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Current Challenges in Development 
Evaluation

S E A N  C O N L I N  A N D  RO D E R I C K  L . S T I R R AT
University of Sussex, UK

Over the past 20 years, the development industry has changed rapidly 
and now presents evaluators with a series of new challenges. This article 
considers this process of change. It argues that there has been a move 
away from a ‘project-based’ approach to a broader vision of development 
centred on the Millennium Development Goals, which has led to a change 
of the evaluation approach: from an assessment of outputs to an evaluation 
of results. Furthermore, the increasing complexity of ways in which the 
development process is conceptualized demands increasingly sophisticated 
and interpretive approaches to evaluation. Whilst there will remain space for 
positivist approaches in certain sectors of the industry, it is increasingly likely 
that other approaches will become more dominant.

K E Y WO R D S : development aid; evaluation approaches; evaluation challenges; 
narratives; policy outcomes

Introduction
Over the past 15 years, there has been a series of major shifts in development 
thinking and practice. This has involved new ways in which assistance is directed 
towards the developing world and new ways of conceptualizing the relationship 
between donors and recipients. Not surprisingly, these changes have created major 
challenges to those involved in evaluating development assistance.

In October 2006, a workshop was held in the University of Sussex to exam-
ine these changes. This drew together participants from a range of countries and 
institutions who are, in one way or another, involved in development evaluations.1 
Immediately after this workshop a smaller number of participants went on to 
deliver presentations in a session of the joint UK Evaluation Society/European 
Evaluation Society conference in 2006. This article is based on the presentations 
given at these two events, and also draws on the authors’ knowledge and experi-
ence of development evaluation. It seeks to bring together the major strands of the 
discussions, identify the major challenges which have to be faced, and considers the 
various responses which have so far emerged.
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The Context: The Changing World of Development Assistance
Since the mid-1990s, the development world has experienced a series of major 
changes. While the traditional roles of evaluation, primarily accountability and 
lesson learning, are still important, these have become more challenging in the 
new world of development. Today, evaluators are faced with increasingly complex 
situations and the demands being made upon them by their sponsors are corres-
pondingly more diffi cult.

At the risk of caricature, until the 1990s, the ‘project model’ dominated devel-
opment thinking and practice and provided the context for the theories and 
methods of development evaluation.2  Aid was generally delivered in the form of 
projects, a tightly bounded set of activities that typically took three years to com-
plete. The stress in these projects was on project staff producing ‘deliverables’. 
How these deliverables were to be delivered was set out in a ‘logical framework’ 
which defi ned the presumed links between the inputs, outputs and overall out-
comes, as well as the assumptions underlying these links. Evaluation tended to 
focus on whether or not these ‘deliverables’ had been delivered and whether the 
assumptions had held. There was relatively little attention to ‘impact assessment’ 
which would have required a longer time frame and ranged wider than the tightly 
defi ned objectives of the project.3

This project model of development was associated with a particular political 
and institutional context of development assistance where donor interests had pri-
macy. Donor agencies ‘owned’ the projects rather than the developing countries 
where they were located. Donors provided project funds to resolve a particular 
constraint on development but the developing country government was expected 
to provide for the ongoing maintenance and operation. Within this frame, donor 
priorities shifted from large infrastructure projects to rural development projects 
as international theories of development (or fashion) changed. Developing coun-
try institutions were considered weak so donors provided technical assistance, 
usually experts from the donor country. These experts undertook most of the 
project management; separate project management units were common. These 
management units often had their own monitoring and evaluation sections which 
concentrated on monitoring inputs and outputs, less attention being paid to the 
overall outcomes. These arrangements were understandable for a donor-owned 
time-bound project, after which the donor could hand over responsibility for 
ongoing activities to the developing country government. At best, donor projects 
were islands of excellence demonstrating what might be achieved; at worst, they 
were unsustainable and undermined local systems.

Since the 1990s there has been a major shift in the delivery of aid assistance 
away from donor designed and managed projects. Without going into the historical 
detail, this can be associated with the end of the Cold War, theoretical critiques of 
development from the right and left, globalization, increased importance of trade 
and private investment, aid fatigue among donors and structural adjustment.4

Overall, the emerging architecture of aid involved a number of trends, and we 
focus on four of these. The fi rst of these trends has been the rise of ‘management 
for results’. Traditionally, much of development assistance took the form of project 
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assistance where the primary stress was laid upon achieving outputs. From the early 
1990s, there has been an increasing stress not on outputs but on impact and the 
effect of development assistance. Perhaps the most obvious manifestation of this 
shift has been the move from project-based logical frameworks into a ‘results frame-
work’ for use in the new world of development interventions (DAC Development 
Partnership Forum Report, 2002; Van den Berg, 2005).

Second, there has been an increasing stress on targets culminating in the 
agreement on the ‘Millennium Development Goals’ (MDGs) at the Millennium 
Summit of 2000.5  Developed during the 1990s, this set of goals provides an over-
arching framework within which all development activity should fi t. The stress 
in these goals is on objectives (or more precisely, a set of indicators which link 
to objectives) such as lowering the number of people living in extreme poverty, 
increasing literacy rates and decreasing child mortality. What is important about 
these goals is not just the stress on objectives rather than outputs, but that they 
are also associated with a movement away from project-orientated development 
interventions to a much wider view of what development assistance should do 
and how it should be delivered.

This is related to the increased stress on ‘partnership’, culminating in the 2005 
‘Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness’.6  This document codifi ed already emerging 
principles for development partners. The fi rst principle is the ownership by the 
developing country of its development strategy. Second, donors should align their 
activities behind the country’s strategy. This implies that donors work towards 
harmonizing their different approaches and that greater attention should be 
given to management for results. The fi nal principle is mutual accountability for 
achieving the results.

These changes in the structure of the aid community have created a new polit-
ical and institutional context for development evaluation and pose new methodo-
logical challenges for the evaluator. Here we focus on four of these challenges:

managing for results and the Millennium Development Goals;
partnership principles;
new aid modalities such as sector approaches and general budget support;
going beyond aid to policy coherence.

As far as ‘management for results’ is concerned, the evaluator now has to move 
far beyond considering whether or not the ‘deliverables’ have been achieved to 
consider whether or not ‘deliverables’ have had the impact that was hoped for 
them. This obviously raises major problems in attribution: how far can one be 
certain that particular changes have been the result of particular development 
interventions? The infl uence of other factors outside the control of develop-
ment policy-makers and practitioners becomes increasingly important and dif-
fi cult to determine. Not only is this a methodological challenge to evaluators, but 
it is also a political challenge to donor agencies concerned to show taxpayers that 
aid funds are being used effectively. These challenges are increased by the use of 
the MDGs to defi ne desirable impacts and the rise of a much wider view of what 
development assistance should do and can do (OECD, 2002).

•
•
•
•
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The second trend complicating the role of the evaluator is the changing rela-
tionship between aid givers and aid receivers, and a new emphasis on partnership. 
Previously, evaluations were planned, implemented and produced for donors, but 
increasingly the evaluation process is seen as involving all the partners involved. 
Furthermore, what is being required of evaluators by these various partners is 
increasingly complex, and evaluators can now fi nd themselves working to a range 
of audiences and masters. Older principles of accountability and conditionality 
are now replaced with an increasing stress on the learning functions of the evalu-
ation process. Evaluations are increasingly viewed as contributing to ‘empower-
ment’, which is now a central theme in contemporary development thinking. 
And in practice, while evaluators have always worked in a political context, the 
demands being made upon them are increasing in variety and signifi cance.

One of the manifestations of this change in emphasis has been an increased 
interest in ‘donor alignment and harmonization’. If the overall objectives of 
development (as enshrined in the MDGs) are shared by all partners, it becomes 
incumbent on donors to harmonize their activities and align them with the part-
ner country’s own development strategies to ensure aid effectiveness. While 
donor agencies are trying to harmonize their practices, the problem facing evalu-
ators is how to harmonize the often contrasting systems of evaluation employed 
by donors and partner countries, a task being undertaken by the DAC network 
on Development Evaluation.

The third trend, associated with this emphasis on alignment and harmonization, 
has been a change in the modalities of aid delivery, with increased stress on ‘sector 
wide approaches’ (SWAPs) and a move away from projects. Here, the focus of aid 
delivery is on assisting the sector as a whole to achieve overall object ives, usually 
phrased in terms of the MDGs, with donors and government identifying the kinds 
of policy reform and other activities required. The sector approach addresses a 
wide range of activities – from reforming the regulations in the sector to improv-
ing physical infrastructure and supporting training and capacity development. 
Although there has been a transitional phase in many countries where separate 
projects are aligned with sector objectives, increasingly donor assistance takes the 
form of pooled support of both fi nancial and technical assistance. Thus the role of 
individual donors becomes much less clear and the evaluator’s task much more 
complex. But this is not the only problem facing today’s evaluators. The shift to 
SWAPs has only exacerbated the problem of attribution in that it is increasingly 
diffi cult to disentangle the results of donor assistance from the overall processes 
at work in any particular sector.

Moving beyond sector support, there has been a move among some donors to 
the much wider fi eld of ‘general budget support’. Here, donor assistance is directed 
towards supporting the general role and activities of governments in developing 
countries. While there is widespread acceptance among donors that SWAPs are 
more effective than a series of separate projects, the claim that general budget sup-
port increases aid effectiveness is not fully accepted by the donor community. This 
is due to a number of reasons, mainly associated with risk. As far as the evaluator 
is concerned, the challenge of reaching fi rm conclusions as to attribution of results 
to inputs and the chain of causation becomes more and more diffi cult.
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Fourth, and fi nally, the increasing recognition of the importance of trade, 
investment and other economic and social activities in the development process 
has led to a growing interest in broader issues of development effectiveness. The 
argument is that development assistance is only one of many ways in which the 
developed and the underdeveloped world relate to one another, and that trade 
and private investment are in quantifi able terms much more important strands in 
this relationship. In similar fashion, development researchers have drawn atten-
tion to the importance for long-term development of factors such as security, 
migration, and climate change (OECD, 2005). Thus any realistic attempt to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of aid has to be seen in the wider context of development 
effectiveness. Increasingly evaluators are being asked to assess how the wider 
policies of trade, fi nance and other areas intersect with the world of aid to gener-
ate particular impacts on the development process.

Overall, the situation facing development evaluators today is vastly more 
complex than it was 15 or even 10 years ago. Shifts in the nature of aid, coupled 
with changing relationships between donors and recipients, have made it much 
more diffi cult to produce neat and fi rmly demarcated forms of evaluation. Forms 
of evaluation based on models derived from project logical frameworks are no 
longer appropriate to the fl uid and complex forms of development assistance in 
the 21st century, nor can they deal with the increasingly wide range of stakeholders 
involved in the development process. Not surprisingly, this has led to talk of an 
‘evaluation gap’ in some quarters and the need for greater inputs into develop-
ment evaluation (Center for Global Development, 2006).

Meeting the Challenge: Methodological Issues

There is, of course, still a demand for what might be called ‘traditional’ forms 
of evaluation. Thus organizations such as the MIT Poverty Action Laboratory 
and the working group of the Centre for Global Development see ‘randomized 
scientifi c experimental trials’ as the gold standard for impact evaluations and the 
standard which all should aspire to. Yet this form of evaluation is relatively rare in 
the development world (Rugh, 2006). This is in part a matter of expense, but there 
are other problems. They are only appropriate in a small minority of situations 
where there are no practical or ethical impediments to randomization and where 
there are no ethical problems in excluding a control group from the development 
intervention. More importantly, although the use of such techniques works well in 
relatively simple contexts (e.g. the impact of drugs on health; the impact on literacy 
of increased educational expenditure), in the world of development today, the 
range and variety of factors which infl uence development trajectories are simply 
too complex to be dealt with in terms of simple cause and effect models. Where 
there is perhaps space for such methods is in approaches to development which 
stress ‘development projects’. And thus it is not surprising that the greatest faith 
in such methods is in the United States where development projects continue to 
dominate the development landscape.

Similarly, there is still a high degree of commitment to ‘theory-based evaluation’, 
but here the problem is that only a minority of development interventions can be 
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simply dealt with through recourse to the original (or even revised or modifi ed) 
project plans. In the complex world of SWAPs, donor harmonization and budget-
ary support, there is less room for the effective use of logical frameworks or other 
project planning tools and a need for more fl exible and less constrictive methods. 
Most of these in one way or another build upon past experience but at the same 
time explore new and innovative pathways.

One of the main challenges mentioned is the problem of how to organize and 
implement evaluation in complex situations involving a range of partners. Here, 
a number of new approaches can be identifi ed.

The fi rst of these is the growing popularity of joint evaluations involving a 
number of different agencies. These began as ‘synthesis studies’ which brought 
together the results of evaluations by different donors. More recently they have 
evolved into joint evaluations at a sector- or country-level involving a range 
of donors and make no attempt to isolate the effect of each donor’s activities 
(Lithman, 2006). While having clear advantages over separate evaluations by 
different donor organizations, there are major problems both logistically and 
in terms of harmonizing evaluation practices between the various agencies 
involved.

The second derives from an academic tradition of social network analysis and 
is particularly suited to situations where a range of organizations, often of very dif-
ferent types, are all involved in a common endeavour but often with very different 
objectives. The aim of evaluations based on network models is to analyse how deci-
sions are made in such situations where there is no clear ‘command and control’ 
managerial structure and to suggest to the various organizations involved how com-
mon objectives might be arrived at or alternatively how complementary objectives 
might be established. Here, the primary aim of the evaluation is not accountability 
but learning in order to increase future effectiveness (Davies, 2006).

Another approach, also based on the idea of social networks, is ‘outcome map-
ping’. This method focuses on how information and knowledge passes through 
networks and whether or not the original inputs have any developmental impact. 
Again, this method is particularly suited to situations where a range of partner 
organizations are involved and it seeks to identify barriers to dissemination as 
well as determining the factors which inhibit or encourage the successful paths of 
infl uence – in both directions (Davidson, 2000; Earl, 2006; Earl et al., 2001; Stirrat, 
2003).

These various approaches to development evaluation build upon older 
approaches which were current when projects were the dominant form of devel-
opment aid. They work in terms of how a specifi c input or activity reverberates at 
a social and institutional level. Although there is an attempt to involve all part-
ners in the evaluation endeavour, in practice they tend to be based on the needs 
and interests of the donors. Clearly there is an interest in the development com-
munity to move beyond this position. In particular, the movement away from 
projects as the dominant form of aid delivery has led to a great deal of interest 
in how  evaluations might be designed to deal with the complexities of SWAPs 
and budgetary support programmes and at the same time meet the demands of a 
widening and much more varied audience for the products of evaluations.
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Such issues are clearly visible in the context of poverty reduction interventions.
These frequently involve whole agencies or groups of agencies, and the trad-
itional ‘independence’ of the evaluators from the implementers becomes blurred. 
The complexity and processual nature of such interventions make it diffi cult 
to pre-plan and integrate data collection into the management process while 
counterfactuals are not viable approaches. The overall result is that traditional 
evaluation approaches are extremely diffi cult to operationalize and that what is 
produced often lacks conviction.

One way in which this issue of complexity has been addressed (or perhaps 
avoided) is through the evaluation of agencies. This includes the DAC Peer 
Review process as well as a series of evaluations of particular international 
fi nancial institutions such as IDA, the Asian Development Fund and the African 
Development Fund. These, in the main, work through assessing institutional per-
formance against a series of ‘best practice’ standards, themselves the result of 
previous evaluations (African Development Bank, 2004; Liverani and Lundgren, 
2007; World Bank, 2002).

An alternative approach is through the development of ‘country programme 
evaluations’ which focus on the overall aid structure within a particular partner 
country. This approach, championed by various agencies such as the UN family 
and the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the OECD, has certain 
strengths in that it is often based on a participatory and rights-based approach 
(Back, 2006; Freeman, 2005). But there are problems in that so far it has proved 
diffi cult to shift the focus of evaluation from a stress on ‘outputs’ to the strategic 
and programme-setting levels.

A recent attempt to evaluate Uganda’s Poverty Reduction Strategy adopts a 
different strategy (Kakande, 2006). One of the core problems addressed in this 
evaluation was the multidimensional nature of poverty. The evaluation focused 
on a group of 31 indicators of output and impact as well as another set of indica-
tors to assess inputs and value for money. While the factors which determined the 
choice of indicators is not clear, and there were problems in aggregating data, the 
result of the exercise signifi cantly increased the Ugandan government’s ability 
to manage the poverty reduction programme. Even so, there remain major prob-
lems in evaluating PRSPs (Holvoet and Renard, 2007).

A more ambitious approach, developed in the context of evaluating general 
budget support across a range of countries, has been the ‘Enhanced Evaluation 
Framework’. This seeks to establish a broad framework which sought to integrate 
in the analysis a wide range of factors. Thus, while using a theory-based approach, 
it also considers policy effects and the fl ows of funds and institutional factors, as 
well as assessing the role of parallel and complementary inputs. But despite the 
sophistication of the approach, the development of a ‘causality map’ and a range 
of robust conclusions, there are still major problems. Attribution remains a major 
issue, as do issues concerning how one can evaluate an ongoing approach as dis-
tinct from a strategy, programme or project. Perhaps the most diffi cult question 
is determining where the boundaries of the analysis should be drawn, given the 
complex intermingling of fi nancial and technical inputs within a changing policy 
framework (Jacobs, 2005; Lister, 2006).
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This raises the more general issue of what should be the subject of evalu-
ation in the development context. One of the recurring problems is how far 
evalu ators should restrict their activities to the activities and impacts of develop-
ment agencies. An obvious problem is that it is often diffi cult to distinguish the 
impacts of these forms of development interventions from the wider processes of 
which they are only a part. Furthermore, the general adoption of the MDGs 
(in particular MDG 8, which stresses the importance for development of policy 
coherence) has led to a much greater stress on the development process as a whole 
and the achievement of a wide range of developmental targets. But develop -
ment assistance in itself is only a minor component in the range of fl ows 
between the developed and the developing world and is dwarfed by trade, by 
foreign direct investment and by remittances. Thus it can be argued that the 
focus of development evaluation should not be restricted to development assist-
ance but to this much wider set of forces. The evaluation industry thus has 
to develop a new set of priorities centred on policy coherence and how the 
different strands of policy in the developing world covering not just aid but also 
trade, investment and migration, as well as the nature of global public goods 
(e.g. environmental factors) impinge on the development process. Furthermore, 
renewed attention should be paid to evaluation at the country level, once again 
focusing on the whole range of factors which impinge on a country’s development 
(Picciotto, 2005, 2006).

Clearly, this will involve a major rethinking in the nature of development 
evaluation. Leaving aside for one moment the institutional challenges which such 
an approach to evaluation involves, there is also a host of methodological and 
theoretical issues which will have to be addressed before ‘development’ evalu-
ation rather than ‘aid’ evaluation becomes viable. Elements of what would be 
required are clearly visible: for instance, the importance of theory-based evalua-
tion, of objectives-based approaches, of meta-evaluation techniques and the use 
of case studies. But the sheer scale of the endeavour and the problematic nature 
of producing convincing attributional arguments make development evaluation 
the major challenge of the 21st century.

In sum, once upon a time the role of the evaluation specialist was relatively 
simple. As long as development was defi ned in terms of aid and aid in terms of 
projects, the evaluator was able to focus on relatively well demarcated and con-
structed sets of factors. But as understandings of development have become more 
sophisticated and broad-ranging, so the task has become increasingly complex. 
How far the existing range of techniques employed by evaluators is suitable for 
the new tasks they face is an open question.

This in effect brings us back to the beginning of this section: is there a continu-
ing role for the ‘scientifi c’ model of evaluation epitomized by randomized trials? 
Given not just the increasing complexity of the development world but also the 
increasing range of objectives and criteria employed in that world, does a posi-
tivist approach make sense? Perhaps the time has come to recognize that inter-
pretive approaches which owe more to history than to experimental science are 
better suited to the world of development (Van der Berg, 2005). Perhaps the time 
has come to recognize the importance of narratives which make sense of what is 
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observed, narratives which are never fi nal products but always, like development, 
in a state of ‘becoming’ (Dart and Davies, 2003; Hulme, 1997).

Meeting the Challenge: Institutional Factors

The shifts in the nature of the development industry have led to new stakehold-
ers and new interest groups becoming increasingly interested in the processes of 
evaluation. Yet precisely who these are, what sorts of interest they have in evalu-
ation, the character of the relationship between them and whether or not they 
have the capacity for evaluation, all remain open questions.

In the past, the dominant market for the products of the evaluation industry 
consisted of the donors. The twin objectives of accountability and learning dom-
inated evaluations, and donors determined almost all aspects of evaluations from 
choice of evaluators through methods used to the form and distribution of the 
fi nal products, the evaluation reports. The demands of the market were clear: to 
make sure that resources had been used in a ‘reasonable’ fashion, and that ‘lessons’ 
could be learnt to make future development interventions more effective. How far 
lessons can actually be learnt is, however, a matter of some debate (Cracknell, 
2001; Marra, 2000; Picciotto, 2002; Schaumberg-Muller, 2005). In effect, evaluation 
was ‘supply-driven’ by the donor agencies and, as far as people in developing 
countries were concerned, something which was imposed from outside.

The situation today is somewhat different. With the movement towards ‘part-
nership’ between developed and developing countries, and with political and 
social changes in those countries, there is an increasingly wide set of potential 
‘consumers’ for the products of the evaluators (Gariba, 2006). Of course, there is 
still a demand from the donor countries for accountability, a demand which seems 
to be growing as the aid shifts from more visible ‘projects’ to less visible ‘pro-
grammes’. But demand is also growing in recipient countries, not only from gov-
ernments and government departments, but also from civil society and the NGO 
communities in developing countries. This creates a new and complex landscape 
within which the evaluator has to work and an increasingly complex set of demands 
which have to be met. So, for instance, does meeting these widening sets of interests 
necessitate involving an ever-widening range of representatives in the evaluation 
team? How can the increased transaction costs which partnership involves be lim-
ited? How can evaluators produce products which meet the differing demands of, 
say, donor governments on the one hand and NGOs, civil society organizations and 
state institutions in partner countries on the other? How far does the call for ‘shared 
objectives’ coupled with ‘distinct accountabilities’ allow a ‘partnership’ approach to 
evaluation – or does it remain little more than attractive rhetoric?

This inevitably involves evaluation taking on an increasingly visible political 
profi le. Even though evaluations have always been ‘political’ it was in the past pos-
sible to maintain a facade of ‘neutrality’ and ‘objectivity’, but as the demands from 
increasingly vociferous civil society organizations grow, so this stance becomes 
increasingly diffi cult to maintain. This is most obvious in recent discussions of 
‘empowering evaluations’ where evaluation is seen as a process through which 
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marginal and disempowered groups are able to gain skills and infl uence through 
their involvement in evaluation (Fetterman and Wanderson, 2004; Fetterman 
et al., 1996; Holte-McKenzie et al.,  2006; Schnoes et al., 2000). It is also apparent in 
the changing ways in which ‘accountability’ is defi ned. No more is it simply a matter 
of accountability to donors, but also of downward accountability to benefi ciaries. 
Here, what evaluators do and don’t do is increasingly a matter of political forces, but 
more importantly perhaps, the distinction between ‘evaluation’ and ‘management’ 
becomes increasingly blurred, and the degree to which evaluators can maintain a 
semblance of independence becomes increasingly problematic (Naidoo, 2006).

Among the donors, there are some signs that the prevalent structure which 
placed evaluation departments within donor organizations is under pressure. In 
Sweden, for instance, consideration is being made of the possibility of moving 
development evaluation out of the hands of SIDA, the major Swedish devel-
opment organization, and making it one activity among several which are the 
responsibility of an independent evaluation organization. This would appear to 
be one way in which the evaluation process can start answering the needs of a 
wider range of stakeholders and not just the donor organization. An alterna-
tive would be to build up the capacities of independent development companies, 
analogous to independent audit companies, which again stand outside the insti-
tutional framework of the development industry, although the problems of who 
pays for the evaluations would remain signifi cant.

One alternative is to increase the stress on enhancing evaluation capacity in 
the developing world, although it is often not clear as to whose capacity should 
be developed: development organizations, political groupings or the institutions 
of civil society. Efforts in this fi eld involve a number of related themes. The fi rst of 
these is to ensure that data are available on which evaluations can be based, and 
this in turn involves increasing the capacity of organizations in developing coun-
tries to generate accurate and timely data. The second is training, either through 
formal means or through broadening the membership of evaluation teams. Third, 
there is a recognized need for stakeholders outside of the government to have 
access to the skills and techniques of established evaluators (Ofi r, 2006). Finally, 
there is the issue of ‘participatory evaluation’ which links to issues of ‘empower-
ment’ and stakeholder involvement (Gregory, 2000).

Clearly, any radical moves in the way in which evaluations are organized will 
further strengthen the need for some form of quality control in development 
evaluation. At present there are no generally agreed standards; nor are there 
means through which the quality of evaluators’ work can be judged. This raises 
the question of how far ‘evaluation’ should be seen as a ‘discipline’ with its own 
academic standards, body of theoretical knowledge and its own particular meth-
odological approaches, or whether it is better to see it as a ‘profession’, a body 
of people abiding by a code of conduct but not necessarily sharing a common 
theoretical outlook, relying on a range of technical specialisms for inputs into the 
overall evaluation. This appears to lie behind the increasing interest in the estab-
lishment of international evaluation organizations (Dimitrov, 2006; Love and 
Russon, 2000; Mertens, 2005). On one level this involves organizations such as 
IDEA but more ambitious proposals include the establishment of independent 
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evaluation institutions at an international level. What this would imply for the 
strengthening of evaluation capacities in developing countries or the involvement 
of non-government organizations remains unclear.

Evaluation and the Policy Process

In the end, evaluation is of little more than academic interest unless it feeds into 
policy-making and has a positive impact on the development process. It has to be 
said that, while there have been evaluations which have had a major impact 
(DANIDA, 2004; World Bank, 2005; World Commission on Dams, 2000), only too 
often in the past the messages generated by evaluators have had little infl uence on 
policy-makers either within agencies themselves or within the wider development 
world. Part of the problem has been a lack of timeliness – evaluations are often 
too late to be relevant. There has also been a lack of credibility of evaluators and 
evaluations amongst policy-makers, and a tendency by development organizations 
to treat evaluation as a necessary but somewhat marginal activity. A third problem 
has been failure in communications. The published evaluation documents of some 
agencies are remarkable only by their unexciting format and dismal standards of 
presentation.

One way in which development evaluators are attempting to overcome 
these problems is by widening stakeholder involvement in both commissioning 
and implementing evaluations. This can involve not only donors and partner-
governments but also NGOs and various forms of civil society organizations. This 
generates a greater sense of ‘ownership’ among such bodies in the outputs of 
evaluation and also ensures that evaluations are directed towards issues which 
are of direct relevance to policy-makers. The problem of course is to maintain the 
independence of evaluators and prevent the ‘capture’ of the evaluation process 
by policy-makers and implementers.

A second method is to maintain as far as possible the independence of evalu-
ators while placing evaluation more fi rmly within the development process. The trad-
itional ‘post-project evaluation’ might have made sense in terms of a development 
world dominated by time-restricted projects, but the new world of development is 
an ongoing process. Evaluations have to recognize this change and  evaluators have 
to see their activities and their outputs as feeding into this process rather than as 
being refl ections on a completed process.

One of the issues which has to be addressed is the present push towards ‘evi-
dence-based polices’. Here, the potential role of evaluation is clear: that it can 
provide the ‘evidence’ on which to base policies (Martin, 2005; Shadish et al., 
2005; Stek, 2003). Yet, as we have argued earlier, it is not clear in the complex 
world of aid (let alone development) that evaluations can provide the sort of evi-
dence that the proponents of evidence-based  policies demand. The complexities 
of the situation are too great and the problems of attribution too complex for any 
satisfactory and persuasive set of causative relationships to be established. And 
as we have pointed out, the ‘gold standard’ of randomized comparisons is simply 
not ethically or practically possible in the majority of situations which the devel-
opment evaluator has to address. This implies that theory-based evaluation, the 
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construction of narratives and the use of the historical method rather than positivist 
science, has to be made legitimate to policy-makers. One of the major challenges 
facing the development evaluation industry is thus of persuading policy-makers 
of the validity of the methods increasingly used in evaluation, methods which 
recognize the complexity of the contemporary situation.

But the greatest challenge is how evaluation can feed into the pursuit of the 
Millennium Development Goals. In general development evaluation still focuses 
on individual agencies or countries, either through evaluations of donor countries’ 
aid efforts or through aid activities and their impacts in ‘partner’ countries. Only 
rarely does the gaze of the evaluator move beyond national or bilateral horizons, 
one example perhaps being the African Peer Review mechanism managed by 
NEPAD. Yet given that achieving the MDGs depends on a host of transnational 
factors and processes, the ultimate challenge of development evaluation is to 
infl uence policy-makers and decisions at the transnational level. Independence 
has to be maintained – but at the same time evaluators have to enter the political 
arena not just as neutral observers and reporters but as engaged activists.

Conclusion

It would be overdramatic to talk of a ‘crisis’ in development evaluation. But cer-
tainly there are major challenges which have to be addressed in the near future. 
As the overall architecture of aid and development has changed, so old methods 
of evaluation are no longer satisfactory. The result is the present series of lively 
debates and experiments as theorists, institutions and practitioners attempt to 
generate new methods and new organizational structures. In some ways it is clear 
that there will be no one solution. Different approaches will work in different con-
texts. But the overarching issue for evaluators is one of legitimacy: how can they 
persuade the various stakeholders who are now involved in the evaluation pro-
cess of the legitimacy of these new methods? Older positivistic methods seem less 
and less able to deal with the contemporary situation. Yet can the ‘interpretive’ 
methods which are becoming more popular gain the legitimacy needed for evalu-
ations to have any real effect? In a world which talks in terms of ‘evidence-based 
policies’ this will be a major challenge. While the Centre for Global Development 
has raised legitimate points about the problems facing development evaluation, 
the solutions they propose are outdated.

Notes
The authors wish to thank the Department of Anthropology and the School of Social 
Sciences and Cultural Studies at the University of Sussex, the UK Department for 
International Development, the Swedish International Development Agency and Irish Aid 
for their fi nancial support both to the Sussex workshop and meeting the costs of overseas 
participants at the joint UKES/EES conference in 2006. They would also like to thank 
Dinah Rajak, who was responsible for the organization of workshop activities. 

1. The presentations made at the Sussex workshop are available at http://www.sussex.
ac.uk/development/1–4-9–1-1.html (consulted 7 November 2007).
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2. For two recent treatments of the changing ‘architecture of aid’, see World Bank, 2007 
and Burall et al., 2006. For an overview of evaluation in the World Bank, see Stek, 2003.

3. Many examples of donor evaluation studies by OECD member countries are available 
at the DAC Evaluation Resource Centre. http://www.oecd.org/document/63/0,2340,en_
35038640_35039563_35067327_1_1_1_1,00.html (consulted 7 November 2007)

4. Donor policy documents frequently discuss the factors infl uencing change in the 
development context. See for instance DANIDA, 2005; DFID, 2000, 2006.

5. The Millennium Declaration can be found at http://www.ohchr.org/english/law/
millennium.htm (consulted 7 November 2007). For a discussion of the implications of 
the MDGs for evaluation, see Kusek et al., 2005.

6. The OECD set out its vision of partnership in 1996: Shaping the 21st Century: The 
Contribution of Development Co-operation. In 2005 the DAC High Level Forum agreed 
the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness which can be accessed at http://www.oecd.org/
dataoecd/11/41/34428351.pdf (consulted 7 November 2007).
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