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Abstract
In international development people with power often publicly demand accountability on the
basis that it supports enhanced poverty reduction. Accountability mechanisms are forums
where these demands for accountability are realised through agents meeting to exercise and
constrain power. In exercising and constraining power, the agents in the accountability
mechanism draw on evaluation to assist decision-making. Evaluators are familiar with providing
evaluation as an instrument that responds to demands of accountability mechanisms (Christie
and Alkin, 2014; Rossi et al, 2018). For evaluators though, there is a gap in research related to
how they affect accountability mechanisms to support the achievement of a goal – be it
responsiveness to the voices of marginalized people, social betterment, evidence use, or
transformation. To close the evidence gap, this thesis presents a middle-range theory of how
evaluation affects accountability based on a thorough review of relevant studies and a metaethnographic synthesis of five studies that I authored or co-authored.
The thesis proposes a middle-range theory for how evaluation affects accountability
mechanisms through a strategic approach in which evaluators with other agents target
achievement of a common goal, such as, expanded voice of citizens. Strategically the middle
range theory prioritizes navigating the authorising environment in order to develop
partnerships that provide leadership and exercise power towards a common goal. Three tactics
implemented in the process of evaluation support strategic change in the authorising
environment, namely, (i) expanding the focus of demand, (ii) accessing the agenda of agents;
and (iii) undertaking a shared journey on evaluation quality. When evaluators work towards a
common goal in an accountability mechanism’s authorising environment and activate the three
tactics in the process of evaluation, the logic of decision-making adapts.
In working to affect accountability mechanisms evaluators require relational and analytical
approaches to engage in political spaces. This thesis identifies five approaches that can be
combined to assist in both the authorising environment and evaluation processes. Evaluators
need approaches to work in a relational manner, which in this study meant undertaking Helping
(Porter, 2011; Schein, 2009) and joint production (Packard Foundation, 2010b;Porter, 2013).
Evaluators also require approaches to map opportunities and constraints for affecting
accountability mechanisms by, for example, by detailing the demand for evaluation (Porter and
Goldman, 2013) and the political economy of the context (Porter, 2017). The Capability
Approach (Alkire, 2005; Sen, 1999) arises in this study as a guiding framework for affecting
accountability mechanisms. The capability approach goes further than the other approaches
discussed in the study by providing an underlying ethic, which has both relational and analytical
applications. The capability approach also has an in-depth justification for the prioritisation of
freedom in both the means and ends of development, and an emphasis on a broad information
basis for evaluation (Porter and de Wet, 2009).
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1. Introduction
International development articulates the centralisation of values of respect for human rights
and human dignity, inclusion, the rule of law, justice, equality and non-discrimination (UN
General Assembly, 2015). Yet, evidence shows that these values are often displaced by hypocrisy,
social structures that reinforce colonialism and underdevelopment, and agents who ignore
evidence which does not fit with their ideology (Ake, 2001; Escobar, 2011; Moyo, 2009; Stiglitz,
2002; Weaver, 2008). The definition and function of accountability mechanisms and evaluation
practice are at the front-line of this gap between intention and action in international
development.
Major International development agreements seek to end poverty and formally establish links
between accountability mechanisms and evaluation to better align intended values, decisionmaking and results within national systems. The Paris Declaration links evaluation and
accountability to work towards common principles for aid effectiveness guided by national
ownership of development priorities (OECD, 2005). The Accra Agenda for Action was informed
by an evaluation that found progress towards the Paris Declaration commitments was too slow,
with agreements revisited and deepened to enhance aid effectiveness, including those related
to country-led evaluations (OECD, 2008). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the most
recent overarching global agreement to end poverty, states that the accountability mechanism
of follow-up and review processes will be informed by country-led evaluations (UN General
Assembly, 2015).
These agreements consistently cement the principle that people living in poverty should direct
action through their voices1 and engage in deliberation about the goals and results of
development (Fox, 2015; Manroth et al., 2014; OECD, 2005, 2008; UN General Assembly, 2015).
Evidence has also identified that voice and deliberation are key aspects in enhancing the
effectiveness of development. For example, Amartya Sen (1999; 2005, 2007; 2009) has
compellingly argued that engaging the voice of marginalized people, public reasoning and
deliberation generate important conditions to alleviate poverty in drawing together research
from economics, history, philosophy, political science and studies of culture, among other areas.
In Development as Freedom, Sen (1999) provides evidence which demonstrates public discussion
expands the opportunities for development and prevents serious deprivation, such as famine.
These ideas are then further developed in Sen’s book The Idea of Justice (2009, pp. 321-354)
where he elucidates how the practice of democracy as “government by discussion” supports the
expansion of social welfare, securing protections against deprivation and enabling minority rights
and inclusive priorities.
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The terms ‘voice’ and ‘voices’ are often used to signify that people have meaningful input to policy processes that
affect their lives (see for example Johnson and Rasulova, 2016; Fox, 2015; Hopson and Cram, 2018). When used in
this thesis it intends no implication that a single homogenous voice of people exists. Sorting through the
heterogeneity of perspectives represents a key role of accountability mechanisms and evaluation practice.

The argument presented in this study draws upon my seventeen years of experience in working
in developing countries, fourteen of these being spent working on implementing monitoring and
evaluating systems across international development institutions. In my career I have worked
with the private sector, grassroots community service organisations, in international NGOs,
bilateral donors, academia and multilateral organisations. The movement between these types
of organisations was intentional as I found myself grappling with how to orientate development
practice towards the perspectives of people living in poverty and realise the ambitions of the
international agreements for country-led development. In each setting I have found practice
constrained by organizational and institutionally imposed rules and cultures each with their own
sets of opportunities. I discuss this experience and how it has framed my own positions in the
next chapter.

1.1 The Connection between Evaluation and Accountability
When functioning well the link between accountability and evaluation mechanisms in
international development should enhance efforts to reduce poverty in accordance with agreed
values and do so in a manner that forefronts poor peoples’ voices and reasoning. Accountability
mechanisms should orientate their composition and their decision-making structure to align to
these intended values and results. Though accountability mechanisms are constrained by
structures that point decisions towards the interests of those with more power (Crush, 1995;
Porter and de Wet, 2009), space can be opened to ensure that chains of agents engage with
people living in poverty. Evaluation can assist in opening spaces by providing feedback that
develops and summarises results and practice. Further evaluation practice informs how
accountability mechanisms can better function through systematic processes to review evidence
focused on values.
Though evaluation and accountability are intertwined concepts and practices, the linkages
between the two have not been fully developed in theory. Accountability mechanisms are forums
where agents meet to exercise and constrain power through reporting based on a set of criteria.
Accountability mechanisms inherently engage in evaluation through enabling relations, providing
answers, looking backwards and making decisions with potential sanctions. In exercising and
constraining power, the agents in the accountability mechanism can draw on evaluation to assist
decision-making. At the level of definition evaluation identifies its role as “a key analytical process
in all disciplined and practical endeavours”, that focuses upon “determining the merit, worth and
value of things” (Scriven, 1991, p. 1). Evaluation needs to engage accountability mechanisms to
inform action. Currently, evaluation orientates itself as an instrument for consideration in
accountability mechanisms. Yet given the interplay evaluation has a potential role beyond an
instrument by substantively affecting the way performance, partnerships, results and future
action are considered by an accountability mechanism, even when not receiving a formal
evaluation report.
The evaluation discipline has yet to build out theory that explains the substantive interplay with
the structure of decision-making in accountability mechanisms. In some cases, evaluation talks
around accountability, but does not use the word (e.g. Pawson and Tilley, 1997). In other
2

instances the purpose of evaluation is argued to be an instrument for accountability, amongst
other purposes, such as learning, program improvement and knowledge generation (e.g.
Chelimsky, 2006; Chilisa et al., 2015; Greene, 2006; Patton, 2008; Rossi et al., 2018). In some
literature the debate focuses on rivalry between accountability and learning (e.g. Guijt, 2010;
Kachur et al., 2016; Kogen, 2018; Picciotto, 2018). Concerns with providing evidence to inform
changes in practice have often identified tactics to change evidence gathering processes to better
consider power (Bell and Aggleton, 2016; Cornwall and Aghajanian, 2017; Eyben et al., 2015;
Hayman et al., 2016; Hedrick, 1988; Johnson and Rasulova, 2017; Weiss, 1993) with some
identifying elements of a more strategic approach (Goldman and Pabari, 2020; Hopson and Cram,
2018). A limited number of books and articles also envisage evaluation affecting the way
accountability mechanisms function, but these ideas are not built out into theory (e.g. Fetterman
and Wandersman, 2005; Mackay, 2007; Picciotto, 1995; Ryan, 2004, 2005; Van Der Meer and
Edelenbos, 2006; Wiesner, 2011). As a result important pathways through which evaluation
exercises and mediates authority remain partially developed; a middle-range theory can add
value to this space.
This thesis contributes to closing a gap in knowledge on how the practice of evaluation affects
the operation of accountability, specifically focused on international development. The thesis
adds value to current debates by proposing an empirically grounded middle-range theory.
Drawing on Fox’s (2015) distinctions the theory anticipates that evaluation affects accountability
mechanisms through a strategic approach to power relations in which evaluators with other
agents target achievement of a common goal, such as, expanded voice and public reasoning. The
middle range theory prioritizes strategically navigating the authorising environment in order to
develop partnerships that provide leadership and exercise power towards a common goal.
Meanwhile three tactics implemented in the process of evaluation support change in the
authorising environment, namely, (i) expanding the focus of demand, (ii) accessing the agenda of
agents; and (iii) undertaking a shared journey on evaluation quality. When evaluators work with
others towards a common goal in an authorising environment and activate the three tactics in
the process of evaluation, accountability mechanisms adapt their decision-making criteria and
processes.
Evaluation practice has an important role to play in international development practice as it has
enormous reach and influence in helping to assess the achievement of international agreements
concerned with reducing poverty and inequality, such as the SDGs and the Paris Declaration and
Accra Agenda for Action on Aid Effectiveness. Development evaluation operates in a multitude
of contexts where institutions and lines of accountability between citizen and delivery are still
forming within emergent, complex and sometimes chaotic structures (Reeler et al., 2009).

1.2 Developing Middle-range Theory Building on Experience
My professional experience in implementing monitoring and evaluation systems has been
expressed in peer reviewed studies, six of which substantively inform this thesis. The studies
incorporate around ten years of academic and practitioner experience. The six studies originate
from undertaking evaluation in the field of international development, five of these studies are
3

further incorporated into the meta-ethnography that supports the development of the middle
range theory (Porter, 2011; Porter, 2013; Porter, 2017; Porter and de Wet, 2009; Porter and
Goldman, 2013), while one is referenced as a previous synthesis of experience (Porter and
Hawkins, 2019).
Throughout my professional and academic work, I have often found myself drawing on the
scholarship of Amartya Sen, which provides a clear goal for development and an ethical approach
for undertaking practice. His expression of the capability approach I have found to have value at
all levels of the development system, whether discussing evaluation systems with a Chief
Economist or opportunities for enhanced self-care with community care workers. Upon writing
this thesis I found myself identifying how Sen’s work has informed my own by providing a guiding
set of principles that centralises freedom and information breadth and recognizes that peoples
should be the authors of their own destiny. Though not always referenced in my peer reviewed
works the themes emanating from Sen’s thinking remain consistent.
Drawing on studies that originate from dynamic international development contexts and that I
am intimately familiar with as author and co-author provides insight on how evaluators are active
in accountability mechanisms that are forming and reforming. The international development
context stands in contrast to evaluation literature that, for example, originates from the United
States, where established accountability mechanisms operate. Though the middle-range theory
represented here originates from an international development context, it can be tested in any
context, particularly those where accountability mechanisms are in flux.
Middle-range theory receives interest amongst evaluators because of its potential to produce
explanations that can be carried between programs and policies. Middle-range theory focuses
on developing a specific hypothesis from empirical investigation, consolidated into wider
networks of theory, which are sufficiently abstract to deal with different spheres of social
behaviour and structure (Merton, 1968; Pawson, 2000). Evaluation practice currently focuses on
realist evaluation approaches to produce middle-range theory.2 This study provides an example
of middle-range theory focusing on evaluation practice itself and employing interpretivist, rather
than realist techniques.
To develop the middle-range theory outlined, the study applied a meta-ethnography approach.
Noblit and Hare (1988, p. 12) developed meta-ethnography as an approach to synthesise
interpretive research that pursues “an explanation for social and cultural events based upon the
experiences of the people being studied.” Meta-ethnography originates in seeking explanation
of broader changes in society and power dynamics and by synthesising five ethnographic studies
of school desegregation in the United States in the late 1970s (Noblit and Hare, 1988). Metaethnography locates itself within the interpretive paradigm 3,placing emphasis on inference and
explanation situated within multiple perspectives.
2

See for example, the studies funded by the Centre of Excellence for Development Impact and Learning (2020)
Noblit and Hare (1988) base their understanding of the term paradigm in the writing of Kuhn (2012) . Kuhn
(2012) argues that a paradigm originates in scientific revolutions that break with previous perspectives, reshape
3
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A meta-ethnography applies an approach to synthesise existing studies through seven phases
that entail reading, juxtaposition, interpretation and synthesis. For this thesis additional guidance
was drawn from France et al (2019), who undertook a methodological systematic review of metaethnographic studies. Additionally, meta-ethnographic studies and reviews that provide advice
on working from a purposive selection of studies were utilised (Campbell et al., 2011; Campbell
et al., 2003; Pilkington, 2018). Identification and interpretation of concepts in the metaethnography was supplemented by a focused review of books and articles that connect
evaluation and accountability. The literature review entailed a search of nine leading journals of
evaluation, snowballing of references, taking the advice of other experts and review of literature
drawn from my own articles.
The thesis broadly follows the approach of meta-ethnography to represent the development of
thinking and findings. This introduction is followed by a discussion of positionality, justification
and outline of the meta-ethnography approach (chapter 2). The thesis then follows the seven
phases of a meta-ethnography. Phase 1 defines the area of interest for meta-ethnography
through presentation of a literature review that demonstrates how evaluation and accountability
are currently connected in the literature and identifying gaps that are present (chapter 3). Phase
2 defines the scope of the research through stating the research problem, objectives, question
and outlining the chapters and articles to undergo a meta-ethnography approach (chapter 4).
Presentation of phases 3-6 of the meta-ethnography takes place in a single section, which also
describes the methodology for translation, interpretation and synthesis (chapter 5). Phase 7 of
the meta-ethnography expresses the synthesis and expresses the middle-range theory (chapter
6). Having presented the meta-ethnography a brief conclusion summarises arguments and
highlights areas of follow-up (chapter 7).

understanding of previous knowledge and provide a new set of rules and standards guiding scientific enquiry that
become assumptions by those who share the new rules.
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2. Justification: The Meta-ethnography Approach
The meta-ethnography approach applied in this thesis draws on broader qualitative practices
that seek to synthesise data and translate themes and so generate new concepts (Gehman et
al., 2018; Hancock and Algozzine, 2017; Noblit and Hare, 1988; Patton, 2014). To synthesise 14
years of professional and academic practice in monitoring and evaluation required the selection
of an approach that would synthesise text and accommodate contextual reflections not fully
apparent within individual peer reviewed publications. The meta-ethnography approach
enables the synthesis of qualitative data and maintains contextual elements to generate new
insights and concepts (Campbell et al., 2011; France et al., 2019; Noblit and Hare, 1988). This
chapter, firstly, provides an examination of my own beliefs, judgements and positions feeding
into this study. Second, a justification is provided for why meta-ethnography helps to usefully
synthesise my practitioner and academic experience with rigor. Third, the seven phases of
meta-ethnography are discussed in detail below, where the penultimate phase of translation
stands in contrast to techniques where data is aggregated with the aim of knowledge
accumulation (see for example, Duflo and Banerjee, 2017; Eisenhardt, 1989).

2.1 Positionality
My approach to evaluation has been influenced by the lessons garnered and imparted during a
professional and personal journey across the levels of the aid and development system. From
this journey two main lessons emerge that are pertinent for this thesis. First, the values of
international development exist in tension with the conduct and desires of development
professionals. Second, that honesty is required about hypocrisy in working in international
development, where differences between values and behaviours become quite apparent.
Weaver (2008) has provided a compelling account of hypocrisy in the context of the World
Bank, that I have found relevant in reflecting on my own career. Other colleagues have also
discussed the use of ‘poverty porn’4 in fundraising and how privileged, pre-dominantly white
people maintain their hold on the reins of power, while ostensibly seeking to empower others
(Raftree, 2013). To ameliorate the effects of both these lessons the prioritization of the voices
of people living in poverty is important because it helps to focus on enhancing development
effectiveness in a responsive manner.
Across my career in international development I have experienced development from
grassroots to multilateral development agencies over 17 years and have, chronologically,
worked for: The Afghan Wireless Communications Company; the University of Cape Town;
Volunteer Services Overseas-Regional AIDS Initiative of Southern Africa; the African Medical
Research Foundation; the University of the Witwatersrand; the UK Department for
International Development (DFID); Oxfam America; and the World Bank. All of these
organizations prioritise poverty reduction and social betterment in some form, except for
Afghan Wireless, which was a private sector company. The organisations did, however, differ
widely in budget, internal culture, location, governance, political outlook, racial and gender
4

A term that arises from International NGOs use of pictures of children in extremely deprived circumstances, such
as famine, to increase fundraising appeals.
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composition. People in these organisations navigate these differences in a variety of
technocratic, social and political ways.
The most telling difference I have found between the evaluation practices of these
organizations is proximity to the field. The first part of my international development career
was spent closer to the field, by which I mean in regular contact with people actively looking
change the status quo in communities; the second part, in headquarters based in the UK and
USA. The experiences in the first part of my career significantly inform my outlook on
international development practice and how these intersect with different social forces, such
as, class, colonialism, race, gender. Much of the first part, was spent working across Africa,
specifically South Africa. Coming from a middle-class upbringing in the UK, the experience of
living and working in Afghanistan and South Africa’s relatively recent transitions, colliding
imperial and ethnic legacies and in South Africa a high degree of both wealth and poverty
challenged my political assumptions. I came to better appreciate the importance of struggle
and liberation movements, how the deprivations of poverty constrain the lives of people in
multiple dimensions and how my birth, race, class and gender often afforded me privileges that
by far the majority of people globally could not access. My colleagues who were not from the
global north though often motivated by the values of international development, spoke about
duty to their family and sometimes their privileged position. Similar to people in other
industries the organisational mission was important, but often not the overriding priority in
people’s life; the values of development sat in tension with individual and group interests.
In implementing monitoring and evaluation systems closer to the field I found that we could,
connect to and respond to the reasoning of people we were supposed to serve and work with,
an issue Roche (2015) has also commented upon. This had an important grounding effect,
helped locate conversations in the contrast between our privilege and the experience of
poverty, and helped channel us to often be honest where our own or institutional and personal
constraints diverged from our values. Further, what was monitored and evaluated was
prescribed or curtailed from headquarters or institutional donors. This could be helpful in that it
provided a consistent demand to improve assessment practices, though it could also distract
from our own responsiveness to people living in poverty. This conundrum led me to explore
how within my career I could reorientate actions to account for marginalized people’s voice in
the development system by working in a headquarters.
In working in the headquarters of a bilateral donor, international NGO and multilateral
organisation in the US and UK I learned to appreciate how the impetus and logic of decisionmaking responds to proximate structures of power. Whether the organisations were NGOs,
government, bilateral and multilateral they struggle to hear and understand the voices of
people distant from them who have no formal accountability linkage either by voting or direct
representation. In DFID, decision-making was focused on the Secretary of State, in the World
Bank towards to board and management, in NGOs towards the HQ based staff and
management. While the legitimacy of each of these forms of governance can be debated, the
check-and-balance that you get from being close the field is largely absent. With this gap the
risk for values to be displaced and hypocrisy increases. Decisions from Oxfam Great Britain, for
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example, choose to ignore local governance structures in Haiti and allow abusers of women to
continue their careers relatively unfettered (Charity Commission, 2019). In the headquarters
while there is some degree of power to open spaces for voice and public reasoning, an agent’s
existence plays out in a sometimes unhealthy struggle for resources, legitimacy and the focus of
attention. For evaluation the incentives in HQ are predominantly positioned to reporting
inwards. Experiencing these dynamics led me to continue to explore Sen’s capability approach
as a theoretical and ethical framework for prioritising voice and seeking to navigate hypocrisy.

2.2 Epistemology
This professional journey enables and constrains the studies that this thesis draws upon. The
studies were written as my professional exposure provided rich data and experience to draw
upon as a participant observer by reflecting upon the connection between theory and practice.
The studies are constrained by my own personal biases and that I was personally involved in
developing some of the monitoring and evaluation systems reviewed here. As a result, I
perhaps offer simultaneously more generous accounts of the evaluator (myself), and more
critical or less informed accounts of other agents. In reviewing these studies for this thesis, I
have the benefit of hindsight where claims of success subsequently faded and I acquired
reflexivity about my own beliefs, which hopefully helps to partially mitigate some biases.
Further, the rigor of the meta-ethnography approach should help wash out some, but not all
inherent bias.
The concern with responding to people’s voice and interests serves as an important motivation
for bringing these studies together and so any particular paradigm that contributes to this end I
consider to be valid. In applying the meta-ethnography in this study, I worked through the
interpretivist paradigm and sought to stay true to the foundation of the approach and to learn
better how to apply interpretation, translation, anticipation and synthesis in a non-aggregative
form in a qualitative study. I would look for the knowledge generated here to inform others
working in different paradigms. In working towards, comprehending and responding to
people’s voices and interests, evaluation can apply a wide-variety of paradigms, which could all
potentially benefit through a middle-range theory to affect accountability mechanisms.
Though an interpretative approach is taken in this thesis no paradigm is seen as providing the
single best way to generate knowledge and understand people’s lives. In my journey through
development organizations I have found many epistemologies to offer useful insights, as
highlighted by Guba and Lincoln (1994). For example, the experimental approaches have
offered adaptations to cash transfers and legitimised their wide-spread usage (Lagarde et al.,
2007). Whereas participatory approaches have been able to better reveal challenges, for
example, with local water governance (Tortajada, 2010). A limitation in working through
different paradigms is the recognition that all knowledge produced is partial and will respond to
the question being asked, the organization asking the question and the principles informing the
research or evaluation. Honest application and interpretation of the different sources of
evidence and transparency about the limitations of a paradigm help to better understand the
truth of a phenomenon (Murakami, 1989 pp. 125).
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2.3 Meta-ethnography and the Interpretive Paradigm
Noblit and Hare (1988: 12) frame meta-ethnography as an approach to synthesise interpretive
research, which seeks to explain social and cultural events through peoples’ experiences.
The paradigm of interpretivism is defined by Noblit and Hare (1988, p. 12) as research that
involves thick description (Geertz, 1973), inference, a scepticism of the ability to define
enduring laws for social and cultural events and a prioritisation of the experiences of the people
being studied. Interpretive approaches interact with different paradigms based on the extent
that they are consistent with this definition. For example, an interpretivist paradigm holds that
the search for cause-and-effect laws and analysis techniques that focus on aggregation of data
have limited explanatory power across social and cultural conditions due to reality being
generated through multiple perspectives (Noblit and Hare, 1988). Consequently, taking an
interpretivist approach is not just a difference in how data is treated, but a change in
perspective about how to understand and synthesise reality so that the context, especially of
those whose voices are marginalised, remains salient.
Meta-ethnography was developed when Noblit and Hare (1988) found that their contemporary
synthesis techniques lead them to aggregation rather than interpretation of qualitative data.
Aggregation of qualitative data commonly occurs, for example, through counting the number of
times a phenomenon is mentioned in text strings, as in a framework synthesis (Barnett-Page
and Thomas, 2009) or by developing numerical weightings to identify issues of salience in a text
(Eisenhardt, 1989). Noblit and Hare (1988, p. 10) work differently, by translating issues
between different written texts and in doing so “preserve the uniqueness and holism that
characterise qualitative studies.” By undertaking translation and interpretation, knowledge is
integrated in a manner that maintains the structural aspects and inherent conflicts of the texts.
Consequently, meta-ethnography supports the development of middle-range theory by
supporting the anticipation of events across contexts, while not aiming at building universal
laws.
The purpose of highlighting this here is not to claim one paradigm is superior to another nor to
attempt a nuanced reconciliation of differing views. Rather it is to recognise that interpretivism
provides an alternative way of eliciting insights that potentially differ because of its insistence
on maintaining context and nuance in describing events. Meta-ethnography provides a
technique to take qualitative insights and synthesise findings in a manner that consistently
applies description, explanation and induction to develop important knowledge that can
provide an alternative perspective developed through aggregating data.

2.4 Three trajectories of synthesis and seven-phases of meta-ethnography
Applying meta-ethnography within this study builds upon a stable overarching approach that
has evolved over thirty years of practice. The approach has been developed to result in three
trajectories of synthesis that are achieved through seven-phases that move from identification
of an issue through to expressing the synthesis.
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Each of the three trajectories of synthesis for meta-ethnography helps to solve a different issue.
First, reciprocal synthesis helps to interpret similar studies when studies are comparable, where
“in iterative fashion each study is translated into the terms (metaphors) of the others and vice
versa” (Noblit and Hare, 1988, p. 38). Refutational synthesis - the second type of trajectory attempts to bring together studies that provide competing explanations of an issue. The third
type of synthesis develops either a reciprocal or refutational synthesis and is termed a lines-ofargument synthesis. A lines-of-argument synthesis generates middle-range theory by exploring
the possibility to say something about the whole and anticipate similar phenomena in different
contexts.
Figure 1: Three Trajectories of Synthesis

Reciprocal

Refutational

Translation of studies
into each other.

Understanding
underlying patterns in
disagreements

Developing
interpretation through
new concepts

Interpretation to identify
similar and different
assumptions

Either synthesis may lead to
Lines of Argument
Bringing together the
concepts: similarities
differences and connections.
Anticipating similar issues
through an overall argument
(France et al., 2019)

Conducting these three trajectories of synthesis occurs through a seven-phase process. The
seven-phase process is often presented as a list. However, synthesis is more dynamic than
sequential, with phases being iterative and overlapping (France et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2015;
Noblit and Hare, 1988). Figure 2 provides a perspective on that dynamism of moving from many
perspectives to an interpretation that incorporates the whole in reference to the seven-phase
process.
Figure 2: The dynamic of meta-ethnography
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Phase 1
Getting
Started

Phase 2: Deciding
what is relevant
to the initial
interest

Phase 4: Determining how the
studies are related

Phase 3:
Wholistic and
dynamic ongoing
reading of the
studies

Phase 5: Translating studies into
one another

Phase 6: Synthesising
Translations

Phase 7:
Expressing
the synthesis

(Adapted from Noblit and Hare 1988)
Meta-ethnography starts by identifying the research gap (phase 1), which drives the selection
of studies (phase 2) – represented by the different coloured bubbles. Studies are then read and
constantly reread throughout the synthesis process (phase 3), and juxtaposed with
relationships between concepts identified (phase 4). Translations are developed either from the
existing texts or new expressions are developed (phase 5). Exploration of similarities and
contrasts produces interpretation, which captures relevant qualities from all studies – the final
green bubble (phase 6). The synthesis is then expressed in a manner meaningful to the
audience (phase 7).
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3. Getting Started, the literature review - Phase 1
The connection between evaluation theory and accountability remains under-developed within
evaluation literature. Accountability is “one of those Golden Concepts that no one can be against”
(Bovens, 2007, p. 448) and has spawned an extensive range of studies. Both the accountability
and evaluation literature recognises evaluation as an instrument of accountability and has in
limited ways discussed the extent to which evaluation and accountability are entwined
(Bemelmans-Videc et al., 2007). Both accountability and evaluation exercise power by seeking to
change the actions of agents in a manner that can conflict with their interests. Their entwinement
potentially amplifies their effects on agents given that accountability and evaluation reinforce
the other. The linkages between evaluation and accountability have yet to be full explored
leading to gaps in conceptualisation which have limited the provision of advice on how evaluation
affects accountability.
My interest in connecting accountability and evaluation originates in ongoing debates that I have
engaged in related to the use and influence of evaluation in organisations in my own professional
journey. In re-reading my own work and reflecting on how evaluation could enhance the
responsiveness of development practice to the voice and public reasoning of marginalised people
I developed a hunch that there was a broader contribution of the articles and chapters to
understanding how evaluation affects accountability mechanisms. Based upon this hunch, a
literature review was developed, focused on the connection between evaluation and
accountability, which then formed the basis for identifying a relevant focus of a metaethnography. A vast range of literature on accountability exists that could potentially be drawn
upon (Bovens et al., 2014b; Diamond et al., 2005), including studies of accountability deficits
(Crack, 2013; Peruzzotti, 2014). The literature on accountability was lightly reviewed as this
current study focuses on insights that arise from the perspective of evaluation.
The literature review draws from classic evaluation texts, literature on international
development , power, and articles identified in the nine main journals of the evaluation discipline
from 2000-2020.5 The search of the nine main journals applied the term ‘accountability’ in the
title, key word or abstract of the article. This search was conducted to augment the literature
already covered in the peer reviewed studies feeding into the meta-ethnography and to develop
a further overview of how accountability has been conceptualised by writers of evaluation. The
search terms are somewhat blunt, but fulfilled the need to reach saturation on how the discipline
of evaluation has understood the interplay with accountability. A total of 78 articles from journals
were identified through the search, each article was reviewed for whether they defined and
conceptualised accountability, and 40 articles were then selected for inclusion. A further 49
books and articles were identified based upon prior knowledge of the evaluation literature and
advice from other experts, outside of the journal search. This resulted in a total of 89 books and
articles feeding into the literature review. These were read to understand the treatment of
5

The journals being: African Evaluation Journal; American Journal of Evaluation; Australasian Journal of
Evaluation; Evaluation; New Directions in Evaluation; Evaluation and Program Planning; Canadian Journal of
Evaluation; Journal of Multidisciplinary Evaluation; Journal of Development Effectiveness
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accountability by evaluation and how the two concepts link to the exercise of power, with
emerging themes identified. In exploring the literature, this chapter provides definitions of
power, evaluation and accountability, and reviews connections between them.
Figure 3: Literature Review Selection

3.1 Definitions of Power, Evaluation, Accountability and their Connection
Power, evaluation and accountability almost entirely overlap as concurrent phenomenon. Power
and accountability inherently entail evaluative exercises, while evaluation entails the exercise of
power. Exercising power and processes of evaluation often entail and are reinforced through a
connection to accountability, though each can occur with no connection. The concurrency of
evaluation, power and accountability is identifiable within their definitions, which are all
evaluative, dispositional, and relational. They are evaluative in that they all require value
judgments to be made through their processes; dispositional in that they all require a conjunction
of conditional statements to occur; and relational as power, evaluation and accountability can
only occur in through interaction with other people.
Power
The antonyms contestation and stability best describe debates on the definition of power. A
good degree of stability has been achieved in defining power in its general sense, where
concern focuses on the extent social actors have power to effect or receive outcomes (Lukes,
2005). In this general view different types of power operate in the conflicts of interests
between agents or by consensus (Haugaard, 2002). Five perspectives on the general view of
power have been discussed: (i) over others; (ii) within themselves and organizations, (iii) with
others, (iv) to undertake an action through a capacity, or (v) under victimhood (Batliwala,
2019). In the general view the capacity for exercising power resides visibly, hidden and invisibly
in unquestioned social norms, ideologies, institutional systems, discipline, coercion, tacit
knowledge and biases (Gaventa, 2006; Lukes, 2005; Haugaard,2007). This broader view of
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power has informed the development of theory and practical courses of action, for example in
international development, international relations and public relations (Barnett and Duvall,
2005; Batliwala, 2019; Berger, 2005; Gaventa, 2006; McGee and Pettit, 2019; Reeler et al.,
2009). Moving from the general to a more specific view the definition of power becomes
contested, for example, between the extent of focus on structure and agency, the possibilities
of analysing the active exercise, agenda setting or hidden power, and the applicability of
principal-agent conceptions (Hayward and Lukes, 2008; Lukes, 2005; McGee and Pettit, 2019;
Oosterom and Scott-Villiers, 2016; Waterman and Meier, 1998).Within these various debates
power remains an essentially contested concept because it focuses on different values
positions where “reasonable people…, may agree the facts but disagree about where power
lies” (Lukes, 2005, p. 63).
Although potentially revealing to analyse the intersection of evaluation and accountability
through all types of power (over, within, with, in, under) this task would be complex and
require a follow-up synthesis to this one to further test the middle range theory generated
here. This follow-up synthesis would draw on studies where different types of power have been
reviewed to elucidate important insights on the operation of power (See for example, McGee
and Pettit, 2019, pp. 169-212). The studies I authored and co-authored in this metaethnography did not consider all types of power in this way. Focusing on one type of power in
developing theory and practice is an entry-point to broader discussions of power. As Lukes and
Hayward (2008), Fukuyama (2014) and Hobbes (1985) demonstrate, seeking to understand
domination alone helps to develop theory. Further as current debates on Black Lives Matter
(Clayton, 2018) and COVID-19 (Kissinger, 2020) attest, how domination occurs and how it can
work in a beneficial manner, remains a central practical issue for those seeking to reform power
and end poverty.
In the context of seeking to construct a middle range theory of how evaluation affects
accountability mechanisms this thesis focuses on a specific view of power working from Lukes’
conceptualisation. Lukes (2005, p. 110) defines an approach to identify invisible power and
answer “how do the powerful secure the compliance of those they dominate?” Accountability
and evaluation both work in ways that can bring forth and shape conflicts of interest. As will be
detailed later, accountability mechanisms hold the capacity to exercise and constrain power
through their defining capability to sanction other interests (Bovens, 2007; Lindberg, 2013).
Evaluation, meanwhile, in seeking to inform action needs to internalise and influence the
capacity to exercise power, especially to dominate other interests.
A strength of Lukes’ approach is the centralisation of the role of agents in shaping the
opportunities to exercise power, while acknowledging the role of structures. The agent centred
view corresponds also with evaluation and accountability mechanisms. In accountability
mechanisms, agents through deliberation make decisions. In evaluation, agents as evaluators
assess the results of others’ actions. More structural approaches to analysing power according
to Lukes (2005), although possibly adding insight to how the structures are shaped would not
provide as rich linkage for evaluators and occupants of accountability mechanisms to exercise
agency and undertake actions differently.
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In accordance with Lukes (2005, p. 37), this thesis defines power in that “A exercises power
over B when A affects B in a manner contrary to B’s interests .” This elegant definition should
not be read as over-simplistic, like other one-line definitions its simplicity is an entry-point to
working through complexities, in this case of understanding power as domination. Three areas
of discussion help to further clarify this definition.
First, this definition should be read as non-binary, recognising that domination will only be over
some important interests of an agent and operate in many different ways. Recognising the
definition as non-binary emphasises that power will exist in networks of agents, there will be
many A’s and B’s whose relations will be conditioned by social structures that limit or enable
different forms of domination and opportunities for resistance (Hayward and Lukes, 2008).
Furthermore, within these networks the interests of an agent or many agents are diverse. As
Sen (2007, p. 19) highlights he can at the same time hold multiple interests as “an Asian, an
Indian Citizen, a Bengali with Bangladeshi ancestry, An American or British resident, an
economist, a dabbler in philosophy, an author, a Sanskritist, a strong believer in secularism and
democracy.” With these multiple interests A could seek to dominate B as the immigrant, but
not have power over a range of other interests to induce, encourage or persuade.
Consequently, the definition directs us to focus on domination within particular relationships in
a broader context, where an adequate counterfactual can be generated to help reveal where
interests are in conflict (Lukes, 2005).
Second, applying Lukes’ definition engages a three-dimensional view of power that seeks to
identify hidden power as a way to better comprehend the capacity to exercise power. A threedimensional view of power requires focusing on (adapted from Lukes, 2005, p. 29):
•
•
•
•

decision-making and control over political agenda, though critiquing a behavioural
approach that focuses on visible decisions;
actual and potential issues that affect the space in which decisions are made, whether
through the operation of social forces, institutional practices or individual choices;
observable (overt and covert), and latent conflict;
subjective and real interests.

Third, for Lukes (2005) power is a capacity that has the potential to be exercised when a conflict
of interests occurs based on coercion, force or manipulation. Agents who hold it can choose to
exercise it, as Lukes states (2005, p. 69) “it is a potentiality, not an actuality.” As a result, in the
study of power analysis is needed of the capacity to exercise power that could be latent and
might only be meaningful in a certain context. Without a conflict of interest then the issue at
hand could, for example relate to influence, but not power. Finally, power in this definition
although involving domination can possibly operate for a broader beneficial purpose.
By applying a three-dimensional view, a researcher seeks to comprehend how invisible sources
of power affect the hidden and visible capacity to exercise power. For example, in citing Sen’s
work on famine Lukes (2005, p. 137) illustrates how following the Bengal famine in India,
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women adjusted their preferences and expectations. The women who were considerably more
deprived in their health and nutrition status did not consider themselves to be ill and so
adapted their preferences. Whereas men in a similar or better situation considered themselves
ill and would by implication demand a policy response. Rather than looking at whether stated
interests had been achieved Lukes’ approach would seek to state a counterfactual situation
where absent of cultural, institutional and other conditions that shape women’s preferences,
they would also consider themselves to be in ill health and so a conflict with their interests
would arise. An example of an empirical study applying a thorough three dimensional view is
Gaventa’s (1982) study of power in the Appalachian Valley that entailed detailed investigation
of the relationships of power and their underlying dynamics reaching from the local Unions to
the Lord Mayor of London.
Lukes’ definition of power is dispositional, evaluative and relational. First, power is dispositional
in that it comprises of “a conjunction of conditional or hypothetical statements specifying what
would occur under a range of circumstances” (Lukes, 2005, p. 63). For the capacity to exercise
power to exist a set of conditions should occur with A in a position to exercise power over B
and doing so in a manner contrary to B’s interests. Second, power is an evaluative concept.
Interests that possibly require the exercise of power are value positions taken by people for
moral and political reasons. To comprehend the exercise and distribution of power requires
unpacking value positions and understanding how power constrains or enables capabilities.
Third, power occurs relationally. Power as domination requires a relationship between A and B.
At its core, the study of power identifies how relationships and domination build or crumble
through speech, acts, behaviours, interactions, affected by contexts and significant power
differences (Hopson and Cram, 2018).
Evaluation
In this research, evaluation is understood to be “a key analytical process in all disciplined and
practical endeavours”, which focuses upon “determining the merit, worth and value of things”
(Scriven, 1991, p. 1). As a key analytical process, evaluation applies to a range of activities
including products, projects, programs, personnel, and by extension accountability. Building from
this broad perspective, evaluation is an umbrella term incorporating a variety of forms and
approaches of assessment, for example, monitoring, impact evaluation, developmental
evaluation (Owen, 2007). In conceptualising the implementation of evaluation there are two
important components: The first component, the logic of evaluation, provides the overarching
meta-theory that is dispositional and evaluative; while the second component, the operational
definition, provides guidance for the relational exercise of evaluation and the capacities required
in the profession of evaluation.
The process of evaluation proceeds according to a meta-theory, the logic of evaluation, which
has wholly or partly been adopted by a wide range of scholars (Fournier, 1995; House and Howe,
1999; Owen, 2007; Patton, 2008; Rossi et al., 2018; Scriven, 1981, 1991, 1995; Shadish et al.,
1991) There are four steps in the logic of evaluation, but in practice a fifth step has been added focused on the use of evaluation - and over the past twenty years this has been further
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developed in the literature (King and Alkin, 2019; Kirkhart, 2000; Mark and Henry, 2004; Owen,
2007; Patton, 2008, 2010; Weiss, 1998). The four steps in the logic of evaluation are as follows:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

Establishing criteria: On what dimensions must the thing being evaluated, the evaluand,
do well?
Constructing standards: How well should the evaluand perform?
Measuring performance and comparing standards: What level of performance does the
evaluand achieve?
Synthesising and integrating data into a judgement of merit or worth: What is the merit
or worth of the evaluand?

These four steps are essentially evaluative and dispositional as each is conditional on the other,
all must be performed for the phenomenon of evaluation to be realised and their composition is
dependent upon a range of circumstances that provide the context for the evaluation. Fournier
(1995, p. 17) has identified the logic within all other types of evaluation, arguing: “It is the basic
reasoning that specifies what it means to evaluate something... it specifies the game and the
rules of the game that one is playing when conducting an evaluation in any field.” By applying
these four steps anyone can conduct evaluation to answer questions that they are concerned
about, though with variable rigor. From the four steps the potential arises for agents in
accountability mechanisms to conduct their own evaluation. Indeed, as will be shown, the
definition of accountability overlaps with the logic of evaluation.
The operational definition of evaluation builds from the logic of evaluation by describing the
parameters of professional evaluation, in doing so the definition embeds the concept of
evaluation use and a range of jargon. The operational definition for international development
evaluation originates from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC). The OECD-DAC definition aligns with Patton’s
(2008, p. 5), three questions that guide evaluation: “What? So what? Now what?” The question
of “now what?” highlights the importance of the utilisation of information in the synthesis step
of the logic of evaluation:
“Evaluation is the systematic and objective assessment of an on-going or
completed project, programme or policy, its design, implementation and
results. [What]
The aim is to determine the relevance and fulfilment of objectives,
development efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability. [So What]
An evaluation should provide information that is credible and useful,
enabling the incorporation of lessons learned into the decision-making
process of both recipients and donors. [Now What]
Evaluation also refers to the process of determining the worth or
significance of an activity, policy or program.” (2010, p. 4)
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The incorporation of use into an operational definition of evaluation significantly expands the
scope of evaluation from the meta-theory. Implementing the logic of evaluation according to the
four steps resides within in the control of the agents who choose to do an evaluation. The
inclusion of use in the definition - along with jargon such as effectiveness, efficiency and impact
- moves evaluation to a highly relational practice requiring capacity as a specialised professional.
The assumption here is that the evaluator is independent from the commissioner of the
evaluation and needs to interact with other stakeholders in order to improve the likelihood of
utilisation of findings. From this definition, the recognition of evaluation as an instrument in
accountability arises.
Accountability
The main purpose of accountability is to exercise and constrain power (Bovens, 2007; Lindberg,
2013). Accountability as a concept links historically with the practice and discipline of accounting
for value in a monetary sense (Hayne and Salterio, 2014). The concept and practice of
accountability has evolved from one where a forum counts expenditures received from the
public. Accountability, in expanding its focus on performance and learning, enters a similar
terrain to evaluation by seeking to value changes that have occurred in order to inform action.
Often the account remains focused on counting, though aspiring to focus on performance and
learning (Behn, 2003; Bemelmans-Videc et al., 2007; Bovens, 2007; Honig and Pritchett, 2019).
Bovens et al, (2014a) identify a minimal consensus of the definition of an accountability
mechanism across a range of literature including linguistic, social psychology, accounting, public
administration, political science, international relations and constitutional law. Core to the
definition are interactions between those giving the account and those receiving the account,
the concept is relational. The minimal consensus on the definition of accountability identified by
Bovens et al (2014a, p. 6) has four aspects:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

enabling a relation that links those who owe an account to those who require it;
providing answers to people who can legitimately claim an account;
looking back (ex-post) on what has happened; and
it is consequential, something should happen as a result, with the potential of sanction.

Similar to the logic of evaluation and the definition of power these four aspects are dispositional,
relational and evaluative. Each aspect could happen independently; it is only when they arise
within a specific disposition, brought together and bonded in processes that the phenomenon of
accountability transpires. Accountability operates in a relational manner as a party calls for an
account and another set of agents provides answers. Accountability also entails evaluative
practices, an issue further unpacked below and in section 3.2.
Beyond the empirical definition, accountability shimmers with a normative framing linked to
good governance. Accountability has been positioned academically as “the key to…modern
representative democracy” (Schmitter, 2004, p. 18). Within international development the
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claim that accountability ensures responsiveness to citizenry burgeons across different
accountability frameworks (Bank, 2019; Manroth et al., 2014; UN, 2015). The importance of
accountability has arisen because of the increasing fragility of public trust in government
activity (Bovens, 2010). As argued by Bovens (2010, p. 954) accountability “in the sense of
transparent, responsive, and responsible governance, is meant to ensure public confidence in
government and to bridge the gap between citizens and representatives” Consequently, the
interest in accountability mechanisms has over 20 years and continues to emphasise the
exploration of citizens’ voice, perspectives and evidence to engage and influence decisionmaking and so exercise power in various governance arrangements (Ackerman, 2004; Fox,
2018; Kitschelt et al., 2020; Moncrieffe, 1998; Przeworski et al., 1999).
Differentiation in the application of the concept of accountability occurs between authors who
mainly focus on accountability as a virtue and those who have focused on accountability as a
mechanism. As a virtue, the analysis of accountability focuses on the behaviour of agents and
whether they have undertaken acts that would promote, say, transparency and responsiveness
(Bovens, 2010; Bovens et al., 2014a). Viewing accountability as a virtue often means it becomes
a synonym for good governance (Schillemans, 2011). In contrast, viewing accountability as a
mechanism focuses attention on “an institutional relation or arrangement in which an agent
can be held to account by another agent or institution” (Bovens et al., 2014a, p. 9). An agent
from an accountability mechanism viewpoint is a person or group who has a specific role to
play in a defined process within a specific setting. In this literature, on occasions agents are
differentiated from principals. Principals are agents who in a context have a degree of
authority. Research on mechanisms provides a view on how the logic of accountability
functions, in regards to different agents: who is being held to account, for what, how and by
whom (Bovens, 2014).
Fox (2015) in focusing upon social accountability provides a useful elaboration of the
accountability as a mechanism perspective relevant to this thesis. A social accountability
perspective focuses on citizens and how they are able to attain responsiveness from
government, rather than a stated cantered perspective. Fox (2015, p. 347) notes that the
principal-agent views of accountability that predominate international development have been
stretched and have challenges analysing “non-hierarchical oversight relationships, as in the
cases of mutual accountability inherent in partnerships, checks and balances institutions and
informal accountability relationships”. To counter this shortcoming, he proposes the
incorporation of a tactical and strategic distinction to the analysis of attempts to enhance
responsiveness to citizens of the state.
The tactical/strategic distinction helps to further unpack attempts to influence reform of
accountability mechanisms. A tactical approach to accountability involves a focus on citizen
voice, an assumption that information provision alone will inspire collective action and working
through local arenas. A strategic approach involves multiple coordinated tactics, work in
enabling environments to promulgate collective action, coordination with governmental
reforms and iterative processes (Fox, 2015). In reviewing the evidence Fox (2015) notes that a
strategic approach to realising responsiveness attains a higher degree of success than deploying
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a range of tactics. This distinction is further deployed in this thesis in analysing how evaluation
affects accountability as an instrument (tactically) versus a more substantive (strategic)
interaction between evaluation and accountability.
There is not necessarily a choice between taking a mechanisms and virtue perspective of
accountability, both are applied in this thesis. Taking a mechanism perspective provides a
tangible analysis for how accountability works in terms of types, functions, forms and
constraints. A focus on accountability mechanisms provides an ability to map the concrete
functions of accountability and how they relate to evaluation, in a manner that connects with
the everyday practice of evaluation. Taking a social accountability perspective to a mechanism
also provides tools to reflect on how citizen voice comes to affect an accountability mechanism.
Meanwhile, studying the link between evaluation and the virtue of agents in undertaking
accountability provides a lens for analysing the actual and potential behaviours of agents and so
identify opportunities for different agents to be affected by evaluation.

3.2 Connecting Accountability with Evaluation
The separate logics of power, evaluation and accountability mechanisms connect based on their
overlapping conceptual frames that are dispositional, relational and evaluative. To constrain
and exercise power as a form of domination, accountability mechanisms employ evaluative
processes, even if they do not receive an evaluation report. The operational definition of
evaluation concerns itself with informing action and potentially creating, or supressing a
conflict of interests within a given circumstance; and so, evaluators need to engage in a
relational manner with an accountability mechanism to support the use of findings.6
Within the accountability relationship there is a nesting of the logic of evaluation (criteria,
standards, measures and synthesis). In their deliberation, accountability mechanisms conduct
all four steps in the logic of evaluation by: questioning the adequacy of information against
criteria; and standards; measure performance; and pass judgement to provide a synthesis. The
possibility of consequences also overlaps with evaluation. Evaluation is concerned with action;
the possible application of consequences is a requirement for a change in actions. The
overlapping connection to the logic of evaluation highlights that evaluation is inherent in the
process of the accountability relationship.
The connection from the definition of accountability to evaluation and power also arises from
requirements for agents to provide information about their conduct. Here the accountability
mechanism may require the evaluation to be conducted by an independent professional, to
substantiate, nuance or contradict answers provided by an agent. In this circumstance
evaluation informs questioning and debate, and is used as an instrument and can put an issue
of the agenda and so raise a conflict and exercise power (Porter, 2017).
Bovens (2007), provides a detailed conceptual framework for analysing and assessing the logic of
accountability mechanisms, which is unpacked here to further establish how evaluation is a
6

See Bovens, M. (2007) and Schmitter, P. C. (2004) for discussion of the expansive range of accountability types.
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substantive concern within accountability mechanisms. Bovens (2007) provides the base for
making the connection between evaluation and accountability because of an accessible frame
that is widely recognised. Bovens’ approach is augmented by the work of Schillemans (2011) who
provides a framework to assess the functioning of horizontal accountability.
There are three elements to Bovens’ (2007) framework for analysing accountability mechanisms,
that each have a substantive overlap with evaluation: the relational logic of accountability; the
broad range of types of accountability; and the effects accountability seeks. Each of these
elements will be briefly reviewed below, together they show that in definition and functioning
accountability mechanisms have a substantive connection to evaluation.
First, the accountability relationship is formed, when an agent is obliged to explain and justify
their conduct (Bovens, 2007, pp. 451, 454). Viewing the logic of accountability as a relation
overlaps with evaluation approaches that highlight the relational and interpersonal nature of its
conduct (Benjamin, 2008; Chilisa et al., 2015; Chouinard, 2013; Hawkins, 2010; Hopson and
Cram, 2018; Kusek and Rist, 2004; Marra, 2018; Mertens, 2009; Patton, 2008; Ryan, 2002). In
this literature the emphasis is on how evaluation connects to other agents so that it is
conducted in an ethical, legitimate manner that is useful. Writing from the perspective of
evaluation Benjamin (2008), for example, specifically explores the relational overlap between
evaluation and accountability.
Second, Bovens (2007, p. 454) describes how accountability “comes in many guises” and outlines
four questions to consider in mapping accountability mechanisms to identify to whom the
account is provided, by who, about what and why. These questions and sub-types provide for the
identification of 300 different combinations of accountability mechanism. The list could no doubt
be expanded. Recognising the wide-scope and types of accountability emphasises that an
evaluation conducted with an organisation will be considered within some sort of account giving
mechanism.
Table 1: Types of Accountability

To whom is the account provided?
Political
Exercise of accountability along a principal-agent chain
Legal
Accountability based on specific legal responsibilities conferred upon
authorities
Administrative
Quasi-legal forums conducting independent and external accountability
(e.g., auditors and inspectors)
Professional
Accountability to professional peers through an association with codes
of conduct
Social
Reporting through public panels composed of external interest groups
Who is the actor giving the account?
Corporate
An entire organisation provides an account
Hierarchical
Reporting provided along a chain of command, with each reporting to
the next layer up

21

Collective

Each and every member of an organisation account for their behaviour
of the whole
Individual
Individuals are held proportionately liable for their personal
contribution to the organisation
What is the account to be rendered about?
Legal
Upholding legal standards
Financial
Meeting financial targets and proprietary standards
Procedural
Following a procedure
Performance
Change contributed to and achieved against benchmarks
Product
The delivery of a tangible output
Why does the actor render an account?
Vertical
The situation where a forum formally wields power over the actor
Diagonal
Accounting to a forum that sits beside a hierarchy, e.g., to ombudsman
or inspectorate
Horizonal
Mutual provision of an account between bodies standing on equal
footing
Adapted from Bovens, 2007
In reviewing my own studies using the table above all of them have fed into a type of
accountability mechanism. For example, Porter and Goldman (2013), in describing national
evaluation systems speaks to a political, hierarchical performance orientated and vertical from of
accountability. Whereas Porter (2011) discusses a mainly monitoring system in an NGO that feeds
into multiple accountability mechanisms: to donors in a political, hierarchical performance
orientated and vertical from of accountability; and internally in professional, corporate,
performance and horizonal (see section 4.4 for a full description of the types of accountability
mechanisms the studies in the meta-ethnography link to). This typology emphasises that
evaluation is very likely to relate to some form of account giving process that has the potential to
exercise power, if it is to be useful.
Third, having empirically described the analytical types of an accountability mechanism Bovens
(2007: 465 – 466) outlines different effects of an accountability mechanism each of which can
be an exercise of power. Accountability can have the effect of democratic control. Here
accountability controls and legitimises actions by linking them effectively to the democratic
chain of delegation between principals and agents. Success is the degree to which democratic
bodies evaluate the conduct of others and enable or constrain agents, so they are responsive to
broader constituencies in their actions. Another potential effect of accountability is in providing
countervailing power to withstand the ever-present tendency toward power concentration and
abuse of powers in the executive. Finally, accountability mechanisms effect learning and
improvement. Accountability provides office holders and agencies with feedback and potential
inducements or cohesive requirements to increase their effectiveness and efficiency and so
stimulate organisations to focus on achieving desirable outcomes.
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The effects sought by accountability outlined by Bovens (2007) closely resemble descriptions of
the purpose of evaluation that are provided in the academic literature. Learning and
improvement overlaps with a purpose of evaluation described by Rossi et al (2018) and Chelimsky
(2006). Meanwhile Chelimsky (2006) outlines the accountability purpose of evaluation in a
manner closely related to the democratic control and countervailing purposes outlined by Bovens
(2007). Chelimsky (2006), for example, emphasises the importance of countervailing powers in
her description of the use of evaluation in the US congress. She also highlights the importance of
democratic control in principal-agent relations by linking the importance of a well-informed
public to undertaking evaluation. These overlaps in the literature highlights that the effects
sought by accountability mechanisms do align to the purposes of evaluation.
The framework presented by Bovens, further reinforces that the logic of accountability
mechanisms and evaluation are entwinned at conceptual level and that both are relate to the
capacity to exercise power. The relational underpinnings sets-up a dynamic through which power
can be exercised and augmented by the use evaluation products and processes. Given the range
of accountability types, it is foreseeable that almost all evaluations will be considered in an
accountability mechanism, though use can take place in other forums. The effects sought by
accountability mechanisms and in their capacity to exercise power overlaps with the purposes of
evaluation. The consistent overlap provides a basis for further exploring how evaluation views
and affects accountability.
Beyond this section the scope of arguments and reflections on accountability are mainly
concerned with how evaluation practice views and connects to accountability, reflecting the
research gap being investigated. Though this thesis focuses mainly on evaluation, the grounding
provided here demonstrates that there are overlapping concerns on with evaluation from the
perspective of accountability that provide perspectives and language that inform how evaluation
connects to accountability, though further research would be beneficial to expand the scope of
the following discussion.

3.3 Accountability Overlooked by Evaluation Theory
The substantive conceptual overlap in the logics of accountability and evaluation is not
explored in the literature on evaluation. In reviewing the literature of evaluation, two main
perspectives and one partial perspective emerge on how to treat accountability. Evaluation
literature either makes no explicit connection or makes a connection where evaluation works as
an instrument for use within accountability. A limited part of the evaluation literature develops
an incomplete view of how evaluation affects the reasoning of accountability mechanisms.
Looking across this literature some common concepts emerge around how evaluation and
accountability connect, that can be further developed.
Rogers (2005: 2), in The Encyclopaedia of Evaluation, issues a challenge to improve the way in
which evaluation conceptualises its link to accountability, arguing that “the ways in which
evaluation is used for accountability are frequently so poorly conceived and executed that they
are likely to be dysfunctional for programs and organisations.” Answering this challenge
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requires us to step back and rethink how evaluation and accountability are and could be
connected, based on overlapping reasoning.
Some evaluation literature has an absence of an even a minimally developed connection with
accountability. For example, Pawson and Tilley (1997), Shadish, Cook and Leviton (1991) and
Mertens (2009) do not make connections even where there are potential linkages. In all of
these texts a thicker conceptualisation of accountability mechanisms could help to further
refine their proposed evaluation approach.
Pawson and Tilley (1997), do not mention the term accountability at all in their text Realistic
Evaluation. In proposing the realist evaluation approach, they highlight that they seek to
accumulate knowledge over successive trials of a programme, but not how use happens.
Pawson and Tilley (1997) do highlight that evaluation can be geared to decision makers’
objectives, but this argument is not elaborated upon. An understanding of accountability would
help to think through how evaluation needs to connect to decision-makers in order to support
knowledge accumulation.
The book Foundations of Program Evaluation: Theories of Practice by Shadish et al (1991), is a
seminal work in evaluation theory development. The book defines the components of a good
theory of program evaluation based upon a review of seven leading North American-based
evaluation theorists. The authors identify five components of good theory for program
evaluation, namely: knowledge use; social programming; valuing; knowledge construction; and
practice. Within Shadish et al (1991) accountability is referenced in their review of different
theories of evaluation. There is a disconnect, however, in their final synthesis, with no direct
mention made of the connection between evaluation and accountability in the five
components. For example, none of the five components of good theory for program evaluation
identify accountability as an area of importance. In similar vein to Pawson and Tilley,
accountability is overlooked.
Mertens (2009, p. 3), outlines an approach to evaluation “in response to individuals who have
been pushed to the societal margins throughout history and who are finding a means to bring
their voices into the world of research.” In this text, although advice is provided on how to work
and interact with decision makers, the approach to working with accountability mechanisms is
not outlined in a substantive form. The lack of reflection on this interaction represents a gap for
Mertens. The axiology of the transformative paradigm is defined in terms of human rights and
social justice; both strongly rely upon and seek to constrain the exercise of power. As the
exercise of power is the main concern of the transformative evaluation approach, then it would
be helpful to elaborate the connection to the accountability mechanism.

3.4 Evaluation Literature that Makes a Partial Connection with Accountability
Some literature on evaluation has sought to clarify connections with accountability and defines
accountability as a key purpose of evaluation. Fulfilling the accountability purpose of
evaluations occurs when agents apply evaluation as an instrument for an accountability
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mechanism. Beyond the academic literature, the view of evaluation as an instrument for
accountability is reflected in international development evaluation practice. This section first
provides an overview of some of the main way’s evaluation has been conceptualised as an
instrument in accountability. The section secondly discusses evaluation literature that focuses
on the tensions between accountability and another purpose of evaluation, learning. Third,
literature is reviewed that grapples with providing evidence to inform international
development practice, within systems of power that constrain responsiveness to poor people’s
voice, often through evaluation. The final part of this section describes how some evaluators
have built frames that suggest that evaluation affects accountability in a substantive manner
beyond its application as an instrument, an argument only partially developed in these texts.
Evaluation as an Instrument for information, transparency and summative judgement in
Accountability
Three texts - Christie and Alkin (2013), OECD (2010) and Rossi, Lipsey and Henry (2018) illustrate different strands of argument around evaluation working as an instrument in
accountability mechanisms. Christie and Alkin (2013) emphasise the delivery of information, the
OECD (2010) adds transparency, while Rossi et al (2018) focus on evaluation providing
summative judgement.
Christie and Alkin (2013, p. 15) place Social accountability7 as one of the three roots in their
evaluation theory tree, the two others being systematic social inquiry and epistemology. As
represented in Figure 2 below with the corresponding authors.
Figure 4: Evaluation Theory Tree

7

In an earlier version Alkin and Christie Alkin, M. C., and Christie, C. (2004). An Evaluation Theory Tree. In M. C.
Alkin (Ed.), Evaluation Roots: Tracing Theoristsí Views and Influences (pp. 12-65). Sage. simply referred to
‘accountability’. The later version of accountability seems to refer more to what Bovens Bovens, M. (2007).
Analysing and Assessing Accountability: A Conceptual Framework1. European Law Journal, 13(4), 447-468.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0386.2007.00378.x would call public accountability, in that the public has a stake
in the account, which differentiates social accountability as a process in which the public engages.

25

Source: Christie and Alkin. 2013

Christie and Alkin (2013, p. 15) argue that the social accountability root situates and legitimates
“evaluation as a fundamental process for generating systematic information for decision
making” and that “evaluation simply provides the information for “being answerable.”” From
an evaluation theory perspective, they are arguing that accountability is a key area for
evaluation use, but only in so far as evaluation is an instrument to feed information to
accountability mechanisms. There is limited elaboration beyond these main points that make
an initial connection between evaluation and accountability. Christie and Alkin (2013), for
example, do not make any arguments about the substantive role of evaluation in shaping the
functioning of an accountability mechanism.
From a development evaluation perspective, the OECD (2010, p.7) in the Summary of Key
Norms and Standards highlights that in addition to learning, the main purpose of evaluation is
“to provide a basis for accountability, including the provision of information to the public”. This
definition emphasises transparency of information in order to provide answerability to the
public.
The partnership aspect of evaluation cited within the OECD norms and standards suggests a
more substantive interaction between evaluation and accountability. The discussion of a
partnership approach proposes that evaluation can help to build mutual accountability and
undertake capacity development which is supportive of an environment of accountability
(OECD, 2010: 21). However, this view of evaluation and its connection to accountability, which
goes beyond the provision of information, is not developed further.
Rossi et al (2018), meanwhile, state that the four main purposes of evaluation are
improvement, accountability, knowledge generation and hidden agendas. They describe
evaluation as an instrument for providing summative judgement to contribute to significant
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decisions about the continuation of a program. In focusing on the summative decisions, they
appear to be defining accountability as synonymous with good governance, a virtue that is
exercised in the behaviour of an actor, rather than as a mechanism that can be shaped. The use
of evaluation for summative purposes is then a demonstration of virtuous behaviour: The
program has been held to account.
Rossi et al (2018) hint at a more substantive role for evaluation in accountability in reference to
stakeholder relationships. Rossi et al (2018, p. 14) recognise the potential of an empowerment
evaluation for “not only producing informative and useful findings but also at enhancing
political influence of the participants.” The statement flags a potential entry-point for
evaluation to affect the design and actions of an accountability mechanism, rather than merely
informing it. The potential highlighted for evaluation to affect accountability mechanisms is not
developed further in the text, perhaps because the frame for connecting evaluation and
accountability has already been limited to summative judgements.
These three texts establish that evaluation does play a role as an instrument within
accountability and hint at a broader case for how evaluation affects accountability. The texts
consistently highlight that good evaluation should be defined as an instrument that supports
accountability mechanisms to make consequential decisions. Evaluation as an instrument is
different to evaluation playing a substantive role in accountability mechanisms, however. A
substantive role recognises that evaluation can affect the way an accountability mechanism
approaches partnership, learning and social justice. Each of these texts hint at the substantive
role, but do not develop the idea.
Reconciling accountability and learning purposes of evaluation – imposed reality, follow-up and
differing values
Debate about the tensions between the learning and accountability purposes of evaluation
endures (Picciotto, 2018). The evaluation literature reviewed below has moved some way in
providing advice and ways to think about bridging the accountability and learning purposes of
evaluation. The literature surveyed here seeks to reconcile the tension between the
accountability and learning purposes found in practice, by adjusting the role that evaluation
plays. Discussion of the substantive connection between evaluation and accountability also
remains under-developed in this literature, however.
The tensions between the accountability and learning purposes have been noted to be
especially acute in settings where evaluation links those who allocate funding and those who
receive funding (Guijt, 2010). Kachur et al (2016) discuss how non-governmental organisations
in international development often perceive the only function of conducting evaluation as
serving the imposed reality of donor accountability. Kachur et al (2016) argue that in order not
to be overwhelmed by external accountability requirements, it is important to develop an
internally generated organisational view of the information required for learning and change.
Kachur et al (2016) also argue that the development of internal information requires capacity
for evaluation and the implementation of participatory techniques. Arguments along the same
line are made by Lennie and Tacchi (2014), Guijt (2010) and Porter and de Wet (2009) in
27

international development, and by US based authors about education accountability
(Chouinard, 2013; Greene, 1999; Patton, 2010; Ryan, 2002; Ryan, 2004, 2005).
Picciotto (2002, 2003, 2018) and Feinstein (2012) argue that accountability and learning go
hand-in-hand, with an evaluation process addressing each. Evaluations in providing feedback
support the learning purpose, whereas follow-up on findings from evaluations requires
accountability. The articles by Picciotto and Feinstein also highlight the importance of
accountability mechanisms for incentivising learning. These arguments recognise that
accountability mechanisms produce demands through their criteria to influence evaluation and
learning processes. For example, if an accountability mechanism demands evidence on whether
an organisation learns about performance, an evaluation may well be commissioned to dig
deeper into this issue. In this view, evaluation provides an instrument for both learning and
accountability processes, with each process mutually reinforcing the other. Picciotto (2003)
tantalisingly takes this argument further by highlighting that when evaluators transparently
speak truth to power, decision-makers can learn and potentially shift their criteria. Beyond this
statement, how the evaluator affects demands and incentives of accountability mechanisms
remains undeveloped in these articles.
Tensions do emerge with learning when evaluation works as an instrument for accountability
mechanisms. Some of the main issues that give rise to the tension between the accountability
and learning purposes of evaluation are the challenges of managing external funding
arrangements, a lack of capacity to demand information in internal organisational processes,
and insufficient participation in the evaluation process.
Grappling with Power and Providing Evidence that Informs Practice
Practitioners and academics have grappled with how to provide evidence to inform
development practice, conscious that systems of power constrain the responsiveness to poor
people’s voices. This literature emerges from efforts to identify pathways for evidence
informed policy and practice that are grounded in poor people’s experiences.
The literature on power and evidence based-practice focuses mainly on tactical adaptations to
practice and is often limited in identifying strategic opportunities for interactions, applying
Fox’s (2015) terminology outlined in Section 3.1. Practitioners linked to international NGOs
identify how they can operate with evidence in a politically informed manner in their own
organizations with limited reflection on how they shift donor environments (Eyben et al., 2015;
Hayman et al., 2016). Evaluators provide important methodological approaches to expanding
voice and authenticity with limited consideration of who they report to in accountability
mechanisms (Bell and Aggleton, 2016; Cornwall and Aghajanian, 2017; Johnson and Rasulova,
2017). Some evaluation scholars recognise constraints in larger political structures though their
advice remains largely focused on tactics undertaken in the process of evaluation (Hedrick,
1988; Weiss, 1993). Some more recent literature, however, has started to think about
evaluation practice in broader political ecologies. For example literature focused on
institutionalizing demand for evidence provides theory for how to interact with policy

28

processes, though not addressing accountability mechanisms specifically (Goldman and Pabari,
2020; Hopson and Cram, 2018).
Experienced practitioners have engaged in collective reflections that brought together thinking
around evidence, research, and knowledge in international development related mainly to
northern INGO practice (Eyben et al., 2015; Hayman et al., 2016). Both the work of Eyben et al
(2015) and Hayman et al (2016) arise out of disquiet about how the term ‘rigour’ and ‘results’
had been distilled with accompanying concerns about negative power dynamics that excluded
perspectives that did not conform to causal quantitative impact evaluation approaches. Based
on the review of case studies provided by practitioners both texts concluded with quite similar
synthesis reflections. The summary reflections of Hayman et al(2016) and Guijt (2015)
emphasise employing tactics, such as, developing experiential knowledge focusing on people
and culture with NGOs playing a brokering role to surface this experience, creating space for
learning, negotiating knowledge within political constraints, asserting organizational values and
working with the positive aspects. Both texts also start to envisage a more strategic space for
political action that tries to shift the discourse in decision-making structures within NGOs, yet
these ideas are not developed into a broader theory of engagement with structures of power.
Another set of academics who practice evaluation have sought to improve the responsiveness
of development through the implementation of methods that employ and interpretivist
approach. Bell and Aggleton (2016), Cornwall and Aghajanian (2017) and Johson and Rasulova
(2017) all provide important methodological descriptions that show how qualitative work
grounded in an interpretive tradition can add depth to comprehending international
development work. The authors show how focusing on authenticity or participatory approaches
enable answers to how, why, when and where questions that move beyond the attempts to
answer questions in a more aggregative quantitative approach. Within these approaches they
illustrate how to enable voice to emerge and operate reflexively on their own positions of
power. The papers, however, do not move much beyond discussing evaluation implementation
and so provide a tactical approach and a set of revised instruments rather than a strategic
approach to shifting the functioning of accountability mechanisms.
Academics and practitioners have identified how evaluation interacts with power as a form of
domination and offer tactical advice to evaluators in adapting process or to the context, but do
not propose theory in helping accountability mechanisms to adapt. Hedrick (1988) described
how power through politics shapes the scope of evaluation, the findings, the use and
dissemination of results and how evaluation helps to provide a forum to bring disagreement
forth in a tangible manner. The advice of Hedrick on resolving these issues focuses on process
issues around communication and the formation of advisory groups. Weiss (1993) discusses
how programme managers operate in a different logic and perceive evaluators as a threat to
programme survival rather than valuing systematic evidence. Further Weiss (1993) discusses
how evaluation within the higher decision-making space clarifies trade-offs, with the evaluator
being successful when they closely align to decision-makers values. Weiss does not, however,
take this insight further to discuss how evaluators could work with decision-makers to shift
their assumptions. Similarly, Chelimsky (2006) in describing her work in Congressional oversight
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identifies how evaluation can respond and adapt to political power, but does not offer advice
for shaping changes in accountability mechanisms.
Recent publications (Goldman and Pabari, 2020; Hopson and Cram, 2018) go beyond the
identification of tactics and offer to differing degrees strategic frameworks for working towards
evidence addressing societal issues with a concern for marginalized voices and responsiveness.
In doing so they provide entry-points to substantively affecting accountability mechanisms.
Goldman and Pabari (2020), provide a realist styled analytical framework that seeks to achieve
behaviour change in the institutional policy structures based on case studies of evidence-based
practice in Africa, by African-based researchers who have worked with governments. What
makes the framework strategic is the emphasis of working to affect political policy making
through active facilitation and knowledge brokering, developing formal structures and systems
to maintain ownership, and developing the capacity of managers and decision-makers
(Goldman and Pabari, 2020, pp. 235-239). In providing the framework they highlight the
importance of developing relationships and analysis of opportunities as power structures shift.
These forms of consideration to not arise in the literature reviewed above and can inform the
narrower focus of this study on how evaluation affects accountability mechanisms.
Hopson and Cram (2018, p. 9) argue that evaluation in complex ecologies where systems of
power marginalize ecological and indigenous perspectives needs to attend to 3Rs: relationships,
relevance and responsibilities. This argument draws upon cases that provide lessons from
ecological, indigenous, ethnographic, anthropological and policy perspectives. The book argues
that in forming relationships evaluators need to identify and relate to key interests, points of
interaction, variables and stakeholders amid dynamic and complex issues in an honest manner
that is based on building trust in evaluation. Responsibilities involve acting with propriety, doing
what is proper, fair, right, just in evaluation against standards. Relevance regards being
accurate and meaningful technically, culturally and contextually. These 3Rs provide a
framework that helps knit together strategic and tactical concerns; working to the 3Rs helps to
coordinate multiple tactics, both with citizens and political decision-makers. Tuhiwai Smith
(2018) working from a Māori provides a strategic perspective in working with the 3Rs in
discussing how the interface between evaluation and accountability mechanisms can maintain
colonial knowledge systems. She highlights a focus on working through the 3Rs helps to cocreate evaluations strategically in a culturally relevant manner that helps to “be in relation”
(Tuhiwai Smith, 2018, p. 63) with other entitles.
The literature reviewed connects power with evidence informed practice, recognises the
challenge of addressing power, identifies approaches to open spaces for voice and moves
beyond a view of evaluation as an instrument in decision-making. Yet the literature often
provides a series of tactics to stretch practice through changes in practice and improved efforts
to connect with marginalized people’s voices. In the main a coherent strategic approach for
influencing power does not emerge that coordinates actions at different levels (Fox, 2015). The
exception is more recent work by Goldman and Pabari (2020) and Hopson and Cram’s (2018)
who knit together tactical and strategic concerns in undertaking an evaluation. These two
approaches highlight that evaluators can work in strategic and tactical engagements that
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coordinating action with decision-makers and so provide useful guidance on substantively
engaging with accountability mechanisms.
Exploring how Evaluation affects the operation of Accountability
Authors Fetterman and Wandersman (2005), MacKay (2007) and Behn (2001; 2003) have
identified the potential for evaluation to shape an accountability mechanism. This literature
highlights how evaluation processes can affect accountability mechanisms through shifting the
roles agents play, incentives and the criteria and standards applied to success. Yet these
insights are not developed into a middle-range theory.
Fetterman and Wandersman (2005) in describing Empowerment Evaluation outline ten
characteristic principles 8, with accountability being their final principle. They define
empowerment evaluation as an approach that seeks to improve programme success through
“tools for assessing the planning, implementation, and self-evaluation of their program, and…
mainstreaming evaluation as part of the planning and management of the program
/organisation.”9 The authors argue that empowerment evaluation mainly interacts with internal
accountability mechanisms that are built into an organisation’s structures. The authors contrast
internal accountability with external accountability to a funder, which only lasts “as long as the
external agency is present to exert its force” (Fetterman and Wandersman, 2005, p. 50).
Fetterman and Wandersman (2005) argue that accountability shifts from supervisor driven to
shared agreements, resulting in self-evaluation processes. Stakeholders included in the
evaluation process then hold each other accountable to these shared agreements, which may
include program participants. The shift to shared agreements happens “because the work is in
alignment with individual and group interests” (Fetterman and Wandersman, 2005, p. 50).
Fetterman and Wandersman’s (2005) work highlights that processes of participation,
collaboration and developing evaluation capacity support a change in the accountability
mechanism as well as the strength of an evaluation process. The insight that evaluation shifts
the behaviour of stakeholders engaged in accountability mechanisms is not developed further.
Although the authors provide examples of accountability shifts within their own practice, they
do not elaborate how their approach to shifting accountability could be utilised in other
evaluation approaches that are not empowerment focused. Further, many of the examples of
empowerment evaluation practice are in reasonably contained settings, rather than across
large sprawling bureaucracies. As a result, though there are lessons to draw, there are also
limits to the generalisability of their experience.

8

The ten principles in order are (1) improvement; (2) community ownership; (3) inclusion; (4) democratic
participation; (5) social justice; (6) community knowledge; (7) evidence-based strategies; (8) capacity building; (9)
organisational learning; and (10) accountability.
9 The definition provided by Fetterman and Wandersman Fetterman, D. M., and Wandersman, A. (2005).
Empowerment evaluation principles in practice. Guilford. that focuses on capacity and assets contrasts to more
feminist definitions of empowerment. See, for example, Cornwall’s Cornwall, A. (2016). Women's empowerment:
What works? Journal of International Development, 28(3), 342-359. discussion of the evolving definition of
empowerment.
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Mackay’s (2007) writing is based on his experience in building country evaluation systems in
development settings with the World Bank, and offers insights into working with accountability
mechanisms at a broader level. Mackay (2007) draws upon a rich institutional history of the
World Bank in exploring the demand for evaluation. Picciotto (1995, p. 23), based on experience
from the Independent Evaluation Group of the World Bank, laid down the challenge: “Say’s Law
does not fully apply: good evaluation does not always create its own demand. Demand must be
nurtured in parallel.” Though the challenge is not fully answered in Picciotto’s article, other
writers drawing on experience from the World Bank offer further insights. Shah (1998), for
example, emphasises the role of an active citizenry in shaping the demand for evaluation; while
Picciotto and Wisener (1998) and Wisener (2011) discuss the role of incentives in shaping
demand. Mackay (2007) links to these arguments and further builds out the frame for evaluation
as an instrument in accountability mechanisms.
Mackay goes beyond a focus on an instrumental view in two important lines of argument. First,
Mackay (2007, p. 73) identifies four different purposes of monitoring and evaluation focused on
policy processes that all exercise power and are implemented through accountability
mechanisms, namely:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

to support budget decision making or national planning;
to help ministries in policy formulation, policy analysis, and program development;
to support ministries and agencies in managing their activities;
or to strengthen accountability relationships.

Other authors, such as House and Howe (1999), do discuss the role of power in evaluation, but
are more concerned with how to mitigate its role in the process of conducting an evaluation. By
contrast, Mackay’s four purposes of evaluation articulate the role of evaluation as exercising and
constraining power in governmental decision-making.
The second line of argument regards the incentives and the demand-side of evaluation (Mackay,
2007). Working to encourage evaluation demand entails the definition of incentives – termed
carrots, sticks and sermons - to encourage people to commission and undertake good quality
evaluations (See for example,Bemelmans-Videc et al., 2003; Funnell and Rogers, 2011). In
meeting demands evaluation is argued to be more likely to be used as an instrument in decisionmaking, an argument also highlighted by other authors (Boyle and Lemarie, 1999; Jasanoff, 2004;
King and Alkin, 2019; Packard Foundation, 2010a; Wiesner, 2011).
The main contribution of this work is to highlight that people’s demand for evaluation does not
originate in a vacuum. By taking this into account, accountability mechanisms can be better
understood and incentives developed to use and take evaluation seriously (Mackay, 2007). The
shaping of incentives to meet demand implies that the agenda of accountability mechanisms can
be affected by evaluation, an issue also highlighted elsewhere in the evaluation literature (Boyle
and Lemarie, 1999; Mayne et al., 1999). Mackay, however, does not fully develop a frame for
how evaluators can work to affect the broader incentives deployed by accountability
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mechanisms. The concept of demand for evaluation has the potential to be deployed and
understood in an expanded manner, an issue that is explored in my own work (Porter, 2011; S
Porter, 2013; Porter, 2017; Porter and de Wet, 2009; Stephen Porter and Ian Goldman, 2013;
Porter and Hawkins, 2019) and synthesised within the meta-ethnography of this study.
Behn (2001; 2003), a writer focusing on accountability from a public administration perspective,
offers another partial perspective on the substantive role that evaluation can have in an
accountability mechanism. In making this argument he highlights the role of evaluation as an
instrument in accountability, arguing that to hold a public agency accountable they first have to
evaluate its work (Behn, 2014). Behn (2001) further highlights how criteria and standards are set
within an accountability mechanism, rather than a mechanism simply using evaluation. Behn
(2001, p. 10) argues that to “specify the level of performance we expect of a public agency, we
need…a clear benchmark of performance. ...To establish our expectations for what a public
agency will accomplish…we citizens need to specify the results we want it to produce.” The
establishing of benchmarks and expectations for performance within an accountability
mechanism is an evaluative act, of setting criteria and standards that establish how the
accountability mechanism functions. This signals the potential of a more expansive role for
evaluation in accountability - drawing upon the logic of evaluation to shape how an accountability
mechanism operates, as well as being an instrument.
Behn is not alone in making an argument that starts to connect evaluation and accountability in
a substantive manner. This view overlaps with Bovens (2007) in emphasising that evaluation is
not only an input, but an inherent part of the process of accountability. Lindberg (2013) also
argues the importance of standards and measurable expectations in the exercise of
accountability. Although these statements move beyond much of the evaluation literature by
identifying the overlap between the logic of evaluation and accountability mechanisms, these
arguments are not fully developed. They hint at a wider role, but do not present an empirically
founded framework for how to get an accountability mechanism to undertake an evaluative role.
Beyond these three authors, others have pulled at the thread that connects evaluation and
accountability. Schoenefeld and Jordan (2019) and Stame (2003) have discussed the importance
of considering the political opportunity dimensions in how accountability and evaluation
connect. Rutman (1990) highlights how management and political accountability mechanisms
differ in the extent to which they are clear about the information they require. Van Der Meer
and Edelenbos (2006) describe how multi-actor policy processes require evaluation to interact
with more networked forms of accountability, requiring the evaluator to foster greater cooperation between actors. Zapico-Goñi (2007) has argued that the criteria applied by both
evaluation and accountability mechanisms should support adaptation to help manage programs
in uncertain contexts. Similar to the literature discussed previously, these arguments provide
less information on how the connection happens than what could be changed.

33

3.5 Sketching Areas of Connection between Evaluation and Accountability
The connection and interaction between evaluation and the implementation of accountability
mechanisms is yet to be fully developed. Pathways for making a fuller connection do emerge in
the literature review undertaken here (for example, Behn, 2001; Fetterman and Wandersman,
2005; Mackay, 2007; Hopson and Cram, 2018; Goldman and Pabari, 2020). There are three issues
that start to emerge from the literature review to further develop.
First, power, evaluation and accountability almost entirely overlap as concurrent phenomenon.
Accountability applies a logic of evaluation within its processes, while evaluation requires a
connection to accountability if its aspirations of changing action are to be fully met. Both
accountability and evaluation entail the exercise of power over others. The definitions of all three
are evaluative, dispositional, and relational. These connections can be leveraged through
alignment in evaluative criteria, in working with decision-makers so that they can perceive the
unity of the three in their actions and ensuring that the context remains in focus.
Second, tensions exist that can be resolved. The tension between learning and accountability can
be addressed through developing the demand for evaluation, aligning incentives, developing
capability of internal decision-making processes and further participation in the evaluation
process. Operating within structures of power that reduce voice can be addressed through tactics
that develop new methodologies, experiential knowledge, adapt the people and culture in
organisations, or surfacing this experience of disjuncture between stated values and practice.
Third, evaluation practice provides an instrument of accountability and strategic approaches to
affect accountability mechanisms. Evaluation provides evidence that feeds into an accountability
mechanism, helping to form an account of what has happened. Evaluation processes are highly
likely to work through a type of accountability mechanism due to their range in contemporary
organisations. In the literature there are hints of the potential to influence the values of
accountability mechanisms through evaluation, with the literature emphasising participation,
tactical approaches to shift practice, understanding the demand for evaluation in a broader
political environment, and engaging on the definition of performance.
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4. Deciding what is relevant - Phase 2
Evaluation and accountability relate but how evaluation practice affects accountability
mechanisms is not fully understood. Thus, evaluators and those managing evaluation systems
would benefit from a middle-range theory focused on this area, so that evaluation systems can
be better aligned to accountability mechanisms. Evaluators through a middle range theory
would have an increased range of conceptual frames to understand how objectives of social
betterment (Mark et al., 1999), oversight (Chelimsky, 2006), transformation (Mertens, 2009) or
performance (Rossi et al., 2018) are constrained by accountability mechanisms. For agents
managing an accountability mechanism, a middle-range theory would help them to understand
how to interact with evaluation. In the international development field a middle-range theory
could identify especially pertinent issues, given concerns about how power is exercised through
accountability between those that provide assistance and those that receive it (Crush, 1995).
The five studies selected in Section 4.4 which form the basis of the PhD originate from
undertaking evaluation in the field of international development. At a time when institutions
are being tested by the COVID 19 pandemic and misinformation, it is important to have
accountability mechanisms that are not only informed by evaluation, but also conduct good
processes of evaluative reasoning. In this context understanding how accountability
mechanisms and evaluation can interact to achieve shared goals through the use of reliable
information usefully contributes to pressing issues of the day. Before presenting the studies
chosen for meta-ethnographic review, I briefly state the overarching question and objectives of
the PhD.

4.1 Question and Objective
The main question of this study is: How does evaluation affect accountability?
The objective of the PhD research is to: develop a middle-range theory of how evaluation
affects accountability mechanisms based on a synthesis of existing research. To achieve this
objective, this thesis builds upon the literature review by conducting a meta-ethnography of
narrative accounts that I have published in peer-reviewed journals that review the interaction
between evaluation and accountability in different settings through empirical studies.

4.2 Selection of Studies for In-Depth Meta-Ethnographic Review and their Coherence
In re-reading my own work and its bibliography generated over 10 years of study of evaluation,
I developed a hunch that a broader contribution could be drawn from the articles and chapters
towards understanding how evaluation affects accountability mechanisms, a gap that was
confirmed in the literature review. To fill this gap, I returned to my own studies where the
interaction between accountability mechanisms and evaluation is consistently explored, to see
if there were any new insights that might emerge by considering the portfolio as a whole
through meta-ethnography.
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I employed a purposeful search strategy to identify studies out of my nine peer reviewed
publications. The use of the purposeful search strategy is justified, since the basis of the metaethnographic approach is founded upon and continues to utilise purposive samples. Noblit and
Hare (1988) developed meta-ethnography using a purposive review of school integration
studies in the United States. The tradition of purposive selection has been continued with
recent meta-ethnographic studies and reviews that provide advice on working from a purposive
selection of studies (Campbell et al., 2011; Campbell et al., 2003; Pilkington, 2018), which were
utilised in designing the methodology for this study. France et al (2019), who provide reporting
guidance, recognise purposeful search strategies as a legitimate means for meta-ethnography,
based on an earlier methodological systematic review. Examples of meta-ethnographic
reporting were also referenced to develop this study and revisited on an ongoing basis (Atkins
et al., 2008; Britten et al., 2002; Campbell et al., 2011; Campbell et al., 2003; France et al., 2014;
Malpass et al., 2009).
The use of my own studies is justified because of the limitations of current empirical research in
the discipline of evaluation, where theory is produced based on reflections of practice, often
with limited transparency (Blake and Ottoson, 2009; Miller, 2010; Ottoson, 2009; Patton, 2008;
Shadish et al., 1991; Weiss, 1998). Improving evaluation entails asking how and why the
evaluation process unfolded as it did, which is often very qualitative in nature. Evaluation
theorists guided by underlying assumptions of their paradigm, reflect upon their practices and
develop evaluation approaches (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). Authors who have developed
evaluation approaches, provide an array of information to help implement an evaluation, but
little on how the approach and advice was developed. For example, guiding texts on
developmental evaluation (Patton, 2010), transformative research and evaluation (Mertens,
2009) and program evaluation (Chen, 2005)10 tells you about the why, how and what of the
practice recommended, but little on how practice and paradigm were synthesised to develop
advice. Further codification of how to synthesise knowledge on evaluation practice would
support discussion on the quality of evaluation theory and the identification of overlaps.
Selecting studies well known to the author fits well with the intent of meta-ethnography.
Ethnography focuses upon thick description, participant-observation, understanding an issue
from the position of people’s lived experience (the emic) and through this providing
interpretation. Synthesis requires interpretation and understanding of contexts in which
phenomena emerge. Moving from thick description to synthesis and summary can fail,
10

Developmental evaluation Patton, M. Q. (2010). Developmental Evaluation: Applying Complexity Concepts to
Enhance Innovation and Use. The Guilford Press. is an approach to evaluation that applies complexity concepts to
enhance innovation and the use of evaluation. Transformative research and evaluation Mertens, D. M. (2009).
Transformative research and evaluation. The Guilford Press. prioritises the furtherance of social justice and human
rights through community involvement in the methodologies and practice of evaluation. Program evaluation is
focused upon specific interventions that seek to achieve an overall purpose e.g. HIV stigma reduction or
development of social work competencies. Chen’s Chen, H.-t. (2005). Practical Program Evaluation: Assessing and
Improving Planning, Implementation and Effectiveness. Sage. approach to program evaluation seeks to provide
practical and specific advice for systematically identifying stakeholders’ needs, selecting evaluation options and
putting a selected approach into practice.
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according to Noblit and Hare (1988, p. 17), because in their experience “comparison became
aggregating; holism became analysis; etic (the imposition of an outside frame of reference)
became preferred over emic; and history became confounding.” The background of having
conducted the empirical research and with personal connections to each study enables me to
understand the contexts to help avoid aggregation. The same depth of knowledge is not
available when picking studies off-the-shelf without additional context research. The seven
phases of meta-ethnography are also transparent and replicable. All phases and decisions
around synthesis can be written-up and interrogated by another researcher working from the
same studies.
Meta-ethnography is also well suited to synthesising knowledge from my studies on evaluation
because its approach is consistent with resolving social problems. A core element of metaethnography and many evaluation approaches is unpacking, theorising and supporting the
resolution of social problems. Meta-ethnography studies have almost exclusively focused on
social problems in health, education and social care policy and programmes (Britten et al.,
2002; Campbell et al., 2011; France et al., 2014; Pilkington, 2018). Similarly, Shadish et al
(1991), in their classic review of seven evaluation theorists, identify that a core issue for
evaluation theory are contributions to resolving social problems. More recently, authors in
Hopson and Cram’s (2018) edited volume describe evaluation approaches that seek to tackle
social and environmental problems in complex ecologies and provide a strategic approach to
engage accountability mechanisms.

4.3 Selection Criteria for the Meta-Ethnography
The following section describes the selection and coherence of five of my articles and chapters
chosen for the meta-ethnography from a total portfolio of nine. The selection of articles and
chapters was based upon six criteria that were informed by the objective of the study and the
requirements of a meta-ethnography approach. These are outlined below. In applying these
criteria for selection, the nine studies were re-read twice in the selection process, given prior
familiarity.
Table 2: Selection Criteria for Studies to be Included in Meta-Ethnography

No. Criteria
1
The study provides insight on the interaction between evaluation and accountability
mechanisms
2
The publication needs to represent research that includes field work in which
theoretical terms are anchored in scientifically measurable or observable events
(VandenBos, 2013).
3
The study expands on rich theoretical and practical concepts that “explain social and
cultural events” (Noblit and Hare, 1988, p. 7). In the selection of articles and chapters
for this study two types of conceptual content were sought:
• application of a theory to help explain a phenomenon.
• adaptation of an evaluation practice or system in a particular social or cultural
setting.
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4

5

6

The study describes the context. Interpretation in a meta-ethnography requires
reasoning to encompass “different social and historical contexts, and differing values,
norms, and/or social relations” (Noblit and Hare, 1988, p. 29). The texts need to
provide descriptions of the context in which studies took place.
The articles and studies represent an amalgam of perspectives of professionals who
were engaged in the development of an evaluation or evaluation system, providing
an emic perspective on debates.
The study was published in books and journals and have gone through a substantive
peer review process to assure their quality.

The five selected articles and chapters (Porter, 2011, 2013, 2017; Porter and de Wet, 2009; S.
Porter and I. Goldman, 2013), met all of the criteria described above and are discussed in the
next section.
One article (Porter and Hawkins, 2019) is referenced and forms part of the portfolio informing
this thesis, but is not included in the meta-ethnography. The article did not conduct an
empirical field work and is not grounded in a particular context (points 2 and 4 in Table 1). The
article can be seen as an earlier attempt at synthesis that brings coherence to developing
evaluation systems reflecting on the two authors’ experience. The article contains pertinent
evidence and reflection which are helpful to forming the arguments in this thesis.11

4.4 The Coherence of the Five Selected Case Studies
The selected five articles and chapters (Porter, 2011, 2013, 2017; Porter and de Wet, 2009; S.
Porter and I. Goldman, 2013), present arguments based on 14 underlying case studies.12 Each of
the 14 case studies sought to understand how and why different types of evaluation systems
function through qualitative discussions. 13 Evaluation systems implement a range of evaluation
products and streams of data to provide information on overarching goals for an organisation.
The systems discussed in the articles were implemented in non-governmental and
governmental organisations and often incorporate monitoring as a form of evaluative enquiry.
The articles though largely authored or co-authored by me, nonetheless, provide a polyvocal
explanation of professionals writing, thinking, and support to the development of African
11

The three articles and chapters that were not included in the meta ethnography and are not widely referenced
in this work are: Plaatjies and Porter (2011) and Porter (2013) as neither provide insights on the relationship
between accountability and evaluation or are empirical; and Porter (2016), is an earlier version of Porter (2017),
with the more recent version being preferred.
12 Three cases are described completely in single articles in Porter(2011), Porter (2013) and Porter and De Wet
(2009), six studies are provided in an edited report Porter et al (2012), which were then summarised in Porter and
Goldman (2013). Finally, five case studies Adams et al (2013), Alemu and Latib (2013), Porter and Mulenga 2013,
Porter and Gasana (2013) and Kumwenda and Latib (2013), were summarised in Porter (2017)
13 Note that evaluation system is used here as an overarching term for planning, monitoring and evaluation
systems (PME) and monitoring and evaluation system (MandE), this is consistent with Scriven’s Scriven, M. (1991).
Evaluation Thesaurus (4th ed. ed.). Sage. definition of evaluation as “a key analytical process in all disciplined and
practical endeavours”.
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monitoring and evaluation systems; representing an ethnographic emic perspective. Each study
explores different conceptual frameworks, highlighting challenges faced, and suggesting
solutions. The articles and embedded case studies are not a single research project, with
funding or a research agenda, rather they provide thinking and ongoing reflection over a tenyear period. The thinking represented has a collective base. The underlying 14 cases are based
upon the work of multiple authors (Adams et al., 2013; Alemu and Latib, 2013; Kumwenda and
Latib, 2013; Porter, 2011, 2013; Porter and de Wet, 2009; Porter et al., 2012; Porter and
Gasana, 2013; Porter and Mulenga, 2013). My role in each case study was varied, sometimes I
was co-author, in others I was the overall study manager. The five articles represent summaries
of the case studies that were developed through written and inter-personal deliberations with
international development practitioners in consultancy, government, non-governmental
organisations (NGO) and academia.
The five studies selected are insightful for synthesis because they apply different conceptual
frames aligned in their intent to support the aims of international development policy, with an
ethic that prioritises development as the expansion of freedom (Sen, 1999). The metaethnography provides an overview of how these conceptual frameworks are mutually
reinforcing in conducting evaluation that affects accountability mechanisms. Each study reflects
on progressively larger political environments in grappling with how evaluation systems can be
developed. In the articles the accountability mechanisms and evaluation processes are enabled
or constrained by the political systems they work within. There is a chronology to the levels and
types of systems grappled with in the article that reflects the development of my career. The
below sub-sections describes the studies, the type of evaluation the paper is about, the type of
accountability mechanism it reflects on drawing on Table 1 presented earlier and Bovens
(2007), the main actors and how they encounter the interaction between accountability and
evaluation.
The selected studies consistently reflect upon how evaluation can affect accountability
mechanisms. A useful attribute of the studies is that they have been undertaken across
different types of evaluation systems in non-governmental organisations and governments. The
cases are presented chronologically, representing how my own career moved from community
development to working with donors to develop thinking on supporting national systems. By
interpreting and synthesising the five studies identified here, we can test the extent to which a
more encompassing interpretation of how evaluation affects accountability mechanisms can be
developed.
Porter and de Wet (2009). Who will guard the guardians? Amartya Sen's contribution to
development evaluation. Development in Practice, 19(3), 288-299.
The article Guarding the Guardians was completed drawing on research undertaken in Zambia
and South Africa for an HIV and AIDS programme funded and supported by an NGO in Southern
Africa within a community-based organizational (CBO) setting. The article explores the
application of Sen’s Capability Approach (1999; 2005) in the development of a monitoring and
evaluation system. The monitoring and evaluation system, which I implemented, integrated the
emphasis on deliberation, public reasoning and participation in the assessment of change from
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Sen’s writings. The implementation of the evaluation occurred with care-workers who reflected
on their work and the successes and challenges in their work within a multidimensional
framework (Alkire, 2005). The formal accountability mechanism connected to the evaluation
provided information within the NGO and to donors in an administrative manner focused on
project performance with reporting conducted hierarchically along a vertical chain from CBO to
NGO to donor.
The main finding of the case is that participants valued the process of evaluation because it
opened a space for them to influence the work of the implementing NGO, in a way holding
them to account. Porter and de Wet (2009) describe how the adapted evaluation processes
incorporate accountability mechanisms based on an ethic focused on expanding freedoms
through deliberations with community organisations. As a result, the case claims that
accountability was also expressed in a professional horizontal collective manner in additional to
main vertical streams. The case also discusses how different donors pressurise community
organisations through accountability requirements driven by their politics.
Porter, S. (2011). ‘'Helping' as an Evaluation Capacity Development Strategy in South Africa’. In R.
C. Rist, M-H. Boily, and F. Martin (Eds.), Influencing change: Building Evaluation Capacity to
Strengthen Governance. Washington, DC: World Bank.
The publication ‘Recognising Helping’ originates from the development of a monitoring system
for a President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) funded project that supported
orphans and other vulnerable children in South Africa. On this project I worked as the
monitoring and evaluation advisor. The case provides a retrospective study of the process of
establishing a monitoring system to meet USAID requirements for valid, reliable, precise and
timely information. The accountability mechanism was political and hierarchical, where upon
the US congress set targets for PEPFAR and individual NGOs and CBOs had to feed in
performance information that were aggregated along a vertical the chain of reporting. The
main actors in the case are the staff of the NGO and CBO partners involved in implementing the
system.
The study applied a middle-range theory for supporting organisational development (Schein,
2009). The main finding of this study was that the theory of Helping is a useful frame to develop
monitoring systems by mediating and bridging between different demands for accountability.
Porter (2011) discusses how processes were developed so that donor requirements were
helpful also to CBO accountability mechanisms in developing ongoing management discussions
and in supporting the delivery of services by community organisations. The ethic of the system
focused on improving the rights and capability of children affected and infected with HIV and
AIDS.
Porter, S., and Goldman, I. (2013). ‘A Growing Demand for Monitoring and Evaluation in Africa’.
African Evaluation Journal, 1(1), 9 pages. Available from: https://doi.org/10.4102/aej.v1i1.25
The article provides a synthesis of six underlying case studies of governmental Monitoring and
Evaluation systems in Africa (Porter et al., 2012). I co-commissioned these studies with the co-
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author and managed their implementation. The underlying case studies were written in order
to feed into a reflective practitioner workshop between government-led monitoring and
evaluation systems from across Africa. The article develops the concept of demand for
evaluation.
The article highlights how demand for evidence is connected to an increasingly active citizenry
seeking to expand their opportunities. The government monitoring and evaluation systems
work within a political hierarchical chain of accountability mechanisms reviewing performance
against given benchmarks often within a national development plan. In the article an active
citizenry is proposed as a trigger for policy makers requesting evidence, especially in the
executive branch of government. And so, responsiveness to citizens can be enhanced through
these systems. The main finding of this synthesis is that monitoring overshadows evaluation in
governmental systems. In tandem, in some countries there were emerging evaluation systems
in place to generate information independently of donors, which feed into national
accountability mechanisms.
Porter, S. (2013). ‘A Change of road for a rights-based approach? A case study of mobile
technology in KwaZulu Natal, South Africa’. In P. Gready and W. Vandenhole. (Eds.), Human
rights and development in the new Millennium: Towards a theory of change. London: Routledge.
The chapter ‘A Change of Road for the Rights-based Approach?’ describes an effort to
coordinate the work of community health workers with the government health system using a
mobile technology system to share information, aiming to address poverty guided by a rightsbased approach. I helped to conceptualise and develop this project based on my role as a
monitoring and evaluation advisor in the above-mentioned PEPFAR funded project.
In this case, the governmental bureaucratic accountability mechanisms operate in a strict
political hierarchy, removing discretion from actors lower in the system and reinforcing
information disconnects. The accountability focuses upwards and inwards, rather than to
people. The rights-based approach, meanwhile, has little relevance to the day-to-day delivery
of services. The chapter suggests developing the concept of joint-production (Clark et al., 2006;
Packard Foundation, 2010) to adapt the rights-based approach, enhance the accessibility of the
rights-based approach, and also provide a way of working with government accountability
mechanisms to strengthen their link to citizens on shared information. The main actors in the
paper are staff of NGOs, CBOs and government health service providers.
Porter, S. (2017). ‘A Framework for Identifying Entry Points for International Development
Evaluation to Enable Responsive Government Policy’. In D. Podems (Ed.), Democratic Evaluation
and Democracy: Exploring the Reality. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing.
The chapter focuses on how evaluation can enable responsive government policy through a
synthesis of five case studies of country monitoring and evaluation systems using a principalagent perspective (Lindberg, 2013; Stiglitz, 2002). The studies and synthesis were funded by
DFID to inform their work on developing country monitoring and evaluation systems. I managed
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the implementation of these studies and wrote two of the studies (Porter and Gasana, 2013;
Porter and Mulenga, 2013).
The chapter highlights how the political economy of monitoring and evaluation systems within
a country enables and constrains the use of evidence. The chapter argues that the political
economy defines the spaces in which evidence is likely to be treated as useful at all levels of the
system, from the community organisations to cabinet meetings. The chapter identifies that for
the evaluation system to enable responsiveness to poor people, you need to work with an
understanding of the politics to define likely entry-points to assist changes in practice. The
chapter demonstrates that there are a range of types of accountability mechanisms in play in
national evaluation systems, although the ostensible logic might be vertical, there are spaces
and opportunities to frame how accountability mechanisms function perhaps in horizontal,
diagonal and indeed citizen facing manner. The main actors considered in this article includes
government, evaluation professionals, academics and think tanks, NGOs and politicians.
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5. Undertaking the Meta-ethnography the Method for Reading,
Relating and Translating the Studies - Phase 3-6
The following section provides the methodology and illustrations of the process for phases 3-6
of the meta-ethnography. Each of the phases in this section builds upon the literature review helping to get started (phase 1) -, and the objectives, questions and study selection that defined
what is relevant (phase 2) for this study. The following section describes each phase of the
meta-ethnography that involved the process of reading, juxtaposition, translation,
interpretation and synthesis – phases 3-6 of the meta-ethnography. These phases take place
simultaneously.
In reviewing the studies, two approaches have been undertaken: Holistic reading and dynamic
reading. Holistic reading reviews the whole texts for the overall arguments and ideas
developed. Dynamic reading, meanwhile, reviews texts for topics, and seeking to represent
their different meanings. Throughout the process of synthesis (phases 3 to 6) dynamic and
holistic reading of the selected texts took place.

5.1 Reading and Rereading the Studies - Phase 3
The in depth reading and re-reading of studies was initially undertaken chronologically starting
with the earliest article, in alignment with the advice of Atkins et al (2008). Chronological
reading allows the identification of how topics have emerged over time. This is important as the
studies show how my thinking on the theory and practice of evaluation evolved as my career
developed. Initially, holistic reading was the dominant way studies were interacted with. As the
research advanced, holistic reading diminished and dynamic reading increased.
Holistic Reading
Two rounds of reading the complete studies was undertaken. The context of the study and
some of the main issues arising were noted.
Dynamic Reading
Initially, extracts of interest were identified, but there was no reading for individual topics.

5.2 Determining how the Studies are Related - Phase 4
Determining relationships between the studies involves interpretation and juxtaposition. This is
the first phase in which dynamic reading occurred. The chronological reading of texts was
maintained. Following the advice of France et al (2019), specific aspects of the study were
targeted in determining how studies are related, as described below.
Holistic Reading
Three rounds of systematic reading of each of the five texts was completed, focused on how
accountability and evaluation connect. The first read identified the theory and linked elements
that were applied in each study. The second read identified topics related to evaluation practice
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and how they interact with accountability mechanisms. The third read drew out further
contextual issues defining how accountability mechanisms functioned. Through this process,
similar topics within articles were identified and extracted into a separate new analysis for each
study. A single topic could have multiple related extracts from different areas of the same
study.
Dynamic Reading
After each round of reading individual studies, topics were noted, and the related text
extracted. Each cluster of topics was then interpreted and a summary interpretation produced
describing the theme arising from the cluster of topics. The process was grounded, but also
informed by the issues that emerged during the literature review. The themes that emerged
from the topics and their interpretations across all texts were then transcribed into an overall
table and juxtaposed. Table 3 below provides an example of the interpretation that generated a
theme during this phase.
Table 3: Example of Theme Generation

Theme

Topics

Evaluation
challenges
those who
hold
power

“We argue that by giving a central position to public
discussion, social agitation, and open debate, and
understanding development as freedom, a wider array of
stakeholders can exercise power in a more open and explicit
manner.” (Porter and de Wet, 2009, p. 292)
“The maxim ‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’ (Who will guard
the guardians?) (we discuss the identity of the guardians
below) is a matter of central importance in political science,
and an appropriate principle to guide us in our critical
reflections on development practice.” (Porter and de Wet,
2009, pp. 297-298)

Interpretation
and related
themes
Reasoned
debate and
participation
help to generate
tensions and
challenge those
in power.
The concept
relates to others
that focus on
affecting agents
with power

“These questions, regarding the distribution of power in
development, if they are addressed by reasoned debate and
if they incorporate input from the disadvantaged, can
challenge those in power – the guardians.” (Porter and de
Wet, 2009, p. 298)
The process of dynamic reading also helped to support my own reflexivity. In reflecting upon
the article or chapters important elements around my role, the origin, context and connections
between the studies became apparent. In phase 4 emerging themes were interpreted for each
article and similar interpretations were identified and sign-posted across studies.

44

5.3 Translating the Studies into one another - Phase 5
Translation of studies into one another takes place by identifying how studies are like each
other through the refinement of themes into concepts and the identification of analogies
between the studies. The development of the concepts took place in a manner that sought to
protect the holism of each study by maintaining the key metaphors that arose in the underlying
data.
Holistic Reading
The studies were read holistically at the end of the process of interpretation to check that the
concepts were analogous to the issues identified in each study.
Dynamic Reading
The overall study question ‘How does evaluation affect accountability mechanisms?’ was
referenced to identify and guide translation from themes into concepts that explain a specific
issue. Through this process the interpretations moved beyond the themes identified in the
selected texts. By further juxtaposing themes across articles, and checking back against the
overall question, new concepts started to emerge in more detail. These concepts were given
working titles. A new table was generated that helped to compare and contrast underlying
themes and interpretations. In the process of translation, notes on the context and meaning of
each case were cross-referenced by maintaining links to the underlying text.
In Noblit and Hare’s (1988) terms, reciprocal synthesis took place where “in iterative fashion
each study is translated into the terms (metaphors) of the others and vice versa” (Noblit and
Hare, 1988, p. 38). In developing concepts (metaphors) a more complete understanding of all
studies was achieved, providing an initial overarching synthesis. Through this process, in
alignment with Campbell et al (2011), concepts were not stripped of context and meaning
through recursive summarisation.
The example below in Table 4 demonstrates how themes from three different studies were
translated to develop an overarching concept. Each study articulated a different aspect of how
power is held in relationships when implementing an evaluation. The first example highlights
tensions generated with those who hold power through evaluation, the second talks to the
importance of managing power relations within evaluation, the third highlights ways to manage
relationships in an equitable manner.
From the three different themes a new concept emerges that emphasises that evaluation
affects accountability when the process seeks to engage agents with power with an
understanding of their perspective. In this way we move from a discussion that the tactics of
evaluation need to change to improve the way it’s used, an issue covered by previous authors
(House, 1980; House and Howe, 1999), to a more strategic and substantive engagement
whereby an evaluator seeks to perceive an issue from the perspective of those with power.
Table 4: Example of Translation from theme to concept
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Article/
Chapter

Theme in paper

Interpretation

Guarding
the
Guardians

Evaluation
challenges those
who hold power

Reasoned debate and participation
help to generate tensions and
challenge those in power.

Responsive Managing power
Government relations
Policy

Helping

Relationships
between different
actors are based
on fair and
equitable practice
for those involved

Understanding power and situating
evaluation within the relational
domain of the evaluation process.
This is not only about recognising
power but having a systems
perspective on how to develop
power relations.
Relationships integrate the technical
and the social, they enable progress
to be made on difficult issues and
moving at different speeds with the
audiences and economics.

Concept

Access agents
with power to
understand their
truths/
perspectives
within evaluation
processes

The concepts and their corresponding interpretations were mapped and remapped against the
articles, until eventually all concepts could be related to a cluster. Through this process the
clusters of concepts were gradually collapsed, generating four overarching concepts. The titles
of these concepts were then refined to represent overall translations of the underlying issues
and interpretations. In the process the different theoretical starting points (e.g. capability
approach, rights-based approach) and circumstantial nuances were maintained in the
underlying descriptions.
Through the process concepts emerged at two different levels of interaction and relationship
building, as summarised below.
1.
2.
3.
4.

In the authorising environment - Navigate the authorising environment based on a goal
In the evaluation process - Expand the focus of demand
In the evaluation process - Access and respect the agenda of agents with power
In the evaluation process - Undertake a shared journey on evaluation quality

The concept of navigating decision-makers based on a goal emerged as predominantly
operating in the authorising environment. Accountability mechanisms and evaluation processes
operate within overall authorising environments. The authorising environment convenes agents
in formal spaces and represents a strategic space of decision-making in Fox’s (2015)
perspective. An authorising environment links the formal chain of agents that hold
accountability for making decisions; without their authorisation resources will not be formally
allocated to an intervention (Benington and Moore, 2011). In each of the studies interpreted,
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authorising environments are defined; each being context specific, distinct in both their
tangible (location and people) and intangible (culture, values and political economy) aspects. In
the authorising environment, evaluators need to operate and form relationships in the
decision-making system where agents with power meet and set agendas.
Meanwhile three concepts emerged predominantly at an analytical level related to the
evaluation process. While many of the technical parameters of the evaluation process have
been well defined, the specific guidance around relational processes still forms a more limited
part of the literature, only recently being more fully detailed (Hopson and Cram, 2018; Marra,
2018). An evaluation process typically involves the stages of planning, commissioning,
undertaking, reporting and follow-up (Hawkins, 2010; Patton, 2008). The evaluation process
can be conducted before, during or after implementation – whether for a process, product,
program, product or policy (Chen, 2005; Owen, 2007). An evaluation process represents a
tactical space where only some degree of change in accountability mechanisms can occur. The
process of translation suggested that expanding the focus of demand, accessing and respecting
the agenda of agents with power and undertaking a shared journey on evaluation quality all
contributed to affecting accountability mechanisms through the instrumental use of evaluation.
This goes further than the literature review, which only partially represented how relational
connections to accountability mechanisms could affect the use of evaluation.
The four concepts and contexts were then reviewed to understand whether these translations
could be elaborated into a line-of-argument synthesis to connect these concepts together to
form a middle-range theory (phase 6 of the meta-ethnography).

5.4 Synthesising the Translation - Phase 6
Until now the translations have been developed within channels generating separate clusters of
concepts developed. A line-of-argument synthesis goes further by identifying how individual
concepts connect, to anticipate how evaluation can affect accountability in other situations.
Lines-of-argument synthesis are new interpretations that help to bring together the similarities
and contrasts of cases into an overall argument (France et al., 2019). To undertake a line-ofargument synthesis we start to examine the connections between the translations and
understand how context affects each. This means analysing each translation seeks to generate
interconnections and understand differentiating contextual conditions.
Holistic Reading
The original articles were read again holistically upon summarising the clusters, to check the
translations and then overall synthesis. None of the translations was found to be out of
alignment or jarring against the original text.
Dynamic Reading
In developing and testing a lines-of-argument synthesis the translations were reviewed against
the underlying extracts and narratives. In the review, similarities and differences in emphasis
were identified to further nuance understanding of the overall translation. The successive
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comparison of similarities and differences in emphasis helped to refine the interpretations and
translations. Noting the similarities helped to focus the description to ensure the capture of the
main points for each concept. Understanding the different areas of emphasis brought out
nuances in how the interpretations worked together. Through this process the development of
headline connections between cluster concepts took place.
Similarities and differences were compared in light of the contextual conditions in each study.
Maintaining a link from translations to the context in which they occurred distinguishes metaethnography from other more aggregative forms of qualitative synthesis (Noblit and Hare,
1988). In contrasting similarities and differences their salience was crossed-referenced against
the type of evaluation process, the organizational conditions in which they arose, and the kind
of agents involved and their relative power.
In working through each translation in this way, the connections could be understood: how
each “fit” and “work” together (Noblit and Hare, 1988, p. 63) . At the broadest level each
cluster is about the astute management of relationships as the main pathway to affect agents
who exercise power in accountability mechanisms. Magnifying the details of each concept
emphasises differentiated aspects of relationships. Building on the examples presented earlier,
Table 6 shows how nuance of the overall translations develops through examining similarities
and differences.
Table 5: Similarities and Contrasts

Article/
Chapter

Themes and Topics in paper

Similarities

Contextual
Conditions

Guarding
the
Guardians

Evaluation challenges those who
hold power –

Emphasis on
dialogue
and debate
in the
relational
nature of
evaluation

Participatory
development
orientation in
organization

“We argue that by giving a central
position to public discussion,
social agitation, and open
debate…a wider array of
stakeholders can exercise power
in a more open and explicit
manner.” (Porter and de Wet,
2009, p. 292)

Conducted at
grassroots
level
physically
and
psychological
distant from
authorising
environment

Contrast
with other
concepts
Though
public
debate is
highlighted,
the concept
does not
engage with
the broader
power
structures in
society.
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Responsive Managing power relations –
Government
Policy
“While principals transfer power
to an agent, there are issues with
who monitors the transfer of
power. In countries where
development aid is delivered,
power is often centralised in a
strong executive or elite group.
Knowing how the elite group
operates helps to identify where
accountability mechanisms work
for private, rather than public
interests.” (Porter, 2017, p. 25)
Helping
Relationships between different
actors are based on fair and
equitable practice for those
involved
“Helping encompasses developing
horizontal relationship between
the helper and the helped rather
than vertical teacher and student
relations.” (Porter, 2011, p. 157)

Emphasis on
the different
relationships
needed.

Relational
and
'horizontal'
relationships
- implied is
the
importance
of dialogue
and debate.

Case studies
took place in
context
where elite
interests and
different
forms of rent
seeking
dominated
the logic of
development.

There is a
wider
system of
power and
relationships
beyond an
evaluation
study.

Donor
determined
development
provided
pathways for
NGO staff to
develop
career and
CBOs to
garner
resources for
local elite and
local needs.

The
approach of
Helping
enables the
evaluator to
connect to
different
perspectives.

Different
agents need
to be heard
differently

Having developed and cross-referenced all the similarities, contrasts and then elaborated the
overall description of each, I undertook a cross-check of my own articles and chapters to
understand whether there were further insights that could be related to the overarching
translations. For example, issues around capacity were not initially picked-up across all
readings; through further iteration and the use of word search, new extracts around capacity
development were identified that reinforced the overall synthesis.
By developing the similarities and contrasts we move beyond describing the translation to
affirming new concepts and identifying the core elements of a middle-range theory that
includes:
•
•
•
•

Where – The most salient places where each concept affects accountability mechanisms
Why – The importance for understanding how evaluation affects accountability
What – The targeted areas of practice of change through this concept
How – The practical approaches through which the concept comes into operation
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The synthesis generated does not specify the agents targeted to form relationships (who). At a
broad level, agents with power should be engaged with, but these agents vary depending on
the political economy of the context. For example, in a non-governmental organisation, agents
were engaged in the donor community and in the local geographic communities. Whereas
when operating at the level of the government system, agents potentially engaged include
parliamentarians and managers in the public service. The core elements of a middle range
theory are elaborated upon in the next section that represents the adopted line-of-argument
synthesis.
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6. Expressing the Synthesis - Phase 7:
The main message of the synthesis is that accountability mechanisms are affected by evaluation
through the combined interaction with strategic and tactical processes that relate to agents in
accountability. We can anticipate that accountability mechanisms are affected when evaluators
work through four overarching relational concepts. Relational practice pays attention to how
the ability to work and communicate with others builds or crumbles through speech, acts,
behaviours, interactions, affected by contexts and significant power differences that can
dominate others (Hopson and Cram, 2018). Strategically the middle range theory prioritizes
navigating the authorising environment in order to develop partnerships that provide
leadership and exercise power towards a common goal. Three tactics implemented in the
process of evaluation support strategic change in the authorising environment. When
evaluators work towards a common goal in an accountability mechanism’s authorising
environment and activate the three tactics in the process of evaluation, the logic of decisionmaking adapts. Figure 5 illustrates and summarises the concepts.
Figure 5: Four Concepts through which Evaluation affects Accountability Mechanisms

Authorizing Environment
Navigate the authorizing environment based on a goal
Accountability
Mechanisms

Evaluation Processes

Expand the
focus of
demand

Access and Shared journey
respect
on evaluation
agents with
quality
power

In each of the studies within the meta-ethnography, elements of all of these concepts are
activated or identified as important. The following section dives into the detail of the concepts
starting with the authorising environment, the strategic domain for affecting accountability
mechanisms. Discussion of the location of concepts, why they are important, and what
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processes change as a result of their implementation are presented for each concept. How to
activate concepts cuts across the studies and discussed in regard to their different approaches.

6.1 The Authorising Environment - Evaluators need to operate and form relationships
in the decision-making system where agents with power meet and set agendas.
Evaluation theory and evidence-based practice often focuses on delivering an evaluation or
making tactical changes to processes of interaction as demonstrated in the literature review.
Many evaluators, however, spend time placing themselves, working in and relating to
authorising environments, where the capability for power to be exercised in a manner that
dominates other decision-making structure exists. These examples show that authorising
environments provides a strategic location to affect accountability mechanisms. In working in
the authorising environment evaluators come into closer contact with political decision-makers
and can influence the criteria applied in accountability mechanisms, thereby providing a
strategic point for influencing change (Fox, 2015). Similar arguments about the importance of
the authorising environment to evaluation are also made in the context of governments by
Lopez-Acevedo et al, (2012) and Picciotto and Wiesner (1998); and by Holvoet and Dewachter
(2013) in relation to evaluation associations.

6.2 Navigating the Authorising Environment based on a Goal
To affect accountability mechanisms evaluators need to develop relationships across an
authorising environment with agents who share common goals that may include social
betterment (Mark et al., 1999), oversight (Chelimsky, 2006), transformation (Mertens, 2009) or
performance (Rossi et al., 2018). Evaluators can be assisted in understanding how power
operates in visible, hidden and invisible forms to enable or constrain opportunities. Across all
the studies the ethical orientation in terms of Sen’s (1999) conception of expanding freedom
remains the consistent frame to navigate in the authorising environment.
Why is navigating the authorising environment important?
When evaluators develop a vision of change with others in the authorising environment then
they are able to affect how criteria are formed and executed across a range of accountability
mechanisms. In each of the studies interpreted, working across sections of the authorising
environment was important to refine agreement on the criteria and standards deemed to be
relevant, the first two steps in the logic of evaluation. This occurred whether in the
implementation of a monitoring system or in identifying specific entry-points for improved
evidence-based practice.
Authorising environments work in a network fashion (Sørensen and Torfing, 2016). Therefore,
the development of a shared vision in an authorising environment requires work across
networks of agents. The following quote from Porter (2013, p. 237) reinforces that there are
real world consequences of not consolidating criteria of success across a network:
Over a period of two years, some hospital equipment awaiting collection and transport
to the local hospital was left outside. It was once reasonably usable, but slowly
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disintegrated over time. Where beds once were, now rusty health hazards stood in a
clinic’s yard. The community organisation that witnessed this would not challenge the
hospital for fear of repercussions. The local clinic attempted to intervene but the
hospital, to which the clinic reported, did not respond. (Porter, 2013, p. 237)
Navigating decision-makers is insufficient in itself . To affect accountability mechanisms across
authorising environments, evaluators need to navigate decision-making based on an ethically
informed goal, in order to work in a professionally proper manner and connect appropriately
those with the capability to exercise power.14 For evaluation to affect accountability there
needs to be a vision, a set of values and a philosophy that guides implementation and the
development of evaluation systems that are attuned to the goals of agents in the authorising.
Without a goal that guides the development of relationships, the change that evaluators are
seeking to effect will remain unclear and they will not connect with the visible and hidden
agendas of agents or navigate invisible systems of power.
Across the studies the expansion of freedom based upon Sen’s capability approach was an
explicit or underlying goal that informed interactions with the authorising environment. Porter
and de Wet (2009) provides the most explicit connection arguing that taking a view of
development as freedom enabled care workers to hold the implementing agency to account, in
a manner that resonated with donors. Porter and Goldman (2013) and Porter (2017) argue that
the goal for monitoring and evaluation systems should be enhanced responsiveness to citizens
and in this they are informed by a perspective of Sen. The rights-based approach of Porter
(2013) closely links to the arguments of Sen in terms of public reasoning and assessing the
capability of individuals. Porter (2011) in describing Helping outlines an approach to develop
and undertake reasoned debate, in a similar vein to Sen.
What changes in evaluation through navigating the authorising environment?
An evaluation process by itself is unlikely to shift an accountability mechanism. By navigating
the authorising environment evaluators can help shape the way accountability mechanisms
interact. In the studies that fed into the meta-ethnography, descriptions of the authorising
environment emphasise the importance of identifying power dynamics in visible, hidden or
invisible forms.
To navigate the authorising environment, evaluators and those managing evaluation systems
maintain a focus on working in the broader politics of their environment, sometimes called the
political economy. To navigate the politics, evaluators need to implement tools to analyse the
roles of agents in demanding evidence and developing relationships with those who have
power to set the policy agenda and see the importance of evidence in improving practice.

14

In the evaluation standards developed by Yarborough et al (2011) working in a proper manner is termed
proprietary and entails amongst other standards a responsive and inclusive orientation and human rights and
respect.
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Porter (2017, p. 21) develops the concept of the authorising environment within an evaluation
setting by working through principal and agent linkages and . Porter (2017) highlights that
agents become principals when power is assigned to a specified set of agents, for example,
when a citizen transfers power to an agent (politicians) to act on his/her behalf through
elections, or through guaranteeing security where there is a history of violence. Principals in the
state apparatus broadly define the prevalent configuration of the authorising environment and
are the demand side of evaluation. In this role they have the capability to exercise power
through the state apparatus, stop issues from emerging and unconsciously maintain cultures of
domination. Porter (2017) further outlines a range of tools to reflect on the different roles and
motivations played by principals in an evaluation system. These are discussed further in section
6.7.
To form relationships evaluators, need also to change how they work to improve information
flows between stakeholders in the authorising environment. There are asymmetries of
information between those governing and those governed, and just as markets strive to
overcome asymmetries of information, evaluators need to look for ways by which the scope for
asymmetries of information between political agents can be limited and their consequences
mitigated (Porter, 2013) in order to generate spaces for the contestation of power or surface
invisible unconscious domination. For example, although donor demand for evaluation can
usurp country evidence requirements, the studies show that it is too simplistic to consider
donor demand for evaluation as narrowly focused upon their own interests.
As Porter (2017) highlights, on occasions where government takes an interest, donors’ demand
for evidence can lead to shifts in implementation. For example, in Malawi the government used
the recommendations from an evaluation commissioned by donors of a cash transfer program
to expand the program. Evaluators and managers of evaluation systems need to ensure their
practice helps different agents to see complementary roles based on their respective
capabilities to exercise power.
Porter and Goldman (2013, p. 2), meanwhile provide a dynamic view of how an authorising
environment functions between different interests related to a results-based orientation to
government. They argue that demand as an active expression of power is shaped by both rentseeking and performance-focused groups. Yet, this expression of power is formed within barely
documented processes within countries where interests are negotiated. Consequently, in
navigating the authoring environment evaluators can identify strategic opportunities for taking
forward a results-orientated reform agenda, using evidence to support improvements in
delivery.
Porter (2009; 2011) describe how NGOs work in a multi-faceted authorising environment where
organisational management, community partners and donors operate together. In NGOs donor
demands in the authorising environment can have both positive and negative effects. Porter
and de Wet (2009, p. 296) highlight the effects of the broader international development
authorising environment as well as the organisational management processes in dominating
how the reporting of development occurs. The authors argue that the overarching environment
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restricts what can be imagined, creating an invisible force constraining action. Porter and de
Wet (2009) illustrate how donor demands hamper the assessment of change related to HIV and
AIDS responses. This leads to an assessment where evaluators seek alternative types of
accountability relationship outside of the hierarchy of reporting and in Porter and de Wet
(2009) a more horizontal evaluation practice.
In contrast, in developing a project monitoring and evaluation system, Porter (2011, p. 165)
highlights that in responding to the exercise of power through donor demands enabled more
positive discussions of performance in a variety of authorising spaces:
“First, the [donor] data quality audit revealed an immediate improvement in the
data...these improvements satisfied the demand for evaluation at the AMREF level. The
evaluation team was able to enter into detailed discussions with partners about the way
the project operates, how their staff work, and how the management support
decisions—all based on up-to-date, reliable evidence.”
Porter (2011) illustrates that by considering the donor driven authorising environment
evaluators can identify areas to expand evaluation practice within their organisation.

6.3 The Evaluation Process – Focus on Interrelationships that Substantively Affect
Accountability Mechanisms
The synthesis shows that evaluators form relationships and affect accountability mechanisms in
a tactical manner, namely: expand the focus of demand; access the agenda of agents with
power; and undertake a shared journey on evaluation quality. All three of these concepts
interact with power tactically, in that they are bounded within an evaluation process and work
mainly on changing the terms of information provision (Fox, 2015). Implementation of these
concepts supports evaluators working in the authorising environment in that work towards
goals is grounded in actual processes of evaluation. This does not mean, however, that these
concepts can be directly applied in the evaluation processes. The empirical evidence in the
meta-ethnography only highlighted their application in evaluation processes, rather than the
authorising environment.

6.4 Expanding the Focus of Demand
Evaluators often face constraints in the active demand for evidence. To affect accountability
mechanisms, evaluators need to work with agents who hold power to dominate others and
expand their range of demands for evidence, aligned to the goal they are seeking to achieve.
Why is expanding the focus of demand important?
Even with evaluators effectively navigating the authorising environment it is likely that actual
evaluation processes will remain constrained by forces of power beyond the influence of the
evaluator. The main constraining factor identified in the articles and chapters was the structure
of demand during evaluation processes, which provides the visible structuring of power
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relations. A demand for evaluation arises when “decision makers require or are influenced to
ask for evidence” (Porter, 2017, p. 21).
Porter (2011, p. 155) notes that:
“the effectiveness of evaluation is defined by how the demand is structured for
improved results and performance. When short-term goals are the driving force, the
direction is inappropriate and rewards are perverse; independent, credible, and useful
evaluation capacity cannot be developed.”
The studies identify that the information base prescribed by accountability mechanisms often
narrowly focuses on fulfilling limited informational requirements. In particular, in monitoring
systems the results-based notions that were applied, generated in francophone contexts
“perverse incentives that reinforce upward compliance and contrôle to the detriment of more
developmental uses of monitoring and evaluation evidence.” (S. Porter and Goldman, 2013, p.
2). Meanwhile Porter and de Wet (2009) noted that the manner in which classic control-group
methodologies had been prescribed by law in the USA, generated a demand that excluded
other lines of enquiry or knowledge. Expanding the focus of demand is important because it
affects the information deemed to be relevant during an evaluation process.
Evaluators, even in limited ways, should look to find ways to expand the focus of demand,
working through constraints in the evaluation process by identifying spaces of contestation or
unconscious exercises of power that are divergent from the aims of international development
(see 6.7 for discussion of approaches that enable the surfacing contestation). The evaluation
process will then have the potential to instil, reinforce and challenge current demands. In an
evaluation process, attempts to shift demands can, for example, focus upon the questions
being answered. By contrast, in the authorising environment the evaluator seeks to shape the
overall system of demand by navigating the interests of different agents rather than answer
specific questions.
What changes through expanding the focus of demand?
Expanding the focus of demand means that evaluation processes nurture incipient demand for
evidence. Nurturing demand also recognises constraints and instils a sense of realism about the
extent of change possible within the accountability mechanism. Evaluations are commissioned
by a type of accountability mechanism often working in a vertical, performance orientated
manner, whether as a funded independent unit or as consultants. As a result, when conducting
an evaluation, certain choices are bounded and targeting the expansion of demand means
being thoughtful about where to spend your relational capital.
Porter and Goldman (2013), do not suggest revolutionary action like replacing the system, but
rather propose working with agents aligned to shared goals who hold a capability to exercise
power through evaluation and have yet to do so. For example, the authors suggest working
with legislatures and donors in reporting processes (Porter and Goldman, 2013), which will
help to surface potentially hidden contestation of agendas. Porter (2013) argues that to expand
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the focus of demand requires greater inclusion and deliberation in deciding what information is
relevant in the form of processes of joint-production. The arguments on joint-production
resonate with authors in the evaluation literature who emphasise the importance of
participation and shared decision making in evaluation processes (Patton, 2010; Ryan et al.,
1996; Van Der Meer and Edelenbos, 2006; Zapico-Goñi, 2007). Operating in a constrained
manner, focusing on how to include people in different ways in the evaluation process,
recognises the limited formal power of the evaluator and the need for allies in expanding the
focus of demand.

6.5 Access and Respect the Agenda of Agents with Power
Evaluations often neatly categorise people either as respondents to the evaluation questions or
as agents they report to. Accountability mechanisms are in practice not so neatly delineated,
with people straddling both groups. To affect accountability mechanisms, evaluators need to
understand what interest groups with power want out of a situation by accessing and reporting
to and against their perspectives through the evaluation.
Why is accessing and respecting the agenda of agents with power important?
Unless an evaluator can work across and engage in reasoned debate with different agents who
hold power, they cannot access the different perspectives that agents hold in accountability
mechanisms. Agents with power are not just those with formal authority within an evaluation;
they also include people who are being targeted by an intervention and exercise their own
agency in an evaluation to push their interests. Engaging with agents is not about ceding an
evaluator’s independence; but rather about understanding the agents’ perspectives in order to
speak truth to those with the power to dominate others in a way that can be heard. This
concept overlaps with expanding the focus of demand and developing a shared journey on
evaluation quality by enabling evaluators to work in a way that better communicates with
agents. The concept of accessing and respecting the agenda of agents with power aligns with
culturally competent evaluation that recognises that evaluators need to move beyond their
own narrow assumptions and work with “diverse sociocultural perspectives and experiences”
(Hopson, 2003, p. 1).
Porter and de Wet (2009, p. 289) provide a metaphor that helpfully frames the issue in relation
to the exercise of power, the maxim “‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’ (Who will guard the
guardians?)” In asking who will guard the guardians we are reflecting that the potential to
exercise of power also needs to come with its constraint. Accountability mechanisms exercise
and constrain power through mandates that define criteria, agreed standards, measurement
and synthesis of the potential deployment of sanctions. An evaluator that affects accountability
mechanisms will understand both the exercise of power and its constraints in undertaking
evaluations.
What changes through accessing the agenda of agents?
Accessing different agents to understand their agendas changes the conduct of evaluation by
connecting to, representing and showing respect for differing perspectives. This approach to
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accessing the agendas of agents is aligned in the chapters and articles interpreted to an ethic
that focuses attention on expanding freedom is developed. Within accessing the agenda of
agents, particular attention should be paid to hidden and invisible power as well as more
formalised roles that constrain the realisation of freedom.
An important area where the evaluation process changes in accessing the agenda of agents is
when evaluators seek to undertake inclusive discussion during an evaluation. For example,
through the application of the Action Learning process, Porter and de Wet (2009, p. 295) sought
to access alternative definitions of success and support mutual accountability. Through this
process the care givers in the evaluation were able to articulate their own view of success:
“A statement from the Zambian participants movingly summarises the majority of
recommendations of both groups of care givers during the focus groups: ‘First you take
care of the care giver, then you take care of the client’.”
The point highlights that the care givers themselves are active agents using the evaluation
process to further their own agenda and contest the power of others. By understanding this
perspective, the evaluation process in reporting and feeding back was better able to
acknowledge their perspective and prioritise it in regard to other agendas. In this case, the
feedback from the care workers reinforced an existing orientation of the programme to provide
further support and to develop the capacities of community care givers, as a niche area, given
that many other organisations were focusing on the quality of care. 15
Porter (2017), demonstrates the importance of accessing the agendas of agents in a systemic
manner by applying a principal-agent framework (Lindberg, 2013; Stiglitz, 2002). The evaluation
changes as the evaluators seeks to connect to the roles of principals, intermediaries and agents.
For example, the chapter further develops the segmentation of agents with the idea that there
are intermediaries who work in-between principals, who demand evaluation, and agents that
undertake evaluation processes and activities.
Porter (2011) provides an example of where insufficient examination of different interests led
to gaps in the influence of an evaluation. In analysing the process of developing a monitoring
system for community care organisations the theory of Helping developed by Schein (2009) was
applied. Porter (2011, p. 165) noted that in focusing on the care workers in developing the
monitoring system, other groups such as managers of community organisations became less
involved. Had managers been more fully involved, it is possible that they could have better
accessed organisational power structures and better supported information use.
Recognising that different agents are constraining as well as exercising power (guarding
guardians) requires that the evaluator, in accordance with the advice of Sen (Gasper, 2002),
respects that agents are authors of their own destiny in exercising their judgement. The
evaluator will seek to be influential through their findings, by expanding the criteria and by
15

The orientation to care workers is demonstrated through VSO-RAISA’s (2007) Conference report
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developing evaluative thinking (e.g. surfacing contestation, providing counter-factual scenarios
and identifying unconscious reasoning). But they accept, humbly, that agents are exercising
power and, in the end, own the decisions they make.
As the evaluation process changes to pay attention to the agenda of agents, so improved
connections to accountability mechanisms are developed, which allows for the prioritisation of
findings aligned to common goals. Respecting that people will use evidence to be authors of
their own density is an important element of the change, a point that resonates with practices
of democratic evaluation (Kushner, 2002). By understanding different agendas, whether those
with more or less influence, an accountability mechanism can be affected.

6.6 Undertake a Shared Journey on Evaluation Quality - Evaluation Capacity is
Developed with Interests through the Process of Evaluation
Agents in accountability mechanisms need to be assured of the quality of evaluations if they are
to use them (Lopez-Acevedo et al, 2012). The development of capacities through evaluation
processes required the definition of appropriate evaluation quality for the context (King, 2007;
Preskill and Boyle, 2008; Taylor‐Powell and Boyd, 2008). The definition of evaluation quality in a
specific context is a shared endeavour requiring the participation of a range of stakeholders
(Hawkins, 2010).
Why is undertaking a shared journey of evaluation quality important?
Evaluation capacity enables agents in accountability mechanisms to debate and request
appropriate forms and monitor the quality of evaluation. When agents can identify the values
that they want to assess, the issues they would like to question and the range of methods that
are used, they will be able to confidently enter into conversations with evaluators. Therefore,
they will be able to better manage the quality of evaluations focusing on an agreed goal.
Practical capacity will only be really accrued during an evaluation process, though conceptual
knowledge can be developed in training courses. Evaluators have a role to play in developing
capacity for evaluation during the process of the evaluation.
A wide variety of texts have made arguments about what constitutes appropriate
methodological and process quality in evaluation (Davidson, 2005; Duflo and Banerjee, 2017;
Patton, 2008; Shadish et al., 1991). These methods texts do not often bring out that quality
needs to be developed in accordance with local demands for evidence in order for the
evaluation to be influential; this issue is more deeply covered in the evaluation capacity
development literature (Boyle et al., 1999; Lopez-Acevedo et al., 2012; Mackay, 2007). Porter
and Hawkins (2019, p. 94), for example, argue that:
“standards of appropriate methodological and process rigor are… put into operation for
specific organisational environments in developing an evaluation system. Different
organisational evaluation systems often define their own typologies of evaluation,
interpretations of quality standards, methods, and quality review mechanisms
depending on their own institutional demand for evaluation.”
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In practice there is information asymmetry between evaluators and accountability forums;
the expertise of evaluators can be a barrier to developing quality. By developing capacity,
evaluation is not seen as the preserve of a limited number of experts, everybody can situate
and see themselves as an evaluator. As numerous agents situate themselves in an evaluation
process, so the journey on evaluation quality becomes one shared with the evaluator, forming
a common language. This also helps to reduce risk in the process of evaluation, since
commissioners and evaluators will be able to jointly clarify expectations of success and
identify how the process interacts with their own positions of power (Porter, 2013).
What changes through undertaking a shared journey on evaluation quality?
Undertaking a shared journey on evaluation quality leads to an increased focus on developing
capacities of agents who manage and commission evaluations. A challenge in developing
capacity is that evaluative thinking that supports reasoned contestation at both the individual
and collective levels need to be developed. Buckley et al (2015, p. 376) argue that evaluative
thinking at an individual level is:
“critical thinking applied in the context of evaluation, motivated by an attitude of
inquisitiveness and a belief in the value of evidence, that involves identifying
assumptions, posing thoughtful questions, pursuing deeper understanding through
reflection and perspective taking, and informing decisions in preparation for action.”
Schwandt (2018) added to this argument that evaluative thinking works collectively by engaging
people in deliberate collaborative processes that help to understand how different interests
frame or bound solutions.
Porter (2013) demonstrates that capacity for evaluative thinking needs to be developed
throughout organisations in a manner informed by power differentials, and not just in
evaluations. For example, support to project management and information processes
supported community organisations to engage with developing rights-orientated evaluation
capacities that could be applied in shaping decision-making with duty bearers in the state
(Porter, 2013). Developing only the technical resources on the supply-side of evaluation will not
lead to the improved use of evaluation and underlines the importance of capacity development
of agents who demand evaluation.

6.7 How do the Four Concepts come into Operation?
Evaluators need tools and ways of working to affect agents in the authorising environment and
the evaluation process, in order to better reach the goal they are working towards. Putting a
concept into action requires tools and ways of working that can be applied in different
contexts. Without elaboration of how concepts operate, they remain elevated and difficult to
put into practice as a middle-range theory. This section grounds each concept by showing how
they work together to affect accountability mechanisms.
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The four concepts come into operation through approaches that provide tools and ways of
working transferable between contexts. Each study the synthesis applied an approach: Porter
and de Wet (2009) explicitly apply Sen’s capability approach (Sen, 1999); Porter and Goldman
(2013) analyse the structure of demand; Porter (2017) presents a political economy analysis
approach; Porter (2011) adapts a middle-range theory of Helping from management
consultancy; and Porter (2013) develops the joint production.
The synthesis anticipates that a blend of approaches will most effectively support the four
concepts to affect accountability mechanisms. In presenting how the approaches come into
operation, illustrative examples are helpful. Working in this way hints at the infinity of the
combinations of approaches to affecting accountability mechanisms; an inability to list all
possible blends of approaches to affect accountability mechanisms is not a source of
embarrassment, but a recognised way of grappling with emerging domains of knowledge (Eco,
2009).
Capability Approach
As discussed in the introduction the capability approach informs a consistent goal of expanding
freedom and provides an underlying ethical framework identifiable in each study. Affecting
accountability mechanisms can occur without using an ethical frame or one can be selected
that marginalises some to the benefit of others, especially the evaluator. Without an ethical
framework the tools presented in this thesis could be applied to further evaluators’ own
interests. Although self-promotion is an understandable aim, unscrupulous evaluation will be
rent-seeking and contribute to power imbalances, which undermines the intent of international
development. There is consistent evidence that when international development neglects
ethics, harm is caused, sometimes in a manner that outweighs potential good (Crush, 1995;
Escobar, 2011; Gasper, 2004; Sen, 1992; Sen, 1999).
In affecting accountability mechanisms, the capability approach offers an ethical compass to
apply to working in all four concepts. The capability approach defines Development as the
removal of the ills of unfreedom, such as poverty and tyranny, and the expansion of the
capability to undertake valued doings and beings, for example, literacy and political
participation. The capability approach in pursuing freedom offers an ethical orientation focused
on participation and inclusion, while engaging in the diverse values encountered in working
with international development. Gasper (2002, p. 176) has summarised this position neatly:
“The normative priority to capability can be read as a policy rule to promote people’s capability
and then ‘let them make their own mistakes’, rather than of achieved well-being or quality of
life, though it might contribute to them.” The ethical concerns of the capability approach
permeate the synthesis such that it is a consistent reference point in how evaluators seek to
affect an accountability mechanism.
In the synthesis two particular aspects of the ethics of the capability approach consistently
surface as important: the focus on capabilities as an evaluative frame for understanding the
success of development; and the importance of taking a broad informational base to support
people’s agency. Chronologically the first study by Porter (2009) is guided by an explicit ethical
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framework based on the capability approach. In the later four studies the focus on expanding
the capability of people, based on a broad information base, remains, underpinned by
proximate issues such as human rights and responsiveness. The ethics of the capability
approach has been subject to extensive scholarly debate (Robeyns, 2005). The synthesis
presented here focuses on the ethics prioritised by the capability approach and on broadening
sources of information because of the way they arise in the meta-ethnography, rather than
engaging in the full range of debates about the approach.
The evaluative frame of the capability approach prioritises the attainment of freedoms (Sen,
1999). The prioritisation of freedom is consistent with international development agreements
ratified by all nations (Annan and Secretary-General, 2005; UN General Assembly, 2015). When
evaluating freedom in the capability approach there is interest in both the “primary end
and…the principal means of development” (Sen, 1999, p. 36 with original italics). In Soviet
Russia ends could be achieved, as a person was able to live in reasonable housing and their
children have access to schooling, but had their means curtailed by not being able to move jobs
within the labour market (Porter, 2009). Considering freedom in terms of both means and ends
is first an ethical issue, then a technical issue. In working with the capability approach to affect
accountability mechanisms considers both means and ends and requires evaluators to ask
themselves questions that focus not only on whether objectives were achieved, but also on
whether they were the right objectives and whether the right values were being pursued,
otherwise known as triple-loop learning (Picciotto, 2018).
An evaluation drawing on the capability approach requires a broad base of information to
evaluate both the means and ends of a development intervention (Sen, 1992; Sen, 1999; Sen,
2007). The approach of an evaluator should not reduce freedom by putting strain on
participants, offending cultural norms in collecting data, but should approach power
differentials in a manner that enhances the voices of marginalised people. Accessing broad
sources of information through inclusive and participatory techniques means that the evaluator
seeks to engage with alternative perspectives on values in both strategic and tactical processes
of affecting accountability mechanisms. Taking a broad information base means that the
evaluator highlights limitations in information and maintains practices that enable reasoning
and deliberation of alternative values. Practically, an evaluator does not have the scope to
endlessly expand the information analysed, but a stance can be taken where important
information is not closed out prematurely.
Expanding the information base and examining the consistency of means and ends of an
intervention supports the ability of an evaluator to examine invisible and hidden power,
especially in evaluation processes. Broadening the information does not necessarily mean using
new information, but can mean looking at existing information from a new angle. Drawing from
Lukes (2005), existing information can help to generate counter-factual scenarios to help
identify how invisible power affects the authorising environment and active exercise of power.
Porter (2017), for example identifies the ability of evaluation to put an issue, such as human
rights, on the policy agenda, by providing a counter-factual scenario. Taking a means-ends
perspective can support identifying where the processes are unlikely to generate the official
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stated ends. Porter (2009) in accordance with self-reflective approaches to evaluation (as
discussed in Johnson and Rasulova, 2017) highlights that inclusive processes help to identify
discrepancies between means and ends and provide hypotheses for evaluators navigating the
authorising environment to identify where hidden or invisible power is at work.
The ethics of the capability approach arise in both the authorising environment and within
evaluation processes. In the authorising environment the ethics require identifying and working
with influential agents who will seek to surface voices of marginalised people in accountability
mechanisms. In the evaluation process the evaluator seeks to shape demand, to design
processes that are inclusive in their orientation, and to attend to alternate views of success in
analysis. The following discussion of each approach surfaces and provides specific examples of
the importance of the ethics and informational orientation of the capability approach.
Demand
The structure of demand determines how evaluation systems operate. Two important elements
in understanding demand are: the policy instruments that the determine interactions in the
evaluation system, and the extent to which demand for information is endogenous. When
demand for information endogenously arises, agents are more likely to use information to
undertake change (Bemelmans-Videc et al., 2003; Boyle and Lemarie, 1999; Chelimsky, 2006;
Fukuda-Parr et al., 2002; Lopes and Theisohn, 2003; Lopez-Acevedo et al., 2012; Mackay, 2007;
Pollitt et al., 2009).
Porter and Goldman (2013), provide a diagnostic toolset to analyse demand for evaluation,
building on six case studies of African monitoring and evaluation systems that can be applied to
assist strategic interactions when working in the authorising environment (Porter et al., 2012).
The toolset analyses three areas of policy instruments: institutional design; monitoring systems;
and evaluation systems. In institutional design the toolset analyses mandates, budget, and
institutional location. In the monitoring and evaluation systems space, the toolset reviews
coverage, frequency of reporting, plans, standards, guidelines and training. Analysing systems
in this way helps to delineate the visible policy instruments that have been put in place to
maintain demand for information.
Understanding the policy instruments supports an evaluator in identifying the areas of
pertinence for the authorising environment (Porter and Goldman, 2013). For example, in
reviewing six government monitoring and evaluation systems in Africa, Porter and Goldman
(2013) note that the policy instruments primarily set-up a demand for routine monitoring
information. Porter and Goldman (2013) also argue that the information gathered is inadequate
in its results orientation and often does not help institutions to be responsive to the needs of
the most marginalised.
Analysis of the structure of demand through the policy instruments also helps to identify the
origins and structure of demand – whether it is endogenous or exogenous to the system.
Equipped with this understanding, the evaluator can target potential allies in the authorising
environment who require knowledge in a form that is supportive of their goal. Porter and
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Goldman (2013), for example, highlight that parliaments can help to develop monitoring and
evaluation information as they provide an opportunity for increased use of the findings for
accountability.
Understanding the structuring of demand and explicit demand of policy instruments helps to
identify consistencies and inconsistencies in the exercise of power. When accountability
mechanisms make decisions and hold agents to account, insight can be gained into the
structures of power. Evaluation undertaken for an exogenous donor demand, might be a cover
for rent-seeking and thereby help to reveal a hidden exercise of power (Porter, 2017; Porter
and Goldman, 2013). Likewise when an accountability mechanism diverges from defined policy
instruments this helps to reveal contested power, whether from a hidden or invisible source
(Lukes, 2005; Porter, 2013). Understanding the degree of consistency in demand can enable the
evaluator to identify the extent to which demand can be stretched in the evaluation process or
whether new opportunities may exist for adapted goals to be introduced in the authorising
environment, as identified in Porter (2017).
Understanding information demands from the perspective of policy instruments helps
undertake evaluation processes. An overall understanding of policy instruments orientates the
evaluator in responding to constraints in demand and less directly in undertaking a shared
journey on evaluation quality. By understanding policy intent and capacity gaps, evaluators are
able to make more targeted choices during evaluations and identify who has the potential
exercises power in different settings. For example, by identifying parliaments as potential users
of evaluation and sources of contestation that can be engaged during evaluation processes to
develop evaluative perspectives.
Evaluation systems in the cases highlighted by Porter and Goldman (2013) operate in contexts
where short-term goals and the desire for control by the executive branch of government
predominate, which produces monitoring and evaluation that can obfuscate performance; an
issue not unusual in the operation of evaluation systems (Ryan, 2002; Ryan, 2004, 2005). The
tools to analyse policy instruments applied by Porter and Goldman (2013) do help to define the
structure of demand. The tools do not, however, help identify specifics around potential
influential allies. The principal-agent approach needs to be layered on an analysis of demand
and supply to help define the terrain of politics that surrounds the evaluation system.
Political Economy
Porter (2017) develops a toolset for political economy analysis of the context, in order to
identify specific entry-points to enhance evaluation practice, especially in the authorising
environment based on experience from five case studies of African Evaluation systems (Adams
et al., 2013; Alemu and Latib, 2013; Kumwenda and Latib, 2013; Porter and Gasana, 2013;
Porter and Mulenga, 2013). A political economy analysis assists the evaluator in understanding
the predominant logic through which power is exercised in a state. The analysis of the political
logic is then applied to develop a framework to unpack how agents (principals, intermediaries
and agents) interact in the commissioning, managing and conduct of evaluation. Using the
analysis, potential allies can be identified based upon their political position. A demand
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assessment augments the political economy analysis by assessing the policy instruments and
the extent to which endogenous demand is present within the evaluation system. An example
helps to illustrate how principal-agent and demand analysis come together.
Porter (2017) presents a framework where intermediaries are entrusted to act on behalf of
principals by managing evaluation implementation, and liaising with commissioners of the
evaluation process. Intermediaries are not passive agents in the process, they are in positions
where they “develop knowledge of institutions and policy that allows them to influence
demand and evaluation implementation, potentially, in accordance with their own agenda”
(Porter, 2017, p. 24). The intermediaries can work both strategically in the authorising
environment or tactically in shaping evaluation processes. chapter highlights that
intermediaries will have more or less power in different political economy contexts. In states
with centralised decision-making like Rwanda, the intermediaries in the Ministry of Finance will
have a large degree of power to set agendas across the state (Porter and Gasana, 2013). In
countries like Zambia with a more dispersed power network, intermediaries will need to liaise
with other groups in the conduct of evaluation. For example, in Zambia the Ministry of Finance
sourced funding for the evaluation of its national development plan from donors (Porter and
Mulenga, 2013).
Evaluators who understand the distribution of power between principals and intermediaries
can better identify how the agendas of intermediaries potentially affects accountability
mechanisms. Porter (2017, p. 33) describes how civil society organisations have become
suppliers of evaluations that are legitimate within the power networks even in countries that
are more authoritarian. In Ethiopia, for example, “the Poverty Action Network of Ethiopia has
conducted evaluations of initiatives to feed into formal processes.”
Principal-agent conceptions do provide an approximation of how power is exercised, which can
be further developed in navigating the authorising environment or in the process of evaluation.
Porter (2017, pp. 19-20) highlights how principal-agent conceptions applied to evaluation
processes help to analyse visible decision making and hidden power to put an issue on the
agenda to contest decisions. It shows how a view on invisible power can be developed by
studying the unconscious exercise of power (Lukes, 2005). In evaluation processes or working
with authorising environments, evaluators can identify and potentially help make an agent
conscious of how a decision perversely effects marginalized people or benefits those in power
(Porter, 2011). Where this occurs, evaluators have the opportunity to expand the focus of
demand or highlight where the agenda of those with power has perverse consequences.
The ethic of the capability approach can be overlaid with a political economy analysis to help
identify the types of freedom that states are open to expanding, as well as agents who have
legitimate voice in specific contexts. For example, in Zambia the Jesuit Centre for Theological
Reflection - a well-respected evaluation, research, education and advocacy organisation produces a basic needs analysis based on the price of a basket of goods. The prominent
position of Christianity in the Zambian constitution and in society, affords the Jesuit Centre for
Theological Reflection and their evaluations a role in policy discussions. A political economy
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analysis also helps to identify entry-points on both the demand and supply sides with similar
ethical outlook and legitimacy in the political economy.
Helping
Agents are unlikely to invest in developing relationships with an evaluator unless they perceive
something as helpful to their own agenda and their potential exercise of power. The approach
of Helping (Schein, 2009) provides a basis to establish relationships, which was developed from
experience in business consultancy in both the authorising environment and evaluation
process. The approach argues that helpful partnerships form on the basis of equitable
exchange. An evaluation process is a form of partnership. In this partnership the evaluator
delivers evaluations and affects the accountability mechanism and the agent receives suitable
evidence linked to a shared goal. The success of the partnership depends on how parties
choose to play roles. In working in the authorising environment and in conducting evaluation
processes the implication “for would-be helpers is to become conscious of social economics and
the social theatre that we all live in, to think clearly about the helper role” (Schein, 2009, p. 29).
Helping directs us to think about and assess the currency and values to be managed to make
the engagements with agents fair and equitable (Schein, 2009).
Porter (2011) applies the lens of Helping to explain the successes and challenges of developing
a monitoring system in an orphans and vulnerable children’s development project in South
Africa. The case analyses how an evaluator needs to consider multiple authorising
environments in developing a monitoring system for the project. The authorising environment
in this case consists of donors, an international non-governmental organisation (INGO), and
community-based organisations’ management and governance structures. Through the lens of
this meta-ethnography, the case illustrates how an analysis of demand in an authorising
environment helped to define approaches to expand the focus of demand and develop a shared
journey on evaluation quality.
The main tool Porter (2011) discusses to develop relationships applies four forms of enquiry:
pure; diagnostic; confrontational; and process-orientated. To undertake effective Helping you
need to start with the first form of enquiry, pure. In pure enquiry the helper seeks to develop
trust and rapport, which involves understanding what different agents are seeking to achieve
and how they are currently working. Having developed trust and rapport, the helper moves to
also practice diagnostic enquiry. Here the helper seeks to enable agents to peel back the layers
and understand motivations, feelings and outcomes of their work. The diagnostic enquiry
enables the helper to work on hunches on how to progress the agent towards their goal. Having
set up the relationship and an understanding of the context, agents are confronted to make
changes to their processes. In addition, the helper continues to check on the process to be
assured that the process of Helping moves in the right direction. Each of these forms of enquiry
are further defined in Table 6.
Table 6: Forms of Enquiry

66

Inquiry
Pure Inquiry

Diagnostic
inquiry

Confrontational
inquiry

Processorientated
inquiry

Purpose
• build confidence and status of the
client;
• develop context to reveal anxiety,
feelings and information;
• diagnose issues and plan for action
(Schein, 2009: 69-70).

Example Questions
Tell me more….

Influence clients’ mental processes by
focusing on issues other than the
ones the client chose to report, in
terms of:
• feelings and reactions;
• causes and motives;
• actions taken or completed;
• systemic questions (Schein, 2009:
72-75).

How did you feel about that? - Feeling
and reaction.

The helper now starts to articulate
their analysis by:
• making suggestions;
• offering options (Schein, 2009: 75).

Focusing on the clients and helper’s
interaction to make the client
conscious of the helper’s influence.
This can be combined with the other
forms of inquiry (E. Schein, 2009: 77)
Source: Porter (2011, p. 157)

When did this last happen?
Can you give me some examples?
(Schein, 2009: 70)

For what reasons do you think you are
having this problem? – Cause and
motive.
What have you tried to do so far? –
Action taken.
How will your colleagues react? –
Systemic question (Schein, 2009: 75)
Did that make you angry?
Could you do the following? (Schein,
2009: 76)
Are we getting anywhere?
Are my questions helping you? (Schein,
2009: 77)

Working through the Helping approach assists with conscientizing agents to how they operate
within structures of power or have the capability to exercise power. This is because the
approach aims to create a relationship that enables reflection and critical reasoning on how
processes have unfolded and converge or diverge with desired ends. Porter (2011), for
example, demonstrates how the process of helping enabled care organisations to identify
where they were not using their capabilities to efficiently address the needs of patients. This
has particular relevance in the authorising environment when establishing the legitimacy of a
goal or in an evaluation process when seeking to expand the focus of demand.
The ethic of the capability approach applies to Helping by serving as an analytical tool to
question the parameters of the activity. In Porter (2011) in undertaking a Helping process an
orientation to expanding freedom meant that participation was broadened during the process.
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In order to be helpful, the monitoring system needed to broaden the information base to
provide accurate details on the processes, quantity and quality of care being delivered. In
keeping with the means being consonant with the ends, the development of the monitoring
system involved the staff of the community organisations. Second, the ethic of the capability
approach also serves as an analytical tool to question the parameters of the case. For example,
within Porter (2011) no mention is made in the case of whether the information from the
monitoring system was fed back to communities or if children’s lives improved because of the
project.
The Helping approach to affect accountability mechanisms responds to demands for evidence
and helps to shape them through supporting reflection on systems of power. An evaluator also
needs to have other tools to shape evidence demands in the authorising environment and
during evaluation processes. In particular the evaluator needs to be able to develop and
present options on the kinds of questions the evaluation can respond to in working with
commissioners of evaluation.
Joint Production
Evaluators need tools to bring together diverse agents in the authorising environments and
evaluation processes aimed at influential evidence generation. Demands for evidence are
diverse and different agents may not see how their agendas align. Joint production 16 serves as a
tool that helps evaluators affect evaluation processes by providing tests that improve problem
solving based on shared evidence.
Joint production arises as a tool within Porter (2013) to augment a rights-based approach to
development. Joint production generates a shared information base by directing evidence
generation to meet three tests – namely, that the evidence: needs to answer important
questions; through legitimate processes; and using credible techniques (Packard Foundation,
2010a). These three tests are further detailed below.
First, evidence needs to be salient by addressing important issues. Salience can be achieved by
seeking to understand the important issues of agents: What evidence will be useful to help
agents meet their goals? The toolset of Helping described previously, in addition to techniques
developed in theory-based evaluation, assists in identifying salient issues (Funnell, 2000;
Funnell and Rogers, 2011). Undertaking pure and diagnostic enquiry assists the evaluator in
understanding the issues that agents seek to address. Likewise, unpacking the theory of change
helps people to be explicit about why and how they think change occurs, providing an entrypoint into areas where there is uncertainty (Funnell, 2000; Funnell and Rogers, 2011). In both
the authorising environment and evaluation process, evaluators would connect with agents to

16

Joint production is also known as co-creation and co-production. In keeping with Porter Porter, S. (2013). A
Change of road for a rights-based approach? A case study of mobile technology in KwaZulu Natal, South Africa. In
P. Gready and W. Vandenhole. (Eds.), Human rights and development in the new millennium: Towards a theory of
change. Routledge. the term joint production is used in this paper.
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identify issues of salience and understand how these connect to their own goals to frame
evaluation systems and processes.
Second, the process of evaluation needs to be seen as legitimate by agents. Legitimacy reflects
the political dimension of evaluation and is founded on the credentials of an evaluators’ history,
expertise and process. An evaluator needs a history that demonstrates to stakeholders that
they understand their political economy and cultural context. In Rwanda, for example, the
Institute for Research and Dialogue for Peace (IRDP) think tank has the ability to challenge
government in ways others cannot because of their history of working on issues of sustainable
peace with a post-genocide understanding (Porter and Gasana, 2013). An evaluator also needs
to have competencies that are perceived to be the right ones to answer the salient questions.
For a Ministry of Health, for example, an evaluator with a PhD in public health and extensive
experience in international development would be important criteria to make them legitimate.
Equally, for an NGO the evaluator may require experience in participatory approaches rather
than specific PhDs.
Third, evidence production needs to be credible. Credibility depends on the information passing
appropriate methodological tests of validation. The type of methodological validation depends
on the standards applied that define whether the results are seen as trustworthy. Again these
can vary between different authorising environments and change over time (Porter and
Hawkins, 2019). For example, an evaluation system that prioritises counter-factual evaluation
designs will have different emphasis from a system that focuses mainly on the review of multifaceted policy interventions. In an authorising environment, the evaluator would need to
understand the current trends in methodological arguments, test ideas on credibility with
agents and suggest new methods. In an evaluation process, the emphasis is on undertaking a
shared journey on evaluation quality. To affect accountability mechanisms, evaluation
processes need to identify ways to develop the capacities of agents who manage and
commission quality evaluations, for example, by involving them in data collection.
Across these three tests the application of joint production in the authorising environment
differs from its application in an evaluation process. An evaluation process focuses on delivering
an evaluation by developing evaluation questions and applying standards of professional and
methodological practice. Whereas in the authorising environment the evaluator looks to
connect to agents with power to jointly produce a shared goal to strive towards over a number
of years.
Jointly producing evidence provides multiple entry-points in an evaluation process for
evaluators to understand and affect the invisible, hidden and visible exercise of power by
accountability mechanisms. Visibly joint production has the potential to bring decision-makers
into dialogue, questioning or making explicit their own demands in an explicit and publicly
reasoned manner (Porter, 2013). Joint production also enables new questions to be put
forward, elevating potentially hidden debates to the forefront of developing and implementing
an evaluation. Joint production also enables evaluators to actively facilitate or observe how
people respond when they have the opportunity to move to a peer rather than subordinate
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position in a hierarchy and so better identify invisible constraints. Understanding how
marginalized people, for example, do and do not take opportunities can help to identify
changes in how, for example, evaluation quality is understood. If opportunities are not taken to
shape evaluation processes to take into account marginalized people’s perspectives, then
changes in overall evaluation processes can be suggested to make these perspectives more
prominent, as was attempted in Porter and de Wet (2009).
The ethic of the capability approach informs the boundaries and emphasises joint production.
In Porter (2013), for example, the application of joint production is proposed in a context that
centralises the furthering of rights-based development, a specific ethical frame that
complements the capability approach (Sen, 2005). Enshrined in international law and employed
by UN agencies rights-based development focuses on government becoming more responsive
to citizens through recognising their legal claims (Gready and Ensor, 2005). Improving rightsbased development through applying joint production to an authorising environment,
emphasises enhancing freedom. The enhancement of freedom occurs through joint production
broadening the informational base and connecting different agents – citizens and government –
to enhance dialogue and responsiveness of government.

6.8 Summary of the Synthesis
Through this line-of-sight synthesis we can see the concepts and approaches work together to
layer insights and suggest tools and ways of working in both the authorising environment and
evaluation process. Each of the four concepts plays a specific role in affecting accountability
mechanisms. The different approaches presented here also interact, help analyse and
potentially influence the exercise of power by revealing invisible, hidden and visible exercises in
power whether: defining counter-factual alternatives; identifying disjuncture’s between intent
and action; highlight the unconscious exercise of power; or understanding how opportunities
for contestation happen or are missed. In activating two or more concepts simultaneously, as
they are in the studies, it can be inferred that they are more likely to affect accountability
mechanisms. In turn this will influence the use of evaluation products. Table 7 below
summarises the four concepts developed through the meta-ethnography and their where, why,
what and how.
The approaches to working in each of the concepts need to be blended to ensure successful
implementation. Working to the capability approach provides ethical coherence across the
concepts. By understanding the structure of demand, the institutional configuration can be
better responded to. Through applying a principal-agent lens, the politics of information and
the parameters of accepted evidence are better understood. Helping provides a frame for
interaction with agents, while joint production frames these interactions around the
development and influence of evidence. No single approach across the concepts would affect
the authorising environment; the synthesis shows us that these approaches deployed as a
toolset enables an evaluator to work ethically, define entry-points, and further develop the
relationships with agents with power.
Table 7: Line-of-Sight Summary
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Concept
Navigating the
authorising
environment
based on a
goal

Why?

What changes?
Authorising environment
Develop a
Evaluators focus on how an
shared vision of authorising environment’s
change within a network operates and
network of
where there are demands
agents on the
to improve information
chosen goal
flows and leverage the
power of other agents.

Expand the
focus of
demand

Achieving the
chosen goal
means adapting
the structure of
demand in given
constraints

Access and
respect the
agenda of
agents

Interests need
to be
understood to
provide
influential
findings

Undertake a
shared journey
on evaluation
quality

Evaluation
capacity and
quality improves
agent’s
interaction with
evaluation

Evaluation Processes
Understand constraints
and seek to change
demand by:
• Giving voice to the
target group
• Nurture incipient
demand for evidence
Agents’ agendas are
understood by:
• Inclusive discussion of
agendas
• Connecting the
evaluation to the roles
of principals,
intermediaries and
agents.
Developing capacities in
individual and collective
evaluative thinking

How? (examples)_
Evaluators require
competencies to
understand the political
economy of the demand
for evaluation and to work
between agents in a
helpful manner so they can
connect on shared goals
and ethics.
Evaluators broaden the
relevant information base
to shift focus towards
performance, rather than
narrowly prioritising
control.

Evaluators with
competencies in action
learning, political economy
and participation can
better understand agents’
diverse perspectives and
desires, and can frame
arguments that resonate
with these.
Evaluators develop
standards to enable agents
to understand appropriate
forms of evaluation.
Through this emphasis on
capacity, evaluators and
agents undertake codesign, training, reflection
and networking together.

71

7. Conclusion
People with power often publicly demand accountability. A search of many politicians reveals a
quote where they extol or demand accountability, regardless of their political persuasion ( AlSaud, 2020; BBC, 2018; CNN, 2019; Kwibuka, 2018). One place where these demands are played
out are accountability mechanisms, where agents meet to exercise and constrain power. For
evaluators interested in working with accountability mechanisms it is a challenge to shape the
way the mechanism operates to support the achievement of a goal – be it freedom,
responsiveness, evidence use, or transformation. Overcoming this challenge requires
relationships with those with power and the surfacing invisible power in the form of
contestation, unconscious exercises, counter-factual scenarios and disjuncture with stated
goals of poverty reduction.

7.1 The Journey so Far
This meta-ethnography has sought to develop a middle-range theory of how evaluation affects
accountability. All seven phases of a meta-ethnography have been worked through. A literature
review identified a research gap around how evaluation affects accountability mechanisms
(phase 1). Areas of relevance were specified by defining objectives and questions (phase 2).
Five articles and chapters that I authored or co-authored over a period of ten-years were
selected to serve as the basis for the meta-ethnography. The substance of the metaethnography was undertaken with papers being read, re-read, concepts juxtaposed,
interpretations and contrasts made, and a synthesis developed (phases 3-6). The synthesis was
expressed by describing in where, why, what and how four defined concepts operate. Together
these concepts define a middle-range theory that can guide evaluators in affecting
accountability mechanisms.
The study has found that there are different ways for evaluators to work with accountability
mechanisms. Evaluators can produce a report that accountability mechanisms use as an
instrument in their deliberations. This is the subject of much of the current evaluation literature
and focuses attention more on the operational implementation of evaluation. Evaluators can
work tactically to support changes in the use of a report. Alternatively, evaluators can combine
efforts tactically in evaluation processes and strategically in the authorising environment to
develop how accountability mechanisms define their criteria and standards, assess progress,
and synthesise information in making consequential decisions.
By working substantively with accountability mechanisms, evaluators adapt how they operate
and how the power to dominate others is shaped and exercised. A middle range theory has
been proposed in this thesis that anticipates evaluation affects accountability by working across
four concepts: (i) strategically navigating the authorising environment based on a goal; and
tactically in evaluation processes (ii) expanding the focus of demand, (iii) accessing and
respecting the agenda of agents and (iv) undertaking a shared journey on evaluation quality.
When these four concepts are activated, accountability mechanisms adapt the processes used
to make consequential decisions.
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In working across the one strategic and three tactical concepts, evaluators are engaging in the
space of politics, where power is exercised and constrained. Working in the space of politics
requires different skills from working in a technically proficient manner. As Chelimsky (2006, p.
43) states in reference to working on politically charged issues, “often the context is more like
the fog of war surrounding a pitched battle.” In working with the four concepts an evaluator
will require competencies in different approaches and theories. Evaluators need to
competently understand demand and the political economy of the context, practice Helping in
change processes, and undertake joint production. The evaluator also requires an ethical
approach when engaging accountability mechanisms to keep them focused on coherence of the
means with the ends they seek to attain. In this study the guiding ethic was Sen’s (1999)
capability approach, which prioritises freedom, that emerged as an important frame in affecting
accountability mechanisms. Across these approaches and concepts Lukes’ (2005) threedimensional view, which prioritises the exploration of power as a form of domination helps to
identify how accountability mechanisms operate and ways they can be affected.

7.2 Contribution and Application
This meta-ethnography contributes an articulation of an empirically grounded middle-range
theory that supports evaluators, agents working with accountability mechanisms to affect their
functioning. Further academics studying evaluation and accountability can further test the
middle range theory and further explore the use of meta-ethnography.
The gap closed by this theory also provides an opportunity to adapt the way the discipline of
evaluation views and approaches accountability. Evaluators often discuss the difference
between the learning and accountability purposes of evaluation (e.g. Rossi et al, 2018; Christie
and Alkin, 2013). This middle range theory extends the conversation by showing accountability
mechanisms can take a variety of perspectives that can reinforce reflection or sanctions
depending on the goal being sought. Recognising the substantive role that evaluators can play
in accountability mechanisms especially in identifying and surfacing invisible and hidden power
also expands discussions of evaluation beyond its role as an instrument in accountability
mechanisms. In addition, evaluation professionals can further explore how the logic of
evaluation affects other practices, be those management or decision-making processes.
Elements of this expansion are already occurring in the discussion on evaluative thinking
(Buckley et al., 2015).
Agents working with accountability mechanisms to further evidence-based practice can also
explore the application of the middle-range theory presented in this work. Intermediaries who
work between principals and agents (discussed in section 6.7) can work between evaluators
and those with power in accountability mechanisms to innovate with both their practices. For
example, intermediaries applying the theory developed here would expand the focus of
demand of evaluators and agents in accountability mechanisms and shape evaluation quality
towards a common goal.
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The study provides an example of the development of a middle-range theory using a metaethnography approach that can be of interest to academics studying evaluation and
accountability. As highlighted in the introduction, middle-range theory has garnered interest in
those funding evaluations. The presentation here provides an example for how synthesis can be
conducted on existing research using a meta-ethnography approach to generate a middle-range
theory. The discussion here also shows that the connection between power, accountability and
evaluation runs deep. All three depend to some extent on each other occurring in dispositional,
relational and evaluative forms. These traits are not unique to power, accountability and
evaluation. These three facets can provide a useful framework for studying the connection and
interplay in other policy processes, such as agenda setting and design.

7.3 Areas for Further Investigation
The main limitation of this study is that it does not directly address the effects of evaluation on
accountability mechanisms, such as use or the extent to which processes change or whether
shifts in power hold. There are three areas of follow-up that emerge from this limitation.
First, to understand the effect of evaluation on accountability mechanisms requires additional
investigation. This study can only infer that the use of evaluation will be improved through
evaluators purposefully making a closer connection and building relationships between the
evaluation and the substance of decision-making processes in the accountability mechanism.
Further studies could explore the utilisation of evaluation and other changes in the potential
exercise of power, focused on how evaluators worked with accountability mechanisms.
Second, investing in applying meta-ethnography and other synthesis approaches to develop
evaluation theory will return further insights. As highlighted in section 4.2, there are limitations
in empirical research in the discipline of evaluation (Blake and Ottoson, 2009; Miller, 2010;
Ottoson, 2009; Patton, 2008; Shadish et al., 1991; Weiss, 1998). The application of metaethnography in this study has shown that it is a useful approach to understand practitioner
experience, providing an alternative to recounting experience or claiming connections between
concepts on the basis of they often occur together. The meta-ethnographic synthesis enables
the emergence of nuance and contrasts to refine and generate new concepts. Many evaluators
have portfolios of publications that, if interpreted in a similar manner, could provide new
insights on practice. Elaboration of evaluation approaches can be undertaken by repurposing
existing evidence, and also using similar techniques such as meta-analysis and realist synthesis.
Transparent synthesis of experience exposes the working of concepts, providing a way in which
other practitioners can rearrange and connect concepts to expand and tighten the explanation
of how evaluation works.
Finally, the middle-range theory proposed in this study could be further tested and refined.
Application of the proposed middle-range theory either to an existing case or in building an
evaluation system will confirm, add to or disprove its application in different contexts. The case
studies where power and evidence based-policy have been discussed provide an existing body of
knowledge that could be re-examined in light of this middle-range theory (for example, Goldman
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and Pabari, 2020; Guijt, 2015; Hayman et al., 2016; Hopson and Cram, 2018), or else the new
studies could attempt an application. Re-examining or attempting new studies could take a more
general view of power moving beyond the view of power as domination worked through here.
The education setting in the US where existing research and differential experience in connecting
evaluation to accountability mechanisms, could be a useful case to develop the middle-range
theory (Ryan, 2002; Ryan, 2004, 2005; Ryan et al., 1996).

7.4 Final Thoughts on Ethics
This study notes the importance of the interaction of power and evaluation. Consequently, the
sometimes lofty goals of evaluation, be they social justice or transformation (Mertens, 2009;
Patton, 2019), are often sought in contexts where pecuniary desires, narrow elite interests, and
entitlement based on class, race or gender hold sway. I have seen (as described under section
2.1) these countervailing forces produce hypocrisy traps where competing goals drive
behaviours simultaneously in different directions (Runciman, 2018; Weaver, 2008). An
evaluator, for example, can simultaneously affect an accountability mechanism to apply a
rights-based perspective, while distorting perspectives to gain market advantage over a rival.
Ethics has been a theme throughout this study based upon Sen’s capability approach and other
writings (Sen, 1999; Sen, 2007; Sen, 2008). In interacting in spaces of power, such as
accountability mechanisms, it becomes increasingly important to guard against deleterious
spirals in our ethics. Evaluators may be looking to affect power and agents with power will also
seek to affect evaluators. Our ethics are important for the maturing of professional evaluation
as “no one can ever float something full of holes” (Murakami, 2019, p. 324). An ethic guards
our behaviour and reminds us of what is proper, preventing rent-seeking and promoting wellintentioned efforts. Neglecting ethics causes harm (Crush, 1995; Escobar, 2011; Gasper, 2004;
Sen, 1992; Sen, 1999). In undertaking evaluation practice and working with power across
visible, hidden and invisible spaces during these tumultuous times of global pandemic, it
remains important to pause, question and strive to enhance our ethics.
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Who will guard the guardians? Amartya
Sen’s contribution to development
evaluation
Stephen Porter and Jacques de Wet
An Action Learning process integrated with Sen’s Capability Approach can support development agencies to formulate interventions that enhance freedom. The authors show that
putting this approach into practice has important implications for the manner in which ‘development’ is undertaken as an ideological project. It may help to examine and challenge those
who hold power in development: the guardians. This finding is the result of an emergent
Action Learning process that was initiated by applying Sen’s principles to focus-group interviews with women who care for people affected by HIV and AIDS. One of the findings of
these focus groups was that the participants valued the process because it opened a space
for them to influence the work of the implementing NGO. Essentially, they could hold the implementing agency to account. Reflection on this outcome by the agency led to important shifts in
processes that are more supportive of freedom.
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Introduction
This article is written from the perspective of the struggle of practitioners in planning, monitoring, and evaluation (PME) to translate relevant theory into everyday practice. We are looking
not only for tools to aid participatory evaluation, but also for concepts that enable us to understand how development work is constrained by narrow limits prescribed by donor and
development-implementing agencies, which can promote the interests of right-wing-dominated
global systems of power. This article does not simply represent a case study of how one NGO
works with local partners to enhance impact, but reflects on how an implementing agency,
working with the concept of development as freedom, supports community development
work in an unpredictable and changing environment.
We argue that development agencies can better support freedom through their interventions
by opening spaces for Action Learning processes informed by Amartya Sen’s Capability
Approach. This is the key finding that has emerged from a continuing Action Learning
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process facilitated by PME practitioners in the Voluntary Services Overseas Regional AIDS
Initiative of Southern Africa (VSO– RAISA).1 This argument may not appear particularly
radical, yet the consequences of putting into operation an Action Learning cycle that is
informed by Sen’s Capability Approach has implications not only in a direct way for
programme learning, but for an agency’s ability to challenge the ideological basis of the
‘development’ project. It may help in examining and challenging the roles of guardians, such
as implementing agencies and donors, who use their power in a manner that affects what
development can achieve.
The work of Sabina Alkire, which is grounded in Sen’s Capability Approach, alerts us to the
importance of viewing community-level development from the perspective of development as
freedom, which is the ethical priority of the Capability Approach. ‘Freedom’ here refers to the
capability of a person to choose to enjoy or to disregard life choices that expand human wellbeing, such as being well-nourished or avoiding escapable morbidity. Further, in viewing development as freedom you do not aim only for an end state: you ensure that how you get there is
consistent. In short, you ensure that people are not forced to be free. Alkire (2002) not only provides an accessible overview of the Capability Approach, but also a focus-group methodology
which facilitates the measurement of desirable and undesirable changes in people’s lives. This
methodology was used in Zambia and South Africa with volunteer home-based carers of people
affected by HIV and AIDS. The focus-group discussions provided the care givers with an
opportunity to influence the approach of VSO – RAISA: their advice – ‘first you take care of
the care giver, then you take care of the client’ – has directly fed into practice. The care
givers also valued the focus-group process itself, because it enabled participants to develop
relationships with one another, and to realise that they were experiencing similar struggles
and achievements.
These insights enabled the PME practitioners to reflect critically upon how the nascent
Action Learning processes of VSO – RAISA could be strengthened by Sen’s Capability
Approach. Sen (1999: 3, 36) sees development as a process ‘of expanding the real freedoms
that people enjoy’. In his discussion of the attainment of freedom, Sen (1999: 4) emphasises
two issues: that ‘the achievement of development is thoroughly dependent on the free agency
of people’; and that ‘the productive role of public discussion, social agitation, and open
debates’ (Sen 2005: 160) is a central part of the mechanism of evaluation.
Action Learning itself is the constant conscious process of moving from doing, to reflection,
to thinking, to improving, and then back to doing. Action Learning has been summarised neatly
by Ortrum Zuber-Skerrit (Ortrum Zuber-Skerrit, quoted in CDRA 2005: 1):
Action Learning is learning from concrete experience, through group discussion, trial and
error, discovery and learning from and with each other. It is a process by which groups of
managers/leaders or ‘learners’ generally work on real issues or problems, carrying real
responsibility in real conditions.
The implementation of an Action Learning process informed by the view of development as
freedom provides us with a means to appreciate more clearly the relevance of discussions
with the care givers within and beyond VSO – RAISA programmes, because it directs us to
the broader concern of how ‘development’ is undertaken as an ideological project. Sen’s Capability Approach helps us to examine the role of the guardians of the public good by directing our
attention towards the need for open debate and informed scrutiny. The maxim ‘Quis custodiet
ipsos custodes?’ (Who will guard the guardians?) (we discuss the identity of the guardians
below) is a matter of central importance in political science, and an appropriate principle to
guide us in our critical reflections on development practice.
Development in Practice, Volume 19, Number 3, May 2009

289

Stephen Porter and Jacques de Wet

This article is structured like an hourglass. First, we introduce the meta-issues, which draw
attention to the reality that evaluation practice, together with those values that direct it, often
limits the scope of development. Second, we introduce the Capability Approach and its relation
to these issues. Third, we discuss how the results of the focus groups directed attention to the role
of Sen’s Capability Approach in challenging guardians within the development arena. Fourth, we
return to the meta-issues. Finally, by way of concluding remarks, we introduce some questions
which explore the extent to which the guardians of development can be guarded.

The meta-issues
In any development project the donors, the implementing agencies, and the target group all have
their own agendas, as well as the ability to manipulate development processes to their own ends
(although they are not necessarily equally powerful): they are all guardians in one sense or
another. Donors hold the purse strings and set the terms of projects and, in many instances,
define the criteria for success. Implementing agencies produce funding proposals whereby
those projects that they perceive to be valuable can be implemented with the assistance of
project partners. Implementing agencies then collect data in order to secure funding for future
projects. Project partners, local community organisations, and the target groups – those whom
the project is supposed to benefit – are able to manipulate the collection of data (for example
by concealing information from evaluators) and so subvert a project to suit their own ends.
With few donors, many implementing agencies, and target groups of millions, power is concentrated at the top of the aid pyramid. The values that shape development projects are to a large
extent defined by donors and implementing agencies.2 ‘[V]alues lie at the heart of evaluation’
(House 2005:1072), either explicitly or implicitly. These values directly determine what is to be
monitored and evaluated in current projects, and they also influence what projects will be undertaken in the future. As an evaluation method, Action Learning is, therefore, among other things,
an exercise of power. In defining, executing, and analysing a project, the sometimes-myopic
values of stakeholders (whether donors, implementing agencies, or target groups) determine
what is taken as relevant. Although PME practitioners are to some extent able to influence
the process – for example, through the information produced – there are limits to their
power. If they adhere rigidly to guidelines that implicitly or explicitly favour the values of
donors and implementing agencies only, they prescribe and limit what can be taken as relevant.
In practice, the values of donors largely define what is to be monitored and evaluated. For
example, they can circumscribe to a greater or lesser extent how those at the lower levels of
the aid structures are to be engaged with, and to what degree they are able to challenge or
adjust the development process to coincide with their own values.
Two examples illustrate this point. Our first example is about the influence exerted on PME
practices through certain recent changes in the political landscape that can be seen as part of the
‘War on Terror’. Denzin and Lincoln (2005: 9) refer to ‘Bush Science’ in which ‘experimental,
evidence-based methodologies represent a racialized, masculinist backlash to the proliferation
of qualitative enquiry over the past two decades’. In a related example, House (2005: 1078– 9)
demonstrates the manner in which classic control-group methodologies have been prescribed by
law in the USA, to the exclusion of other lines of enquiry or knowledge. The result is that indicators are defined solely by Washington, according to a predetermined methodological fundamentalism that is aligned with certain world views and values; and not in conjunction with
stakeholders at a community level (Denzin and Lincoln 2005: 8 – 10; House 2005: 1078– 80).
Whether or not one agrees with the characterisation of ‘Bush Science’, there is weight in the
argument that the PME parameters of US initiatives present narrowly defined indicators,
which are shaped by a conservative liberal capitalist ideology.
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Evidence of this approach to development can be seen in the President’s Emergency Plan For
AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), promoted by the former US President George W. Bush. For example,
the PEPFAR Act (US Congress 2003: 117, Stat 713) clearly gives a special role to faith-based
organisations that ‘possess infrastructure, experience, and knowledge that will be needed to
carry out these [prevention, care and support] programs in the future and should be an integral
part of United States efforts’. Further, although social and behavioural causes of HIV are mentioned, the Act states ‘HIV/AIDS is first and foremost a health problem’. Bush’s religious
beliefs and narrow health-oriented perspective on the pandemic are central to the PEPFAR
vision, while the socio-economic roots of the pandemic are marginalised. The consequences
of this are apparent in the strategic plan and indicators. For example, the strategic plan limits
condom distribution in a wide variety of settings (PEPFAR 2006), while a relatively narrow
set of quantifiable indicators has been defined and used to judge the success of the strategic
plan. Regarding the indicators, PEPFAR (2003:73) states:
Core indicators will include outcome indicators addressing the Emergency Plan’s ‘2-7-10’
goals of 2 million people treated, 7 million infections prevented, and 10 million persons
provided with care. Program progress indicators include numbers of facilities supported,
numbers of practicing professionals and community workers trained, and numbers of
clients reached through prevention, treatment, and care interventions.
Aside from the problematic nature of trying to measure ‘infections prevented’, these indicators
allow the target group only very limited space to participate in the process of evaluation. In the
PEPFAR approach, all that matters is the size of the target group, which is simply to be counted,
while values that they may hold dear are systematically excluded in any evaluation of how
resources are distributed. Corroborating this statement are concerns aired in a number of
forums attended by one of the present authors. For example, at a recent meeting of Southern
African regional NGOs it was observed that psychosocial support for AIDS orphans is being
neglected by partner organisations because – since they accept PEPFAR funding – they are
compelled to concentrate on types of service provision that are easily quantified. Distributing
books is preferred and treated as synonymous with psychosocial support, rather than the
long-term counselling of traumatised children, which is the method preferred by a number of
regional NGOs who work to support vulnerable children. It is not that the provision of books
is unimportant; rather that a suite of interventions which recognise the children’s psychosocial
and educational needs and rights is central to mitigating the impact of AIDS.
Our second example draws attention to the fact that even an implementing agency which
emphasises rights, participation, and empowerment can favour those objectives related to
their own ideological stance. This can lead to project evaluations that obscure changes felt
by the community. For example, a study of ActionAid’s Reflect methodology revealed that,
despite changing their language in development interventions and evaluation to incorporate a
Freirean approach, the evaluations recreated narratives and situations that would be familiar
to colonial administrators and missionaries (Fiedrich and Jellema 2003: vii – viii). It was
found that ActionAid representatives would often simplify stories of change in order to meet
predetermined criteria. The women involved in the programme, meanwhile, would tell
evaluators what they thought they wanted to hear. On occasion the women would use the
project to serve their own ends, which often were contrary to those of ActionAid, although
this would not arise in evaluation reports (Fiedrich and Jellema 2003: 28– 33). It could be
argued that the target group was legitimately influencing the distribution of resources via the
evaluations, yet the evaluation lacked open, two-way lines of accountability despite its participatory nature. Adherence to restricted language and a narrow informational base limited what
the ActionAid evaluations would find. The consequences were twofold. First, except for those
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who manipulated the process, most members of the target group were unable to incorporate
their own values into project design. Second, because of this manipulation, violations of
human rights could occur, unwittingly abetted by development interventions.
Two lessons emerge from reviewing the above situation. First, in working with implementing
agencies, it is of central importance for members of the target group to discuss their values and
to be able to influence the organisational value system, rather than having to resort to the abovementioned manipulation. Second, in its PME system, the implementing agency should be flexible enough to enable the voices and values of those within targeted communities to be heard,
both so that its operations do not encroach on the freedoms of disadvantaged minorities, and
also to better inform future practice. As shown by the examples of PEPFAR and ActionAid,
PME systems can cultivate their own ‘truth’, which may be quite different from the reality
experienced by the target group.3 This is fraudulent misrepresentation of the impact of a
project upon people: projects designed to alleviate poverty are judged successful even
though they have not enhanced people’s lives. On the other hand, ‘successful projects’ are
judged as failures (Sen 1992: 30; Fiedrich and Jellema 2003: 76– 8).
Development interventions have inflicted suffering and violence upon the poorest members
of society because they are distorted by a world system which favours the rich and powerful,
and they are conceptually flawed by this bias, which ignores the views and values of the
target group (Gasper 2004: 9 – 11; Sen 1992: 28– 30, 1999: 41– 3). An approach that encourages
critical reflection within an implementing agency allows greater freedom in what PME can find,
and can promote the questioning of the values and priorities of those in positions of power in
development.

The Capability Approach and its potential to help to guard the
guardians4
In our study we argue that an Action Learning process informed by the Capability Approach
supports freedom by helping to keep open a space for the examination of the issue of guarding
the guardians. The Capability Approach has a number of tools that can be incorporated into the
Action Learning cycle, and in addition allows critical reflection on how a programme supports
the achievement of freedom. We argue that by giving a central position to public discussion,
social agitation, and open debate, and understanding development as freedom, a wider array
of stakeholders can exercise power in a more open and explicit manner. As Sen (1999: 9)
has stated: ‘The exercise of freedom is mediated by values, but the values in turn are influenced
by public discussions and social interactions, which are themselves influenced by participatory
freedoms’. In our study, Action Learning is mediated by values, which in turn ought to be
influenced by public discussions that are conducted in a manner which ensures that all
parties participate freely – that is, without their voices being subverted or suppressed. Two
of the more theoretical aspects of the Capability Approach are particularly supportive of this:
its interaction with other theories and its ethical priorities.
The manner in which Sen’s Capability Approach can be accommodated in a number of
alternative approaches strengthens mutual accountability in PME practice. The merits of
various competing ‘development’ approaches, such as utilitarianism (Sen 1992: 55; Sen
1999: 62– 3), the Basic Needs Approach (Alkire 2002: 15, 170), and the rights-based approach
(Sen 2005) are acknowledged in the Capability Approach and used to enrich it. Herein lies the
value of the Capability Approach in aiding evaluation: its ability to offer an enhanced approach
to Action Learning within the existing limits of knowledge. In short, this enables evaluation to
take place within a broad spectrum of existing ideas and informational criteria.
292

Development in Practice, Volume 19, Number 3, May 2009

Who will guard the guardians?

The ethical priority of the Capability Approach is the promotion of freedom. Development is
considered to be the removal of ills, such as poverty and tyranny, and the enhancement of
valued ways of ‘doing and being’, for example, literacy and political participation. Sen
(1999: 4) has stated:
Freedom is the central process of development for two distinct reasons.
1 The evaluative reason: assessment of progress has to be done primarily in terms of whether
the freedoms that people have are enhanced;
2 The effectiveness reason: achievement of development is thoroughly dependent on the free
agency of people.
In short, freedom is both the ‘primary end and . . . the principal means of development’
(ibid.: 36, original emphasis).
What this ethical stance means in practice is that focusing on the consequences of development is in itself insufficient: how the developmental process is achieved is also of great importance. In Soviet Russia, for example, it could be imagined that people were able to live in
reasonable housing and their children have access to schooling, but yet they would not have
the freedom to move jobs within the labour market or worship as they might choose. The centrality of freedom as both means and ends has been emphasised throughout Sen’s major writings
(see for example Sen 1992; 1999). He contrasts this sharply with more economic approaches
that place commodities at the centre of development.
Sen’s ethical stance demands that a broad array of information should be taken into account
in order to understand the manner and consequences in which development takes place. For Sen
(1999: 57) ‘the real “bite” of a theory of justice can, to a great extent, be understood from its
informational base: what information is – or is not – taken to be directly relevant’. In the
same sense, the ‘bite’ of an evaluation framework can be understood by what the framework
does – or does not – take to be relevant. For example, when eating a lemon meringue pie,
your enjoyment of its flavour would be conditioned by the flavour of each spoonful –
whether lemon, meringue, or both. If you change the spoon for a larger one, your appreciation
of the pie and its components changes. Changing a framework and the values that underlie an
Action Learning cycle can help one to take a different perspective and clarify the components
under evaluation. The Capability Approach does not place limits on the information taken to be
relevant, and hence it contrasts with the earlier examples of PEPFAR and ActionAid. In these
examples, the informational base was deliberately limited so that the evaluation was narrowly
focused, consequently making it difficult for those with power to be held accountable. It is not
that we always need the biggest spoon to gather all information, more that each case analysed
should be sensitive and open to inputs from all parties.
It is also important to note that the ethical priority for a capability-based Action Learning
cycle is to evaluate a development intervention not solely in terms of how it enhances
freedom, but to ask also if it does so in an ethically consistent manner. This means that in
the Capability Approach the Action Learning cycle must work in ways that do not limit our
understanding of freedom and do not encourage the promotion of servitude. Gasper (2002:
176) has summarised this position well: ‘The normative priority to capability can be read as
a policy rule to promote people’s capability and then “let them make their own mistakes”,
rather than of achieved well-being or quality of life, though it might contribute to them’.
And Sen (2005: 157) has stated that the ‘richness of the capability perspective broadly interpreted . . . includes its insistence on the need for open scrutiny for making social judgements’.
Essentially, in the operation of an Action Learning cycle informed by the Capability Approach
we should aim for an open discussion of programme development within the implementing
agency, and with partner organisations, and with target groups.
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From the above it can be seen that the Capability Approach can contribute to Action Learning
in organisations in two ways: first, the Capability Approach adapts and works with other
approaches; as Gasper (2004: 158) has argued: ‘the supposedly rival concepts of basic needs,
capabilities, and human rights . . . are not really rival concepts at all, but are essentially complementary’. This enables an implementing agency to draw on a broad range of approaches, with
an incomplete informational basis. Second, the ethical priority of the Capability Approach
demands that the means as well as the ends of an intervention are consonant with freedom.
In practice this requires an implementing agency to include processes that enhance freedom,
for example public discussion of values, and making provision for participants to hold those
in power accountable.

An Action Learning cycle informed by the Capability Approach:
the story so far
This section deals with the actual experience of implementing an Action Learning cycle,
informed by the Capability Approach, which represents reflection on an emergent set of
events. Looking back on the process thus far has been like trying to solve a problem without
knowing what the specific components are: if the Capability Approach looks like X in
theory, how can this apply to broader programming, Y, in a given organisational context, Z,
and in relation to a world system that limits the basis of evaluation, A?
In the first instance, the investigation of Sen’s Capability Approach was undertaken to see
how the approach could be put into operation to enhance the PME of a development
programme. On applying Sen’s ethic of freedom to VSO – RAISA’s PME framework it was
apparent that not enough attention had been given to allowing people to be the ‘authors of
their own destiny’. VSO –RAISA’s PME system does report on valuable changes in people’s
lives, yet it did not specifically enable them to participate in evaluating interventions and challenging VSO – RAISA on the direction of future interventions.
In an attempt to address this shortcoming, a focus-group methodology, grounded in Alkire’s
(2002) use of Sen’s Capability Approach, was adapted and implemented with two groups of
home-based care givers in Zambia and South Africa. The care givers had been touched by
VSO – RAISA directly through a variety of interventions that affected their lives: for
example, through training in treatment literacy and through the provision of small grants to
help them undertake income-generating activities. Alkire’s focus-group methodology seeks
to enable people to enter into open public discussion: participants are given the space to recognise, define, and choose instances which help or hinder them. The open-ended nature of the
methodology allows for the exploration of the intended and unintended effects of an intervention upon a target group. Participants can express the manner in which an intervention had
altered their lives favourably or unfavourably and can influence future development interventions through reference to their own objectives.5
The focus group does not operate in a vacuum. A framework exists to help facilitators to
probe issues that arise during the process. Alkire (2002) derived eight dimensions of impact
from the religious philosopher John Finnis. These dimensions, we argue, are central to the methodology. They enable the facilitator of the focus group to support appreciative inquiry into
changes, while also sensitively drawing attention to struggles and challenges in certain dimensions. For example, when discussing relationships, the challenges regarding gender relations in
implementation can be probed. Alkire (2002: 52) asserts that the dimensions of impact (see
Table 1) are
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Table 1:

Alkire’s Eight Dimensions of Impact

Dimension of impact

Description

Life –health –security

Changes related to physical survival

Knowledge

Knowing: technical, practical, about others, and about themselves

Excellence in work and play Impact on skills used at work, and at home during relaxation
Relationships

Within community, family, with outsiders, within groups, between men
and women

Inner voice

At peace with themselves, with their conscience, sense of harmony

Empowerment

Ability to make meaningful choices and decisions and to influence others

Beauty/environment

Impact on environment, sense of harmony with nature: has intervention
created or destroyed things of beauty?

Religion

Impact on deeper values, sources of meaning

Source: Alkire 2002: 267 –71

like the ‘primary colours’ of values. An infinite range of shades can be made from our three
primary colours, and not every painting (or life or community or income generation
project) uses all or even most shades, but if, for example, all red hues were entirely
missing, then my understanding of colour would be consistently skewed.

Alkire stresses that this ‘list’ is by no means complete. It offers an implementing agency a useful
entry point to comprehend values within a broad informational basis. The dimensions are
defined in Table 1.
Participants in the two focus groups were able to challenge the values of the implementing
agency, VSO – RAISA, because they were able to discuss the interventions in relation to the
lives that they valued, exercising a form of public discussion. A statement from the Zambian
participants movingly summarises the majority of recommendations of both groups of care
givers during the focus groups: ‘First you take care of the care giver, then you take care of
the client’. This process, it can be argued, is supportive of creating valued freedom, as it
helped VSO – RAISA to redefine interventions related to care givers, while creating space for
two-way accountability: for example, care for the care givers by VSO – RAISA, supporting
the development of volunteer management systems.
Useful as the focus groups were in informing focus on care for the care givers, by itself the
process can only give a very limited snapshot of change. These focus groups were ex-post analysis
without corresponding ex-ante studies. This limits their range in terms of more broadly explaining
change. Although further investigation was undertaken to see if the focus-group methodology
could be extended, it was found that because of the constraints faced by field staff only a
limited number of related implementations of the focus-group methodology was possible.
Yet, the effects of the focus group have been felt beyond its implementation and analysis.
Most importantly the ethics of the Capability Approach came to inform VSO – RAISA’s
Action Learning cycle and how it relates to project partners and target groups. Supporting
the Action Learning cycle in guarding the guardians was realised chiefly by placing emphasis
on open discussion and taking care that limits on what information was considered relevant
were not unthinkingly imposed. Within VSO – RAISA, informing the Action Learning cycle
with Sen’s Capability Approach found resonance with the values held by many of the
programme staff. Although the Capability Approach in its entire form was not introduced,
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the methods, language, and tools introduced in dialogue supported programme staff in
implementing their work in a way that reflected their existing values.
By modifying some of processes of the Action Learning cycle as a result of the focus groups,
and treating participation and open discussion as ends in themselves, different avenues have
been opened. For example, there have been discussions of what PEPFAR money can mean,
and how VSO – RAISA can support partners who receive this money. This has led to support
for partners in maintaining their own vision and values when receiving PEPFAR money, and
the inevitable array of quantitative indicators that come with it. This is evidence that the Capability Approach has influenced recognition of issues in the meta-environment, and supported
work with project partners and target groups that in a small way challenges some of those issues.
Community organisations have consistently reported the value of these processes. Five community organisations (themselves made up of target groups) from across Southern Africa have
commented directly on the intrinsic value of the process in interviews with one of the authors,
who is part of VSO – RAISA. Similar processes have been implemented with approximately 26
organisations. Anecdotal evidence suggests that all current staff have affirmed the value of the
process. Finally, a donor evaluation, which focused upon participation within the programme,
cited the PME system as an example of best practice. These affirmations mean that the ethics of
the Capability Approach have found actuality in both the means and the ends in the Action
Learning cycle of VSO– RAISA; this illustrates a broader change in thinking and approach
within VSO – RAISA. Alkire’s framework has also informed qualitative programme indicators
and been used in a training workshop held with partners.
As noted at the start of this section, this way of working is continuing and is still encountering
challenges internally and externally. The challenges of the meta-environment, where what can
be imagined is restricted, can still directly affect the Action Learning cycle. For example, externally the development sector continues to work in a fragmented form with different goals and
separate projects. The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) contribute to this fragmentation. Communities are whole entities that cannot be segmented in this manner. When applying
for new funding, one often has to speak to these goals and so unwittingly reduce the range of
work possible. Internally, other management processes, such as budgeting and decisions relating to programme priorities, can have a positive or an adverse impact upon the current
implementation of the Action Learning cycle. VSO – RAISA’s work spans six countries, with
the Action Learning cycle moving at different speeds, with varying levels of success. All of
these challenges take place in a context where introducing complex concepts in a succinct
and meaningful manner and the high workload of programme staff compound the difficulties.
Over the course of the year, VSO – RAISA has been exploring approaches based on human
rights. (In brief, a human-rights approach links national and international legal instruments to
current development programming, to better enable people to claim their rights. This current
exploration has led to an appreciation of the number and type of instruments available and
the duties of governments to move towards realisation of these rights.) The language and concepts of the human-rights approach complement the Capability Approach. The aim of this
exploration is to develop a framework that is recognised internationally and accepted within
the development community, and which also speaks to the internal and external issues noted
above. Especially important in this respect is the recognition of the inalienability, interdependence, and interconnectedness of rights. This stands in contrast to the more fragmented
approaches currently prevalent in development work.
The Capability Approach, because of its ethical focus on the means as well as the ends
of development, encouraged VSO–RAISA to reflect upon its values through opening its Action
Learning cycle to project partners and target groups. This has supported development as
freedom by enabling mutual accountability; and it has brought changes in programme
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implementation which were based upon felt needs. VSO–RAISA has been guarded. Given the evidence at hand, an Action Learning cycle informed by Sen’s Capability Approach has supported
several deep and significant changes in the outlook and approach. The process is continuing.

Returning to the meta-issues
How can VSO – RAISA engage with and influence the values of donors, be they governments or
multilateral institutions? This question represents, perhaps, the broader contribution of the
Capability Approach (and other similar approaches) to the design of development interventions.
This brings us back to the concerns raised in the introduction, in which ‘development’ is
undertaken as an ideological project. At first glance the message – that putting into practice
an Action Learning process informed by Sen’s Capability Approach can better support
freedom – does not appear particularly radical and should appeal to donor agencies operating
in democratic countries where freedom of speech is supposed to be a cornerstone of political
life. However, although the message may not in itself be radical, the practical consequences
would be: donors would have to give up power. Power is not something that is given up
easily. The form of Action Learning process modified by Sen’s approach is a fruitful topic
for debate, not only within VSO –RAISA, but also with other practitioners, policy makers,
and academics, for enabling challenges to power.
In order to challenge ideological projects in development and to guard the guardians, two
suggestions could be explored, as follows.
The Capability Approach would be strengthened by drawing on the literature of deliberative
democracy. Crocker (2006: 155 – 97) asserts that using this literature would help to develop
procedures and principles for evaluation. James Bohman, a deliberative-democracy theorist,
has already begun to examine the Capability Approach within the context of the theory of
Deliberative Democracy (Crocker 2006: 167).
A second suggestion, and one which we presented earlier, is to synthesise the Capability
Approach with a rights-based approach. The recent shift towards rights-based approaches by
ActionAid, DFID, CARE, and in VSO – RAISA has emphasised the political nature of the
development process, because power relations among the development actors have to be transformed. Sen (2005) himself has highlighted the contribution that the capability and rights-based
approaches can bring to each other.
Freedom is at the core of this synthesis. However, House (2005) and Denzin and Lincoln
(2005) observe that the development arena has ideologically and methodologically shifted to
the right. This means that approaches to development are less likely to incorporate processes
that enhance freedom, target group or beneficiary participation, and mutual accountability,
where universal human rights and justice are non-negotiable. One way of challenging the
power structures in the development arena is to establish evaluation and Action Learning
processes and mechanisms that promote freedom. The importance of supporting freedom in
evaluation frameworks is summarised powerfully by Hayek (quoted in Sen 2002: 604):
The importance of our being free to do a particular thing has nothing to do with the question
of whether we or the majority are ever likely to make use of the possibility. It might even be
said that the less likely the opportunity to make use of freedom to do a particular thing, the
more precious it will be for society as a whole. The less likely the opportunity, the more
serious will it be to miss it when it arises, for the experience it offers will be nearly unique.
Action Learning cycles of development should not close off opportunities just because the
implementing and donor agencies’ approaches to PME have a limited informational base.
How can we ensure that valued opportunities remain open? Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’
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Who will guard the guardians when projects are evaluated and opportunities are potentially
closed off? The findings of this study show that opening the development process through
implementing the freedom-based Capability Approach contributed to safeguarding freedoms
that the target group value by providing opportunities for holding implementing agencies to
account.

Concluding remarks
Certain monolithic power systems whose methodologies are exclusionary and biased in favour
of the powerful are damaging people’s abilities to realise their freedoms. This article argues for
an approach akin to taking a pick-axe to these monoliths. The result may seem a mere scratch at
first, but it is a good beginning. Can rights-based approaches that support freedom be more fully
amalgamated within VSO –RAISA’s programme design? How can the use of freedom-oriented
approaches to Action Learning be more broadly explored? How can implementing agencies
guard the donors? These questions, regarding the distribution of power in development, if
they are addressed by reasoned debate and if they incorporate input from the disadvantaged,
can challenge those in power – the guardians.
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Notes
1. Although one of the authors of this paper is an employee of VSO–RAISA, the views expressed here are
written in his personal capacity and do not necessarily represent those of VSO–RAISA.
2. The authors recognise the gender issues involved in development field work. Although the issue is not
explored in depth in this article, exploring gender explicitly is part of the focus-group methodology:
gender relations are probed during implementation. There is certainly a role for Action Learning in
redressing gender imbalances. A slightly different study from the one presented here could fruitfully
explore how the Capability Approach can support this objective.
3. For the distinction between cultivated truth and reality, a debt is owed to J. K. Galbraith (Galbraith
2004:1).
4. A number of more complete reviews give a broad overview of Sen’s critiques, ethics, and distinctions;
see, for example, Alkire (2002).
5. For a more extensive description of the methodology and an example of the operational process used by
one of the authors, see Porter (2007).
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CHAPTER 9

Recognizing “Helping” as
an Evaluation Capacity
Development Strategy
Stephen Porter

The theory of “helping,” as conceptualized by Edgar Schein (2009), provides a valuable guide to applying evaluation capacity development work.
This chapter argues that when helping is applied, the results of evaluation
capacity development are improved. This argument is based on reflections
on implementing a community-based project monitoring system.
It is useful to think of the potential of helping in terms of the theater.
Putting on a show requires a range of skills from the playwright, director,
actors, and audience. In evaluation capacity development, all of these roles
The author is particularly grateful to (in alphabetical order) Addis Berhanu,
Melusi Ndhlalambi, Phathisiwe Ngwenya, Ravi Ram, Patricia Rogers, and Rita
Sonko for their comments on earlier drafts of this chapter, as well as to all of the
field staff of AMREF who helped implement the monitoring system, especially
Ntombi Mabindisa, Itumeleng Masia, Lovemore Mhuriyengwe, Juju Mlungwana, and Nonhlanhla Mthimkhulu. Thanks also go to all of the contributors to
this book for their comments during the expert meeting at IDEA International
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need to be played by those leading the change—the helpers. The theory of
helping guides the roles of an evaluator: theory applier and model developer
are equivalent to playwright and director; advocate and listener are equivalent to actors and the audience.
The beauty of Schein’s theory is that it is practical. He states that the
essence of relationships can be found in two components: economics and
theater. These two components form the basis of a theory of helping. When
enacted, the theory of helping guides evaluation capacity development to
recognize and react to the relationships being built. For example, evaluators can have 10 evaluation texts on their desks. In implementing program
evaluation systems, evaluation professionals may be able to use 15 percent
of them. Given the law of diminishing returns, if there is a process to help
project staff implement 20–30 percent of selected evaluation theory, larger
returns would result from evaluation through improved implementation
and use. Schein’s theory of helping is one part of an effort to increase the
volume of evaluation theory that can be put into practice.
The case to which helping is applied is that of the African and Medical
Research Foundation’s (AMREF) Bana Barona/Abantwana Bethu project,
funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development/U.S. President’s
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (USAID/PEPFAR). Working in two districts in South Africa (Umkhanyakude in KwaZulu-Natal and Sekhukhune
in Limpopo), the project aims to ensure that empowered children realize
their rights, community-based partners operate effective childcare systems, and local municipalities implement national child policy. Both of
these districts are “presidential nodes”—areas of extreme poverty in which
indicators such as child and maternal mortality are worse than the national
averages. In 2007, the monitoring system of the project was recognized
to be in crisis. Eight months later the system was recognized as reporting
reliable data. Explaining how this happened using helping as an analytical
framework is the main subject of this chapter.
The chapter is structured as follows. The first section defines key terms.
The second section describes helping and relates it to other areas of evaluation practice. The third section analyzes key points in the development
of the monitoring systems over an 18-month period, using helping as a
in Quebec, especially Bali Andriantseheno and Mohammad Jaljouli for their
insights. Finally, thanks to all staff from the community organizations, who are
too numerous to mention, and the coordinators and data capturers who have
stuck with the project and made monitoring happen: Zinhle Gumede, Sbongile
Khumalo, Sibongile Mahalngu, Sello Makofane, Tacha Malaza, Joyce Mdluli,
Sifiso Mfekayi, Dudu Mhlanga, Jabu Mlambo, Sindi Mthethwa, Zanele
Mthombeni, Thembelihle Qwabe, and Phumzile Vilakazi.
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reference point. The last section provides some concluding remarks and
identifies areas for future work.

Definitions
In this chapter, evaluation is seen as “a key analytical process in all disciplined and practical endeavors” (Scriven 1991, 1). This means that evaluation is applicable to a range of activities from products to programs to
personnel and beyond. Scriven (1991, 1) defines evaluation as a “process
of determining the merit, worth and value of things.” The definition of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) for
good program evaluation (box 9.1), in alignment with Patton (2008), essentially asks “What? So what? Now what?” The question of “now what?” adds
an extra dimension of utilization beyond Scriven’s definition. Within this
chapter, the OECD definition of evaluation is used because of this extra
component. Monitoring is seen as a subset of evaluation. It is a different
form of evaluation from, for example, impact evaluation. It helps answer
different questions about a program.
A definition of helping, described in the next section, is “a basic relationship that moves things forward” (Schein 2009, ix). This definition
covers a wide array of help, which can be placed on a continuum from formal to informal (Schein 2009). Informal help covers giving directions and
behaving appropriately toward others (using good manners). Semiformal
help involves payment and less personal involvement for some kind of
service (purchasing a piece of equipment or providing assistance in using
software). Formal help involves formal agreements and the provision of
professional expertise (employing a lawyer, doctor, or consultant). In this

Box 9.1 The OECD Definition of Evaluation
According to the OECD, “an evaluation is an assessment, as systematic and
objective as possible, of an ongoing or completed project, program, or policy; its
design; implementation; and results. The aim is to determine the relevance and
fulfillment of objectives, developmental efficiency, effectiveness, impact, and
sustainability. An evaluation should provide information that is credible and useful, enabling the incorporation of lessons learned into the decision-making process of both recipients and donors.”
Source: OECD 1991, 5.
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chapter, the main types of help analyzed are semi-informal and formal
help, where different roles and forms of inquiry become more pertinent
than in informal help.

The Components of Helping
For Schein (2009, 29), the essence of relationships is contained in economics
and theater. The “implication for would-be helpers is to become conscious
of social economics and the social theater that we all live in, to think clearly
about the helper role".".". and to assess what sort of currency and what kinds
of values must be managed to make the relationship fair and equitable.” This
brief quotation sums up the links between helping and evaluation capacity
development. The two components are interactive—the economic exchange
is defined by the theatrical roles various players take on. For good evaluation
capacity development, the helper needs to know what the demand is for
evaluation, what values are to be measured, and how the relationships in the
evaluation are to be managed.
In this section, the interaction of economics and theater are expanded
upon and related to evaluation practice. The core principles of helping are
summarized in box 9.2.
An alternative to helping is understanding the task only in terms of outputs. In practice, sometimes there is pressure to get things done. Success in
developing evaluation capacity, for example, may be measured in the number of workshop participants or the budget spent. As Wiesner points out

Box 9.2 The Core Principles of Helping
Principle 1. Effective help occurs when both giver and receiver are ready.
Principle 2. Effective help occurs when the helping relationship is perceived
to be equitable.
Principle 3. Effective help occurs when the helper is in the proper helping
role.
Principle 4. Everything you say or do is an intervention that determines the
future of the relationship.
Principle 5. Effective helping starts with pure inquiry.
Principle 6. It is the client who owns the problem.
Principle 7. You never have all the answers.
Source: Schein 2009.
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in chapter 2, the effectiveness of evaluation is defined by how the demand
is structured for improved results and performance. When short-term
goals are the driving force, the direction is inappropriate and rewards are
perverse; independent, credible, and useful evaluation capacity cannot
be developed. Training and other short-term interventions are valid when
the right conditions are established; when they are the sole measures of
success, the process can become distorted. One way to establish the right
conditions is to work through the social economics and theater involved in
defining an intervention (Schein 2009).
The basis of exchange is interactions between people. When economic
systems are built on trust and a sense that the exchanges are fair and equitable, confidence and efficiency within a system are supported (Mertens
2009). This basis of exchange can be seen as demand and supply; each side
needs the other. The same is true with evaluation capacity development. On
the demand side, a decision has been made that evaluation capacity needs to
be developed and help has been sought. On the supply side are people who
claim to be able to help strengthen evaluation capacity. To some extent, a
social process underlies this exchange in which intangibles exist between
the supply and demand. Appreciation of the intangibles in a relationship
sometimes entails slowing down and seeking understanding rather than
pushing to get things done. Schein (2009) recognizes that there is a power
imbalance in the relationship between helper and helped that can intrinsically affect the success of an intervention and the changes (outcomes) that
can be realized.1
Schein (2009) outlines 11 possible pitfalls in establishing a helping relationship, 5 for the client and 6 for the helper. These pitfalls result from
genuine anxieties, inequalities, and ambiguities arising in exchange. For
example, there can be resentment and defensiveness on the part of those
being helped. These attitudes may be expressed as the withdrawal of
some participants from a workshop at the last minute. The people supplying evaluation capacities (henceforth called helpers) are one up on those
demanding it. They are the experts, upon whom, to some extent, the client is dependent. In this formal role of experts, helpers can dispense their
wisdom prematurely (Schein 2009). They can uncover too much, shaming
current efforts. A better approach is to be an appraiser, treating the program
and the staff with respect in a process of dialogue. Schein (2009) moves
beyond merely describing the social economics by defining and providing
guidance on how to move between different helping roles to work as an
appraiser rather than a bully.
Schein (2009, 48) points out that “at the beginning of any helping
situation the appropriate roles and the rules of equity are inherently
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ambiguous . . . both the helper and the client have to develop an identity
and choose a part to play.” For undertaking evaluation capacity development, it is helpful to think of four roles. Schein (2009) delineates three
helping roles: expert, doctor, and process consultant. The liberty is taken
here to expand this to four roles to more closely match evaluation capacity development work by breaking out the role of process consultant into
audience and actor. The four roles are as follows:
• Playwright: the expert evaluator producing conceptual frames and
documents
• Director: the person who moves people through an evaluation system
and deploys the tools of evaluation
• Actor: the person playing the evaluation role with the client, working
through and demonstrating how things work in practice
• Audience: People watching others conduct the evaluation, giving appropriate praise through cheers and applause.
The helper plays all four of these roles, sometimes in the same day. Acting out tasks with the client leads to reflection; being the playwright means
updating the documents. The helper can then return to the audience and
watch others play out tasks, then become the director and try out new
props and routines. The helper does not take on the problem but facilitates
change. The client owns the problem.
It is in the selection of roles that the success of evaluation capacity
development is defined. If the client is misread, the work of the helper
will be misdirected. Supply will not meet demand. To help reduce the
likelihood of miscommunication, Schein (2009, 66) defines humble
inquiry as “the key to building and maintaining the helping relationship”; approaching evaluation capacity development using humble
inquiry equips the helper to enter dynamic situations in “a supportive, ego enhancing way.” Schein recommends starting out in a process
consultant role as the most effective way to establish fairness and help
uncover the real demand for help. In the above schema, this is equivalent to starting off as the audience before moving to humbly working
through the current system with the client to create a climate for deeper
understanding and trust in which both parties reveal more of themselves
(Schein 2009).
Schein augments these roles by defining four forms of inquiry (table 9.1).
It is this detail on roles and forms of inquiry that separates Schein from
a number of other authors in development and evaluation work. Many
authors indicate that having an interactive relationship is a good thing, but
they leave it to the practitioner to muddle through how to do so.2
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Table 9.1

Schein’s Four Forms of Inquiry

Type of inquiry

Purpose

Roles

Sample questions

Pure

Build confidence and
status of the client.

Tell me more. . . .

Diagnose issues and
plan for action.

Audience and actor.
Evaluator watches issues
play out and at times
performs tasks with client
(for example, checking
data entry together for
errors). This passive but
attentive role should be
balanced by “constructive
opportunism,” in which
significant elements are
revealed that enable
another form of inquiry.

Influence client’s
mental processes by
focusing on issues
other than the ones
the client chose to
report, in terms of
feelings and reactions,
causes and motives,
actions taken or
completed, and
systemic questions.

Audience and actor.
Evaluator watches issues
play out and at times
questions the work of the
client (for example, asking
why certain data errors
keep occurring). This is a
passive role, but the
evaluator starts to be a
more influential actor with
the client.

How did you feel about
that? (Feeling and reaction)

Articulate analysis by
making suggestions
and offering options.

Director and playwright.
Actors are directed to take
new positions. The
playwright may write up
and work on new
processes.

Did that make you angry?

Focus on interactions
between client and
helper to make client
conscious of the
helper’s influence.
This can be combined
with the other forms
of inquiry.

Director. Works through
issues with actors,
enabling examination of
the relationship between
the client and the helper.

Are we getting anywhere?

Develop context to
reveal anxiety, feelings,
and information.

Diagnostic

Confrontational

Process
oriented

When did this last happen?
Can you give me some
examples?

Why do you think you are
having this problem?
(Cause and motive)
What have you tried to do
so far? (Action taken)
How will your colleagues
react? (Systemic question)

Could you do the following?

Are my questions helping
you?

Source: Author.

Recognizing the importance of social economics and theater in these
four forms of inquiry provides an accessible and usable approach to developing relations for evaluation capacity development. Helping encompasses
developing horizontal relationship between the helper and the helped
rather than vertical teacher and student relations. It requires being aware of
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the small things that take place in the relationship between consultant and
client. It guides moments when the helper senses that those being helped
recoil because they are close to a change. Helping occurs when helpers
become learners, recognizing the limits of their knowledge in a given context. Helping is about being humble about the limits of formal education.
It is certainly not micromanagement, as there is give and take in working
toward a shared direction. Sharing a journey is a central notion in helping,
with a particular emphasis on the challenge of monitoring changes in someone’s behavior within a change process.
Helping is largely about utilizing knowledge of social economics and theater in establishing human relationships to incrementally learn together by
focusing on the interpersonal responses. Social economics are the expectations on either side of the exchange; theater mediates how the exchange
happens. In working from this perspective, helping resonates with other
writings on evaluation and development. In chapter 2, Wiesner highlights
the importance of the demand for improved results. Boyle and Lemaire
(1999) emphasize the importance of the location and structure of evaluation
demand and supply. Toulemonde (1999) outlines a framework for thinking
about the interaction between demand and supply for evaluation, mixed
in with a little theater in describing the use of carrots, sticks, and sermons.
Patton’s (2008) description of situational responsiveness for evaluation is in
many ways a description of how best to match the demand for evaluation
while playing different roles. To enable this, Patton takes on the role of the
active-reactive-interactive-adaptive evaluator. Chambers (2007) seeks to
locate evaluative demand through participatory processes, employing theater through various participatory rural appraisal techniques.
In summary, helping is similar to and compatible with a large variety of
research and evaluation practice in the way it describes developing relationships for change. Schein’s theory of helping, though not as detailed as
the work of Kusek and Rist (2004), Fetterman and Wandersman (2005),
Gustavsen (2006), Senge and Scharmer (2006), or Mertens (2009), presents an accessible and usable set of procedures that can be applied to guide
practice. The applicability of helping is its major advantage and the reason
why it is applied as a prism through which to view the following case study.

Applying Helping to Understand an Evaluation
of the Bana Barona/Abantwana Bethu Project
This section examines the experience of developing monitoring capacity
in eight grassroots organizations in South Africa. Within a period of eight
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months, the system moved from being in crisis to being recognized by the
donor (USAID/PEPFAR) as in good practice.
Often for things to change and for people to seek help, a crisis is required.
This section analyses the implementation of the monitoring system using
helping as a prism through which to view how progress was made. It suggests that when helping processes are followed, relationships are built,
technical evaluation tools are easier to embed in project design, and results
improve. This reflection is based on the experience of the author, who
was the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) officer responsible for designing and implementing the system, and reflections from staff, partners, and
consultants.
Phase 1: Pure Inquiry and Initial Attempts at Change
The project monitoring system was not started from scratch. Technically,
the system was of a reasonable standard. A detailed M&E plan was in place,
data-collection forms were being filled in, and a project database had been
designed. Despite this, the project had no good idea of what its reach was,
where key bottlenecks lay, or how well the project was being implemented.
The project had just been reviewed, and data quality was found to be substandard. The system was suffering from a lack of regular help, given that
no M&E officer had been in place for six months. The tools that had been
developed were not embedded and were not evolving.
Guided by the project staff, the M&E officer tried to get an overview of
the system across all sites, through site visits to community partners, review
of documents, and interactions with the grant managers of this project, Pact.
The outcome of this pure inquiry was the development of some supportive
tools and the holding of a training workshop on these tools.
In terms of applying the theory of helping, three points stand out for this
phase. First, the initiation of helping followed a process of pure inquiry,
with the roles of audience and actor being assumed. From watching how
the forms were processed, it was found that the manual counting of service delivery forms, the main method for ascertaining outreach, was a
bottleneck. Manual counting was complicated by the need to differentiate
between different levels of servicing (a child receiving three or more services was counted differently from a child receiving fewer than three) and
different categories of services within a population of about 5,000 children.
Doing this meant creating complicated tally charts and lists between which
children moved as months progressed. Watching this process, asking questions, and meeting with Pact clarified the demand for evaluation, which
came principally from the implementing agency, AMREF, but also from
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the community organizations, which wanted to reduce the manual counting effort and report their work accurately. AMREF’s demand for evaluation stemmed from the need to get a better overview of the project and to
report with confidence. This initial period, during which pure inquiry was
undertaken, served as a solid foundation for moving forward. Relationships
started to be built, system blockages understood, demand for evaluation
located, and questions developed.
Second, technical evaluation skills helped frame the capacity development response. The evaluator rapidly moved between the roles of playwright, audience, and actor. In addition to listening, there was also a need to
go back to the office to try to make sense of what had been heard. Two tools
were valuable in this regard: the Barefoot Collective’s (2009) way of thinking about organizational development and the development of a detailed
data flow (figure 9.1) based on written and technical support from Pact
(McCoy and others 2008).
Third, recognizing the broad phase of organizational development
helped tailor the helping assumptions on which the systems development
was based. The community organizations being partnered with are in a pioneering phase of organizational development. This phase is characterized
by flexibility of approach, very few policies or procedures, a great deal of
experimentation, and little planning (Barefoot Collective 2009). Given this
new monitoring, processes can be introduced through consultation with a
small group of people who work closely with the bottlenecks and are clear
on why they demand change. This approach can be contrasted with a more
rational type of organization, which is defined by clear leadership, professionalism, plans, policy, and systems (figure 9.2).3 Within this type of organization, change can be more difficult, because negotiation is with higher-level
personnel who “own” the system and may not be directly exposed to the
bottlenecks and the demand for change (Barefoot Collective 2009). This
knowledge helped direct the first conversations with the organizations and
define who needed to buy into the system.
The data-flow process mapped the actions and paper flow that takes
place from the identification of a child through the analysis and reporting
of the entire project. Mapping the flow of data enabled a single language to
be spoken about the bottlenecks in the process. From this mapping, a number of issues could be raised, in more diagnostic-style inquiry, within the
project.
The use of these tools demonstrates that technical tools from practical
evaluation texts need to underscore the helping process. Initial conversations and the building of relationships will not develop into useful evaluation
capacity if, at some stage, the team does not take on the role of playwright.
160

Influencing Change: Building Evaluation Capacity to Strengthen Governance

Figure 9.1

Project Data Flow for AMREF Project
Collection

Source

Identification of OVC
through CCF, door-todoor or other process

Is the child under
18 and whose mother
or father is
dead?

Submit to
OVC
coordinator on

Are the forms filled out
correctly?

_25th of the
month_

No

Analysis, use, and reporting

Collation

Start month end
process on the
_12th of each
month_
Run report from
database on previous
month

Yes
Follow up with clients

Is the child
vulnerable due to
something which
prevents
the fulfilment of
their rights?

Yes

Fill in yellow
identification form with
consent of guardian

Correct forms
with caregivers

Enter details to OVC
register fill in ID
number and place in
monthly counting tray

Count the number
of children for this
reporting period
served

Support coordinator
on monthly count

Yes
Has the child been
identified before in
database and
register?

Child identified as
OVC

Yes

File in error
folder

Reconcile
manual count
to database
report

No

Fill in pink service
provision form

Conduct problem
solving interview

Child referred/
serviced for
health

Child referred/
serviced for
documents

Child referred/
serviced basic
need

Enter details to OVC
database and place form
back into monthly
counting tray

Run a variety
of reports and
analyse
change

Submit to
OVC
coordinator on

Are the forms filled out
correctly?
No
Submit reports to project officer
and M&E officer and report back
to categivers and CCF’s

Yes
Place in monthly
counting tray

Key:
Caregiver

OVC
coordinator

Data entry
clerk

Has the child been
identified before in
database and
register?

Yes

Source: AMREF 2008.

Correct forms
with caregivers

No

Enter details to OVC
database, add ID
number and place
form back into monthly
counting tray

Request ID form from
caregiver/CCF/2nd line
partner

Match all pink
forms to yellow
identification forms
and place in monthly
counting tray

Categivers debriefed
and updated on
analysis

Figure 9.2 The Barefoot Collective’s Phases of Organizational Development

Source: Barefoot Collective 2009.

What is necessary is not to be dominated by this form of approach but rather
to use it once the process of pure inquiry has been undertaken in association
with diagnostic inquiry.
Leading from these two processes—pure inquiry and initial redesign—a
workshop was organized to discuss the analysis and support the implementation of the redesigned elements of the system. The workshop covered some basic definitions of M&E and worked through some of the new
tools, such as the project data flow. The outcomes of the workshop were
mixed. The data flow was taken up as a shared language of the monitoring system. The new manual counting procedures did not work, however.
Looking back, it may have been a little early to move from a pure to a more
directive, even confrontational, form of inquiry in relation to the counting procedures. The bottleneck was identified, but the context in which it
operated was not fully understood. The problem came to light six weeks
later, when the next phase of reporting was due and uncertainty over the
numbers being reported remained.
In summary, evaluation capacity development workshops need to be tailored to meet issues in context. Doing so requires that the issues first be
understood through pure inquiry and then translated into technical evaluation tools.
Phase II: Success after Learning from Others
In the second phase of developing the monitoring system, there was a
marked shift in emphasis. More on-site support was provided in which
issues were worked through with individuals and organizations. Inspiring
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this shift of approach was learning from the implementation of a computer
database for tracking and monitoring, the Soweto Care System, which was
being rolled out across AMREF’s community partners at roughly the same
time as the manual counting was being completed.4 The database was a
substantial improvement over the previous one. It is a well-designed, offthe-shelf system that reduces the work needed for manual counting and
includes easy-to-use backup procedures, allowing the quality of the data to
be assessed centrally. As feedback from the field stated, “the database is . . .
crucial to us, to know how many children we’re servicing at our finger
tips. . . . the Soweto Care System was a lifesaver for us, because time was
saved from manual counts.”
It was not the tool itself but the way the system was rolled out that was
all important for the development of evaluation capacity. The implementation of this database followed helping practice. Based on their experience from some 50 organizations, the consultants identified demand as
the most important factor for successfully implementing the database.
Demand for good data had already been established within AMREF and
community partners. During the initial identification of issues in the existing monitoring system, the pure inquiry uncovered some issues regarding
the previous database. A diagnostic inquiry process was then undertaken
to develop a new database system that addressed these issues. This process culminated in program staff working jointly through the key fields of
the Soweto Care System, which was then rolled out. In short, a number
of the tools that can be associated with helping were used in the preliminary phases of implementing the system. Following the design workshop,
the consultants moved to training at the site level. Training involved data
capturers and at least one other member of staff. The consultants took on
a director’s role, directing others to do the acting, never “touching the keyboard” themselves.
Ongoing support was given by AMREF staff to embed the Soweto Care
System and to implement other processes within the data-flow process
(see figure 9.1). Managing the implementation of the system using the data
flow took about 70 percent of the M&E officer’s time for four months,
with 50 percent spent on site. The on-site support process used the full
range of inquiries described in table 9.1. Looking back at the work done
on site, the diagnostic form was used about 50 percent of the time, pure
inquiry was used about 30 percent of the time, and confrontational and
process-oriented inquiry each took about 10 percent of the time. This support focused on spotting issues in data quality, advising on approaches to
remedy issues with data collection, identifying gaps in filing, and verifying issues with the database. Some of the interactions in this process are
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shown in table 9.2. The confrontational and process inquiry approaches
are valuable when used sparingly.
Evaluation capacity development is a change process, which, as
Machiavelli pointed out in The Prince, can be difficult, doubtful, and dangerous. This means that at times there will be resistance to new behaviors.
Sometimes an extra push is required to get through difficult issues. The
process of evaluation capacity development in the Bana Barona/Abantwana
Bethu project did not follow the helping methodology exactly. Mistakes
were made and apologies proffered. At some times, helpers were viewed
with joy; at others, they were viewed with suspicion and even anger. Given
these reactions, helping can be emotionally draining.
At the operational level, seven of the eight community organizations that
AMREF works with were generally committed to the process at any one
time. The uncommitted organization changed: when one organization’s
commitment started to wane, extra effort was put in.

Table 9.2

Examples of On-Site Support Linked to Helping Roles and Inquiry

Interaction

Example

Type of inquiry

Role

Problem solving together

Working through a reconciliation of
a database report to the forms. This
was an incremental process that
helped both parties understand
issues in data entry.

Pure and
diagnostic

Audience
and actor

Laughing about issues

Developing personal relationships
with the data capturers based on
trust; seeing the humorous side of
mistakes (for example, not taking
double entries in the database too
seriously)

Pure and
diagnostic

Audience
and actor

Taking issues raised about the
database seriously

Recording issues identified by data
capturers and escalating them to
developers

Diagnostic

Director

Creating some competition
between data capturers

Talking about how many entries
different data capturers had
achieved and using that metric as a
yardstick to push people when
commitment waned

Confrontational

Director

Pushing through on issues when
resistance was met on
challenges the community
organization’s staff could resolve

Repeating exercises of analysis in
areas that were difficult, such as
data analysis

Confrontational
and process
oriented

Director

Source: Author.
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Help was given mainly to community partner organizations rather than
AMREF internal staff. For AMREF staff, this was an unacceptable gap in
their own capacity development. The demand for improved monitoring was
immediate, as monitoring data had become a critical project issue. Attention was therefore focused at the source of data, the community. As a result,
AMREF staff were not helped as extensively during this period.
The initial focus on the community had two unintended longer-term
effects. First, information use is still patchy. Some organizations use it solely
for reporting, whereas others are starting preliminary analysis of care worker
caseloads. Second, because the help was focused at the operational level, the
managers of community organizations became less involved. Had local staff
been more fully involved, it is possible that they could have better supported
information use while getting more buy-in from managers. A theory of helping needs to be applied at different levels of the organizations involved, even
when they are at the pioneering phase. Different levels of demand for evaluation have to be taken into account. This speaks to the issues that Heider
raises in chapter 5 with respect to establishing an enabling environment for
evaluation.
Outweighing these issues are the outcomes. First, the quality audit
revealed an immediate improvement in the data. Such an audit is an important process in judging the quality of the monitoring system for USAID/
PEPFAR. Data quality is measured in the areas of validity, reliability, integrity, precision, timeliness, and completeness. At the head office level,
precision rose from 23 percent to 100 percent, and reliability rose from
79 percent to more than 96 percent; at the community level, validity rose from
79 percent to 92 percent, and precision rose from 59 percent to 87 percent.
In the short term, these improvements satisfied the demand for evaluation
at the AMREF level. The evaluation team was able to enter into detailed discussions with partners about the way the project operates, how their staff
work, and how the management support decisions—all based on up-to-date,
reliable evidence.
Second, through the analysis of information, the project team refined
its ideas, leading to a new results framework and innovative new projects.
The emphasis is now on the importance of the coordination of care by different role players. The monitoring system aided the development of this
focus area. Monitoring the project allowed the evaluators to analyze where
referrals were breaking down between the community and the health system. In response, community-friendly tools were developed that are being
used to support the coordination of care. One such tool is a poster, which was
constructed through a process of pure and diagnostic inquiry as monitoring
data became available. The poster shows services available within a South
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African municipality. This poster is used in a number of ways. For example,
care workers use it to discuss with children and guardians the kinds of rights
they have. The poster relates to a referral list and could be used in conjunction with a list of telephone numbers of health service providers in local area.
In responding to the monitoring data, mobile technology is being
explored for the purposes of developing community health information
systems. Through better understanding of the challenges care workers face
in working with health services, mobile technology has been developed to
help smooth communication and information exchange. The partnerships
developed over 12 months reached the stage at which mobile technology is
now being piloted. 5
This technology includes an area-based directory (a toll-free number that provides a directory of area-based service); a health announcements system, which provides SMS airtime to care workers to ask
questions and interact with clinics and other service providers, such as
schools; and a service rating system, in which clients text a number to
rate their satisfaction with a service such as a clinic or police station.
These changes demonstrate that although the helping roles of director,
actor, and audience require intense communications, the playwright
function of those developing evaluation capacity cannot be forgotten.
Quiet periods are required to integrate technical evaluation theory into
practice to move systems forward.
Coming out of the data analysis processes was recognition of the
need to further support changes in quality at the source of information.
Service providers are likely to have left formal education early. This
means that training processes, forms, and data-collection methods need
to be tailored to work with their knowledge base. A training process for
implementing service protocols was implemented that drew on the lessons of the past; it was grounded in a solid diagnostic process, mentoring, follow-up, and the involvement of AMREF staff. Interestingly, the
training for care workers integrated some of the main tenets of helping.
Open-ended questioning and relationship-building techniques were
integrated into the training. AMREF staff, care workers, and coordinators report that the training process changed the way they operate with
clients, reinforcing the value of recognizing helping as an evaluation
capacity development strategy.
This analysis shows that where helping was used, albeit unconsciously,
successes in evaluation capacity development occurred. A number of other
interventions, such as peer and external support to data capturers and coordinators, were undertaken during this phase to support the development
of evaluation capacity. Because of space constraints, it is not possible to
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describe them here. However, where they were most successful, roles and
inquiry were undertaken in the mode suggested by Schein (2009).
Phase III: Ongoing Work
Following from these successes, a third phase is now in process. It can be
seen as ongoing development, where the realities of staff turnover and
changing context become relevant. Working through a process of developing evaluation capacity does not have an obvious ending point. Systems are
in flux, with mixed results. Perhaps the best that can be hoped for is the selfreorganization and regeneration of monitoring systems to higher and lower
levels of functioning.
Country-level systems are now being implemented using resultsbased management (Kusek and Rist 2004) as a guiding frame. Although
this is an organization-wide process, demand also comes from within the
projects, which want to more systematically collate and analyze their
experiences. Within this process, helping can assist with smoothing the
recognized implementation and management issues related to resultsbased management systems (Perrin 1998; Kusek and Rist 2004). Helping is of use because it is specific about the roles that need to be played.
For example, the role of actor and audience can be undertaken in the
development of outcomes and indicators. Meanwhile, the director can
reinforce the demand for the evaluation capacity. The playwright can
work behind the scenes, translating the steps within a monitoring plan
and framework.
This new phase also needs to be cognizant of some of the limitations of
the helping approach, which requires ample resources (people, finances,
and time). In addition to the full-time M&E officer, there was the Pact
M&E adviser, the AMREF corporate M&E leader, and external advice from
RMIT University in Melbourne. About $70,000 (3.6 percent of the budget)
was expended over 12 of the 18 months. This money supported one fulltime salary for eight months, data capturers, traditional workshops, additional expertise, the rollout of the Soweto Care System, and travel to the
site for mentoring. Helping also takes a large amount of time in the field—
potentially 40–60 percent, depending on the level of intensity. Given these
resource requirements, there is a need to learn from the previous phases
and be efficient in implementation.
New challenges exist in using helping in the ongoing development of
monitoring systems. Relationships need to be defined, new staff oriented,
and resources used effectively and efficiently. In this ongoing work, the roles
of audience, actor, director, and playwright will still need to be performed by
Recognizing “Helping” as an Evaluation Capacity Development Strategy
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those developing evaluation capacity. This process will be more conscious
of the theory of helping.

Conclusion
Using helping supported the integration of technical evaluation approaches
to capacity development work through improved personal relationships.
As the outcomes suggest, when the importance of social economics and
social theater roles are recognized, even unconsciously, energy is released
and new pathways for change opened.
Schein’s (2009) theory of helping is useful in developing evaluation capacity. Helping does not replace other strategies and technical approaches; it
complements them by assisting them in becoming operational in a given
context.
Schein goes beyond other theorists in the accessible way in which he
describes how to go about developing evaluation capacity. Schein is accessible to the organizational practitioner. He provides guidance on where to
be opportunistic, charismatic, and systematic in a way that can complement
other approaches.6
Useful work could be undertaken to further evaluate helping. Results for
evaluation capacity development can be judged against the standards contained in three OECD evaluation principles: independence, credibility, and
utility of evaluations (OECD 1991; see chapter 5 of this book). Using these
principles to judge the effectiveness of helping could help go beyond this
introductory case study by using a standard evaluative frame for capacity
development strategies. In the longer term, doing so will help develop fuller
knowledge about the strengths and limits of this approach and others.
One year after the end of the period of intense support, the monitoring
system continues to be embedded and is to some extent self-regulating.
Many of the gains were retained during a period of program staff changes,
although progress was hampered. The robustness of the system and the use
of helping are related. This connection will continue to be used in the ongoing development of monitoring systems within AMREF.

Notes
1. The recognition of imbalances in power resembles arguments in Akerlof (1970),
where, because of differences in information, incentives exist to supply a lower
standard of good. Although this issue is not explored in this chapter, it is an area
that requires further exploration.
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2. Mertens (2009) is less detailed in her guidance. Bawden (2006) is more academic, describing the “epistemic transformation” of the evaluator.
3. Two additional phases are described in Barefoot Collective (2009): the integrated and associative. These two are not described here, because they are not
directly relevant to the case.
4. The database was developed by a volunteer placed with a community organization by Volunteer Services Overseas (VSO) in partnership with VX Company in
the Netherlands as part of a corporate social responsibility initiative.
5. Two main partners are involved in the mobile technology project, Cell Life,
based in Cape Town, and HIV911, based in Durban.
6. See chapter 5 of this book, on ordered chaos.
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CHAPTER 2

A FRAMEWORK FOR
IDENTIFYING ENTRY POINTS
FOR INTERNATIONAL
DEVELOPMENT EVALUATION
TO ENABLE RESPONSIVE
GOVERNMENT POLICY
Stephen Porter

ABSTRACT
International development evaluation, which prioritizes values linked to
poverty eradication, can help policy respond to poor people and marginalized
people’s concerns. Power imbalances, however, mean that although evaluation
that applies the standards of international development has mechanisms to
contribute to the improved responsiveness of government, the interests of
poor people are often excluded from the process (House & Howe, 1999). In
this chapter, a framework that utilizes principal-agent concepts is applied,
drawing on five case studies, and some potential entry-points for evaluation
to support policy processes to respond to poor and marginalized people are
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highlighted. The discussion provides initial evidence of the applicability
of the principal–agent concepts to the implementation of international
development evaluation practice so that it can better enable responsive policy
decisions.

Governments are responsive when they “make and implement policies
that citizens want” (Powell, 2004, p. 62). Government that is responsive
to citizens, who are considered its political equals, is the key characteristic of democracy (Dahl, 1973). When a government changes policy or
implementation as a result of taking into account the interests of the
whole of society, rather than its own narrow interests, through procedural
mechanisms it demonstrates democratic responsiveness (Fukuyama, 2014).
Procedural accountability mechanisms, such as free and fair elections,
corruption monitoring bodies, and the rule of law work collectively to
produce responsiveness (Diamond & Morlino, 2005). Forms of state that
are not democratic, such as monarchies and those that have one party rule,
can also be responsive through more limited forms of accountability than
those found in democracies. Improving the functioning of accountability
mechanisms through applying the standards of international development evaluation, which prioritizes values linked to poverty eradication,
can support a government’s responsiveness to citizens in whatever form of
state by generating channels to enable consideration of otherwise excluded
perspectives.
It is argued in this chapter that international development evaluation
offers a substantive tool to enable responsiveness. The practice of evaluation,1
broadly, helps to define the merit or worth of an intervention according to a
set of defined values, principles and standards. International development
evaluation, specifically, is required as part of the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals, whose mandate and reach is a globally
agreed. The values of these Goals and consequently the standards of
international development evaluation, include inclusivity, eradicating
poverty and strengthening universal peace in larger freedom (General
Assembly, 2015). Prior to the Sustainable Development Goals, a range
of groups have elucidated guidelines for international development
evaluation practice. These include, but are not limited to: The Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development—Development Assistance
Committee’s (OECD-DAC), which produced the Criteria for Evaluating
Development Assistance and Quality Standards for Development Evaluation;
and the International Development Evaluation Association’s Evaluator
Competencies.
Power imbalances, however, are an impediment to the contribution that
international development evaluation can make to accountability processes. Power imbalances mean that although evaluation has the possibility
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to be an important contributor to poverty reduction efforts, the interests of
the poor and marginalized are often excluded from the process of evaluation (House & Howe, 1999). Practical mitigations for the distorting effect
of power have been defined for those who conduct evaluations, such as,
opening space for dialogue with the poor and being inclusive of their
voice in evaluation processes (House & Howe, 1999; Patton, 2008). Less
guidance is available, however, to support those that manage development
evaluations and seek to embed them institutionally.
This chapter seeks to make a contribution to evaluation practice by
defining a framework that applies principal-agent concepts to support
the identification of entry points in accountability mechanisms to improve
responsiveness of government to the values and ends of the Sustainable
Development Goals, which prioritize poverty eradication. The framework
is based upon a knowledge base developed in undertaking five exploratory
case studies (Porter & Feinstein, 2014).
DEVELOPMENT EVALUATION, POWER AND
A PRINCIPAL-AGENT FRAMEWORK
Shadish, Cook, and Leviton (1991, p. 46), in their classic text Foundations
of Program Evaluation, argue that “no prescriptive [value] theory is widely
accepted … all prescriptive ethics are under justified, and selecting one
involves trade-offs about which few stakeholders agree.” In this assessment
they are broadly correct. The world is a place of diverse values where knowledge is socially constructed. This means that not all evaluation can promote
democracy, as it is not something universally valued. Though democracy
is not widely accepted, the bases of international development evaluation are, curiously, widely accepted; the UN General Assembly through
the Sustainable Development Goals affirmed the values and standards
of international development evaluation. In the real world, articulated
intent and actual implementation diverge, however. Those with power
often intentionally exclude important issues in policy processes, such as,
inclusion, human rights and environmental sustainability. International
development evaluation has a mandate and institutional mechanisms to
highlight these exclusions.
Translating the mandate of the Sustainable Development Goals that
prioritizes a range of values linked to poverty eradication is challenging,
however. Those who are in power circumscribe how evaluation processes
work; their interests define key questions, data collection methods and
the space of allowable judgements. The poor and marginalized are often
excluded from these processes because accountability mechanisms, and by
extension development evaluation processes, are not sufficiently interested

EBSCOhost - printed on 7/19/2020 11:34 AM via UNIVERSITY OF EAST ANGLIA. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

20

S. PORTER

or connected to their perspectives. If the diverse interests of poor people
are excluded from processes, development evaluation cannot support
policy responses in accordance with their values.
There are three dimensions of power (Lukes, 1974, pp. 16–29) with
which international development evaluation can interact in policy processes. The first dimension is the power to make people do something: “A
exercises power over B when A affects B in a manner contrary to B’s interests.” The second dimension is the power to shape the political agenda to
organise an issue into or out of the political domain. The third dimension
is the power of socially structured and patterned behaviors of groups; a
group may not even be conscious that their interests are contrary to the
prevailing agenda.
The commissioning of an evaluation by powerful groups who intend
to use the findings in a decision is an outright act of power. Development
evaluation can also be a process that produces alternatives for a policy
agenda. An evaluation can be commissioned in order to help raise an issue.
The definition of alternatives “is the supreme instrument of power; … [they]
who determine what politics is run the country, because the definition of
alternatives is the choice of conflicts, and the choice of conflicts allocates
power” (Schattschneider, 1960, p. 68). A development evaluation process
is an act of power, especially when it prioritizes understanding the interests of those with limited power, because it identifies an issue, measures it,
interacts with the interested, passes judgement and, on that basis, proposes
alternatives. An evaluation undertaken in accordance with international
development standards may even be able to help confront false consciousness, but this dimension of power is not considered further in this chapter.
Governments can articulate intent to achieve the values of the Sustainable Development Goals, such as, inclusion and human rights, but
undertake actions that are repressive. In this case, the definition of alternative actions can be a significant challenge to those with established power,
as it contradicts their actions. Commissioning an evaluation in a way that
offends too many interests will mean that the implementation of change is
likely to be more challenging. Consequently, powerful interests often need
to be navigated rather than just challenged, through given entry points.
Accountability mechanisms are important entry points to challenge
powerful interests. Accountability mechanisms at their core are a way to
constrain the misuse of power (Lindberg, 2013). In states, whether democratic or not, accountability mechanisms exist that are bureaucratic,
informal, or patron-client orientated. Accountability mechanisms provide
possibilities for development evaluation to engage with powerful interests
that set agendas, provide sanctions and produce an official acceptance of a
position. If evaluations are to be commissioned that can support interventions to respond to people, especially the poor and marginalized—and give
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prominence to their perspective—then a framework is required to identify
amenable accountability mechanisms.
A useful frame for investigating accountability mechanisms are principal-agent concepts as they are “at the heart of public sector accountability
research” (Schillemans & Busuioc, 2015, p. 191). Applying principal-agent
concepts focused on accountability mechanisms helps to understand the
institutional dimension of evaluation in development, helping to identify
balances that need to be struck between different entry-points (Picciotto
& Wiesner, 1998). Principal-agent relationships have been developed and
applied as a conceptual framework by political scientists (Lindberg, 2013)
and economists (Stiglitz, 2002) to help unpack power relationships. Given
this academic background, their application offers a developed body of
literature that can be integrated into evaluation approaches.
Working through principal-agent relationships helps to analyze where
power is located, contracted and transferred. This section now outlines a
framework to apply principal-agent concepts to international development
evaluation practice by defining key terms and relating them to existing
literature in evaluation. The section concludes by providing examples to
show how principal-agent concepts can be applied to thinking about implementing development evaluation.
Principals
In a liberal democracy a principal (citizen) transfers power to an agent
(politicians) to act on his/her behalf. In turn politicians become principals
by transferring some power to civil servants (agents), who then become
principals in the delivery of duties to citizens. The transfer of power
between principals and agents is held-in-check by formal or informal
accountability mechanisms that can evaluate performance and potentially
apply sanctions (Lindberg, 2013). In non-democratic contexts, principalagent relations are often mediated through processes that do not involve
direct representation and are unlikely to prioritize transparency.
Principals are the demand side of evaluation and in this paper broadly
define the prevalent configuration of the authorizing environment of the
state. The authorizing environment in the context of this paper consists
of people in formal decision-making power within accountability mechanisms.2 When decision makers require or are influenced to ask for evidence,
then an actual, latent or potential demand arises for evaluation. The
demand is latent if the decision maker is not aware that evaluation can be
a source of evidence. The demand is potential if there is an awareness of
evaluation, but resources to fund the evaluation are lacking.
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Principals have different configurations of demand for evaluation as
well as interests. For example, if the executive focuses on improving performance through monitoring, then there is a latent demand for evaluation.
Meanwhile, the legislature might be focused on getting the executive to
account for the effective use of funds. In this case a potential demand
for evaluation is generated if they do not have the resources to fund
evaluations.3 The tensions that exist between different role-players in the
authorizing environment generate possibilities to elicit actual demand for
evaluation. Cabinet, Parliament, political parties, civil society, senior civil
servants, and the media are some of the main principals who demand
evaluation.
When principals, who play a leading role in the state, articulate demand
for evaluation, the findings of the evaluations can play a potentially important role in policy processes as these principals have actual power over
processes. Informational asymmetry exists between principals and agents
who implement policy, however. Principals may have positional power, but
they have limited levers to ensure action. Evaluation can be important as it
provides information on implementation and can bypass layers of interests
and present to principals a reality of implementation based on different
values.
Evaluation that is channelled through a locally owned accountability
mechanism improves the legitimacy of findings and the potential for
action. Principals are more likely to use findings from an evaluation when
demand for evaluation processes arises from within a country’s politics.
The importance of demand arising internally to a system has been recognized within the literature on evaluation (Bemelmans-Videc, Rist, &
Vedung, 2003; Boyle & Lemarie, 1999; Chelimsky, 2006; Mackay, 2007;
Picciotto, 1995; Wiesner, 2011). When demand for evaluation is internal
(endogenous) to a country system, but the principal that takes on the role
of championing the evaluation process is outside the normal policy process
and interacts with potential sources of disagreement, power is exercised: a
potential conflict has been chosen, an agenda set.
In international development evaluation, donors often play a role and
can choose to exercise demand for evaluation outside of the accountability
structures (exogenously) of the partner country, accounting to the
authorizing environment in their home countries. Donors can, if they
choose to, interact with a partner country’s political power structures when
commissioning evaluations or when attempting to support their findings.4
Those seeking to advance international development evaluation
processes to respond to the poor will need to identify the intersection of
stakeholders that are willing to seek change. They will need to operate in a
politically savvy manner and identify actual, latent, and potential demand
for change within the larger system of power. They need to be able to
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identify actors who are interested and want to frame and resolve a problem
and value the perspective of the poor.
Agents
The supply-side of evaluation processes consists of agents who undertake
evaluations. Evaluation agents (evaluators) ought to have more knowledge
than other role-players in technical areas of evaluation. For example, they
should have in-depth knowledge of evaluation methodology. If incentives
and regulation are weak, a lower standard of service might become prevalent. This is because evaluators benefit from information asymmetries,
they know more about the work they conduct than those managing the
evaluation. Evaluation agents may work together to overcome inadequate
incentives by creating shared regulation mechanisms to improve practice.
Evaluation agents need to be competent in undertaking the collection,
capturing and verifying data, and interacting with the system for managing, designing and disseminating credible evaluation. Technical capacity
on the supply-side, however, is insufficient to ensure the use of evaluations.
Credible data produced by technically sound agents does not mean that
these data are relevant to the existing political context. The strength of
evaluation supply is predicated not only on its technical know-how, but also
on its ability to relate to existing institutions, particularly accountability
mechanisms. In other words, evaluations should not just be credible, but
also answer important questions and be legitimate in the political context.
Evaluators who are seen as legitimate are more likely to get access to important stakeholders and will know how to frame recommendations so that
they are accepted within the context. Universities, think tanks, consultants
generally conduct evaluations as supply-side agents. Each of these can play
different roles when thinking through possibilities within a given context.
Intermediary Managers
Evaluation intermediaries are entrusted to act on behalf of principals
that they are supposed to serve in their work between principals and agents.
They manage evaluation implementation, and liaise with commissioners
of the evaluation process.
An illustration of intermediaries is the Senior Responsible Owner in
U.K.’s Department for International Development (DFID) who oversees
the implementation of projects. Senior Responsible Owners manage
or delegate the management of evaluations, for example, to evaluation
advisors. The evaluation advisor and the Senior Responsible Owner are
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intermediaries. For both, there is someone higher in the authorizing environment that accounts for the performance of a portfolio of projects, but
is not responsible for day-to-day project implementation, does not manage
the evaluation, and puts in place mechanisms that generate demand for
evaluation. Often, intermediaries that manage international development
evaluations need to weigh input from different principals both inside and
outside their government. Intermediaries in these positions are able to
develop knowledge of institutions and policy that allows them to influence
demand and evaluation implementation, potentially, in accordance with
their own agenda.
Good intermediaries need to understand the technical conduct of evaluations, but also need distinctive skills in helping to relate evaluations to
accountability mechanisms, such as select committees, budget allocation
processes, and sector management committees. Those managing evaluations within a country system are often connected to demand through
accountability mechanisms, which can be public good orientated or patronage based. Intermediaries who are external to an authorizing environment,
such as evaluation advisors in DFID, need to find a channel to connect
to demand through in-country structures. With such a channel, they may
be able to improve the use of evaluation within the partner country, as
opposed to applying findings only to the donor’s program.
In summary, the model presented here deviates from those presented
elsewhere in the evaluation literature by highlighting intermediaries. The
importance of intermediaries in government change processes has been
recognized in literature outside of evaluation (see, for example, Klerkx &
Leeuwis, 2008). There are a number of other potential actors who could act
as intermediaries and help evaluation practice, for example, associations
of professional evaluators and grant funded innovators.5
Example Application to Development Evaluation
The conceptual framework of principals, agents, and intermediaries
could be expanded. The scheme above enables insights on the role of different stakeholders in evaluation processes and their relative positional
power. Understanding the configuration of power, who is delegating and
transferring power to whom, helps to unpack the “social relations, particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production,
distribution, and consumption of … [policy]” (Mosco, 1996, p. 24). A
principal-agent lens enables those advancing evaluation systems, often
intermediaries, to pay attention to the forces and processes at work and
how they affect evaluation.
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Two examples below illustrate how the principal–agent distinction can
be applied to evaluation problems.
The principal-agent distinction helps to understand how power is configured within the authorizing environment. While principals transfer
power to an agent, there are issues with who monitors the transfer of power.
In countries where development aid is delivered, power is often centralised
in a strong executive or elite group. Knowing how the elite group operates
helps to identify where accountability mechanisms work for private, rather
than public interests. A legislature, for example, may be systematically weak
because it does not offer a genuine constraint on executive power. In this
context, the bodies that report to it, perhaps a public service commission,
would also have limitations. This means that the search for an appropriate
body with the power to commission evaluations would have to be sought in
either the central executive or other parts of the state, such as, civil society
where there is capacity to challenge powerful interests. Examples of power
configurations in relation to international development evaluation systems
are presented in the next section of this paper.
The principal-agent distinction can also help evaluation managers and
other intermediaries think about how they relate to those conducting evaluations, especially in terms of market failure. In many developing countries
an array of demands are emerging for evaluation (Porter & Goldman,
2013). In an emerging market where principals and intermediaries lack
experience there is the potential for informational asymmetry, which can
lead to poor service value. George Akerloff ’s (1970) article The Market for
Lemons highlights the importance of informational asymmetry in the quality
of the delivery of goods and services. The owner of a car (agent) has more
information than the potential buyer (the principal), as a result incentives
are produced to up the price of the car and conceal defects. In the same
way, where an evaluator has more information on the kinds of evaluation
that are possible and can exaggerate his/her own experience or conceal
other approaches, then incentives are produced to offer lower quality services. Because of a lack of knowledge the principal and intermediary do
not necessarily have the background to adequately demand and manage an
evaluation, meaning that lower quality evaluations become passable. In this
context an intermediary in the form of an evaluation manager can draw in
additional support by implementing expanded governance structures and
quality assurance mechanisms to improve information symmetry.
In summary, the principal-agent distinction offers a useful way to
conceptually delineate the power relations among different stakeholders
involved in evaluation. Different groups, whether principals, agents or
intermediaries, interact with politics and power in different ways. The roles
they play in policy processes can change according to context. Working
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through how power is practiced helps to identify potential issues and
opportunities for development evaluation processes.
EMERGING PATTERNS OF PRINCIPAL-AGENT RELATIONS
FROM CASE STUDIES
Applying the principal-agent conceptual framework within five case studies
helps to identify entry points for international development evaluation in
different power configurations (Porter & Feinstein, 2014). For evaluation
to respond to the poor, a stakeholder is required who is willing to exercise
power in the interests of the poor. An accountability mechanism is needed
that represents genuine concern about the poor. And agents are needed
who are willing to use their power or choose potential conflicts with interests that are adverse to some of the preferences of the poor. Those with
power in an authorizing environment are not often poor people, but the
authorizers can be interested in improving the situation whether for altruistic or selfish reasons.
A manager of a development evaluation or another party interested in
advancing evaluation practice is likely to have a partial view of the local
anatomy of power and a very limited ability to affect policy choices. Even
with a partial view and limited influence, the manager who identifies a
champion and supportive accountability mechanisms can implement an
evaluation process that is influential in decision making. The configurations and illustrations discussed below demonstrate emerging patterns in
Ghana, Ethiopia, Malawi, Rwanda, and Zambia and the application of a
principal–agent conceptual framework in supporting the development of
evaluation systems.
Each of the case countries, at the time of writing of the cases in early
2014, had enjoyed a sustained period of economic growth and a good
degree of fiscal and monetary stability. Ghana has a variety of institutions
that are developing a democratic outlook, although power is still exercised
by a narrow elite. Malawi and Zambia have more limited democratic procedures. In both, there are also limitations in the power of the government
to regulate powerful vested interests. In Ethiopia and Rwanda, powerful central elites are organized in party structures that emerged through
violent conflict. It these countries there is a good degree of ability to implement policy, but democratic spaces are limited.
The study was carried out through a combination of desk review,
including an analysis of existing evaluation/evaluative research products,
and direct semi-structured interviews with a selection of informants
across critical stakeholder groupings. In total, people in 77 agencies were
interviewed as part of this study. The primary data collection for the case
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studies was carried out from April to June, 2013. Further verification and
analysis took place between June and December, 2013.
In applying the principal-agent conceptual framework, the study was
undertaken through the following overlapping stages: Established study
commitment and support from key stakeholders; collated and analyzed
primary and secondary data and information about the evaluation system;
conducted a series of interviews with actors that fall within the categories of
principal, intermediary and agent; reviewed additional secondary information; and finally, produced a country case study paper.
Identified Configurations and Their Constraints6
There are two overarching political configurations that serve as useful
reference points for understanding power relations and opportunities in
the five case countries: (1) neopatrimonial, in which public affairs are to a
large extent subservient to entangled personal and private interests; and
(2) developmental patrimonial, in which a central ruling elite command and
promote long-term development in the interests of maintaining power
(Booth et al., 2005; Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2012). Elements of (3) liberal
democracy can be identified within all the case countries. In a liberal democratic structure, transparent rule-based processes relate to accounting
mechanisms, where the diverse values of poor people could be considered
amongst a variety of other interests. Even though structures that are transparent, rule-based and inclusive are rare in the case countries, mechanisms
were identified where they could be further refined or developed. All three
logics offer distinct entry points, operate to different degrees within a state
and suggest distinct approaches for those undertaking international development evaluations. Even so, in each case country one logic was normally
prevalent.
In the neopatrimonial authorizing environments of Zambia, Malawi, and
to a lesser extent Ghana, the informal forces that shape decision-making
or implementation processes are opaque and hard to reform through
direct intervention. An authorizing environment with neopatrimonial
characteristics:
On the one hand [has] … a formal administrative structure governed by rules
and underpinned by law. On the other hand, much of the actual operation
of public affairs is dictated by a different set of principles. State resources,
bureaucratic positions, and the power to allocate rents, provide services,
and determine policies and their beneficiaries are captured by personal or
private networks in the hands of dominant patrons. Thus, instead of being
governed by explicit objectives and legal rules, it is effectively an apparatus
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serving the interests of the particular groups and individuals that have
captured it. (Booth et al., 2005)

A neopatrimonial logic can still mean that development in terms of economic growth is achieved, but in a system where the main benefits accrue
to the powerful.
A neopatrimonial logic is prevalent in the authorizing environments
of Zambia and Malawi. The main objective of a range of principals is the
consolidation of power within existing private networks. In this logic agents
order or disorder a policy structure or process so as to enable personal,
group, or institutional benefit to be derived. For example, disorder of
information management, such as, poor record keeping, can represent
a strategy to undermine accountability mechanisms, rather than a lack
of capacity. Similarly, order, such as a public service reform programme
can provide an opportunity for consolidating power, diverting and accumulating resources. On a large enough scale patron-client accountability
mechanisms predominate the primary functions of the state rather than
the public good. The consequence of this is that policy becomes difficult to
actually change as interests mediate implementation and powerful interests
assert control over reform to better achieve their objectives. Ghana, meanwhile, had a range of differing authorizing environments varying between
liberal democratic and neopatrimonial, although neopatrimonial logic
appeared to be prevalent.
For international development evaluation this means that apparent
entry points could be a façade for the accumulation of power. The existence
of competing interests, however, does allow for alternative entry points for
evaluation as well as for the promotion of competing users of evaluation
evidence. The challenge is to identify which of these is most likely to be
interested in being responsive to poor people. The consequences of the
different neopatrimonial logics in identifying entry-points for evaluation
are outlined in the next section.
In developmental patrimonial authorizing environments policy-making is
centralised and strict limits on policy influence are imposed. Developmental Patrimonialism can be recognized when the:
Ruling elite acquires an interest in, and a capability for, managing economic
rents in a centralised way with a view to enhancing their own and others’ incomes in the long run rather than maximizing them in the short run. (Booth
& Golooba-Mutebi, 2012, p. 381)

In this logic the political establishment seeks to maintain power and build
support through demonstrating an ability to provide development, while
often subordinating processes that give rise to political competition in the
way accountability mechanisms function. Developmental patrimonialism
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often curtails dispersed corruption as a means of legitimating and consolidating the position of elites linked to ruling political parties; by extension
open debate of policy options is also repressed. Patronage in this structure
is centralised, often through companies that relate to the dominant party
(Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2012). This option for maintaining power is
selected over outright repression. In such environments criticism of policy
is not just about contesting a decision-process, but a challenge to the development vision of the elite. This logic reduces the role of international
donors in defining policy. If the ruling elite sees a defined policy change as
helping to achieve development in a manner that reinforces their control
they will pursue that objective. A policy change is unlikely if it directly
undermines the long-term control of the elite. The case studies identified
this kind of decision making as prevalent in Ethiopia and Rwanda.
Developmental patrimonialism offers opportunities for development
evaluation when a powerful section of the elite has an interest in improving
the effectiveness of the policies they have chosen. The challenge of this is
that, while they are open to change the implementation of programmes,
the definition of policy remains in their domain. This means that their
responsiveness to the poor is bounded; evaluating the value of a policy is
more difficult than providing feedback from the poor on the implementation of the policy. Any challenge to the centrally managed patronage
structure is likely to remain off-limits.
POTENTIAL ENTRY POINTS IDENTIFIED THROUGH
APPLICATION OF A PRINCIPAL-AGENT LENS
This section presents some of the findings of the case studies and illustrates
the potential application of the principal-agent lens in identifying entry
points in the authorizing environment for evaluation practice. In all countries there are some potential entry points amongst both principals and
agents. The purpose of the analysis in this section is to highlight issues that
arise within the different stakeholder groupings of principals, intermediaries and agents and illustrate the application of principal–agent concepts.
Principals
In the case studies there are marked similarities between principals in
developmental patrimonial and neopatrimonial environments. The executive is the dominant branch of government in all of the case countries.
For evaluation to be taken seriously an entry point is required within the
executive, whether in central or line ministries.
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Across the studies there is actual demand for monitoring and on occasions, in developmental patrimonial environments, evaluation focused on
the merits of implementation, but not questioning the worth. Research
is less threatening than evaluation; it provides evidence about a theory.
Evaluation meanwhile strives to present a reality from a value perspective,
which may challenge centrally held beliefs that could raise unnecessary
challenge to elites.
In developmental patrimonial environments, although monitoring
remains dominant, there is some openness to research being used in policy
processes. In Rwanda, for example, informants from government and civil
society report that there is an active demand for using evidence and monitoring information to inform the executive. If evidence is presented that
is critical of a policy decision, especially on sensitive issues, the discussion might be rebuffed. This was reported to have happened in Rwanda
when an evaluation of the effects of universal access to nine to 12 years of
basic education on school performance started to show negative results.
The general openness to evidence and monitoring information within the
executive of Rwanda is not the same as an active demand for international
development evaluation, which directly incorporates a variety of value positions on an intervention. A savvy development professional could introduce
some deeper evaluation practices that promote responsiveness around the
implementation of policy.
In the neopatrimonial environments, monitoring is also the dominant
form of performance assessment utilized by the executive. In Zambia, at the
level of the executive there was a demand for regular monitoring updates,
rather than evaluation. In Malawi demand has been weak and inconsistent,
in the case study this is argued to be as a result of a deeply rooted historical
culture of patronage and fluid policies.
In contrast, within Ghana the executive arm of government has a quite
strong latent demand for evaluation in a liberal democratic milieu. Over
a number of years the Presidency of Ghana has tried to establish units to
monitor and support implementation. The Policy Evaluation and Oversight
Unit has been replaced with a reconfigured Delivery Unit. The demand of
the current president for improved delivery is acting as a latent demand
for evaluation, which some advisors are seeking to catalyze into actual
demand. Such units linked to the executive can provide strong entry points
for evaluations and in some conditions may have an interest in centralizing
the perspective of the poor in policy processes.
Across all national legislatures in the case studies the appetite for and
even the capacity to recognize the value of independent research and
evaluation for oversight is low. Evidence emerges from the cases, however,
that indicate that developmental patrimonial environments undertake
more serious oversight processes through audit reports than legislatures
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that function in a neopatrimonial process. Within Rwanda there is
emerging demand for more information on government activities through
audit reports especially on corruption issues. For example, in Rwanda
parliament’s longest serving member at the time of this study heads the
Parliamentary Accounts Committee, which was created in April 2011. In
neopatrimonial environments the limited reach of Parliament’s oversight
is reflected in their inability to follow-up on the auditor general reports.
In Ghana and Zambia there is specific evidence on the inability to curtail
malfeasance where the reports of the auditor general are not followed-up
on. In Malawi the indications are that the Public Accounts Committee of
the Assembly engages periodically with information presented by the audit
process. The potential of the legislature as intelligent users of evaluation
in the case countries was vast as they can conduct oversight of all areas of
government, but ultimately mediated by the power of the executive and
the overall political logics of the state.
Demand for evaluation from civil society and meaningful use of evaluation results are complicated. In neopatrimonial environments there are
some channels for civil society to utilise the media for debate. Across all
countries entry points in civil society could be identified for international
development evaluation generally amongst older civil society actors that
have developed their legitimacy in the political context over time.
The five studies show that development partners (donors) dominate
the actual demand and implementation of evaluation studies. In interviews, evaluators conceded that most evaluations were commissioned and
managed by development partners. Evaluation practice has emerged in
those sectors where donors focused their evaluations, such as health and
education. It should be noted that some evaluations commissioned by
development partners do align with country-led questions and that donors
do make resources available for evaluative activities, for example, DFID’s
funding of the President’s Delivery Unit in Ghana.
Some evaluations undertaken with development partner resources do
align to country-led practices. The studies show that it is too simplistic to
consider development partner demand for evaluation as narrowly focused
upon their own interests. On occasions, when government takes an interest,
development partner evaluations can lead to shifts in implementation. For
example, in Malawi the government used recommendations from an evaluation of the National Cash Transfer Programme that was commissioned
and led by development partners. In Rwanda, an influential randomized
control trial has been completed in relation to performance financing in
health (Basinga et al., 2011). In both these instances there appears to have
been an alignment of latent demands for information on a policy issue
of interest within the political configuration of the country. This example
illustrates that when evaluation aligns to some of the existing interests it
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can be used in a manner that changes policy and responds to the interests
of the poor and marginalized.
Intermediaries
Central Agencies (Ministries of Finance and Planning Commissions)
are custodians of policy intent and support the allocation of resources. In
reality, the power of the central agencies is mediated by political power.
Developmental patrimonial environments tend towards stronger central
agencies that can reallocate resources in alignment with the desires of
the central elite. Meanwhile, in neopatrimonial environments in central
agencies, resource allocation is the result of informal policy processes,
which means that central intermediaries are institutionally weaker and less
able to align resources to strategic intent. Line Ministries, such as Health,
may in neopatrimonial contexts be more open to evaluation activities that
seek to further understand the effectiveness of interventions from the
perspective of poor people.
In all the case countries, the organizational arrangements for monitoring
and evaluation were articulated in the National Development Plans. These
usually place a Central Agency as a coordinating body. These arrangements have historically in the main focused upon monitoring, especially
the development of hierarchical monitoring systems that feed into annual
progress reports, for example, the national development plans of Ghana
and Zambia. These plans do provide entry points for evaluation in spite
of the focus on monitoring that could legitimately highlight the perspective of the poor in development plans. In Zambia, for example, ranges of
evaluations were undertaken for the fifth national development plan. In
Rwanda, evaluations have been commissioned through the Ministry of
Finance though often working with development partners.
In order to respond to and formalise potential and latent demands
into actual demands for evaluation that prioritizes the poor, intermediaries need to take opportunities to improve the evaluation management
function. In developmental patrimonial environments this could be accomplished within the Ministries of Finance given their strong technocratic
role. Within neopatrimonial environments, which have weaker central
ministries, the approach might identify assets in a central ministry, such
as Finance, but also work across the system, such as Ministries of Health.
Agents
There are few apparent differences between developmental and neopatrimonial environments in relation to agents. This study identified islands
of high-quality practice in specialised areas of a university or in think tanks
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that could be utilized for international development evaluation in all case
countries. In neopatrimonial settings agents were more willing to be outwardly critical of policy decisions.
Civil society organizations have become suppliers of evaluations that are
legitimate within the power networks and have had success in engaging
with policy processes in all of the case countries. In Ethiopia, for example,
the Poverty Action Network of Ethiopia has conducted evaluations of initiatives to feed into formal processes. In Zambia, the Jesuit Centre for
Theological Reflection is an evaluation, research, education and advocacy
organization that promotes study and action on issues linked to Christian faith and social justice in Zambia. The Jesuit Centre for Theological
Reflection is an important organization, based upon their history and the
prominent position of Christianity in the Zambian constitution.
Local supply agents in many instances are more configured for monitoring of policies, and even more of programmes and projects, for example,
annual progress reports. With a few exceptions foreign consultants lead
evaluation teams, with limited participation of national consultants. Universities in the case countries, in general, have limited evaluative research
expertise. All of the main Universities in the case countries were ranked
below 1,300 in the global research production rankings (Scimagoir, 2013).
However, in all five countries there is a social science capacity (sociologists,
economists, political scientists) which could be mobilized for evaluation
work linked to research. The Centre for Disease Control is funding a Monitoring & Evaluation Centre of Excellence at the University of Zambia that
could be supportive of high quality evaluation.
Think tanks have received increasing funding in a number of case
countries. New think tanks are emerging in Rwanda, Zambia, Ghana,
and Malawi. The relative strength of these think tanks appears to relate
to their ability to work legitimately within the politics. There are some
examples of think tanks that are politically embedded which have helped
shift latent demand to actual demand. The African Center for Economic
Transformation in Ghana, for example, is an economic policy institute that
undertakes policy analysis, evidence-based advocacy and advice to African
governments to enable them to formulate and implement good policies
and strengthen public institutions towards accelerated development. The
African Center for Economic Transformation has undertaken analytical
research in areas like foreign direct investment inflows; export promotion
policies and strategies; and education and skills development.
CONCLUSION
This chapter illustrates the application of a framework for those who work
on international development evaluation processes to identify entry points
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to contribute to the improvement of policy by making it more responsive to
poor and marginalized people, ultimately contributing to democracy. The
principal-agent concepts presented in this paper recognize that undertaking evaluation is inherently an act of power. Being realistic about the
constraints of power can help to identify possible entry points for evaluation that applies international development standards.
This chapter has provided a conceptual framework of principals, intermediaries, and agents and identified their roles in development evaluation
and presented an emerging understanding of some configurations of power
in states that receive development aid. Together, these elements can help
identify some potential entry points for evaluation as well as provide initial
evidence of the applicability of the principal-agent concepts to implement
international development evaluation in a manner that supports responsiveness of governments to poor and marginalized people.
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NOTES
1. rm evaluation by itself refers to the broader discipline encompassing a range
of value positions.
2. For a more detailed discussion on the authorising environment see Benington and Moore (2011)
3. For an elaboration of different types of evaluations used in the U.S. Congress
see Chelimsky (2006)
4. The problems with donors operating outside partner country environments
was recognized in the Paris Declaration, which sought to work towards five
principles of: country ownership; alignment, harmonization, managing for
development results, and mutual accountability.
5. The problems with donors operating outside partner country environments
was recognized in the Paris Declaration, which sought to work towards five
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principles of: country ownership; alignment, harmonization, managing for
development results, and mutual accountability.
6. See, for example, Porter (2013) for a discussion of voluntary organizations of
professional evaluators as intermediaries.
7. This next section draws extensively on the final synthesis report of the case
studies written by Porter and Feinstein, 2014.
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Achieving Sustainability Through
Sustainable Organizational Evaluation
Systems
Stephen Porter, Penny Hawkins
Abstract
Organizational evaluation systems become sustainable through being networked, use-focused, and by undertaking processes aligned with agreed-upon
quality standards. Through being sustainable, organizational evaluation systems can more effectively contribute to the aims and values of sustainable development by undertaking evaluation processes that enable the understanding of
complexity, and generate process use, learning loops, and networks of practice.
The importance of developing networks of evaluation practice is specifically
highlighted in this chapter as it has received less coverage than the importance
of use and quality in the literature on evaluation systems.  2019 Wiley Periodicals, Inc., and the American Evaluation Association.

S

Introduction

ustainable development is more likely to be effectively achieved by
building sustainable organizational evaluation systems. In this chapter, sustainable development is defined in alignment with the report
Our Common Future (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 41) which states: “Sustainable development is development
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs.” Evaluation evidence has a role
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR EVALUATION, no. 162, Summer 2019  2019 Wiley Periodicals, Inc., and the American Evaluation
Association. Published online in Wiley Online Library (wileyonlinelibrary.com) • DOI: 10.1002/ev.20360
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to play in meeting present needs, without compromising future needs, as
Carley and Christie (2000) argue: “Our ability to affect the environment is
matched by an inability to assess the consequences of our actions, as we
come to realize that natural and human processes are inextricably intertwined” (p. vii). Unsustainable organizational evaluation systems are less
likely to contribute to sustainable development as, over a period of time,
they will not be able to:
• develop capacity to value changes within complex adaptive systems (Liu

et al., 2007);

• develop mechanisms to support the process use of their evidence (Patton,

2016);

• support double loop learning (Argyris, 1977); or
• develop networks to help address complex problems (Ingram, 2015).

The need to think about evaluation systems, their effectiveness, and
their contribution toward sustainable development has become pertinent
in recent years with the establishment of increasing numbers of organizational evaluation systems. Internationally, the Sustainable Development
Goals require country-led evaluation as part of follow-up and review processes (UN, 2015). There has been progress on establishing new evaluation systems within government organizations in a number of countries,
such as South Africa and Uganda. In the United States, the Foundations
for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018, establishes in law some key
components of evaluation systems, such as evaluation plans and evaluation
officers. Evaluation is also becoming a higher priority outside of the government, specifically in the social impact investing field (O’Flynn & Barnett,
2017).
The information presented in this chapter draws upon a range of literature as well as lessons learned from the hands-on experience of the two
authors in developing eleven evaluation systems and conducting studies of
evaluation systems (see, e.g., Porter & Feinstein, 2014; Porter & Goldman,
2013).
In this chapter, we aim to bring together different strands of writing
with the authors’ own experiences to elaborate on a kernel of an idea: that
organizational evaluation systems, through building three components,
become sustainable and can effectively contribute to the aims and values
of sustainable development. Sustainable evaluation systems are: (i)
networked, (ii) use-focused, and (iii) undertake processes aligned with
agreed-upon quality standards. The components of use and quality in evaluation systems have been explored elsewhere, especially in research from
the World Bank (Mackay, 2007; Bamberger, 2009; Thomas, 2010; CunillGrau &Ospina, 2012; Lopez-Acevedo, Krause, & Mackay, 2012; Routledge,
2018; World Bank, 2018) and the OECD-DAC (OECD, 2016). The network
component has received little coverage and is argued here to be important
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR EVALUATION • DOI: 10.1002/ev
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in developing a sustainable evaluation system. In this chapter, there is an
underlying recognition that evaluation systems with all three components
(network, use, and quality) can only support sustainable development
where the organization values sustainability in its incentives, practices, and
culture.
In elaborating on sustainable evaluation systems and their links to
sustainable development this chapter discusses: (1) failures in evaluation
systems that prevent their sustainability, (2) the three components of a
sustainable organizational evaluation system—use and quality, networks.
Following these discussions, the authors draw some conclusions.

Failures in Evaluation Systems That Affect Their Sustainability
Unsustainable evaluation systems include those that fail and those that
struggle with denuded capabilities, consequently producing lower quality
and less useful evaluative evidence. In such situations, evaluation ends up
disconnected from decision-making and is not directed toward ongoing
improvement to meet current needs. Five issues that affect organizational
evaluation systems are discussed in this chapter:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

an aversion to the reality of results;
disfigured accountability;
ritualization;
empty rhetoric; and
censorship.

Aversion to the Reality of Results
Reliable evidence of results can be scary, as such, there can be an aversion
to reality in organizations. Evidence tells you not only about successes and
where success is not being achieved, but also more fundamentally where
there is a disjuncture between stated values, assumptions, and the reality of implementation and results. Organizations operate with deeply held
assumptions, which can result in them being resistant to evidence (Schein,
2017). For example, in an evaluation managed by one of the authors, an
organization believed that it was an excellent partner on social projects.
The organization was, however, resistant to evidence contained in an evaluation report that its model of partnership was causing failures in community
organizations. This resistance resulted in the organization burying the evaluation results. The rejection of good evidence, in this case, will impact the
effectiveness of sustainable development. Community-based development,
for example, is recognized to be an element in sustainable development
(Carley & Christie, 2000). In not seeking to understand failures in its model
of partnership with communities, the organization that buried the evaluation may well cause harm and reduce their ability to support sustainable
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR EVALUATION • DOI: 10.1002/ev
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development. Without a high-quality evaluation system, evidence is less
likely to come to the fore in a manner that helps to work through tensions
and disjunctures that reduce the effectiveness of their sustainable development aims.
Disfigured Accountability
Accountability is required for organizational systems to implement strategy
in a coordinated manner. Accountability is when a unit knows the nature
of the account that is required, how it relates to agreed goals, the person,
or body they report to, the kinds of decisions that are going to be taken,
and the follow-up process employed (Lindberg, 2013). Accountability processes and evaluation systems work more effectively together, providing
knowledge for strategy, when incentives are not overly weighted toward
compliance and are supportive of learning and adjustment to needs.
Disfigured accountability, where reporting procedures no longer allow
honest reflection and discussion related to organizational values, produces
incentives that impede progress toward organizational goals, like sustainability. Accountability in an organization can become disfigured in such
a way that evaluation cannot build a focused knowledge base. There can,
for example, be silos, which mean evaluations work to serve narrow group
agendas and pecuniary interests, rather than the organization’s stated goal.
Here, the evidence generated through evaluation will not support accountability for organizational strategy, but rather to factions. Second, external
accountability demands from others, such as donors and government
organizations, can come to displace the accountability for results internally
(Boyle & Lemarie, 1999). Here, the evaluation can become a tool of compliance and can result in funded entities just telling others what they want to
hear. The authors of this article have seen this happen in non-governmental
organizations, where evaluations are produced just for donors and funding
organizations. For sustainable development, disfigured accountability
can mean that recipient organizations do not take evaluation seriously to
improve their performance, while funders receive evidence which is lower
quality.
Ritualization
Evaluation can become ritualized. Evaluations are ritualized when they are
provided to managers, but they are not taken into account in the actual
decision process; instead, weight is given to other sources of information
on performance against strategy. Ritualization can result from a belief that
evaluation cannot provide quality evidence. If a decision-making body does
not find evaluation to be meeting its demands, or questions its methodological rigor, then it will not be taken seriously. As a result, its submission
becomes a ritual tick-box exercise. To some extent, evaluators can respond
to ritualization by shifting approaches and connecting to the demands of
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decision-makers, but only if they are resourced to do so. Ritualization affects
the achievement of sustainable development as, again, evidence on effectiveness is side-lined.
Empty Rhetoric
Real champions, who demand evaluations, are required for an evaluation
system to function (Kusek & Rist, 2004). Sometimes, however, the rhetoric
from ostensible champions on the use of evidence does not lead to the
implementation of policies that support evaluation and is known to be a
façade for other interests. For example, senior managers may know that
a Minister or CEO favors discussions when they are ‘evidence-based’ (i.e.,
there is some source of evidence to back them up). In order to build political
capital, these managers will start to talk about the importance of evidence
and evaluation; however, they will not allocate resources nor actually use
evidence in decision-making. The rhetoric is empty. Other managers and
staff will know this to be the case. The effect on the evaluation system, is that
although there is some profile, there is no real attention to its use and quality; this, in turn, reduces the overall effectiveness of the evaluation system.
Censorship
An organization can have clear strategy, be accountable, and able to recognize failure, but choose to restrict evidence from evaluations through
censorship. For a range of reasons, organizations in the public, private, and
civil society sectors can be leery about transparency and making performance information publicly available. The authors have observed communication departments, which often have a marketing orientation, focus on
presenting a positive version of organizational achievements, for example,
to defend the organization against criticism by the media. In working with
this positive bias there can be constructive tensions in seeking to present a
balanced account of failures and misssteps. There can also be a tendency to
suppress information by asking that brief summaries be posted with selected
information rather than full evaluation reports.
The kinds of suppression and censorship imposed can range from placing evaluations on separate, hard-to-find websites, to the attempted deletion
of whole sections of reports or a refusal to publish reports. These actions
whittle down the willingness of managers to undertake evaluation, who
with multiple tasks to achieve, may not be willing to put energy into defending evaluations. These sorts of situations can occur when political expediency overrides values relating to openness, honesty, and an ethos of serving
the public good (Mathiesen, 2004). These actions will undercut the effectiveness of sustainable development as the flow of information on successes
and failures becomes constrained.
All of these examples of failure in an evaluation system will undercut the effectiveness of sustainable development. Organizations without
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sustainable evaluation systems can be resistant to evidence of environmental failures, will not hold themselves accountable against the values of
sustainable development, and will censor information which shows how
they compromise the needs of future generations. When these kinds of
challenges mount, evaluation systems become ineffective and produce, for
example, episodic evaluation that is not useful, low quality evaluation with
a positive bias that is easily disregarded, or practices that are not shared in
a network so that the loss of a few key people is debilitating. As a result of
these issues, an evaluation system is unlikely to be able to support adaptive
management to understand change in complex systems, manage process
use, support learning loops, develop networks of practice and so is less
likely to change perspectives, policy and programming.

Three Components of Developing Sustainable Organizational
Evaluation Systems: Use, Quality, and Networks
Given the amount of writing on what makes for good evaluation, there has
been surprisingly little written on what makes an evaluation system sustainable. The main body of writing and experience on defining good evaluation systems and sustaining evaluation systems identified by these authors
emanates from the World Bank and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development: Development Assistance Committee’s (OECDDAC) Evaluation Network, with important reflections from Chelimsky
(2006). The World Bank has published country case studies of evaluation
systems (World Bank, 2018), edited volumes on evaluation that incorporate
thinking on evaluation systems (Routledge, 2018), journal articles (CunillGrau & Ospina, 2012; Thomas, 2010) and guides on building government
monitoring and evaluation systems (Mackay, 2007). The OECD-DAC have
published studies that map, develop common standards and provide tools
for implementing evaluation systems (OECD, 2016). Together this literature provides a good starting point for understanding efforts to sustain evaluation systems, yet even within this literature elements of a good evaluation
system are defined sporadically.
Three publications that have definitions and advice on organizational
evaluation systems are Mackay (2007), Bamberger (2009), and LopezAcevedo, Krause, and Mackay (2012). Between these publications, the components of a successful evaluation system are defined as: a use orientation,
good quality evidence, and sustainability. The experience of the chapter
authors aligns with the arguments in these texts that relate to evaluation
use and quality, with some caveats. In this chapter, sustainability is treated
as a higher-level result of an evaluation system that is supported by evaluation use and quality evidence, rather than being a component the same
level. The sustainability of the evaluation system only receives limited coverage both conceptually and practically. In existing literature, the sustainability of an evaluation system is argued to result from (i) its use, based on
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endogenous demand, and (ii) the quality supplied (Lopez-Acevedo et al.,
2012; Lahey, 2012). In this chapter, we argue that the use and quality components are necessary for sustainability, but not sufficient. Additionally, having networked practice is important to support a sustainable organizational
evaluation system. Each of the components (use, quality, and networked
practice) and their importance in working with and supporting sustainability is outlined in the following pages.
Use
The first component of a sustainable evaluation system is that its products and processes are useful. The idea that good evaluation is useful and
applied to help improvement is well documented in the evaluation literature
(Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1991; Patton, 2008). This idea also extends to
evaluation systems, where Lopez-Acevedo et al. (2012) state that a good
system is expected to produce information that is “used intensively at one
or more stages of the policy cycle” (p. 5). An evaluation system that is useful and used requires that there is demand for evaluations emanating from
organizational leadership and structures so that evaluation use is institutionalized rather than episodic (Boyle & Lemarie, 1999).
Incentives and established organizational practices are needed to maintain current, and elicit new, demands for evaluation. Incentives, which are
built into policies, procedures, and norms, are argued by Mackay (2007),
Vedung (2003), and Boyle and Lemaire (1999), to be especially important
in generating demands for evaluation and improving use by making evaluation less scary, more routine, and with defined channels that feed into
accountability mechanisms. Mackay (2007) suggests that it is important
to have a mix of incentives to generate demand for evaluation; this mix
of incentives is described in terms of carrots, sticks, and sermons. Carrots
encourage the organization to undertake evaluation, such as, budget allocations being linked to evaluation use. Sticks, such as a withdrawal of funding,
penalize people for not undertaking or using evaluation. Sermons extol the
importance of evaluation, and occur through actions such as senior leaders
talking about how they use evaluations.
Incentivizing new demands is important as it will help evaluation
to survive changes in champions, leadership and political administration,
whether ministers, CEOs or senior civil service leadership. For example,
Lopez-Acevedo et al. (2012) argue that evaluation being “firmly embedded in core government processes, such as, budget cycles” (p. 27) ensures
that managers need to consider the use of evaluation when justifying their
resources. Put differently, evaluation becomes more sustained when carrots,
sticks, and sermons are used to incentivize demand for evaluation evidence
through budget processes. This to some extent can be seen in Canada where
evaluation is mandatory and has had a consistent regulatory framework
put in place over a number of years that enable connection with budgets
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(Government of Canada, 2016). To strengthen the demand for evidence on
sustainable development through evaluation, the designers of the evaluation system would need to understand organizationally where demand is
situated, how it connects to organizational values and assumptions, and
build processes and incentives to respond to and strengthen that demand.
The advice from these texts on the importance of demand and its renewal
through incentives aligns with the experience of the authors of this article.
Policies and procedures that favor evaluation, which are built into organizational norms, provide consistency and transparency in expectations and
reinforce good accountability practice.
In developing the use component of the evaluation system, it is important that processes are able to perform a challenge function. Evaluations
can meet quality standards, connect to internal demands, be independent,
and be used in alignment with pre-existing assumptions to make marginal
changes. Sustainable evaluation also needs to challenge underlying
assumptions around what is being delivered by the organization, and
whether the espoused values of the organization connect with its objectives.
For example, if an organization is focused on working with marginalized
groups of people as partners, it should be possible for evaluations to identify
and elaborate where partnership is weak or causing harm. For an evaluation
system to be useful it needs to work within accountability systems and
be able to hold an organization to account against stated values linked to
sustainability.
Quality
The second component of a sustainable evaluation system is that processes
and products must be of good quality. This point is also well documented
in evaluation practice. A wide variety of texts have made arguments
about what constitutes appropriate methodological and process rigor in
evaluation from quantitative, qualitative and mixed-method perspectives
(Davidson, 2005; Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1991; Patton 1990; Banerjee &
Duflo, 2017). These standards of appropriate methodological and process
rigor are then put into operation for specific organizational environments
in developing an evaluation system. Different organizational evaluation
systems often define their own typologies of evaluation, interpretations of
quality standards, methods, and quality review mechanisms depending on
their own institutional demand for evaluation. For example, the evaluation
system of the South African Presidency defines six types of evaluation: diagnostic, design, implementation, impact, economic, and synthesis (DPME,
2011). Meanwhile, the U.K. Department for International Development
(DFID, 2019) has defined three types of evaluation: process, performance,
and impact. Within DFID and the South African Presidency quality is
defined as to whether it meets the standards of the type of evaluation being
conducted.
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Beyond methodological quality, there is also process quality. Elements
of process quality include value being placed on transparency, capacity
development, management, and accountability. A quality process also promotes use, both while it is happening and through its reporting (Patton,
2010). Further, in developing process quality double loop learning—both
detecting implementation issues and questioning underlying goals—can be
refined as a part of evaluation practice (Argyris, 1977);. the elements of process quality have been explored elsewhere (Loud & Mayne, 2013; Owen,
2007); here, it is important to note that a sole focus on methodological
credibility may limit the use of an evaluation, if for example, it is written in inaccessible language. Process quality helps to build the legitimacy
of an evaluation system and the ongoing incorporation of lessons learnt.
For example, the experience in the Canadian system indicates that process
quality in terms of transparency, capacity, and management are important
determinants of the sustainability of an evaluation system (Lahey, 2012).
Although methodological and process quality standards will overlap,
an impact evaluation in DFID may apply slightly different criteria of quality than South Africa. It is appropriate that different organizations define
their approach to evaluation quality in order that the standards meet with
organizational demands, are aligned to incentives, and are therefore more
likely to support the use of evaluation.
When evidence of results challenges programmes or managers wish
to prevent the communication of findings, people are likely to challenge
the quality of the evaluation. Having evaluation quality standards in place
helps with mediating arguments and provides a clearer basis from which to
judge whether an evaluation should be published or is deemed to have reliable evidence. This helps to facilitate discussions and clarify the boundaries
around political and technical concerns about evaluations. For sustainable
development, quality standards also help to generate transparency about
the range and type of evidence available on evaluations.

Networked Practice
A core idea of this chapter is that evaluation systems that build coordinating,
cooperating, and collaborative networks are more likely to be sustainable
and contribute toward sustainable development. This is in alignment with
literature on sustainability highlighting that networks help address complex problems (Ingram, 2015). Our thinking on networks has developed
in response to reflecting on our experience of developing evaluation systems and, in particular, the issues noted earlier of an aversion to the reality of results, disfigured accountability, ritualization, empty rhetoric, and
censorship. In this chapter, it is argued that a good evaluation network
can function to continually strengthen connections of evaluative thinking
and practice, making evaluation less scary and support ongoing reflection
and discussion to contribute to adaptive improvement. We recognize that
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further empirical work on this component needs to be undertaken and offer
reflections based on our experience as well as connections with current
evaluation literature.
Camarinha-Matos, Afsarmanesh, Galeano, and Molina (2009) define
networking as “communication and information exchange for mutual
benefit” (p. 2). They further argue there are more intense and demanding
forms of networks including coordination, cooperation and, at the highest
end, collaboration. Although information exchange is sufficient for people
to know what is happening, more intense forms of collaboration in an evaluation system can help to build demand for evaluation, support adaptive
management, and improve quality. Additionally, networks help to resist
pressures, such as not discussing results or censoring findings. While it
is recognized that networks can have downsides, we argue that a good
network function helps sustain evaluation systems. This is because the network can bring together normally autonomous individuals to develop partnerships and capabilities for evaluative thinking, to set common goals on
evaluation quality and practice, and to help connect to demand.
In developing the network function of an evaluation system, consideration needs to be given to central, embedded, and external evaluation expertise. As Picciotto and Weisner (1998) highlighted, in an evaluation system
there needs to be consideration given to the right mix of independent evaluation, self-evaluation, and what they called outside-in evaluation—other
organizations evaluating your performance. The mix of independent, self,
and outside-in evaluation is the result of a range of diffuse organizational
choices that shape how the evaluation system comes together. These choices
are sometimes in the control or near influence of managers of the evaluation
system. Working on a network helps to manage the links between independent, self-evaluation, and outside-in evaluation.
Organizations have developed centralized, embedded, or mixed evaluation systems. A centralized evaluation system is mainly built around a
single unit, which tends to lean toward more independent evaluations and
reporting to a board.1 A more embedded evaluation system has evaluation (sometimes called monitoring and evaluation [M&E]) staff working
more directly with program managers; here independence can be more contested.2 A mixed system will have elements of both central and embedded.

1

A central evaluation unit can undertake the following kinds of functions: conduct
strategically important evaluations; connect to the demands of leadership across the
organization; support the development of organizational performance measurement systems; manage evaluation information systems; set-out and support quality standards for
practice in central and embedded elements; develop a use focused ethos for the system;
support communication of evaluation findings; help procure good evaluation services;
and form networks of people who are mutually interested in evaluation.
2
The embedded part of an organizational evaluation system may have people who have
hybrid roles where evaluation is only part of their work. They have tended to undertake
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The choice of system affects the kind of network and their interactions, as
well as having consequences for quality and use.
An example illustrates how central and embedded parts of the system
affect the development of the networking function. We have worked and
observed an organization go through three phases of development in its
evaluation system over an 8-year period. In the first phase, a central unit
worked mainly to undertake independent evaluations with a close control
of to quality and use. In this phase, the evaluation network was limited
to mainly information sharing sessions and some external engagements. In
the second phase there was a purposeful management directed scale-up of
embedded evaluation expertise, with a new arms-length unit to undertake
independent review, not necessarily evaluation, activities. Here the central
unit ceased to undertake its own evaluations and rather developed mechanisms to support the quality and use of evaluations throughout the system and a network of practitioners. The formal network was defined by
professional standards and engagement with an external network of practitioners through funding arrangements. In the third phase, the central unit
was reduced in stature and capacity through staff reductions and lowering
the organizational rank of the Head of Evaluation. This took place in an
organizational context in which there was a greater wariness about presenting results information and a tendency toward inadvertent censorship
in an increasingly challenging political context. This reduction in central
stature placed a stronger emphasis on network management to continue to
sustain professional evaluation practice. These changes in the central and
embedded functions reflect the shifting of broader organizational perspectives of evaluation as leaders join and leave the organization and political
imperatives change.
In the example above, had there only been a central unit by the time its
resources had been reduced, then there would have been substantively less
continuing evaluation capability. In practice, a broader network of professional practice and an independent review body continued. In this example,
what the network did and continues to do is sustain an evaluation function
through three important contributions:
• the development of evaluative thinking capability;
• the definition of and actions to achieve common goals amongst evalua-

tion professionals; and,

• responses to different demands for evaluation evidence throughout the

organization.

lighter/rapid evaluative activities within the body of the organization like after action
reviews; manage evaluations that connect to local management demands; undertake
monitoring of performance; facilitate learning discussions; apply standards and use
information systems on evaluation.
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Evaluative thinking is recognized both at the individual and collective levels. Individually, Buckley, Archibald, Hargraves, and Trochim (2015)
argue that:
Evaluative thinking is critical thinking applied in the context of evaluation,
motivated by an attitude of inquisitiveness and a belief in the value of evidence, that involves identifying assumptions, posing thoughtful questions,
pursuing deeper understanding through reflection and perspective taking,
and informing decisions in preparation for action. (p. 4)

Schwandt (2018) added to this argument that evaluative thinking also has
the characteristics of being a deliberative and collaborative process that
helps to understand how different interests frame or bound solutions.
Both the individual and group capabilities for evaluative thinking can
be furthered through a network of practice. The informal nature of networks
allows individuals to test our new ideas, communicate and resolve frustrations, identify more formal training, find existing solutions and access wisdom on how evaluation has worked within an organizational context. More
generally, a network can help to get support to overcome issues, such as a
resistance to and censorship of results. A formal network enables resourcing for defined interactions and training to encourage the development of
evaluative traits.
A network also allows for common goals to be set that reinforce the two
other components of an evaluation system. For example, a well-connected
network can efficiently help feed into the definition, application, clarification, and disbursement of quality standards for evaluation practice. Additionally, the network provides a broader body of staffing for evaluation
steering committees, quality control, and reference groups. When an area
of practice needs further development, for example, aggregating quantitative data across organizational silos, a working group can be set-up to help
further that practice.
Finally, a network function enables the evolution of the evaluation system to connect to different types of demand for evidence, yielding feedback
on what is not working and in doing so develop champions. In diverse
organizations, it is likely that there is not just one type of demand. Different actors require evidence for different reasons. Leadership may require
strategic evaluations across a portfolio of work, whereas project managers
need more rapid feedback loops on what is happening and how things are
working. Some of these stakeholders may have a preference for quantitative
evidence, while others desire contextual qualitative evidence. A network
serves an important function to access these debates, enabling the system,
whether central, embedded or mixed, to know what is no longer working,
adjust approaches, support resourcing and in doing so, nurture champions
of evaluation.

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR EVALUATION • DOI: 10.1002/ev

ACHIEVING SUSTAINABILITY

99

Conclusion
Sustainable development does face many challenges because meeting the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs requires working through trade-offs in different values. Sustainable evaluation systems can help to highlight tensions
around such trade-offs and select more effective organizational responses by
helping organizations engage in complex interactions and continue to learn
through networks. An evaluation system can become sustainable when it
improves:
• use, through connecting to and eliciting demand;
• quality, through using common standards on methodology and process;
• networking, through applying a purposeful focus on improving cooper-

ation and collaboration.
These three components help the evaluation system to adapt to challenges
as they arise, such as, resistance to the use of evidence, disfigured accountability, ritualization, empty rhetoric, and censorship. An evaluation system
will inevitably face new challenges over time, but these three components
will be able to adapt and continue to help build evidence of effectiveness
within the organization. When the three components use, quality, and network have been informed in their development by the values of sustainable
development, then they will, in turn, support the effectiveness of sustainable development.
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