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www.oecd.org Website of the OECD/DAC Network on
Development Evaluation. Contains useful downloads as well
as links to the websites of the evaluation departments of
multilateral and bilateral development organisations. 

www.worldbank.org Website of the World Bank with its
Operation Evaluation Department (OED). Contains a
wealth of useful publications. 

www.eldis.org Gateway for information on development
issues hosted by the Institute of Developments Studies
(IDS), University of Sussex. Supported by Sida and other
development agencies. A well stocked database with
many useful online publications relevant to evaluators. 

www.alnap.org The Active Learning Network for
Accountability and Performance in Humanitarian Action –
an international interagency forum working to improve
learning, accountability and quality across the humanitari-
an sector. Features a standard evaluation manual for
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www.policy-evaluation.org WWW Virtual Library:
Evaluation. Worldwide gateway for evaluation information
with links to evaluation societies, national courts of audit,
and evaluation departments in international organisations
and the EU. Plenty of educational materials for down-
loading.

www.mande.co.uk MandENews. News service
focusing on the development of methods for monitoring
and evaluation in development projects and programmes.
Much information about publications and events. 
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This is a manual for evaluation of development
interventions. It is intended primarily for Sida
staff, but may also be useful to Sida’s co-operation
partners and independent evaluators engaged to
evaluate activities supported by Sida.

It consists of two main parts. The first deals
with the concept of evaluation, roles and relation-
ships in evaluation, and the evaluation criteria and
standards of performance employed in develop-
ment co-operation. The second is a step-by-step
guide for Sida programme officers and others
involved in the management of evaluations initi-
ated by Sida or its partners.

Although it can be read in its entirety all at
once, most readers will probably use it in a piece-
meal fashion. A reader who wants a rapid over-
view of basic concepts in the evaluation of
development interventions should consult part
one. A reader who is engaged in the management
of an evaluation, may turn directly to part two
and return to part one as need arises.

Some familiarity with basic development co-
operation terminology is helpful, but not essential.
What is required, on the other hand, is a readiness
to engage with new concepts, some of which
may seem complicated at first glance. A certain
tolerance of ambiguity is also useful. Although
evaluation is a professional field of its own, many
of its key terms do not have standard definitions.

The manual adheres to the terminological con-
ventions recommended by the OECD/DAC
Glossary of Key Terms in Evaluation and
Results-Based Management, which is included as
an annex. Yet, in some cases it also takes notice of
alternative usage. For Sida evaluation managers
who must agree on conceptual matters with co-
operation partners and professional evaluators
some knowledge of the variability of interna-
tional evaluation terminology can be very useful.

Two limitations should be noted. One is that
this is a handbook for evaluation managers
rather than evaluators. While it deals extensively
with conceptual and organisational matters, it
has little to say about the technicalities of the
evaluation research process. Still, evaluators may
find it useful as a reference point for discussions
about evaluation with Sida and its partners.

A second limitation is that it focuses on
matters that are common to all or most kinds of
development evaluations. It does not deal with the
peculiarities of the different sub-fields of develop-
ment evaluation. Readers seeking information
about matters that are unique to the evaluation of
humanitarian assistance, research co-operation,
programme support, and so on, must turn to
other manuals.

Instructions for Use





Part One: 
Concepts and Issues



This chapter explains the concept of evaluation and
deals with some basic issues concerning evaluation
in development co-operation. More specifically, 
it answers the following questions: 

■ What is evaluation? 

■ What is monitoring and how does it differ 
from evaluation? 

■ What are the purposes and uses of evaluation? 

■ How does evaluation fit into a framework of 
development co-operation partnership?

■ How can stakeholders participate in evaluations?

■ What is an external evaluation?

■ What is an internal evaluation?

■ What is a participatory evaluation?

■ What is a good evaluation? 

Chapter 1



What is Evaluation?

1.1 The concept of evaluation

he word evaluation has many meanings.
In the widest sense it is:

“…the process of determining the merit, worth,

or value of something…” 1

So defined, evaluation covers a wide range of
activities, many of which can also be described
by other words, such as appraise, assess, examine,
judge, rate, review, and test. In development co-
operation, however, the word evaluation is
understood more narrowly. According to the
standard definition of the Development
Assistance Committee (DAC) of the OECD an
evaluation is:

“… a systematic and objective assessment of an ongoing

or completed project, program or policy, its design, imple-

mentation and results.” 2

The definition in Sida’s Evaluation Policy 3 is
much the same:

“…an evaluation is a careful and systematic retrospective

assessment of the design, implementation, and results of

development activities.”

These definitions differ from the broader one in
two important respects:

■ An evaluation is an assessment of ongoing
or completed activities, not activities that
are still at the planning stage. Project app-
raisals, feasibility studies, and other assess-
ments of proposed future activities are
sometimes called ex ante evaluations or pro-
spective evaluations. Without further specifi-
cation, however, the term evaluation refers
solely to retrospectively based assessments of
ongoing or completed activities.

■ No assessment is an evaluation unless it
satisfies certain quality standards. To be
considered an evaluation, an assessment
must be carried out systematically and with
due concern for factual accuracy and
impartiality.

Evaluation, as we use the term, is first and fore-
most a reality test, a learning mechanism that
provides feedback on the results of action in
relation to prior objectives, plans, expectations
or standards of performance. The requirement

T

1 Scriven, M. Evaluation Thesaurus (4th ed.). Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1991, p. 139.
2 OECD/DAC. Development Assistance Manual. Paris, 2002.
3 www.sida.se/publications
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that evaluations should be systematic and objec-
tive derives directly from the function of evalua-
tion as a reality test. To serve as a probe on the
realism and accuracy of plans and expectations,
an evaluation must use sound and transparent
methods of observation and analysis.

The term evaluation is sometimes used exclu-
sively for assessments made at the very end of an
activity or later. Common in project cycle man-
agement, this understanding of the term reflects
the idea of an evaluation as a comprehensive
stocktaking when an activity has run its entire
course. In this manual, however, the term covers
both assessments of ongoing and completed
activities.

An evaluation of activities in progress is re-
ferred to as an interim evaluation. An evaluation
that is carried out when an activity is completed
is an end-of-project or end-of-programme evaluation.
An evaluation at some later point in time is
known as an ex-post evaluation. The term review is
often used to describe an assessment that is less
ambitious in scope or depth than an evaluation.

With regard to focus, there are two broad types
of evaluation, process evaluation and impact evalua-

tion. A process evaluation deals with the plan-
ning and implementation of an activity as well
as with outputs and other intermediary results.
An impact evaluation, by contrast, is mainly
concerned with the effects – outcomes and
impacts – brought about through the use of out-
puts. Whereas interim evaluations tend to be
mainly process evaluations, end-of-programme
evaluations and ex post evaluations are more
likely to focus on effects.

The object of evaluation – what textbooks
refer to as the evaluand – provides a further
ground for classification. In development co-
operation we talk about project evaluations, pro-
gramme evaluations, sector evaluations, country
evaluations, and so forth. Definitions can be
found in the glossary. Development intervention
evaluation is a blanket term for all of them.

10 WHAT IS EVALUATION?

1.2 Monitoring and evaluation

valuation should be distinguished from
monitoring, the continuous follow-up of
activities and results in relation to pre-set

targets and objectives. Monitoring is sometimes
regarded as a type or component of evaluation,
but in development co-operation they are sepa-
rated. The distinction is primarily one of analyt-
ical depth. While monitoring may be nothing
more than a simple recording of activities and
results against plans and budgets, evaluation
probes deeper.

“Monitoring and evaluation 
are interdependent”

While monitoring provides records of activities
and results, and signals problems to be remedied
along the way, it may not be able explain why a
particular problem has arisen, or why a particular
outcome has occurred or failed to occur. To deal
with such questions of cause and effect, an eval-
uation may be required. An evaluation may also
help us gain a better understanding of how a
development intervention relates to its social and
cultural environment, or it can be used to examine
the relevance of a particular intervention to
broader development concerns. Furthermore,

E



while the objectives of a development activity
are unchallenged in monitoring, and progress
indicators are assumed to be valid and relevant,
evaluations may question both. Box 1 presents a
more extensive list of contrasts.

Sida regards evaluation as a complement to
monitoring that should be used selectively to deal
with problems that monitoring cannot adequately
handle4. For an evaluation to be feasible, however,
monitoring data may be necessary. If an inter-
vention has not been properly monitored from
start, it may not be possible to subsequently
evaluate satisfactorily. Just as monitoring needs
evaluation as its complement, evaluation requires
support from monitoring.

As shown in Box 2, an intervention can be
monitored at different levels. The monitoring of
inputs and outputs, input-output monitoring for
short, keeps track of the transformation of finan-
cial resources and other inputs into goods and

WHAT IS EVALUATION? 11

services. The monitoring of outcomes and
impacts – outcomes more often than impacts –
seeks to register the intended effects of delivered
goods and services on targeted groups or systems.
Outcome monitoring, sometimes referred to as
beneficiary monitoring, measures the extent to
which intended beneficiaries have access to out-
puts and are able to put them to good use.

In development co-operation, more effort is
usually devoted to input-output monitoring than
to the monitoring of outcomes and impacts.
But both types of monitoring are important.
Without carefully tracking the processes leading
from inputs to outputs, a programme may fail to
reach its production targets. Without outcome-
impact monitoring, it runs the risk of producing
outputs that have little or no developmental
effect. For the purpose of evaluation, information
about outcomes and impacts is crucially impor-
tant, of course.

Box 1

Monitoring and evaluation
MONITORING EVALUATION

Continuous or periodic Episodic, ad hoc

Programme objectives taken as given Programme objectives assessed in relation to 
higher-level goals or to the development problem 
to be solved

Pre-defined indicators of progress assumed Validity and relevance of pre-defined indicators open
to be appropriate to question 

Tracks progress against small number of Deals with wide range of issues
pre-defined indicators

Focus on intended results Identifies both unintended and intended results. 

Quantitative methods Qualitative and quantitative methods 

Data routinely collected Multiple sources of data

Does not answer causal questions Provides answers to causal questions 

Usually an internal management function Often done by external evaluators and often initiated 
by external agents

4 Sida at Work – A Guide to Principles, Procedures, and Working Methods. Stockholm, 2003.



1.3 Accountability and learning

n section 1.1, evaluation is described in general
terms as a research tool providing feedback on
the results of action with regard to prior

objectives, plans, expectations or standards of
performance, but nothing further is said about
the practical purpose for which it can be
employed.

12 WHAT IS EVALUATION?

In development co-operation, the standard
answer to the question of the purpose of evalu-
ation is that it serves two broad types of ends:
accountability and learning. As briefly discussed
in section 1.4 below, evaluation can also be used
for other purposes, but these two are usually
taken to be the main ones.

Accountability is a relationship which exists
where one party – the principal – has delegated
tasks to a second party – the agent – and the latter
is required to report back to the former about the
implementation and results of those tasks. As
commonly understood, accountability consists of
two separate components. One is the agent’s
answerability vis-à-vis the principal, the other the
power of the principal to initiate remedial action
or impose sanctions in case the agent fails to carry
out his obligations as they have been agreed.

The content of the reporting varies from case
to case. An important distinction is that between
financial accountability, which is answerability for the
allocation, disbursement and utilisation of funds,
and performance accountability, which concerns
results. Evaluation, in so far as it serves as a tool
for accountability, provides information for
reporting about performance and results. It is less
concerned with financial accountability, which is
mainly the province of auditors and accountants.
As explained in section 1.2, evaluation is particu-
larly useful when results must be analysed in
depth. For routine reporting of outputs and easily
measured outcomes, monitoring may serve
equally well.

In general terms, what an evaluation for
accountability seeks to find out is whether the
organisations that are responsible for the evalu-
ated intervention have done as good a job as
possible under the circumstances. This means
trying to find out if and to what extent the inter-
vention has achieved the results that it was
intended to achieve or that it could reasonably
have been expected to achieve. It is also likely to
involve an assessment of the quality of the
processes of planning and implementation.
When results are difficult to measure – a common
situation in development co-operation – an eval-
uation initiated for purposes of accountability

Box 2

Levels of monitoring
IMPACTS Effects on life chances and living 

standards (inter alia)
– infant child mortality
– prevalence of a specific disease

OUTCOMES Access, usage, and satisfaction 
of users
– number of children vaccinated
– percentage of vaccinated children 

within 5 km of health centre

OUTPUTS Goods and services produced
– number of nurses
– availability of medicine

INPUTS Financial and other resources
– spending in primary health care

Source: Africa Forum on Poverty Reduction Strategy.
June 5–8, 2000, Côte d’Ivoire.
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may focus entirely on questions about process.
Box 3 lists some of the issues that a process-
oriented accountability assessment might consider.

When the purpose of evaluation is learning,
on the other hand, the study is expected to pro-
duce substantive ideas on how to improve the
reviewed activity or similar activities. Although
learning, in itself, may be regarded as valuable,
its real importance lies in the translation of new
knowledge into better practice. If we did not
expect learning to enhance organisational per-
formance or contribute to practical improvement
in some other way, we would hardly see it as a
justification for spending money and effort on
evaluations. Evaluations that are primarily meant
to contribute to learning are often called formative

evaluations, whereas evaluations for account-
ability are described as summative evaluations.

Note that the distinction between accounta-
bility and learning, summative and formative,

WHAT IS EVALUATION? 13

refers to the purpose and use of evaluations
rather than to their contents. An evaluation that
is meant to satisfy a requirement for accounta-
bility may of course raise very different ques-
tions than an evaluation intended for learning.
Still, there are many evaluation questions that
are likely to be important for both purposes. For
example, most of the questions in Box 3 could
appear in an evaluation intended for learning as
well as in an accountability evaluation. Indeed,
in many cases different audiences may use one
and the same evaluation for different practical
ends. It is not unusual that an evaluation, used by
those who are responsible for the evaluated
activity for improvement and learning, serves a
purpose of accountability in relation to principals
and the general public. As evaluator Robert
Stake is reported to have said5:

“When the cook tastes the soup,
that’s formative; when the guests
taste the soup, that’s summative”

1.4 Use and abuse

ote also that evaluations can be used for
purposes other than those of account-
ability and learning. Box 4 contains a

classification of actual uses of evaluations adapted
from a standard textbook. While the first two of

5 Scriven, M. Evaluation Thesaurus (4th ed.). Newbury Park,
CA: Sage, 1991, p. 169.

Box 3

Process accountability
questions
DOES (OR DID) THE INTERVENTION:

■ Ask the difficult questions?

■ Maintain a focus on outcomes and impacts?

■ Identify problems and limitations as well as 
satisfactory performance?

■ Take risks rather than play safe?

■ Actively seek evaluation feedback?

■ Actively challenge assumptions?

■ Identify mistakes, and how these can be rectified?

■ Act on the implications of evaluations?

■ Generate lessons that can be used by others?

■ Have effective routines for planning, management, 
and use of monitoring data?

Adapted from Burt Perrin, Towards a New View of 
Accountability. Ms. European Evaluation Society, Seville, 2002. 
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the uses – the instrumental and the conceptual –
are readily subsumed under accountability and
learning, the remaining ones do not fit these
concepts equally well. The ritual use is clearly the
most divergent, but using an evaluation to seek
support for a decision that has already been made
on other grounds, as in the case of legitimisation,
or using it for tactical ends, could also be incon-
sistent with both accountability and learning.

The box may serve as a reminder that not
every reason for conducting an evaluation is
equally legitimate. Evaluation is based on princi-
ples of impartiality, transparency, and open dis-
cussion, but these values can be subverted by
other concerns. As evaluations may have impor-
tant implications for stakeholders’ reputations
and resources, this is understandable. Still, we
should remember that there is a politics of eval-
uation, and that evaluation is something more
than just a useful tool for social engineering.

We should also consider the possibility that
evaluations may be initiated for purely formal
reasons, or because it is vaguely felt that they
ought to be done. Although it is sometimes
claimed that many evaluations are conducted for
such reasons, however, we should be sceptical of
this proposition. In most cases where such a claim
is made, the purpose of the evaluation could
probably be more accurately described as an
instance of tactical use, legitimisation or some of
the other types of use discussed in this chapter.
Still, the weaker proposition that many evalua-
tions are carried out routinely and without a
sufficiently considered purpose is all the more
plausible. In this manual we stress the point that
clearly and transparently defining the purpose of
the study is the first and most important of all the
steps in a process of planning and conducting an
evaluation.

For a development co-operation agency such
as Sida clearly articulating the purpose of the
evaluations that it initiates is always advisable.
What Sida’s co-operation partners and other
stakeholders will be particularly concerned about,
is not if Sida’s purpose is accountability, learning
or something else, but, more precisely, how the 
evaluation is intended to be used, and how this
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use is likely to affect them. Transparency on this
point is essential. For development agencies the
best way of promoting transparency is to invite
partners and other key stakeholders to partici-
pate in the making of the evaluation.

1.5 Partnership 

valuations of development interventions
are carried out in a context of partnership.
The concept of partnership includes

notions of shared objectives, mutual transparency,
and dialogue. As understood in the development
community, it is closely related to the idea of
ownership. In a development partnership the
government and people of the developing country
are the effective owners of the activities encom-
passed by the relationship, whereas the role of
external donors is a more restricted one of pro-
viding financial and technical support.

“Evaluation provides opportunities
to stand back and reflect”

The concepts of partnership and ownership
have important implications for evaluation. It
means that evaluations should serve the interests
of all the parties to the relationship. As evaluations
provide opportunities to stand back and reflect,
they can be usefully employed to further the
partnership dialogue. Evaluations can also provide
the general public in the respective countries
with information about the results of the projects

E
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Box 4

Varieties of use
INSTRUMENTAL USE

The findings and recommendations of the evaluation are
directly used as an input to decision-making concerning
the evaluated intervention or some related intervention 
or set of interventions. The decision may follow the con-
clusions or recommendations of the evaluation, but even
if it does not, the evaluation is seriously taken into
account in the deliberations leading to the decision. 

CONCEPTUAL USE

The use of evaluation to obtain a deeper understanding
of an activity or type of activity. It is expected that the
evaluation will feed into ongoing processes of organisa-
tional learning and eventually have a useful impact on
practice, but the evaluation itself is not directly used in
decision-making.

LEGITIMISATION

The evaluation is used to mobilise authoritative support
for views that are held regardless of the evaluation. It is
intended to justify a particular interest, policy, or point of
view, rather than to find answers to unresolved questions
or provide solutions to outstanding problems. 

TACTICAL USE

The evaluation is used to gain time, evade responsibility,
or, perhaps, create an opportunity for dialogue among
stakeholders. It is intended to convince users that mat-
ters are under control; that the programme is respons-
ibly administered; and so on. The impact of the

evaluation, if any, derives from the fact that it is carried
out, rather than from its findings and conclusions. 

RITUAL USE

There are two kinds of ritual use. In the one case,
where ritual is understood as nothing more than pre-
scribed formal behaviour – ‘empty ritual’, as it were –
evaluations are carried out for no other reason than that
they should be done. In the other case, where rituals
are understood more anthropologically as symbolic
expressions of collective beliefs and values, a ritual use
of evaluation is one whereby the participants remind
themselves of the larger meaning of the evaluated activ-
ities. The evaluation gives them an opportunity to focus
on the ‘big picture’. 

PROCESS USE

Ritual use and tactical use can be seen as special
cases of a wider category of use called process use.
When we talk about process use, we refer to the use of
the evaluation process itself rather than its products.
Evaluation processes can be used to create shared
understanding or boost confidence and morale.
Although evaluations may be designed with such pur-
poses in view, process use is often an unintended by-
product of an evaluation serving another purpose.  

Adapted from Evert Vedung. Public Policy and Program
Evaluation. New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1997.

and programmes covered by the relationship.
Even when one of the partners wishes to make
an evaluation that is of little interest to the other,
there are partnership issues to be considered.

It is inherent in these concepts that the recip-
ient country should assume a major responsibility
for monitoring and evaluation of projects and
programmes. In many countries, however, the
idea of partner country ownership is more of a
goal than actual reality. This is true at all stages
of the development co-operation process, but
perhaps especially at the stage of evaluation.
While donors tend to use evaluations primarily
for their own purposes of accountability and

learning, their developing country partners often
lack the capacity and incentives to undertake their
own evaluations. Like donor agencies, organisa-
tions in developing countries often see evaluations
mainly as instruments of donor control.

To achieve a real partnership in evaluation,
developing countries must strengthen their capac-
ities for monitoring and evaluation and seek to
create political and administrative cultures that are
conducive to evaluation and results-based styles of
management. Donors, on the other hand, must
support those efforts, and at the same time seek
to reform existing practices of monitoring and
evaluation so that they better serve the interests



of their partners. On both sides, learning new
ways of organising and conducting evaluations
go hand in hand with unlearning practices that
have become dysfunctional and obsolete.

In many respects the process of change is
already underway. An important development is
the partial shift in the architecture of development
co-operation from a fragmented system of project
support to a more integrated system of pro-
gramme support where donors align their contri-
butions with partner country policies and seek to
harmonise procedures between themselves. This
change affects monitoring and evaluation along
with everything else. In sector-based programmes,
where the inputs of several donors cannot be
separately evaluated, various forms of joint evalu-
ation are becoming the norm (Box 5). For the
time being, joint evaluations tend to be dominated
by donors, but as the evaluation capacity of
partner countries grows the balance will change.

While new types of evaluation are emerging,
established ones will remain in use, although per-
haps in modified forms. Like many development
agencies, Sida to a large extent is still a project-
based organisation, and despite the ongoing shift
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towards programme support, this is not likely to
change radically in the short run. Thus, Sida will
continue to make project-level evaluations, in
collaboration with its partners or alone. Such
evaluations provide inputs to decisions about
resource allocation and processes of organisa-
tional learning. They also produce some of the
information that Sida needs for its own account-
ability purposes.

“Evaluations should be carried out
in a spirit of partnership”

It is Sida policy that evaluations should be car-
ried out in a spirit of partnership. When Sida
initiates an evaluation, the evaluation manager
should invite partner country organisations to
participate in the evaluation process. In some
cases, the partner organisation will prefer not to
become actively involved; in other cases it will
welcome the invitation. Questions that tend to
be important to donors are often just as important
to their co-operation partners, and vice versa.
The results of jointly supported interventions are

Box 5

Joint evaluation
An evaluation that is sponsored by several donor agencies
and/or partner organisations is known as a joint evaluation.
It is useful to distinguish between joint multi-donor evalua-
tions and joint donor-recipient evaluations. An evaluation
of the latter type can involve one or several donor organ-
isations along with one or more organisations from partner
countries. A joint evaluation can be methodologically
conventional, and is not the same thing as a so-called
participatory evaluation, where primary stakeholders and
others are actively involved in the evaluation research
process.  

Understandably, joint evaluations tend to focus on
matters of common interest to their sponsors. A joint
evaluation, including both donors and recipients, is a
suitable format for assessing sector-wide approaches
(SWAps) and other programmes where the contributions 

of different participating organisations cannot or should
not be separated from each other. Interventions that are
supported by a single donor organisation are normally
best evaluated by that organisation in collaboration with
the concerned partner country organisation. 

Joint evaluations are used for learning as well as 
for accountability, although they are perhaps especially
useful when the evaluation purpose is to identify good
practice and draw useful lessons for the future. Since 
a joint evaluation builds on the experiences of several
organisations, it is likely to have a wider and, in some
cases, more powerful impact than an evaluation com-
missioned by a single organisation. 

A useful discussion about joint multi-donor evaluations is provided
in the OECD/DAC paper Effective Practices in Conducting a
Multi-Donor Evaluation. Paris, 2001.



clearly a matter of common concern. Questions
about aid effectiveness – the effects of aid as
opposed to the effects of the interventions that
aid helps finance – and the development co-
operation relationship itself should also be
important to both the parties.

Note that donors should avoid embarking on
evaluations without first assessing the utility of
those evaluations in relation to their cost to
partner country organisations. Where there are
many donors, each with its own set of projects or
programmes, evaluations commissioned by
donors can be a burden on the weak administra-
tive systems of developing countries. Among
donors pre-occupied with the success of ‘their’
projects, this is easily overlooked. One of the
arguments in favour of closer co-operation in
evaluation – between donors as well as between
donors and their developing country partners –
is that it would reduce the transaction costs of aid
and give overburdened partner country organi-
sations more time to deal with other important
matters.
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1.6 External and internal evaluation

here are other questions about roles and
relationships in evaluations besides those
about partnership between donor agencies

and their co-operation partners. The following
two are particularly important:

➔ Who should formulate the evaluation questions? 

➔ Who should design and implement the evaluation
research process and take responsibility for its
outputs?

Box 6

Sida Evaluations
Sida commissions a considerable number of evaluations.
Thirty to forty evaluations are completed every year.
Most of these evaluations are project-level assessments
initiated by Sida’s operative departments, including the
Swedish embassies in partner countries. The rest are
studies produced by the Department for Evaluation and
Internal Audit (UTV), an independent unit reporting directly
to Sida’s Board. UTV has a mandate to produce larger
evaluations of strategic importance for Sida.

All evaluations commissioned by Sida are published in the
series Sida Evaluations. Reports can be downloaded
from Sida’s homepage on the Internet (www.sida.se).
Paper copies can be ordered from Sida, SE-105 25
Stockholm, Sweden. 
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The first of these questions may seem to be
included in the partnership issue discussed in the
previous section, but here we are looking beyond
the donor-recipient partnership to the broader
question of stakeholder participation in general.
In every development initiative there is a whole set
of stakeholders, including the ordinary citizens
who benefit from it or in some other way are
affected by it, the people referred to as primary
stakeholders in this manual. Identifying impor-
tant stakeholder groups and considering if and
how they should participate in the formulation
of the evaluation questions and subsequent
stages of the evaluation process is a key step in
every evaluation.

Depending on how the questions above are
answered, an evaluation will approximate one of
three alternative models of evaluation:

■ External evaluation

■ Internal evaluation

■ Participatory evaluation 

External and internal evaluation are discussed in
this section, participatory evaluation in the next.

When an evaluation is said to be external or
independent, what is usually meant is that the
evaluators stand outside the evaluated activities
and have no stake in the outcome of the evalua-
tion. In a stronger sense of the term, an evaluation
is regarded as independent when the organisation
that formulates the evaluation questions and
recruits the evaluators is also independent of the
evaluated activity. An evaluation of a Sida-sup-
ported development intervention commissioned
by an independent institution of oversight and
accountability, such as the Swedish Supreme
Audit Institution, would be an example.

The distinction between the two types of
independent evaluation is not unimportant. An
evaluation where the prerogative of asking the
questions rests with persons or organisations that
are external to the intervention under review will
clearly carry more weight as an independent
assessment than one where it is vested with organ-
isations who are responsible for the intervention.
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In many cases, the perspectives and interests
influencing the formulation of the evaluation
questions can be a more important source of bias
than the methods used in answering them.

Stakeholder participation tends to be limited
in both types of external evaluation. Indeed,
limited participation is an essential part of what
we mean when we speak about independent
evaluation. Independent evaluations are based
on a clear and categorical line of demarcation
between those who conduct the evaluation and
those who are the object of evaluation. If stake-
holders interfere with the evaluators’ working
methods or seek to prescribe how findings
should be interpreted, the independence of the
evaluation is put in jeopardy.

Internal evaluations differ from external eval-
uations in that the evaluators are organisationally
attached to the evaluated activities. In other
respects external and internal evaluations tend to
be similar. Both are based on a sharp distinction
between the evaluators and the evaluated during
research and both rely on conventional social
science research methods. In many cases there are
institutional safeguards protecting the independ-
ence and integrity of internal evaluators.

“The perspectives influencing
the questions can be a more important

source of bias than the methods
used in answering them”

Using an internal evaluator has advantages as
well as disadvantages. On the positive side is the
fact that internal evaluators tend to have a better
understanding of the organisation to be evaluated
than their external counterparts. Since they are
part of the organisations that they examine, they
are usually also in a better position to facilitate
processes of use, learning, and follow-up than
external evaluators. The most important draw-
back is that they have less credibility in relation
to external audiences. When accountability is the
purpose of the evaluation they cannot replace
external evaluators.



1.7 Participatory evaluation

articipatory evaluation represents a further
and more radical step away from the
model of independent evaluation. In fact,

it is a challenge to both internal and external
evaluation. While the latter two are forms of
expert evaluation, participatory evaluation is a
form of evaluation where the distinction between
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expert and layperson, researcher and researched,
is de-emphasised and redefined. Participatory
evaluations are led by professionals, just as more
conventional evaluations. Still, there is an impor-
tant difference. In the one case, evaluators are
hired to assess the merits of the intervention, in
the other they are mainly facilitators and instruc-
tors helping others to make the assessment. A
more detailed overview of the differences between
expert evaluations and participatory evaluations
is provided in Box 7.

The case for participation in evaluation is
much the same as the case for participation in
development co-operation generally. Participa-
tion means putting ordinary people first, and
redefining the roles of experts and laypersons.
Participation can be seen as an end in itself, as
the right for people to have a voice in matters that
significantly affect their interests. It can also be
justified in more instrumental terms. Participa-
tion in this case helps mobilise local knowledge

Box 7

Expert evaluation and participatory evaluation
EXPERT EVALUATION PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION

WHAT Information required by funding agencies To empower participants to initiate, control
and other external stakeholders. and take corrective action.

WHO External expert evaluators in consultation Community members in collaboration with project 
with stakeholders. staff and external facilitators.

WHAT Standards of performance externally Community members and other participants set 
defined, often with reference to formal their own standards of success.
goals and objectives.

HOW External evaluators control data gathering Self-evaluation. Collaborative processes of data 
and analysis. Scientific criteria of objectivity. collection and analysis. Simple qualitative and 
Outsider perspective. Long feedback loops. quantitative methods. Immediate sharing of results.

WHEN Mid-term, completion, ex-post Continuous and iterative. Not sharply distinguished 
from monitoring

Adapted from Deepa Narayan, Participatory Evaluation. World Bank, 1993.
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and makes development efforts more relevant
and effective.

In evaluation both arguments are used. Where
participatory evaluation gives stakeholders an
opportunity to assess the actions of local author-
ities, it serves as an instrument of downward
accountability and popular empowerment. In
other cases, it increases the effectiveness of
development efforts by mobilising popular
knowledge and strengthening the participants’
sense of ownership with regard to the evaluated
activities. As it allows participants to engage in
open and disciplined reflection on questions
concerning the public good, it is sometimes also
seen as a kind of self-education in democratic
governance.

It is often useful to make a distinction between
a general concept of stakeholder participation and
a more narrow concept of popular participation.
When talking about popular participation, we
refer to the participation of primary stakeholders.
Popular participation can be direct or it can be
organised through some system of representation.
As the term is often used, a participatory evalua-
tion is not just any evaluation where stakeholders
actively participate, but specifically one where
primary stakeholders participate directly and in
depth.

The best way to promote popular participa-
tion in evaluation is probably to strengthen the
element of participation in the preceding stages
of the intervention process. The following are
some of the necessary conditions for the success-
ful use of participatory approaches to evaluation
in community-based projects and programmes:

■ Shared understanding among beneficiaries,
programme staff and other stakeholders of
programme goals, objectives and methods.

■ Willingness among programme partners to
allocate sufficient time and resources to par-
ticipatory monitoring and evaluation.

■ Participatory approach to programme 
management and learning. Adopting a 
participatory approach to evaluation can 
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be difficult if the intervention has been
planned and managed in a top-down fashion.

■ A reasonably open and egalitarian social
structure. Where local populations are inter-
nally divided by distinctions of class, power
and status a participatory approach is not
likely to be successful.

Evaluations initiated directly by donor organisa-
tions are usually not participatory evaluations, as
the concept is defined here. While participatory

methods may be used in such evaluations, the
overall form of the evaluation is normally that of
an external expert study.

Evaluations initiated by Sida are usually
external or independent in the weaker of the two
meanings of the term noted above. Thus, while
Sida formulates the mandate – usually in consul-
tation with its co-operation partners – consulting
firms or academic institutions in Sweden and
abroad carry out the research work and write
reports. The evaluators are independent of Sida’s
co-operation partners as well as of Sida itself
and they are fully responsible for the contents of
their reports. Although the evaluators may be
instructed to consult closely with target groups
and other primary stakeholders, the evaluation
agenda is defined by the evaluators – or by the
terms of reference for the evaluation – rather
than by the primary stakeholders, as would have
been the case in a fully participatory study.

Still, although Sida rarely initiates participa-
tory evaluations, it has an interest in promoting
such evaluations in some of its supported interven-
tions. Every development programme supported
by donors is expected to have a system of moni-
toring and evaluation, and for the donor the
design of that system is not unimportant. While
not seeking to impose on their partners any par-
ticular format for monitoring and evaluation,
Sida would normally wish to ensure that the
adopted format is consistent with agreed princi-
ples of stakeholder participation.



1.8 Quality standards

valuation is a tool for quality assurance and
quality control, and as such must satisfy its
own quality requirements. In this manual

we suggest that the quality of any particular
evaluation can be assessed in relation to four
broad sets of quality standards, namely those of
propriety, feasibility, accuracy and utility. 6

The propriety standards are ethical standards
meant to ensure that evaluations are conducted
with due regard for the rights and welfare of
affected people. The most basic of the propriety
standards is that evaluations should never violate
or endanger human rights. Evaluators should
respect human dignity and worth in their inter-
action with all persons encountered during the
evaluation, and do all in their power to ensure
that they are not wronged.

The principle of informed consent, which is cen-
trally important to the ethics of scientific research,
is also relevant to evaluation. The twofold require-
ment of this principle is that a) people should not
be engaged as respondents, informants or parti-
cipants in evaluations without their consent, and
b) people should be given adequate information
about the evaluation, its purposes and possible
consequences, before they are actively involved.

It is an important aspect of propriety that
evaluations should be balanced and fair, both in
the research phase and in the final stage of
reporting. All relevant stakeholder groups should
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be allowed to speak out and their views should
be correctly reported. People have a right not to
be misrepresented. Furthermore, evaluations
should normally be concerned with the strengths
and weaknesses of systems, structures, and forms
of organisation, rather than with the strengths
and weaknesses of particular individuals or
groups of individuals.

The feasibility standards are intended to ensure
that evaluations are realistic and efficient. To sat-
isfy these requirements, an evaluation must be
based on practical procedures, not unduly dis-
rupting normal activities, and be planned and
conducted in such a way that the co-operation of
key stakeholders can be obtained. They should
also be efficient. If the cost of an evaluation can-
not be justified by the usefulness of the results to
intended users, it should not be undertaken.

The accuracy standards are meant to ensure
that the information produced by evaluations is
factually correct, free of distorting bias, and
appropriate to the evaluation issues at hand. By
setting high standards for accuracy, we protect
the very function of evaluation as a means of
making sure that plans and expectations are
based on reality and not the result of prejudice
or wishful thinking.

“The quality of any particular evaluation
can be assessed in relation to four broad 

quality standards; those of propriety,
feasibility, accuracy and utility”

However, it must be recognised that accuracy is
not an end in itself. As evaluations can be costly
and time-consuming for all parties involved,
efforts to achieve a high level of accuracy should
be tempered by a pragmatic principle of “optimal
ignorance.” In others words, we should not strive
for the highest degree of accuracy possible, but
for one that is good enough for the purpose at
hand and can be accepted as such by the users
of the evaluation.

6 These are the main standards of the Program Evaluation Standards of the American Joint Committee on Standards for
Educational Evaluation (1994). A summary of these standards can be downloaded from www.wmich.edu/evalctr/jc/.
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The utility standards, finally, are meant to ensure
that evaluations serve the information needs of
their intended users. An evaluation that users
consider irrelevant is hardly a success, regardless
of its other merits. To be useful, evaluations
must be responsive to the interests, perspectives
and values of stakeholders. It is important that
evaluations are timely in relation to stakeholders’
practical agendas, and that stakeholders regard
them as credible.

The credibility of an evaluation depends on
several factors. First, the evaluators must be

accepted as impartial and unbiased. If the eval-
uation appears to be influenced by partisan
interests, stakeholders will reject it. Second, the
evaluators must be technically and culturally
competent to deal with the questions raised by the
evaluation. If they are thought to lack necessary
qualifications, the credibility of the evaluation is
again compromised. Third and finally, methods
and resources for data collection and analysis
must be regarded as appropriate. An evaluation
that passes the other tests, but fails in this one,
may still be rejected.

22 WHAT IS EVALUATION?





Chapter 2
An evaluation is an assessment of the merits and
worth of a project, programme or policy in relation
to a particular set of evaluation criteria and standards
of performance. Defining criteria and standards is a
key step in every evaluation. This chapter explains
the distinction between criteria and standards and
presents five criteria that are particularly important 
in assessments of development interventions: 

■ Effectiveness

■ Impact

■ Relevance

■ Sustainability

■ Efficiency

Used by development organisations around the
world, these criteria are essential components of
development co-operation evaluation. The chapter
has a separate section for each one of them. 
Each section concludes with a set of standard 
evaluation questions. 



2.1 Principal evaluation criteria 

very evaluation involves one or several
criteria by which the merit or worth of the
evaluated intervention is assessed, explicit-

ly or implicitly. The following five have been rec-
ommended by the OECD/DAC and adopted by
Sida as standard yardsticks for the evaluation of
development interventions:

EFFECTIVENESS

The extent to which a development intervention has
achieved its objectives, taking their relative importance
into account. 

IMPACT

The totality of the effects of a development interven-
tion, positive and negative, intended and unintended. 

RELEVANCE

The extent to which a development intervention 
conforms to the needs and priorities of target groups
and the policies of recipient countries and donors.  
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SUSTAINABILITY

The continuation or longevity of benefits from 
a development intervention after the cessation of
development assistance. 

EFFICIENCY

The extent to which the costs of a development
intervention can be justified by its results, taking
alternatives into account. 

Each one of these criteria can be applied to every
development intervention and each one of them
represents something important that needs to be
considered before it can be decided if a particular
intervention should be regarded as a success.

To understand how the five criteria comple-
ment each other, it is necessary to clarify the
distinction between effectiveness and efficiency.
What we should bear in mind is simply that these
two are fundamentally different. Effectiveness
refers to the extent to which an evaluated inter-
vention has achieved its objectives. Efficiency, by
contrast, refers to the extent to which the costs of
an intervention can be justified by its results. An
analysis of efficiency makes little sense without a
prior assessment of effects.

A point about language
Swedish-speakers often find the distinction between
effectiveness and efficiency awkward and confusing. The 
reason for this is that the Swedish word effektivitet covers
both efficiency and effectiveness. In many situations it refers
to efficiency alone. In technical language, the word kostnads-
effektivitet – cost-effectiveness – serves as an equivalent of
efficiency. Still, for Swedes consistently separating efficiency
from effectiveness may require a special effort.

Evaluation Criteria 
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The remaining criteria – impact, relevance, and
sustainability – complement the criterion of
effectiveness. Like the latter, they are used to
assess results independently of costs. With
impact, we transcend the managerial bias inher-
ent in assessments of effectiveness and attempt
instead to examine the evaluated intervention
from the point of view of target groups and
other primary stakeholders. The concept of
unintended consequences is centrally important
in impact studies. When we focus on relevance,
we look at the evaluated intervention in relation
to larger contexts of needs, priorities, and policies,
and we examine the objectives of the interven-
tion as well as the means of achieving them.
Sustainability, finally, is a criterion for assessing
the likelihood that the benefits produced by an
intervention will be maintained beyond the
cessation of external support.

We should not be confused by the fact that the
five criteria tend to overlap at several points. For
example, in a study of impact we will encounter
some of the same effects as we may already have
dealt with in an assessment of effectiveness.
Similarly, there may be overlaps between a study
of relevance and a study of effectiveness.
However, this becomes a problem only if we
expect the five criteria to be concerned with
completely different sets of facts, which is not
the case. Each criterion represents a particular
way of looking at an intervention, nothing else.

The five criteria are discussed at length in
sections 2.4–2.8.

2.2 Further criteria

s stated in Sida’s Evaluation Policy7, all the
five standard criteria should be considered
when Sida initiates an evaluation. An

evaluation using all of them would give us much
of the information needed in order to form an
overall opinion of an intervention’s value. Still,
the policy does not require all five to be adopted
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in each and every case. The policy requirement
is rather that none of them should be put aside
without a prior assessment of their relevance.

Furthermore, although these criteria have
been accorded a special status by Sida’s
Evaluation Policy, we are not prevented from
using additional criteria. In many evaluations
procedural values and principles are used as
evaluation criteria. Participation, partnership,
human rights, gender equality, and environmen-
tal sustainability, are prominent examples. They
are all values and principles governing the design
and implementation of interventions supported
by Sida, as well as major policy goals. It would be
surprising if they were not also used as criteria
for evaluation. Participation is discussed in 3.6,
the gender equality criterion in 3.7, and the
environmental perspective in 3.8.

Note also the existence of evaluation criteria
related to particular areas of development co-
operation. In research co-operation, for example,
the term relevance can refer both to the scientific
usefulness of a research project and to the rele-
vance of such a project in a general development
perspective. Other examples are the criteria of
appropriateness, coverage, connectedness, and
coherence that have been designed to fit the spe-
cial conditions of humanitarian assistance.
Sponsored by the OECD/DAC these criteria
are regarded as subcriteria to the five principal
criteria discussed in this chapter. Definitions and
brief explanatory notes are given in Box 8.

7 www.sida.se/publications
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2.3 Standards of performance

t is useful to make a distinction between eval-
uation criteria and standards of performance
related to those criteria. While evaluation

criteria are variables in terms of which perform-
ance is measured or assessed, standards of
performance are values on those variables repre-
senting acceptable levels of achievement. For
example, if we are dealing with a road construc-

EVALUATION CRITERIA 27

tion intervention and effectiveness is the criterion
of evaluation, one kilometre of asphalt road
completed every three months could be a stan-
dard of performance.

While standards of performance are often
taken directly from the definition of goals and
targets in funding proposals and other documents
relating to the evaluated intervention, there are
also other possibilities. Interventions may be
assessed against policy-level goals and principles,
or they may be evaluated against standards
derived from comparisons with similar interven-
tions elsewhere or from models of best practice.
An evaluation of an intervention in relation to
Sida’s gender policy would be an example of the
first type of assessment. An evaluation of the same
intervention in relation to what is internationally
regarded as best practice for promoting gender
equality would be an example of the second.

In some cases, standards of performance must
be defined during the evaluation process itself,
rather than during planning. Furthermore, even if
the standards of performance are well defined in

Box 8

APPROPRIATENESS

The extent to which humanitarian inputs and activities
are tailored to local needs, and the requirements of 
ownership, accountability, and cost-effectiveness. How
well did the humanitarian activities respond to the 
changing demands of the situation? 

COVERAGE

The extent to which the entire group in need had access
to benefits and were given necessary support. Key 
questions: Did the benefits reach the target group as
intended, or did too large a portion of the benefits leak 
to outsiders? Were benefits distributed fairly between
gender and age groups and across social and cultural
barriers?

CONNECTEDNESS

The extent to which short-term emergency activities take
into account longer-term needs and the interconnected-

ness of humanitarian problems. Examples of problems
to be dealt with are environmental effects of refugee
camps, damage of roads through food transports, dam-
age to local institutions as a result of international
NGOs taking over central government functions and
recruiting skilled staff from local government institu-
tions.

COHERENCE

Consistency between development, security, trade, mili-
tary and humanitarian policies, and the extent to which
human rights were taken into account. Important ques-
tions: Were policies mutually consistent? Did all actors
pull in the same direction? Were human rights consis-
tently respected?

These criteria are extensively discussed in Evaluating Humanitarian
Action. An Alnap Guidance Booklet. www.alnap.org  

Criteria for evaluation of humanitarian assistance
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advance the evaluators may have to decide
whether they are reasonable or not, given the
problem addressed by the intervention and the
amount of resources invested. When looking at
the facts of the case, the evaluators may come to
the conclusion that the performance standards
were too ambitious or not ambitious enough.
They might even propose an alternative set of
standards. Other complications regarding stan-
dards of performance are due to the fact that the
goals and objectives of development interven-
tions may be vague, incomplete or both.
Problems of this kind are briefly discussed in 2.4.

Regardless of how standards of performance
are defined, however, it is essential that they
reflect the goals, commitments and formal obliga-
tions of those who are involved in the evaluated
activity and that they are not regarded as arbitrary
impositions. Standards of performance that eval-
uators or other outsiders define according to
their own predilections, insiders may regard as
unfair or irrelevant. The issue of fairness is par-
ticularly important when the evaluation serves a
purpose of accountability, but it can also be a
concern in evaluations that are intended for
learning.

2.4 Effectiveness

he term effectiveness refers to the extent to
which the objectives of an intervention have
been achieved as a result of the implemen-

tation of planned activities. Effectiveness can be
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measured at the level of outputs as well as at the
levels of outcome and impact. In the first case
we are concerned with the achievement of tar-
gets for the production of goods and services, in
the second with the achievement of the further
effects that we intend to bring about through
these goods and services.

Note that effectiveness at the output level is
no guarantee for effectiveness in terms of out-
comes and impacts. An intervention may achieve
all its targets with regard to goods and services,
and still not be effective at the outcome and
impact levels. Indeed, an intervention that is
effective in terms of outputs may be quite in-
effective with regard to outcomes and impact.
An important implication of this is that every
question about effectiveness in evaluations should
be carefully specified in relation to the intended
level of objectives. Effectiveness in general is an
empty concept.

Assessing effectiveness is usually more diffi-
cult at the level of outcomes and impact than at
the output level. At the output level, the job can
be regarded as completed when we have meas-
ured the extent to which the goods and services
produced by the intervention match pre-defined
targets for quantity and quality. Assessing the
quality of outputs can be difficult, especially
where clear quality standards are lacking. In
most cases, however, there are solutions to such
problems.

At the outcome level an assessment of effec-
tiveness is made in two steps. First, the achievement

of objectives is measured. How have the conditions
of the target group changed since the interven-
tion was launched and how do identified changes
compare with intended changes? Second, the
issue of causal attribution is addressed. To what
extent have the identified changes been caused
by the intervention rather than by factors out-
side the intervention?

Both these steps are important. For a govern-
ment or development agency that wishes to invest
its resources where they make a difference,
knowing that things have changed as expected is
not good enough. They also want to know that
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the evaluated intervention has significantly con-
tributed to the recorded change. In most cases
there are many factors at play in addition to the
evaluated intervention. Therefore, the possibility
that recorded changes would have occurred
even without the intervention must be carefully
considered, and as far as possible ruled out.

Measuring goal achievement is, in principle,
a fairly uncomplicated affair. In practice, how-
ever, it may be difficult or even impossible. The
reason for this is that one or several of the fol-
lowing types of information may be missing:

■ Baseline information about the situation
before the intervention (see Box 9),

■ Records of the changes that have occurred
relative to the baseline during the imple-
mentation of the intervention and later,

■ An empirically verifiable description of the
state of affairs that the intervention was
intended to bring about. 

Missing baseline information is a common
problem. In some cases a baseline can be recon-
structed with the help of written documents and
interviews with members of target groups and
others. Human memory being what it is, however,
a baseline reconstructed through memory recall
is usually much less precise and usually much
less reliable than a baseline assembled before the
intervention started.

Vagueness in the description of the state of
affairs that the intervention is intended to bring
about can also cause problems. If goals and
objectives are unclear it may be difficult to decide
if and to what extent recorded changes represent
an achievement in relation to them. In many
interventions goals and objectives are further
specified through empirical indicators, but indi-
cators may raise questions of their own. We
should never take for granted that the indicators
are valid and relevant.

Formulations of objectives tend to become
increasingly vague as we move upwards in the
hierarchy of objectives. At the level of outputs it
is often quite clear what the intervention intends
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to achieve and at the level of immediate out-
comes the objectives may also be reasonably pre-
cise. In the higher reaches of the goal hierarchy,
however, the descriptions of objectives are often
extremely vague. Often no stronger or more
precise claim is made than that the intervention
is expected “to contribute” to the achievement
of a distant higher goal, or that it will help
“create pre-conditions” for the higher goal to be
achieved. Measuring goal achievement in rela-
tion to objectives that are formulated in such
terms is difficult, if not altogether impossible.

“The possibility that recorded
changes would have occurred even

without the intervention must be
carefully considered”

Despite these difficulties, however, measuring
goal achievement is often a lesser problem than
attributing causality. There are cases where eval-
uators do not hesitate to attribute the recorded
change to the intervention. In other cases, how-
ever, causal attributions are much less certain.
Usually, short-term changes are more strongly
influenced by the evaluated intervention than
longer-term changes. Conversely, the more distant
the change the more likely extraneous factors
are to intervene. In many cases, we can make no
stronger claim regarding causality than that the
intervention appears to have had some influence
on the recorded outcomes.

Section 2.5.2 on page 32 contains some further
remarks on the problem of inferring causality.

Effectiveness is an important criterion for the
evaluation of development interventions. It is
important to principals, financiers and others
who for reasons of accountability want to know
that results have been delivered as promised. It is
also important to intervention managers who
need the same type of information for manage-
ment and learning. Setting goals and defining
objectives that are both challenging and realistic
is a basic management skill. If we never reach our
goals and never achieve our objectives something



is clearly wrong, even if we can rightly claim to
have produced results that are valuable and
worthwhile.

By itself, however, an assessment of effective-
ness has only limited value. What we can learn
from it is whether the evaluated intervention has
achieved its goals and objectives, nothing else.
As already noted, an assessment of this kind says
nothing about the relevance and value of the
achieved results; neither does it provide any
information concerning the important question
of unintended effects.

Standard questions about effectiveness:

■ To what extent do development changes in
the target area accord with the planned 
outputs, purpose and goal of the evaluated
intervention?

■ To what extent is the identified development
the result of the intervention rather than
extraneous factors?

■ What are the reasons for the achievement
or non-achievement of objectives?

■ What can be done to make the intervention
more effective? 
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2.5 Impact

he word impact has several meanings. It
often refers to the totality of the effects
brought about by an intervention, but it is

also used more narrowly to refer to effects in the
longer term or to effects at the scale of societies,
communities, or systems. When it is used in the
narrow sense – as in logframe analysis for example
– it is complemented by the word outcome,
which refers to short and medium term effects
on the attitudes, skills, knowledge, or behaviour
of groups or individuals. In other contexts, the
term outcome may refer to the totality of effects
produced by an intervention, just as impact.

Box 9

What is a baseline study?
A baseline study is a description of conditions in a local-
ity or site prior to a development intervention. A baseline
study provides benchmarks against which change and
progress can be measured and evaluated. Without 
baseline information, assessments of effectiveness and
impact are impossible. Baseline information can often 
be assembled retrospectively, but, as a rule, a recon-
structed baseline is much inferior to baseline information
assembled ex ante. 

The scope and focus of a baseline study reflect the
purpose of the intervention and the anticipated future
need for baseline data in monitoring and evaluation. If
the intervention is a project in support of entrepreneur-

ship among small farmers, for example, the baseline 
study will describe the nature and extent of rural entre-
preneurship before the intervention. If it has a subsidi-
ary goal of increasing the number of female entrepre-
neurs, the baseline data should be disaggregated by
gender. If it is expected that the project may affect the
physical environment,  the baseline will contain bench-
marks for the monitoring and evaluation of environmen-
tal effects. 

Useful reading: Soleveigh Freudenthal and Judith Narrowe.
Baseline Study Handbook. Focus on the Field. Sida, 
Stockholm, 1993.
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In this manual the term impact is used in both
the senses. This should not create any problems.
When used in conjunction with the term outcome,
it refers to effects in the longer term. Elsewhere it
means the totality of effects brought about
through a development intervention. In the latter
sense it encompasses expected and unexpected,
positive and negative, as well as short-term and
long-term effects on people, organisations, soci-
eties and the physical environment.

A study of impact in the wide sense covers
partly the same ground as a study of effectiveness.
However, it differs from such a study in two
important respects. First, while assessments of
effectiveness may deal with outputs as well as
effects, an impact study is limited to effects.
Second, while studies of effectiveness tend to
focus on planned positive effects in the short or
medium term, a study of impact is concerned
with the entire range of effects, including those
that were unforeseen, those that occur in the
longer term, and those that affect people outside
the target group.

Note that impact is not a criterion of the
same kind as effectiveness or efficiency. While
the latter are normative criteria – effectiveness
and efficiency are by definition desirable – the
impact criterion is primarily a recommendation
that all significant consequences of an interven-
tion, negative as well as positive, should be taken
into account. To be able to distinguish between
positive and negative impacts we have to employ
additional normative criteria, such as increased
well being of primary stakeholders, utility for
poverty reduction, or something of that kind.

The impact criterion provides an important
corrective to what could otherwise become an
overly narrow preoccupation with the intentions
of those who plan and manage development
interventions and a corresponding neglect of the
perspectives of target groups and other primary
stakeholders. This is a key point about impact.
When applying the impact criterion, we turn to
target groups and other stakeholders to find out
if and how the evaluated activities have affected
their situation, positively or negatively. Measuring

EXPECTED POSITIVE UNEXPECTED POSITIVE

EXPECTED NEGATIVE UNEXPECTED NEGATIVE
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change in relation to stated intervention objec-
tives is less important.

Evaluations that give precedence to the
perspectives of target groups and other primary
stakeholders over those of planners and man-
agers are sometimes referred to as user-oriented

evaluations (in contrast to goal-oriented evaluations

focusing on effectiveness). The term goal-free evalu-

ation has a similar meaning. In a goal-free evalu-
ation the evaluators deliberately try to disregard
the established goals and purposes of an inter-
vention in order that they may better appreciate
the value and significance of the intervention to
those who are affected by it.

2.5.1 Types of impact
As shown in Box 10, a study of impact deals
with four types of effect. In the left-hand column
there are the intended positive effects justifying
the intervention and the negative effects that those
who are responsible for the intervention anticipate
and accept as affordable costs or necessary evils.
The right-hand column contains the unexpected
effects, positive as well as negative.

Box 10

Types of impact



Evaluations should cover both positive and
negative effects. In the planning of development
interventions possible negative effects are easily
overlooked or taken too lightly. Truly unexpected
negative effects are caused by ignorance, bad
planning or wishful thinking. Normally, stake-
holders and outside expertise are extensively con-
sulted when development interventions are
planned but even so things may not turn out quite
as expected. In some cases, the actual results may
even be the opposite of the intended results.
Identifying unintended effects and analysing their
causes is one of the main tasks of evaluation.

Evaluators have the advantage of hindsight.
In many cases, they can identify unintended
consequences simply by asking primary stake-
holders to describe how their situation has
changed since the intervention started. Although
identifying impact in this way can be time-
consuming and may require a good deal of local
knowledge, it need not be technically complicated.
Still, interviewing representatives of target
groups and other stakeholders is not a universal
recipe for impact study. Interventions may have
adverse effects that only experts can identify.
Adverse effects that are difficult to identify for
laypersons can be found in all areas of develop-
ment co-operation. Box 11 lists a few common
types of negative unintended effects.

2.5.2 Measuring change and 
inferring causality
When studying impact we face the same technical
problems of measuring change and inferring
causality as in studies of effectiveness.

However, the first of the two tasks, that of
measuring change, can be rather more difficult in
impact studies than in assessments of effectiveness.
As noted in 2.4, change cannot be measured
without a baseline describing the situation
before the intervention (Box 9, page 30). Since
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baseline information assembled before the inter-
vention is likely to refer to those features of the
situation that are expected to change as a result of
the intervention, however, it is not always useful
for measuring change that was not planned and
not foreseen. To be able to measure unexpected
change, we may have to construct a new baseline
ex post. However, in many cases constructing a
baseline after the fact may be difficult or even
impossible.

The second main task is to decide, with as
much certainty as required or possible, whether
the changes that have occurred since the begin-
ning of the intervention were caused by the
intervention, or if they would have occurred
anyway. Impact, in the strict sense, is the differ-
ence between the changes that have actually
occurred and the changes that would have
occurred without the intervention. The hypo-
thetical state of affairs to which we compare real
changes is known as the counterfactual.

With the help of control groups that have not
been exposed to the intervention it is sometimes
possible to get a good idea of how the target
group would have fared without the intervention.
When the counterfactual cannot be estimated in
this way – a common situation in development
co-operation – statements about impact rest on
weaker foundations. The intervention is often
taken to be the cause of the identified changes if
such a conclusion appears to be consistent with
expert knowledge and there seems to be no better
explanation around. Although less compelling
than an explanation based on control group
methodology in most cases, an argument of this
type can be good enough for the purpose of the
evaluation.

For a deeper discussion about causal attribu-
tion in relation to different types of research
design the reader should consult a textbook on
evaluation research methods.8

8 See, for example:
Bamberger, M. and Valadez, I. (eds.). Monitoring and Evaluating Social Programs in Developing Countries.
Washington D.C: The World Bank, 1994.
Rossi, P. et al. Evaluation. A Systematic Approach. Seventh Edition. Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2004.
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Box 11

Types of negative unintended effects
TARGETING ERRORS

There are two main types, often referred to as Type I
and II Errors. The first type is concerned with coverage:
Have benefits from the intervention reached all sub-
groups of the targeted category, or is there a coverage
bias such that some of the intended beneficiaries –
women, children, the elderly, or the disabled, for exam-
ple – have been excluded? The second type is con-
cerned with leakage of benefits to people outside the
targeted category. In other words, the question is
whether outsiders have seized benefits intended for 
the target group. Is there a problem of overinclusion?

SUBSTITUTION AND DISPLACEMENT

In both cases the intended positive effects for a particu-
lar target group are realised, but only at the expense of
another group or category that is equally deserving of
support. A case of substitution would be that of sub-
sidised workers replacing unsubsidised workers who
would otherwise have been employed. Displacement, 
on the other hand, would occur if the creation of sub-
sidised jobs in one firm led to reduction of workers in
other firms. 

RECOIL EFFECTS

These are unintended effects of an intervention on the
organisations responsible for its implementation and
management. The aim of development assistance is not
just to help solve immediate development problems of a
pressing kind, but to strengthen the capacity of develop-
ing countries and their organisations to deal with such
problems with their own resources. In many cases, 
however, recipient country organisations are 

overburdened by externally financed development inter-
ventions. Evaluations can be used to assess the extent
to which development initiatives produce such negative
recoil effects.  

FUNGIBILITY

By lending support to a particular activity the donor
makes it possible for the recipient to shift scarce
resources to other activities, all or some of which may
be inconsistent with the donor’s mandate. Thus, while
the donor focuses on the activities ear-marked for sup-
port, the main impact of aid is perhaps to make possi-
ble activities that the donor regards as undesirable.
Important as it may be, however, the phenomenon of
fungibility can usually not be handled within an evalua-
tion of a single development intervention. To find out if
and how donor support is fungible, it must be examined
in relation to the national budget and wider patterns of
public expenditure in the partner country. Note that it is
only when the recipient’s priorities are inconsistent with
those of the donor that fungibility becomes a problem. 

PERVERSE EFFECTS

Substitution and displacement, fungibility, as well as
some of the recoil effects of aid programmes can all be
described as perverse effects. Effects referred to by
this term are directly opposed to the objectives and
goals that the intervention was intended to achieve.
Donor support that is meant to strengthen the ability of
people to deal with their own problems but results in
increased dependency on aid is a prime example from
development co-operation.



Standard questions about impact:

■ What are the intended and unintended,
positive and negative, effects of the inter-
vention on people, institutions and the 
physical environment? How has the inter-
vention affected the well being of different
groups of stakeholders? 

■ What do beneficiaries and other stakeholders
affected by the intervention perceive to be
the effects of the intervention on themselves?

■ What is the impact of the intervention on
the recipient country organisation(s) that
manage it? To what extent does the inter-
vention contribute to capacity development
and the strengthening of institutions? 

■ To what extent can changes that have
occurred during the life span of the inter-
vention or the period covered by the 
evaluation be identified and measured?

■ To what extent can identified changes be
attributed to the intervention? What would
have occurred without the intervention? 

■ Have plausible alternative explanations 
for identified changes been considered and
convincingly ruled out? 

2.6 Relevance

hen we talk about relevance as a criterion
of evaluation, we are concerned with the
value and usefulness of the evaluated

intervention in the perspectives of key stake-
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holders. More precisely, a development co-
operation intervention is considered relevant if
it matches the needs and priorities of its target
group, as well as the policies of partner country
governments and donor organisations.

The question of needs comes first. If an
intervention does not help satisfy important
development needs, directly or indirectly, it can
obviously not be regarded as relevant. However,
the fact that it addresses important needs is not
enough. To be considered relevant a development
intervention should also be consistent with the
effective policies and priorities of target groups
and others. In addition, it should be technically
adequate to the problem at hand – an effective
and inexpensive cure without harmful side effects,
as it were. This is implied by the definition. If
the intervention is out of tune with stakeholder
priorities, or if it is technically inadequate in
some way, it will probably not achieve its aims,
and, again, is not relevant as a solution to the
development problem at hand.

In many evaluations, the objectives of the
evaluated intervention are taken as given. When
the relevance of an intervention is assessed,
however, the objectives as well as the means of
achieving them are carefully examined. The
perspective is holistic. At one level, we try to
ascertain if the intervention is well adapted to the
livelihood patterns and the social and political
conditions of its intended end-users and other
primary stakeholders. At another level, we wish
to establish that it is well in line with government
policies and systems of administration as well as
with concurrent interventions supported by
other development agencies.

Questions about partner country ownership
are important. To what extent is the evaluated
intervention an independent host country initia-
tive; to what extent is it an adaptation to donor
preferences? To what extent is it managed and
controlled by host country actors, to what extent
are donor agencies actively involved in the oper-
ations? Does ownership extend to the intended
beneficiaries and other citizens? Are there
adequate mechanisms for accountability and
popular participation?   

W



While stressing that relevance is about consistency
with existing priorities and policies as well as
needs, however, we should not lose sight of the
fact that many development interventions are
conceived as social experiments. The point is
obviously not that interventions that challenge
established interests or existing ways of doing
things are always irrelevant. It is rather that even
interventions that go against the grain of existing
practice should conform to the needs and inter-
ests of those who are intended to benefit from
them. When we assess the relevance of an inno-
vation, one of the key questions is whether it has
a potential for replication.

Relevance is an important issue throughout
the intervention cycle. At the stage of planning
and preparation, the responsible organisations
make a first assessment of the relevance of the
objectives of the intervention, and they also try
to make sure that the intervention strategy is
sound. Later, interim or ex-post evaluations
should revisit this analysis. The initial assessment
may have been incorrect all along, or the situation
may have changed in such a way that it has to be
revised.

Standard questions about relevance:

■ Is the intervention consistent with the 
livelihood strategies and living conditions of
its target group? How urgent is it from the
point of view of the target group?

■ Is the intervention well in tune with the
development policies and administrative 
systems of the partner country government
at national and regional levels? Is it consistent
with a policy of supporting partner country
ownership? 

■ Is the intervention a technically adequate
solution to the development problem at
hand? Does it eliminate the main causes 
of the problem?

■ Do proposed innovations have a potential
for replication?
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■ Is the intervention consistent with Sida 
policies and priorities?

■ Is the intervention consistent and comple-
mentary with activities supported by other
donor organisations? 

2.7 Sustainability

hen we discuss sustainability we are
concerned with the likelihood that the
benefits from an intervention will be

maintained at an appropriate level for a reason-
ably long period of time after the withdrawal of
donor support. Strictly speaking, sustainability is
part of the wider criterion of impact, but as it
concerns a recurrent issue of extreme importance
in development co-operation we treat it as an
independent criterion.

The criterion of sustainability refers to the
results obtained through development co-opera-
tion interventions, not the development co-
operation interventions themselves. In some
cases, sustainability means that a particular
organisation or facility constructed with external
assistance will remain in use, but in other cases the
organisation or facility built in the course of the
intervention more resembles a temporary scaffold-
ing that is needed only in the construction phase.

Sustainability must be specified in relation to
the particular intervention under review. Different
types of intervention have different time frames
and serve different types of function in the
development process. Sustainability does not

W



have the same meaning in regard to short-term
emergency assistance as in interventions with
long-term development objectives. While the
evaluation criterion is the same in both cases, the
performance standards will differ.

Analyses of sustainability in evaluations are
forward-looking assessments made during the
implementation process or when the intervention
has been completed. The main question that such
analyses seek to answer is usually not whether
intervention benefits have in fact been sustained.
This is a question that in most cases cannot be
answered ahead of time. The question is rather
if the intervention has a potential for being sus-
tained, and if it is likely that its positive impact
will be a lasting one.

There is a range of factors that determine
whether or not the results of the evaluated inter-
vention will be sustained into the future:

PARTNER COUNTRY PRIORITIES

Development interventions always operate in the 
policy environment of partner countries. The priorities
of partner organisations are critical to the sustain-
ability of their results. Interventions stand a much
better chance of being sustained if they reflect part-
ner country priorities than if donors drive them.

PARTNER COUNTRY OWNERSHIP AND

PARTICIPATION

Without partner country ownership development
interventions can usually not be sustained. The
active participation of partner country stakeholders
in the planning, implementation and follow-up of
development activities helps stimulate local ownership. 

INSTITUTIONAL AND CULTURAL FACTORS

Interventions should be well integrated in the local
institutional and cultural context. Interventions that
are out of tune with local norms and sensibilities, 
or lack institutional support, are unlikely to be 
sustained.

TECHNOLOGICAL FACTORS

The technology utilised in the intervention should be
appropriate to the economic, educational and cultural
conditions of the host country. If the level of techno-
logy is too advanced and spare parts scarce or too
expensive, continued maintenance is unlikely.
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ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS

In developing countries the natural environment is
often under pressure from population growth and poor
management of natural resources. Environmental
degradation may force partner organisations to 
discontinue otherwise positive intervention results.

FINANCIAL FACTORS

In many interventions, sustainability depends on 
partners’ financial capacity to maintain results.
Government revenue, user fees and other income
generating activities may secure such funding, and
hence contribute to sustainability.

MANAGEMENT AND ORGANISATION

The governance of recipient country institutions is 
a key determinant of sustainability. Weak, ineffective,
or “unsound” management and organisation may 
significantly reduce the likelihood that results will be
sustainable. In many cases, a working system of
accountability to citizens is likely to increase the
chances that benefits will be sustained. 

EXIT STRATEGY

The chances that the benefits from an intervention
will be sustained are also likely to increase if there
are time limits and well defined exit points. An exit
strategy, including a plan for sustainability, should 
be part of every development intervention from the
very beginning. 

The above list of factors is not necessarily ex-
haustive. Neither is it a catalogue, which must be
included in all evaluations initiated by Sida. The
analysis of sustainability must always be adapted
to the circumstances of each evaluation.

Standard questions about sustainability:

■ Is the intervention consistent with partners’
priorities and effective demand? Is it sup-
ported by local institutions and well inte-
grated with local social and cultural condi-
tions?

■ Are requirements of local ownership satis-
fied? Did partner country stakeholders par-
ticipate in the planning and implementation
of the intervention?

■ Are relevant host-country institutions char-
acterised by good governance, including
effective management and organisation?



■ Is the technology utilised in the intervention
appropriate to the economic, educational and
cultural conditions in the partner country?

■ Do partners have the financial capacity to
maintain the benefits from the intervention
when donor support has been withdrawn?

■ Is the intervention compatible with a sus-
tainable use of natural resources? Or is it
harmful to the natural environment?  

2.8 Efficiency

fficiency is a relation between means and
ends. More exactly, it is the ratio of the
value of the results of an intervention to

the value of the resources used to produce them.
An intervention is optimally efficient if its value
is greater than the value of any alternative use of
these resources. If the same resources could have
produced better results in some other way, or if
the same results could have been produced with
fewer resources, it is less than fully efficient.

Economists distinguish between different
types of efficiency. At it simplest, efficiency is
synonymous with technical efficiency. When we say
that an intervention is technically efficient we
mean that it produces as much as possible of a
specified result, given the available resources.
Alternatively, an intervention is technically effi-
cient when it produces a planned result with a
minimum of resources. In either case, technical
efficiency is a matter of avoiding waste and reduc-
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ing costs. An intervention is technically efficient
when its productive capacity is fully utilised.

A more complex concept of efficiency is that
of allocative efficiency. To be efficient in this sense an
intervention must first of all be technically effi-
cient. But this is not enough. Optimal allocative
efficiency is not achieved unless the intervention
produces the highest possible level of utility or
value to society. If an alternative use of the same
resources would have produced a higher level of
aggregate value or utility, the intervention is not
optimally efficient from an allocative point of
view, although it may well be highly efficient in
the technical sense.

It is important to understand the difference
between the two concepts. In an assessment of
technical efficiency, an intervention is evaluated
against other ways of achieving the same concrete
objective, regardless of the value of that objective.
In an assessment of allocative efficiency, by con-
trast, an intervention is evaluated against every
alternative use of the same resources, at least in
principle. Whereas an assessment of technical
efficiency focuses on the relation between inputs
and outcomes (or outputs) and takes the objective
as given, an assessment of allocative efficiency
raises the more far-reaching question of whether
the intervention is economically worthwhile,
given the alternatives foregone.

Assessments of efficiency are known as econo-

mic evaluations. By a standard definition, an eco-
nomic evaluation is a comparative analysis of
alternative courses of action in terms of both
their costs and their consequences. The object of
comparison is usually another intervention, but it
can also be a constructed model of best practice
or standard of performance. The term partial

economic evaluation is sometimes used to describe
forms of analysis that lack the central element of
comparison between alternatives, but satisfy the
definition in other respects.

Among the full economic evaluations the
following are the most important: cost-effective-
ness analysis (CEA), cost-utility analysis (CUA)
and cost-benefit analysis (CBA). All three are
assessments where an analysis of outputs and

E



effect like those discussed in previous sections is
coupled to an analysis of costs. The most impor-
tant of the differences between them concern
the analysis of the outputs and effects. In CEA
results are measured in terms of natural units:
number of households supplied with fresh water,
number of persons cured of a particular disease,
etc. In CBA results are measured in a variety of
ways but valued in monetary terms. In CUA,
finally, which occupies a middle ground between
the other two, results are reduced to a generic,
non-monetary measure of utility that is applicable
to a particular type of intervention. For example,
in the health sector qualitatively different inter-
ventions are made comparable through such
generic measures of health status as Quality
Adjusted Life Years (QALYs) and Disability
Adjusted Life Years (DALYs).

Which of these types of evaluation is the
most appropriate in a particular study depends
largely on the question to be answered. If we are
interested in the technical efficiency of an inter-
vention in relation to alternative ways of achieving
the same objective, CEA could be the appropriate
tool. If the question concerns allocative efficiency,
on the other hand, CBA would be a much better
choice. When we are dealing with allocative effi-
ciency on a societal scale there is in fact no alterna-
tive to CBA. CUA is also a method for analysing
allocative efficiency, but it is more limited in
scope. It is used for answering questions about
resource allocation at the level of a particular
sector of the economy when measuring out-
comes in monetary terms seems inappropriate.
For example, by using QALYs and other generic
outcome measures specific to the health sector,
health economists can compare the utility of dif-
ferent types of health care interventions, while
avoiding some of the moral problems of measur-
ing the value of human life in monetary terms.

CBA is the most powerful but also the most
debated of the different methods of economic
evaluation. In a CBA the evaluator first seeks to
identify all the significant costs and benefits of
an intervention, direct and indirect, tangible and
intangible, and then attempts to estimate the
value of each one of them in monetary terms.
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The costs and benefits may include factors like a
healthy or aesthetically attractive environment
and human life itself. Costs and benefits that are
difficult to measure in monetary terms are some-
times set aside for separate consideration when
the CBA proper has been completed. In the final
steps of the analysis, costs and benefits are added
up and compared. If the total value of the bene-
fits exceeds the total value of the costs, the inter-
vention is considered worthwhile, otherwise not.

CBA is used in prospective appraisals of pro-
grammes and policies as well as in evaluations of
completed interventions. It is intended to facilitate
an economically rational use of scarce resources;
this is its whole purpose. One of its main strengths
is that it provides a tool for systematically setting
benefits against costs. As both critics and sup-
porters would agree however, CBA is not with-
out limitations. One is that it tends to favour the
interests of the present generation over the
interests of future generations. Since the value of
long-term benefits and costs are calculated from
a standpoint in the present – a technique known
as discounting– it can lead to an altogether too
light-hearted treatment of issues of environmental
sustainability and intergenerational equity.
When the time-scale of the analysis is restricted
to a period of 30–40 years, however, there are
no such problems.

Another limitation concerns the analysis of
distributive effects. In CBA an intervention is
regarded as socially useful and economically
worthwhile if it increases the total amount of
satisfaction in society as measured by the market
or some surrogate of the market, such as con-
sumers’ stated ‘willingness to pay’. However,
simply aggregating costs and benefits can easily
conceal the fact that there may be losers as well
as winners. Questions of distribution are usually
discussed as an additional issue in CBA. Still, the
distributive effects are not a central part of the
analysis of efficiency per se.

To describe this as a limitation of CBA,
however, is perhaps not quite correct. What it
means is that CBA is concerned with economic
efficiency rather than equity or justice. Still, in
development co-operation, where we are con-



cerned with poverty reduction and human rights,
this is something to bear in mind. Normally,
assessments of efficiency provided by CBA, as
indeed any efficiency assessment, should be
complemented by considerations based on other
criteria. The point to remember is that all costs
and benefits are relative to particular individuals
or groups.9

Standard questions about efficiency:

■ Has the evaluated intervention been man-
aged with reasonable regard for efficiency?
What measures have been taken during
planning and implementation to ensure 
that resources are efficiently used?
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■ Could the intervention have been 
implemented with fewer resources without
reducing the quality and quantity of the
results?

■ Could more of the same result have been
produced with the same resources?

■ Could an altogether different type of
intervention have solved the same 
development problem but at a lower cost?

■ Was the intervention economically worth-
while, given possible alternative uses of the
available resources? Should the resources
allocated to the intervention have been used
for another, more worthwhile, purpose? 

9 Useful reading on economic evaluation:
Belli, P. et al. Handbook on Economic Analysis of Investment Operations. Washington, D.C: World Bank, 1998.
Drummond, P. H. et al. Methods for economic evaluation of health care programmes. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.
Levin, H. M. Cost-Effectiveness. A Primer. Newsbury Park: Sage, 1983.
Rossi, P. H. et al. Evaluation. A Systematic Approach. Seventh Edition. Newsbury: Sage, 2003.



Chapter 3

This chapter starts with the observation that difficulties 
in evaluating development initiatives against the goal of
poverty reduction in some cases are due to a lack of clarity
regarding poverty and poverty reduction rather than
insufficient understanding of evaluation. The following topics
are briefly discussed from an evaluation point of view: 

■ The multidimensionality of poverty

■ The diversity of poverty within and between 
societies

■ Direct and indirect intervention strategies

■ The alignment of development assistance 
with partner country development strategies and 
administrative frameworks

■ Empowerment and popular participation

■ Gender mainstreaming

■ Poverty reduction and the environment
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3.1 Evaluating poverty reduction 

or Sweden poverty reduction is the overall
goal of development co-operation. Support
for human rights and democracy, economic

growth, gender equality, health and education,
sustainable use of natural resources and protec-
tion of the environment are all regarded as part
and parcel of the struggle against poverty.10

It follows therefore that poverty reduction is
also the main standard against which Swedish
development co-operation efforts should be
evaluated. To put it very simply, if it turns out

that a strategy, programme or project supported
by Sweden has not contributed to poverty reduc-
tion in some significant way, we ought to conclude
that it should not have been selected for support
in the first place. Similarly, if we wish to claim
that one intervention is superior to another, all
things considered, we should be able to put for-
ward a good argument to the effect that it has
served, or is likely to serve, the cause of poverty
reduction better than the other.

When planning to evaluate a development
intervention in a poverty reduction perspective,
the first thing to remember is that this is no
different from evaluating it in relation to any
other objective or goal. All that is said in this
manual about evaluation in general applies to
evaluations focused on poverty reduction. When
we find it difficult to evaluate an intervention in
relation to its contribution to poverty reduction,
it is usually not because we lack any special eval-
uation tool or technique, although this may also
be the case. More commonly, it is because we
have not fully considered what poverty is all
about, or because it is unclear how the evaluated
intervention is expected to help reduce poverty.

Evaluating Poverty Reduction 

F

10 Directives for Swedish involvement in international 
development co-operation are laid down in the Policy for
Global Development adopted by the Swedish Parliament
on December 16, 2003. For development co-operation
the main goal is to create pre-conditions for poor people
to improve their living conditions. As emphatically stated
by the policy, Swedish support for development should
have a rights-based perspective and consistently reflect the
experiences and priorities of poor people. The following
components are singled out as particularly important:

• Democracy and good governance;
• Respect for human rights;
• Gender equality;
• Sustainable use of natural resources and protection of

the environment;
• Economic growth;
• Social development and security;
• Conflict prevention and resolution;
• Global public goods.
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3.2 Implications of multidimensionality

s understood in the development communi-
ty, poverty is multidimensional. It not only
involves material deprivation and lack of

economic opportunity, but also vulnerability and
deprivation with respect to health and education,
power and influence, social status and human
dignity. In Sida’s view, poverty is essentially a
combination of lack of power and choice and
lack of material resources.11

This has far-reaching implications for evalu-
ation. When evaluating a development co-oper-
ation intervention in a poverty reduction
perspective, we need to look at it in relation to all
the main dimensions of poverty:

➔ Will it increase the assets of poor people, create
better opportunities for poor people to earn a
living, or otherwise improve their material standard
of living?

➔ Will it have a significant impact, positively or negati-
vely, on the health and life chances of poor people?

➔ Will it provide poor people with education and 
increase their access to useful and otherwise
valuable information and knowledge?

➔ Will it strengthen the rights of poor people and
make state organisations more responsive to their
needs and interests?

➔ Will it empower poor people, individually or 
collectively? Will it increase their ability to assert
their rights in relation to the state and more 
affluent citizens? 

➔ Will it make poor people less vulnerable to the
adversities of armed conflict, natural and humani-
tarian disasters, market fluctuations, and other
untoward developments? 

All these questions should be considered during
the initial stages of an evaluation, if only in a ten-
tative fashion. In an evaluation of an educational
programme, for example, we could start with the
educational impact itself. Since illiteracy and lack
of knowledge are part of poverty, improving poor
people’s access to education is an immediate way
of reducing their poverty. But, obviously, provid-
ing poor people with access to education may not
be the sole contribution to poverty reduction of
an educational programme. It could also have
numerous indirect effects on poverty, both posi-
tive and negative. It could make the beneficiaries
of the support more competitive in the labour
market, for example, or it could empower them in
relation to local authorities, both of which could
be more important impacts than the direct educa-
tional one. A conceivable negative impact is that
the programme might benefit relatively privileged
people rather than the disadvantaged, and
thereby reinforce rather than reduce existing
inequalities.

One would expect likely effects on poverty to
be well considered in funding proposals and other
documents underlying interventions, but occa-
sionally this is not the case. In some cases, positive
impacts in relation to poverty are simply taken for
granted. In other cases, poverty reduction is the
stated goal of the intervention, although it is not
clear how the outputs from the intervention are
expected to lead to this result. Questions about
possible negative effects are often ignored.

Faced with such problems, the evaluators’ first
task is to reconstruct the intervention logic in the
manner suggested in the second part of this man-
ual. Without a clear idea of what the intervention
reasonably could be expected to accomplish, for-
mulating evaluation questions and designing a
study is bound to be difficult.

11 Perspectives on Poverty. Sida. October 2002.
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3.3 The poor are not a 
homogenous category 

o be poor is always to be deprived of goods
that are essential to human well-being.
What this actually means, however, may

vary significantly from one period, place, society,
group, or person to another. As stressed in policy
documents and guidelines, an intervention that
is intended to contribute to poverty reduction
should be based on a careful analysis of the
characteristics of poverty in the society, area, or
location where it is implemented. Such an analy-
sis revolves around a few key questions:

➔ Who are the poor? What are their characteristics in
terms of gender, age, household status, ethnicity,
religion, occupation, and so forth?  

➔ How are they poor? What is the situation of different
groups of poor people in terms of income and 
consumption, human rights, political power, social
discrimination, gender status, health and education,
natural resources dependency, occupation, etc.?
How do the different dimensions of poverty interact
in the case of this particular group? 

➔ What are the obstacles preventing different cate-
gories of poor people from moving out of poverty? Lack
of economic growth in the surrounding society?
Lack of secure property rights with regard to land
and other natural resources? Lack of marketable
skills and resources? Lack of security? Lack of
political power and voice? Discrimination by gender
or ethnic origin? Etc. 

➔ What is there to build on? How could strategies
for coping with poverty be strengthened? What
are the resources and opportunities of the poor?

Raised for the first time during planning, ques-
tions such as these recur at the stage of evalua-
tion. As evaluators or users of evaluations, we
need to know if the intervention to be evaluated
is built on a correct understanding of poverty in
its local context. Without such knowledge there
is no way of telling whether the intervention is
relevant in terms of targeting, or if the support
that it offers is well designed, given the aspira-
tions and overall situation of the targeted group
or category. Without a proper understanding of
the local meaning of poverty and the opportuni-
ties and constraints facing the poor, a donor may
easily end up targeting the wrong categories, or
supporting a correctly targeted category in the
wrong way.

Note that poverty varies within as well as
between societies, and that this is easily over-
looked. Development organisations are not
immune to overly simplified notions about the
characteristics of poverty. In the field of rural
development, for example, stereotyped ideas of
rural society as an aggregate of small-holder
peasant households have sometimes stood in the
way of a full appreciation of the complexities of
social structures and livelihood patterns in the
countryside. A development strategy that is
based on such notions is obviously not going to
be of much direct help to all those who are land-
less and depend on other sources of income.

Box 12

Evaluation and HIV/AIDS
When preparing evaluations of projects and programmes
in societies severely affected by HIV/AIDS, the epidemic
should always be considered. Not only are there important
questions concerning the impact of development inter-
ventions on the epidemic and the problems that it creates,
but there are also important questions about how the
epidemic affects the interventions themselves. 
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Note also that poverty changes and fluctuates
over time, sometimes in unpredictable ways, as
when a community or society is thrown into a
violent conflict or is hit by a natural catastrophe
or a major epidemic. The impact of HIV/AIDS
in Sub-Saharan Africa is the prime example,
creating a development crisis of unprecedented
scale. For the international development com-
munity as well as for national governments it is a
challenge that requires a reassessment of develop-
ment strategies at every level. The role of evalu-
ation is to provide feedback to those who are
responsible for this rethinking and help dissemi-
nate useful experience.

3.4 Direct and indirect intervention
strategies

e should also consider the fact that
strategies for combating poverty may be
more or less direct and more or less

inclusive. Sida makes a threefold categorisation
of poverty reduction interventions:12

■ Interventions directly and predominantly
focused on different categories of poor 
people. Examples are targeted safety nets,
labour-intensive works programmes, support
to refugees and internally displaced persons,
and, in some cases, support to non-
governmental organisations.
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■ Inclusive actions where poor people are
affected as members of a broader group 
of beneficiaries, including sector-wide
approaches that are geared to sectors of
importance to the poor (education, rural
development, small-scale enterprises).

■ General structural approaches aimed at
underpinning pro-poor policies. These give
support to efforts for democracy and good
governance, macro-economic stability,
increased accountability, transparency and
the fight against corruption.

These types tend to prompt somewhat different
kinds of evaluation issues. Where direct inter-
ventions and interventions of the inclusive type
are concerned, questions of targeting are likely to
be prominent. If programme benefits are ear-
marked for a particular category of poor people,
we should make sure that all subgroups of the
targeted category have benefited, and that people
who are not entitled to them have not captured
too large a portion of the benefits. In the first
case, we are concerned with the issue of coverage
– are benefits evenly spread across the target
group? Have some parts of the target group
been favoured over others? In the second case,
we are concerned with leakage of benefits to
people outside the target group. Have benefits
been appropriated by groups that were not en-
titled to them? 

We must also consider the economic and
political costs of targeting. On the economic
side, there is an important question whether a
targeted programme is a more cost-effective way
of reaching programme goals than a non-targeted
programme. On the social and political side we
have to consider the possible adverse effects of
singling out a particular low-status group for
support, thereby perhaps antagonising large seg-
ments of the surrounding society. As one would
expect, sustainability can be a serious problem in
programmes that are directly targeted on the
poor and provide no benefits to other citizens.

12 Perspectives on Poverty. pp 9–10.
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When dealing with interventions of the inclusive
type, on the other hand, it is important to make
sure that poor people have equal access to the
benefits, and that the programme has not
become a means for privileged groups to further
strengthen their advantage. While programmes
of the inclusive kind are often more likely to be
sustainable than programmes intended to benefit
a particular group of poor people, they may
have their own characteristic weaknesses.
Exclusion of poor people is often likely to be one
of them. When evaluating programmes of this
type it is important to make sure that they have
a pro-poor profile and that the cards are not
stacked against the poor.

A common problem with regard to interven-
tions of the indirect structural type is that it may
be difficult to distinguish those that may have a
major poverty reducing effect from those that
have only marginal effects on poverty or no such
effects at all.13 It is not unusual that the claim
that an intervention will benefit the poor rests on
uncertain assumptions about developments in a
distant future. When this is the case, evaluators
need to be on their guard. The longer the
expected causal chain, and the larger the number
of problematic assumptions concerning develop-
ments outside program control, the more uncer-
tain the impact. When dealing with such complex
cases the evaluators’ first task is to revisit the inter-
vention logic, and carefully assess the risk analysis
against existing expert and local knowledge. Are
all the assumptions in the intervention model
valid? Is the list complete? 

It is important that we understand what can
and cannot be accomplished through such an
analysis. Assessing the quality of the intervention
logic itself is always possible. Is it based on clear
and coherent assumptions about contextual
factors? Are posited causal links well supported
by research and experience? Is the risk analysis
reasonable? However, verifying that intended
results have been produced as expected is a
further and often much more difficult step. Not

infrequently, the conclusion of the analysis of the
intervention logic is simply that some or all of our
questions cannot be empirically investigated.

As noted in Chapter 2, the difficulties of eval-
uating results tend to increase as we approach
the upper reaches of the hierarchy of objectives.
In logframe terminology, it is when the links
connecting outcomes to impacts are investigated
that the real difficulties appear. This is true for
all types of intervention. While the posited links
from outputs to outcomes can often be verified –
at least if the outcome objectives have been
clearly defined in behavioural terms – the con-
nections between outcomes and impacts are often
well beyond the reach of evaluation research.

One of the problems is that top-level goals are
usually set very high. Project planning manuals
recommend that intervention goals should not
be set higher than necessary in order to justify the
intervention. If we believe that improving com-
munications for an isolated community is good
enough as a justification of a road building project
this should be the main goal of the intervention. If
the construction of the road is justified by an
expected increase in trade, that should be the goal.

In development co-operation, however, inter-
ventions often have to be doubly justified.
Providing a valuable benefit for a particular target
group is not enough. We should also be able to
explain how the supported intervention is expect-
ed to contribute to the achievement of develop-
ment goals at a national or regional level.
Sometimes we are expected to do this even when
the intervention is relatively small. How does this
particular project in support of a human rights
advocacy group contribute to the development of
democracy and human rights in the country as a
whole? How important is this particular interven-
tion, given alternative strategies for reaching the
same overall development goal? 

Not much reflection is needed to realise that
questions like these are very different from
questions about outcomes in relation to more nar-
rowly defined objectives. Clearly, the two types of

13 David Booth et al. Working with Poverty Reduction in
Sida. Ms. Stockholm, 2001.



questions may require different types of answers.
When faced with questions about development
impact at the highest level, the appropriate
answer is sometimes that the question itself is ill-
conceived. At that level, reassessing the interven-
tion logic may be the best that we can do.

3.5 Integrating donor support with
partner country strategies

further point is that there is a growing
consensus in the development community
that development co-operation results will

improve if the external support from donors is
aligned with the poverty reduction strategies and
development policies of developing countries.
The constraints and opportunities facing donors
differ from country to country, of course, and
there are countries where the government does
not have the capacity to direct the development
process as required by the current development
agenda. Still, the ambition is the same every-
where. The partner country government and
other organisations in the partner country should
increasingly direct and control the development
process; programmes should increasingly replace
projects as the dominant mode of aid delivery;
and among donors co-ordination should replace
fragmentation.

Again, there are clear implications for evalua-
tion. The most important is simply that the efforts
of donors to support partner country ownership
should be systematically assessed. A second is
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that there must be evaluations of the larger
development co-operation system as well as
evaluations of programmes and projects. A third
is that questions about national ownership,
capacity development, donor co-ordination,
integration of external support with national
systems of administration and so on should be
systematically addressed in project and pro-
gramme evaluations. Evaluating intended inter-
vention outcomes and impacts is not enough.
Interventions should also be assessed in relation to
their systems level effects and the agenda for sup-
porting ownership.

Box 13 contains an extensive list of possible
criteria for assessing the contributions of donors
to the emerging development co-operation
agenda. Designed for the evaluation of agency
performance, several of these criteria can easily
be translated into criteria for the assessment of
individual programmes and projects.

3.6 Participation and empowerment

hapter 1 notes that promoting participatory
forms of monitoring and evaluation in
programmes and projects supported by

Sida is part of a wider Swedish policy of sup-
porting popular participation in development.
Here we make the related but different point
that the same policy requires that participation
be used as a criterion or principle of assessment
in evaluations of development interventions
supported by Sida.

A
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The stated rationale for supporting popular par-
ticipation is twofold: participation is an end in
itself and participation increases the relevance
and effectiveness of development co-operation
initiatives. Promoting participation as an end itself
is obviously an important part of the overall effort
to reduce poverty. While poverty is characterised
by exclusion and disempowerment, participation
is the very opposite. Support for the participation
of poor people is the same as support for their
empowerment and inclusion in society on equal
terms.

Thus, when assessing development interven-
tions against principles of popular participation
we are concerned not only with the ability of poor
people to take part in the planning, implementa-
tion and monitoring of the interventions them-
selves, although this is often important. A bigger

EVALUATING POVERTY REDUCTION 47

question is how development interventions affect
the ability of poor people to give voice to their
interests and participate on an equal basis in
society. As suggested in section 3.2 above, this is
one of the questions that should always be
reviewed when an evaluation is being prepared.
Although some interventions are likely to have a
much greater impact on structures of governance
and participation than others, questions of popu-
lar participation are rarely irrelevant.

Note that the issue of participation overlaps
with that of ownership. When we talk about
national ownership, as distinct from government
ownership, we refer to the relationship between
the developing country government and its
citizens as well as to the patterns of interaction
between the former and its external partners.
Are public institutions and government policy-

Box 13

Is the development agency’s country strategy based on
the partner country’s own assessment and strategy for
addressing poverty? Is it based on a multidimensional
poverty concept?

To what extent have the agency’s activities been carried
out jointly or in co-ordination with other development
agencies, bilateral or multilateral?

To what extent have agency administrative and financial
requirements been adjusted to, or harmonised with the
partner country’s existing procedures or with those of
other external partners, where these procedures are
deemed appropriate?

To what extent has the agency implemented its support
in a manner which respects and fosters partner country
ownership?

Has the agency supported and strengthened country-led
planning, implementation and co-ordination processes?

Has the agency helped facilitate civil society’s participa-
tion (at local, national, or international level) in debating 

and deciding the contents of the country’s poverty
reduction strategy in ways that respect government
efforts and concerns?

Has there been a clear, serious commitment of
resources to poverty reduction?

Has a commitment been made to provide predictable
resources over a medium-term planning timeframe?

Has sufficient care been taken to avoid duplication effort
and to build on complementarities across the external
development community?

Have efforts been made to improve policy coherence
within the agency, and, more broadly, across the full
range of DAC Member government ministries and
department, and has progress been achieved? 

Source: The OECD/DAC Guidelines for Poverty Reduction.
Paris. 2001, p. 59.

Assessing development agency poverty 
reduction efforts



making processes responsive to the interests of
poor people and other citizens? Can poor people
express their grievances and hold public author-
ities to account? Without popular participation,
national ownership does not exist.

3.7 Gender mainstreaming

ida has a policy of mainstreaming gender
equality in all its work. In the context of
evaluation this means two things:

■ Evaluations initiated by Sida should produce
information that is relevant to the implemen-
tation and follow-up of Sida’s policy for
promoting gender equality.

■ Evaluations should be designed, implemented
and reported in a manner that is consistent
with a policy of gender mainstreaming.

A first elaboration of these points is simply that
women and men face different types of con-
straints and opportunities and that this must be
reflected in evaluations. When we talk about
poor people without further qualification, as we
tend to do, gender-based differences are easily
overlooked. To avoid that this happens, standard
questions concerning relevance, impact, effective-
ness, etc. should normally be further defined in
gender terms. Thus, instead of asking if a project
is relevant to the needs and priorities of the
poor, we should ask whether it is relevant to the
needs and priorities of both poor men and poor
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women. In some cases such a specification may
not be necessary, but often it will be all the more
important.

We should also bear in mind that gender
equality is a relational phenomenon involving
men as well as women. It will always be important
to know if and how the conditions of women (or
men) have improved as a result of a particular
intervention. Yet, what we need to know as far as
gender equality is concerned is how relationships
between men and women have changed as a
result of the intervention. This point may seem
obvious but it is easily ignored. It is not unusual
that evaluations fail to consider how recorded
changes in the conditions of women (or men) may
affect established patterns of gender-based
inequality.

A third point is that the pursuit of gender
equality is part of the struggle against poverty, and
should be evaluated as such. Thus, evaluators
must not only examine interventions in relation to
what they intend to achieve with regard to gender
equality, but should also look at them in relation
to the larger goal of poverty reduction. In many
cases the link between increased gender equality
and poverty reduction may seem obvious. In other
cases, however, it may be less apparent. Thus,
everything that was said about evaluation of inter-
ventions in a perspective of poverty reduction in
sections 3.2–3.6 applies in this case as well.

A fourth point concerns the implications of
Sida’s mainstreaming policy for the planning,
implementation and reporting of evaluations. As
shown in Box 14 there are important questions
about gender inequalities to be considered at all
stages of the evaluation process. The practical
implications of gender mainstreaming vary with
the nature of the evaluated activities and the
purpose of the evaluation itself. If mainstreaming
turns out to be time-consuming or otherwise de-
manding, as it may, this simply shows that gender
issues are of great importance to the evaluation.

Notice, finally, that gender mainstreaming
can itself be made the subject of evaluation. If
an organisation has adopted a policy of gender
mainstreaming, it goes without saying that it
may also want to evaluate its implementation.

S
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Box 14

PREPARATION

What does the funding proposal and related documents
say about the importance of the intervention with regard 
to poverty reduction and gender equality? What is the
project expected to achieve in these terms? 

According to the same sources, what is the importance
of gender-related factors in the implementation of the
intervention?

What significance should the evaluation assign to questions
about gender equality, given what we know about the
intervention and its purpose? 

What is the evaluability of identified gender equality
issues? Are there baseline data for assessing gender
equality impact? 

Do the ToR clearly specify what the analysis of gender
should include?

Is the recruited evaluation team competent to assess
the gender equality issues in the ToR? Is their approach
to gender sufficiently described in the tender documents?

THE RESEARCH PHASE

Do the evaluators consider the fact that men and women
often communicate differently, and that women may not
be able to express themselves freely in all situations? 

Are gender-sensitive methods of data collection used
where required?

Do the evaluators consult with both men and women?

Are data properly disaggregated by gender?

REPORTING

Does the report answer the questions about gender
equality in the ToR?

Does the analysis of gender issues match the importance
of these issues in the ToR? 

Are findings about gender equality assessed in relation
to the standard evaluation criteria of effectiveness,
impact, relevance, sustainability, and efficiency? 

FOLLOW-UP, DISSEMINATION AND USE

Has the need for gender-sensitive methods of feedback
and communication been considered? 

Has the evaluation report been disseminated to all 
interested parties?

Are conclusions and lessons concerning gender equality
fed back into operations and spread to others who may
be interested in them?

Gender issues in evaluation



3.8 The environmental perspective 

ida has a policy of integrating a concern
for the environment in all its activities, and
it also supports development interventions

that specifically promote a sustainable use of nat-
ural resources and protection of the environment.

As explained in Sida’s Guidelines for the
Review of Environmental Impact Assessments,14

all Sida contributions should include an environ-
mental impact assessment (EIA). Made at the
stage of planning and appraisal, such an assess-
ment is intended to make sure that benefits to
poor people do not entail unacceptable costs in
terms of environmental degradation, now or in
the future. It also looks for positive linkages
between a policy of environmental sustainability
and poverty reduction. Measures to improve the
environment can lead to poverty reduction, just
as poverty reduction efforts can have positive
effects on the environment.

The questions about environmental impact
raised during planning and appraisal should be
revisited when evaluations are initiated. The
original prospective assessment should not be
taken for granted. It may have been invalidated
by unexpected developments during the imple-
mentation phase or it may have been incorrect
all along. The main question is how the evaluated
intervention affects existing linkages between
poverty and the environment. In some cases,
certain infrastructure projects, for example, the
impact may be direct and easy to identify, in
other cases, such as a sector reform programme
or a health care project, it may be more difficult
to detect, although no less important.

“The main question is how the evaluated
intervention affects existing linkages

between poverty and the environment”

The scope of the assessment varies greatly with
the type of intervention being evaluated. In
some cases, the environmental issues occupy the
centre stage of the evaluation, in other cases they
can be summarily dealt with in the preparatory
phase. Yet, in no case can they be entirely dis-
regarded. Box 15 lists questions about environ-
mental consequences and their management as
they appear at different stages of the evaluation
process. Further guidance can be found in Sida’s
Guidelines for the Review of Environmental
Impact Assessments.

S

14 www.sida.se/publications
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Box 15

PREPARATION

What was the conclusion of the ex-ante Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA)? Has a follow-up of environmental
consequences been made?

Should environmental issues be assigned a central or
marginal position in the evaluation, given what we know
about the potential environmental consequences of the
intervention and their relation to poverty reduction?

Does the EIA provide sufficient baseline data to make a
satisfactory evaluation of environmental impact possible?
How can we compensate for weaknesses in the EIA? 

Do the ToR contain clear directives for the evaluation of
environmental issues?

Do the ToR make clear that the environmental analysis
should cover the actual and potential impact of the 
intervention on the conditions of the poor. 

Do the tenders from interested evaluators reflect a proper
understanding of the environmental issues at stake in
the evaluation? Does the evaluation team have the 
competence and experience required for an assessment
of the intervention in the perspective outlined in the ToR?

Have the evaluators been properly briefed about Sida’s
Guidelines for the Review of Environmental Impact
Assessments and other relevant instructions regarding the
environmental dimensions of development interventions
supported by Sida? 

THE RESEARCH PHASE

Have Sida and its partners provided the evaluators with
the necessary support to evaluate the environmental
issues as required by the ToR? 

REPORTING

Does the report adequately answer the questions about
environmental consequences in the ToR? Have both 
positive and negative consequences been considered?

Does the report answer questions about the analysis and
management of environmental issues during the planning
and implementation of the intervention?

Does the report contain a reassessment of the EIA 
carried out during planning?

Are findings regarding environmental dynamics 
assessed in relation to the standard evaluation criteria 
of effectiveness, impact, relevance, sustainability, and
efficiency? 

FOLLOW-UP, DISSEMINATION AND USE

What are the practical implications of findings and 
conclusions regarding environmental impact and the
management of environmental issues by Sida and its
partners? What are the lessons learned?

Are findings and conclusions regarding environmental
issues properly reflected in Sida’s management
response to the evaluation?

Are the findings and conclusions of the evaluation 
properly disseminated within Sida and effectively made
available to Sida’s partners? 

Evaluating environmental consequences
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The Evaluation Process
Step by Step
The step-by-step guidelines presented in this part of the manual
are designed to help Sida and its partners manage evaluations.
The guidelines cover the main steps of the evaluation process,
and provide practical advice on how evaluations can be tailored
to the needs and interests of their intended users.

The guidelines are divided into five sections corresponding to
the five main steps of the evaluation process. Each section
begins with an overview of the main tasks during that particular
step. The tasks are then further described in a series of sub-
sections. At the end of each sub-section, there is a checklist that
briefly summarises the tasks from a practical “how-to-do-it”
perspective.

The guidelines are primarily directed to evaluation managers,

i.e. Sida staff and others who are responsible for managing and
co-ordinating evaluation initiatives. In many cases the evaluation
manager is identical with the programme officer managing
Sida’s support to the evaluated intervention. As we are focusing
on roles and relationships in the evaluation process, however, we
consistently refer to the person administrating the evaluation as
the evaluation manager.

The guidelines are relevant for most types of evaluation. The
described tasks are essentially the same, irrespective of whether
the object of the evaluation is a project, programme, intervention
theme, or aid modality.
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Step 1

Initial Considerations
In this first step of the evaluation process, the most important
tasks of the evaluation manager are to:

1.1 Involve interested stakeholders,

1.2 Define the purpose of the evaluation,

1.3 Establish an organisation for evaluation management.

Involving stakeholders
As briefly discussed in Chapter 1.4, evaluations commissioned
by Sida should be carried out in a spirit of partnership. Sida’s
co-operation partners and other important stakeholder groups
should be encouraged to actively participate in the evaluations
that Sida initiates. For Sida, stakeholder participation is an end
in itself as well as a means.

The pragmatic argument for participation is that the quality
of evaluations tends to improve when co-operation partners
and other stakeholder groups are actively involved in the evalu-
ation process. Among the benefits of participation are greater
accuracy and depth of information, increased credibility and
acceptance of findings, and better correspondence to the prac-
tical concerns of stakeholders.

Stakeholder participation may, however, increase both cost and
time. Therefore, the evaluation manager and others responsible
for the evaluation should discuss to what extent different stake-
holder groups should participate, given their legitimate interest in
the evaluation as well as costs, timing and other practical aspects.
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Stakeholder groups in evaluations

CO-OPERATION PARTNERS

The parties that request donor support and that are responsible for 
planning, implementing and following up the evaluated intervention.

PRIMARY STAKEHOLDERS

Target groups who benefit from the results of the evaluated 
intervention (beneficiaries), but also those groups of people who may
be adversely affected.

DONOR ORGANISATIONS

Sida and other donor organisations that provide financial, technical 
and other types of support to the evaluated intervention.

INTERESTED PARTIES

Groups that have other stakes in the evaluation, for example 
partner governments, implementing consultants, and organisations
channelling donor support.

Involving co-operation partners
When Sida initiates an evaluation, and starts to involve interested
stakeholders, among the first steps are consulting with co-
operation partners. Through these consultations Sida, firstly,
establishes what interest co-operation partners have in the evalu-
ation. Do they wish to be actively involved in the evaluation
process, and do they want the evaluation to be geared towards
their own management purposes? If yes, a joint evaluation of the
kind discussed in Chapter 1 could be a suitable arrangement for
evaluation management. Secondly, Sida and its co-operation
partners may have to discuss how other partner country stake-
holders should be involved in the evaluation process.

Involving co-financing donors
When Sida is one of several development agencies supporting
the intervention, it should, as far as possible, seek to co-ordinate
its evaluations with those of the other agencies. To avoid unne-
cessary duplication of efforts, the evaluation manager should
examine whether the planned evaluation can be jointly carried
out or if there are other means of collaboration. In some cases,
it may be possible for Sida to use information already produced
by other agencies, rather than to undertake a study of its own.
As a rule, however, co-operation in evaluation should be dis-
cussed well in advance of any particular study.

Involving primary stakeholders
It is important to consider how target groups and other primary
stakeholders should be involved in the evaluation. This should
be done as early as possible, even when target groups cannot
realistically be expected to actively participate in preparatory
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work. It is essential that the evaluation is designed to enable tar-
get groups to constructively participate in the research process
and express their point of view. Note that target groups are
often neglected in evaluation processes, even when they repre-
sent a key source of knowledge and information.

Involving other interested parties
Evaluations may have impacts also on stakeholder groups that
do not participate actively in the evaluation process and do not
belong to the intended beneficiaries. Evaluation ethics require
that such groups are informed about the evaluation and given
real opportunities to express their interests.

Using stakeholder resources efficiently  
Every evaluation is dependent on the co-operation of stake-
holders for information and practical arrangements. For example,
co-operation partners and implementing consultants are often
requested to provide documentation and prepare meetings.
They are almost always expected to be interviewed and share
their views on intervention performance and results.

The evaluation manager must ensure that the evaluation
does not overtax stakeholders’ time and resources. Stakeholders
should be informed as early as possible about the evaluation.
This will assist them in planning their inputs to the study with-
out straining other commitments and duties.

Defining the evaluation purpose
Defining the evaluation purpose is one of the most important
tasks in the early stages of the evaluation process. A clear purpose
helps the formulation of evaluation questions, and makes it eas-
ier for external evaluators to produce a study that Sida and its
partners may find relevant and useful.
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CHECKLIST

for involving key 
stakeholders

■ Carry out a preliminary stakeholder analysis, and discuss with
partners as early as possible how key stakeholder groups might wish
to be involved in the process.

■ Inform major stakeholder groups about the evaluation initiative without
unnecessary delay.

■ Indicate, clearly and as early as possible, how different stakeholder
groups are expected to contribute to the evaluation with information
and practical support.

1.2



The intended use of the evaluation
The evaluation purpose should be formulated in a way that
specifies how the information produced by the evaluation is to
be used. “To analyse project effectiveness and impacts”, “assess
the relevance of the project”, and the like are descriptions of
the means by which evaluation purposes can be achieved; they
are not descriptions of the purposes themselves. The purpose of
an evaluation is always an action that the evaluation is intended
to make possible.

As noted in Chapter 1, the purpose of development co-
operation evaluations can be summarised in terms of account-
ability and learning. Below are some concrete examples of
purposes for which Sida initiates evaluations.

Examples of Sida evaluation purposes:

■ Provide Sida and its partners with an input to upcoming
discussions concerning the preparation of a second phase
of the evaluated intervention.

■ Help Sida and its partners make sure that the intervention
is well on track and is likely to reach its objectives.

■ Help Sida decide whether support to the intervention shall
continue or not.

■ Provide Sida with relevant and useful background 
information for an annual sector review.

■ Gather data about the effectiveness and impacts of the
evaluated interventions in order to help Sida elaborate 
a results-based country strategy.

■ Provide Sida and its partners with lessons that can be 
used in policy work or when designing programmes and
projects elsewhere.

■ Provide information about results that Sida and its 
partners can use in reporting to principals and the 
general public.

If no similar purpose can be identified, it may signal that the
evaluation is not sufficiently useful to justify the investment. In
such cases, the evaluation could be postponed until it can better
be fed into operative and policy-making processes. Perhaps it
should not be carried out at all. Clearly, there is no point in car-
rying out evaluations unless they can be used productively.

Consulting with partners and other possible users
When Sida initiates an evaluation it has a tentative idea of how
it intends to use the study. This, however, does not mean that the
definition of the evaluation purpose always is Sida’s exclusive
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responsibility. If Sida’s co-operation partner or a co-financing
donor wishes to participate actively, the definition of the pur-
pose becomes a joint undertaking. If the information needs of
the prospective partners are too diverse to be accommodated in
one and the same evaluation, the idea of a joint study should be
abandoned. Where accountability is the main purpose of the
evaluation, a joint study may also not be the best option.

Several rounds of consultations must often be held before an
acceptable definition of the purpose or purposes of the evalua-
tion is found. This process must be allowed to take time. Most
Sida evaluations are listed in Sida’s annual evaluation plan,
often months before details are elaborated. Therefore, Sida usu-
ally has enough time to consult with relevant stakeholders.

Note that the timing of the evaluation is likely to be impor-
tant. The evaluation must be phased in such a way that the par-
ticipants can make good use of it. If the evaluation cannot be
completed before it is to be used, it should be redesigned or can-
celled. It must be taken into account that different stakeholders
may have different time frames and deadlines.

Establishing an organisation 
for evaluation management
In many cases, the necessary contacts between the evaluation
manager and different stakeholder groups can be maintained
without establishing a formal organisation for evaluation manage-
ment. However, in complex evaluations, where several stake-
holder groups have major interests, a reference group or steering
group is usually formed.

While a reference group is an advisory body, a steering group
is formed to give stakeholders an opportunity to participate in
deciding key issues during the evaluation process. Involving rep-
resentatives of major stakeholder groups is likely to enhance the
credibility of the evaluation and may also create a more active
interest in the results of the study among those involved.
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CHECKLIST

for the definition of the 
evaluation purpose

■ Identify possible users of the evaluation, i.e. those groups that are
expected to make use of the evaluation process and its results.

■ Ensure that the evaluation purpose is defined through a participatory
process that engages all interested users of the evaluation.

1.3



A typical steering group would include representatives of at least
one of the following groups: co-operation partners, implementing
organisations and co-financing donors. These are typical tasks
for a steering group:

■ Providing inputs to the terms of reference,

■ Formally accepting the terms of reference,

■ Monitoring the recruitment of external evaluators,

■ Approving the selection of evaluators,

■ Commenting on draft reports and

■ Approving the final report.
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CHECKLIST

for establishing an 
organisation for evaluation
management

■ In consultation with stakeholders establish practical arrangements 
for communication and co-operation during the evaluation process.

■ Consider forming a reference group or a steering group when 
the evaluation is complex, involves several stakeholder groups, and
the intended users include non-Sida stakeholder groups.


















































































































