (GVA) estimates the economic value of the gold 
mining industry’s production to the Ghanaian economy. Indirect GVA estimates the 
value of economic production resulting of the industry’s expenditures on raw materials, 
good and services.

9 While the company has provided permission to use the data presented in this 
study, permission is granted on the basis that the company and the mines will remain 
anonymous. 
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of beneficiaries, and there was definitely no thought given to social impact, 
whether positive or negative. 

The company that is the subject of this chapter began by implementing 
infrastructure projects in the communities that had been most affected by its 
mining activities since 1999. Initially, it adopted an ad hoc approach by simply 
responding to requests made by the communities. This approach changed 
when in 2002 a trust fund, which two years later became a foundation, was 
set up in the names of the affected communities to ensure that sufficient 
funds were set aside annually for the development of these communities. 
One of the first tasks of the foundation was to develop a five-year community 
development plan to ensure a coherent approach to the provision of infra-
structure to the affected communities. 

The vision of the five-year plan was to be a high-impact, results-focused, 
sustainable, and integrated community development program that focused 
on economic growth, quality of life improvement, and empowerment through 
infrastructure development and capacity building. Its immediate goal was to 
improve the quality of life for 30,000 people in the 16 primary stakeholder 
communities by 2010. An international NGO was contracted to develop the 
five-year plan and to implement it.

Each of the individual projects that formed part of the five-year 
program had its own M&E logical framework (logframe). The M&E involved 
preset indicators developed without input from either the affected com-
munities (the beneficiaries) or the client (the company). The NGO was using 
standardized procedures and tools. With the passing years, however, and 
with the realization that the clients were primarily interested in being able to 
report on the amount of U.S. dollars being spent, and how many people were 
being directly assisted, those two indicators became the main measurements 
used by the implementer.

The evaluations involved external experts coming in to measure per-
formance against preset indicators, using standardized procedures and tools: 
there was no focus on the impacts (whether intended or unintended, positive 
or negative) of any of the projects. The evaluation reports of six community 
development programs implemented by various mining companies in the 
country indicated that the M&E of the projects, as reflected in the logframe, 
appeared to be an afterthought. Although the logframes were well executed, 
with the objectives, objectively verifiable indicators, means of verification, and 
assumptions well laid out, one got the sense that this was done merely in 
order to tick a box, and that the logframe was never again looked at until 
it was studied by the external evaluator. Three of the five-year program’s 
project planning documents contained no logframes, and there was only a 
brief paragraph referring to M&E. 

The Impact Assessment

Two years after the completion of the implementation of the community 
development program, this company, like many others in Ghana, was obli-
gated to report on the impact of its community investment projects as part 
of the Ghana EPA’s Akoben Programme. It therefore wanted to measure 
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not only the impact of the five-year program, but also the company’s earlier 
infrastructure development projects. It was at this time that the lack of any 
baseline data was discovered. While each of the projects had an M&E plan, 
there had been none for the overall program, and no baseline data had been 
collected before the program was initiated.

As there were only limited other resources that could be used to 
create a baseline against which the program’s impact could be assessed, the 
impact assessment had to adopt a “before” and “after” methodology that was 
designed to quantitatively and qualitatively determine the program’s outputs 
and impacts on the communities. 

Four impact assessment criteria were used: 

nn Individual project relevance and appropriateness
nn Status of individual project implementation
nn Changes in the community’s access to education, water and sanita-

tion and health care
nn Individual project impact and its sustainability 

Structured questionnaires were used to collect data from a sample 
of 990 households randomly selected across 16 communities from a total 
number of 11,677 households. In an attempt to also gather qualitative data 
by using the most significant change approach, other data collection tech-
niques included focus group discussions and key informant interviews (Davies 
and Dart 2005; Serrat 2009). Data gathered were validated with available 
information from the local government.

Results

The results of the assessment were as follows:

nn Appropriateness and relevance of projects. All of the different 
types of infrastructure projects implemented in the communities 
were found to reflect the felt needs of the beneficiary communi-
ties. They also reflected the policy objectives of the Tarkwa Nsuaem 
Municipality, the Prestea Huni Valley District Assembly, and the 
central government, as well as the United Nations’ Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). 

nn Status of implementation. All of the projects had been completed 
at the time of the assessment. 

nn Changes in community access. All of the communities’ access to 
education, health, and water and sanitation services were signifi-
cantly improved.

nn Impacts and sustainability. There was a general consensus among 
stakeholders interviewed within the communities as well as at the 
district level that the company’s interventions had led to signifi-
cant improvements in the provision of quality infrastructure to the 
communities. 
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Significant improvements are reflected in increased access to basic 
education, health care, water and sanitation services, road transportation, 
and other socioeconomic facilities in the beneficiary communities. This 
increased access has had a positive impact on the living conditions of resi-
dents in terms of improved enrollment in schools, standard of educational 
achievement among pupils, a reduction in morbidity, an enhanced image of 
the communities, and increased productivity. These results from the house-
hold survey were validated using supplementary information supplied by the 
government agencies responsible for health, education, and water and san-
itation. For instance, the Bompieso Junior High School recorded a pass rate 
of 86 percent of the students in 2002, which had improved to a 100 percent 
pass rate in 2011. Similarly, the 2002 pass rate at the Damang Junior High 
School was only 24.5 percent, which had improved significantly in 2011, with 
a 95 percent pass rate. 

Participant perceptions of changes in access to education are shown in 
table 22.1; their perceptions of the impacts of educational infrastructure are 
shown in table 22.2.

In terms of health care, the awareness and practice of family plan-
ning was very low in the communities prior to the introduction of the health 
interventions. Records from the health directorates confirmed an increase in 
acceptance of family planning. The Prestea Huni Valley Health Directorate 
reported that family planning acceptors increased by 6 percent between 2008 
and 2010, and the Tarkwa Nsuaem Health Directorate reported an increase 
in family planning in the community of New Atuabo from 1007 patients in 
2009 to 1225 in 2010. The research respondents indicated that the quality of 
health care has improved after the company’s health interventions, and that 
as a result community members are healthier. 

Table 22.3 indicates the perception of respondents as to how the 
interventions have translated into improving health care facilities in the com-
munities, and the overall effect on the communities’ well-being. 

It is expected that the provision of health care facilities will to some 
degree impact on health education. The assessment therefore examined the 
level of knowledge of participants in relation to health care. Results indicate 
that whereas 27.7 percent of the respondents reported some basic knowl-
edge about health care prior to the company’s intervention, the situation has 
improved significantly, to 80.4 percent after the intervention. The percentage 
of respondents who reported that health education was bad in their com-
munities decreased from 72.3 percent prior to intervention, to 19.6 percent 
post-intervention. 

It is, however, important to note that the increase in health education 
cannot be attributed solely to the company’s intervention, since Ghana Health 
Services had also been involved in health programs in the area at the same 
time.

Access to health care facilities, medications, and health education is 
expected to have a positive impact on the incidence of diseases in an area. 
The director of health services at Prestea Huni Valley reported that disease 
incidence had been reduced by approximately 65 percent in the district, while 
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health care managers at the community level all indicated that there had 
been no outbreaks of epidemics in the communities in recent years. 

There is a positive correlation between morbidity and mortality: so 
with a decline in morbidity, mortality was expected to fall, and records from 
Prestea Huni Valley Health Directorate confirmed that they did. Records from 
the directorate indicate that maternal mortality in the district had dropped 
from 57 per 100,000 live births in 2000 to 43.3 per 100,000 live births in 
2009. 

Many institutions contribute toward the development of health care 
delivery, so it was important to determine the perception of the respondents 
in terms of which institutions were responsible for the improvement in health 
care delivery in the area. According to respondents, the improvement in health 
conditions could be associated with many institutions: the municipalities 
(the assemblies); the company; other mining companies; the community; the 
central government; and private health care providers. However, the greatest 
recognition was given to the company. As many as 414 of 990 respondents 
believed that the improvement in health conditions in their community is as a 
result of the company’s interventions, followed by the Assembly, the central 
government, private health care providers, and other mining companies, in 
that order. 

One of the key indicators of access to water is proximity (or distance) 
to a safe, potable water source. Results of the study show that the com-
pany-funded water projects had led to significant improvements in this 
respect. During the household survey, respondents were asked to describe 
the distance they covered to reach a water source both before and after the 
company constructed a water facility in their community (figure 22.2). 

In addition to distance, household respondents were also asked to 
assess the adequacy and reliability of the water supply in their community 
before and after the intervention (table 22.5). 

Until the company provided them with potable water sources, most of 
the communities relied on water collected from streams and rivers, rendering 
them susceptible to water-borne diseases (figure 22.3). 

Approximately 49 percent of respondents said that prior to the compa-
ny’s intervention, the distance to their toilet facility was either “close” or “very 
close,” while the remaining 51 percent described it as either “far” or “very far.” 
After the intervention 88 percent of respondents indicated that their toilet 
facility was either “close” or “very close” (figure 22.4).

Respondents’ assessment of the level of access, adequacy, and reli-
ability of toilet facilities in their community before and after the company’s 
intervention produced results similar to those described above (table 22.6).

WHAT IS THE WAY FORWARD?

Despite the lack of baseline data, and complicating factors such as the 
implementation of similar projects by other companies, aid agencies, and the 
government in the same communities at the same time, one could draw the 
conclusion that the development projects implemented by the company did 
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FIGURE 22. 3  Percentage of respondents reporting various levels of water 
quality before and after company intervention
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FIGURE 22.2  Percentage of respondents reporting various distances to 
water source before and after company intervention
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FIGURE 22. 4  Percentage of respondents reporting various distances to 
toilet facility before and after company intervention
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have a positive impact, and did contribute to the country’s MDGs. Neverthe-
less, the situation does raise some concerns. 

The challenge of a lack of baseline social and economic data against 
which the effectiveness of socioeconomic development initiatives can be 
measured, while not unique to the extractive industry, is one that needs to 
be addressed. 

A critical issue for the extractive industry remains the need to secure 
social license to operate.10 This often results in heavy investment in improv-
ing socioeconomic conditions of affected and/or host communities. It is also 
becoming the norm for companies to make targeted investments that focus 
on the same social and economic challenges that national governments are 
also seeking to address. More and more extractive companies are becoming 
aware of the unprecedented focus on the role of business in attaining the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and there is also more and more 
pressure on companies to report on their impact on society, whether good or 
bad, through reporting platforms such as the Global Reporting Initiative.11 
At the same time, despite a history of sometimes antagonistic relationships, 
some governments have started to engage with extractive companies as 
potential partners in development, and this dialogue has opened up new 
possibilities for these companies to play an active development role in devel-
oping countries. Many of these countries are also heavily reliant on official aid 
from donor countries, although the rate of growth in the economic value of 
the extractive product is significantly higher than the aid received. In recent 
years, the Ghanaian government has opened a dialogue with the extractive 
industries operating within the country to see how development could be 
leveraged. While this initially took the form of requiring the companies to 
report only on their spending on aspects of the country’s development prior-
ities, in recent years there has been a demand that the company also report 
on the impact of their community development investments. This has in turn 
opened the question of how this can be measured, especially in a milieu 
where development initiatives come from several different mining companies 
operating in a small area (e.g., the Tarkwa Nsuaem Municipality12), and often 
initiate projects in the same communities, while government departments are 

10 “Social license to operate” generally refers to a local community’s ongoing 
acceptance and approval of a company’s project and/or the company’s continued 
presence in the area. It is now internationally recognized as a prerequisite to develop-
ment of any project. Conflict between extractive companies and local communities can 
result in operations being disrupted by protests, damage to property and other violent 
incidents. Franks et al. (2014) found that conflicts between mining companies and com-
munities can cost the company around $20 million per week as a result of production 
delays, and Henisz, Dorobantu, and Nartey (2011) found that between 1993 and 2008, 
the estimated value of two-thirds of the gold controlled by 26 gold mining companies, 
owned by 19 publicly traded companies, was related to the companies’ management of 
external relationships with affected communities and host governments.

11 Global Reporting Initiative: https://www.globalreporting.org.

12 Both gold and manganese are mined in this municipality. 
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also continuing to do their normal development work. Although it is not the 
case in the Tarkwa Nsuaem Municipality, there are also often aid agencies 
and NGOs implementing similar development projects. How then does one 
measure the impact of a single company’s community investments? 

In the evaluation discussed in this chapter, the evaluators tried to 
assess the opinion of the respondents as to whom (i.e., a specific company or 
government agency) any specific improvement in their access to health care, 
education, and water and sanitation could be attributed. In all instances, the 
majority of the respondents attributed the changes to the company that was 
conducting the research, but in “shared” communities (i.e., communities where 
more than one mining company was affecting the community), the results 
were a mixed bag of different companies. Very few respondents indicated 
that government initiatives were responsible for their improved quality of life. 

As we venture into the future with much more emphasis on the role 
of business in development, and business’s contribution to the SDGs, and 
with more pressure than ever for companies to report on their community 
impact to shareholders, stakeholders, and the public in general, more precise 
measuring and evaluating tools will be required. A good start would be a 
reliable and accurate baseline: if that is not possible, the natural experiment 
study methodology could work. While companies cannot take responsibility 
for a lack of national or regional data, they can work in partnership with 
communities and other stakeholders, such as local universities, to support 
systematic data collection to either build or update existing data sets, and 
the analysis thereof. 

Companies should also endeavor to employ not only development 
professionals, but also M&E professionals. These professionals will have a 
difficult task, as the M&E currently being implemented in the extractive indus-
try’s development projects only monitors the implementation of the project, 
not its impact. Evaluation has asked only one question: “Has the project been 
implemented successfully?” It is impossible to effectively measure impact 
without asking the right questions, and without taking the increasing unpre-
dictability of results due to social volatility and climate change into account, 
and developing a more flexible and dynamic approach.

The main question, however, is whether evaluation practices are 
equipped to take on the issues that the extractive industry will encounter, 
such as weaknesses in governance, extreme poverty, inequality, economic 
disparities, and social exclusion. How does one accurately measure human 
well-being (or improved well-being) as an outcome of a community develop-
ment investment? How many companies, even those that employ development 
professionals, would be aware of McGregor and Sumner’s three-dimensional 
model, based on Sen’s concept of development, as the freedom to realize 
human capabilities (McGregor and Sumner 2010; Sen 1999, 2009)? How 
many evaluators would know how to apply it? 

In terms of independent evaluations, which are still being paid for by 
the companies, how does one go beyond client-controlled guidelines that do 
not really allow for much independence, nor allow divergence from evalu-
ating projects or programs against predetermined goals, goals which might 
have been formulated in an era of less awareness of the social justice issues 
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pertaining to the industry and its operations? Similarly, how does one do 
a completely independent evaluation in what can sometimes be a hostile 
environment?

Picciotto calls very strongly for progressive and adaptive evaluation, 
which is “based on values and geared to public interest and combines the 
vision of democratic, committed, morally engaged evaluation with an empha-
sis on results that serve the public interest” (Picciotto 2016, 274). The 
extractive industry’s development initiatives must be evaluated using these 
concepts in order to report in a realistic way the companies’ enormous impact 
on communities, and their contributions to the global and host country SDGs.
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