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PROGRAM EVALUATION IN AID 
Lessons Learned 

rro~]rilm evaluation, as an instrument fot' rrlanagement and policy 

forllluL.ltion, has grown rapidly in df'vrloped and developing 

c(luntry flovernrrents and lIlultilateral orCJanization~. l~hile pro-

ducinq much useful infonmtion, this rapid growth inevitably has 

been a.:companied by confusion about purposes, methods, organi-

zational arrangements and, not least, terminology. 

This PJper attempts to summarize a few of the printiples, methods 

and operational le.ssons learned in program evaluaticn ill AID during 

the past few, eventful years. 

Dr FI:dT ION 

In this pap£'r, WE' defi:-- n program evaluation as the retrospective 

.lIltllysis of l'xperiE'nce to see if we achieved our stated objectives 

ilnd to determi ne how and why i t ha~rened. Thus. program eva 1 Uilt i on 

is concerned with results.* 

It is useful to differentiate program evaluation from routine 

implementation monitoring and at the same time to note their 

interdependence. 

*Some-developmerit agencies use the term "ex ante evaluation ll to 
describe p)~e-appro'Jal decision~ about project feasibility, and the 
studies upon which these decisions are based. Similarly, they use 
thE! teY111 "ex post evaluation" to describe any measurement/verifi
cation process occurring after project approval. This p~per \Olill 
not use such terminology. 



Program evaluation is a discontinuous function. The evaluator is 

disengaged from day to day opet'ations and~ hopefully, detached 

emotionally and intellectually from the program/pl~oject. The 

evaluator: 

... examines tile relevance of and need for the project; 

... questions the design and the underlying assumptions; 

... assesses induced change ilnd rrogr'ess toward planned 

t3rgets~ 

•.. identifies unplanned change; 

... attempts to identify causal factors a~d assess their effects; 

... feeds his findings into redesign and improved execution. 

Implementation monitoring is a continuous function. The mon'itor is 

intimately engaged in day to day operations and ;s usually emotionally 

and intellectually involved in the program/pt'(lject. The monitor is 

concerned with: 

... the procurement. delivery and instHllction of resourCE: inputs; 

... adherence to implementation plans~ 

... compliance with required standards and procedures. 

In projects eval uated by the project management team, th€ eval uator 

and monitor may be one, requiring a periodic shift in attitude and 

behavior during the evaluation. 



111(' t\l!(l f:lIlcfions 111"£1 intf'rdepf'l1dl' llt ,HId 11I'cf'c:;sl1t'il'y son~whl1t. lIvpr~ 

ll1ppinq. Tl1f~ monitor qeneratf'~ al](1 colh'cts progrt~Ss dat.a needed 

by the l~valucltor; the monitor llIay call for an evaluation ... ;hen oif-

fic'Jlties al'is~!; the evaluator-is findings are translated into 

r-.:plann'ing actions and implemented by the manitoI'. 

PURPOSES 

The purposes of rrogram evaluation in lIlost. development agencies 

iH'C' sevrrill: 

1. I\s an integral element 'in Pl'o:;{'ct management., evuo,uation is 

conr.enH,:d wi th project perforillance Ol' f~ ffc?ctl veness and waul d 

include regular periodic evaluations of all ongoing projects on 

a decentrulized basis for purposes of l"edesign and in'pl"'Oved exe-

cution. This perfonnance evaluation is intended to de~l with 

three considerations . 

. .. Reaffirming the continued relevance of the project in the 

light of changes over time in host country circumstances . 

.. . ~leasuring progress tOl'lard rl.1nned targets, and where progress 

is discernable during implcmentation l at the impact level; 

examining unplanned results . 

. .. Determi;,ing causality, i oe, t what internal elements of 

project design and/or what external factors affected pro-

ject perf0nnance and hmo/ di d they operate. 
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2. As a device for improving resource allocation and 

pro!)ralll manageme"t, evaluation would be concerned loJith 

impact or significance and would consist lal'gely of 

centrdlly-managed, highly selective ex post studies 

in depth of the imract of individual pI~ojects and 

srts of projects on development goals. These evalu

ations would cOlllp":ement the il1t~r'im impact measurements 

noted Jhovp ~nrl would focus on those situations where 

p :" 0 j e c tim p.:\ c ton sec tor I r r 0 fJ r <1 m (J 0 a lS\,I as rea d i 1 y 

apparent only after project termination. The objective 

is the distillation of operdtionally useful lessons for 

application elsewhere. 

These inrierth eval uations (Ii ffer from the performance 

evaluations noted above in that they req~ire a greater 

investment of skins and other l~eSOl1rces as well as 

more extensive and intersive data collection and 

analysis. 

3. As a means of policy formulation, evaluation is concerned w~th 
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the retrospective eXllmination of program issues which are not 

countt~-sDPcific. These would include such subjects as the role 

of agricult~ral credit in rural development, the effects cf price 

policies on agricllltural production, the.H1oact of land reform/ 

land tenancy arrangements on rural develor~ent, 2tC. 

prUNe I PLES 

Several operational principles have emerged from recent experience 

which govern the design and evaluation practices of a development 

Orfli\nization. 

1. The effectiveness of the evaluation process is largely dependent 

upon the quality, explicitness and rigor of program/project design; 

the quality of design is the major limiting constraint in evaluation. 

2. [valuation must comprehend the total program/project. It is 

neithel' feasible nor productive tG 1 imit the evaluation process to 

the fractional resource input of a single source or donor. 

3. Evaludtion should not be conducted fer its own sake or to generate 

potentially useful information. Eva1ucltion should be decision-driven 

i.e., evaluation should be undertaken only in responsE to a need for 

a decision or for' forrnulation of plans, prcgrarns Dr policies based 

upon the evaluation findings. Consequently, evaluations findings 
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-;hnllld be pilckilCJrd and timed fM t.hf' nl'ecis of thr decision maker. 

~. The responsib'ility for (lvaluati0n should be placed. func

tionally and orqanizationally, ;)c; clo"(J ilS possible to the user 

, ... ho \,/111 hase his decision on the ('valuation findin9s. i.e., the 

feed-back loop should be as small as possible. 

5. The host country should take the leading t'ole 'in eva"luating 

donor assisttd projects with the d(Jnor's playing a supportive role. 

Wh!'re tIle hos t country does not have adequate capacity for eVCl.l u

ation, the donors should offer training in ev~luation methodology 

both on a general basis and on il pl~ject-srecific basis. 

6. In designing and implementing evaluation studies, maximum use 

should be made of host country skills and resources, e.g., local 

universities, consult'ing i"irms, etc. 

7. Achieving maximum transfer and utilization of evaluation findings 

to similar projects/programs in other countries, requires an infor

mation system capable 'Jf collecting, storing, matching, retrieving, 

and disseminating experiential data. 

111E PRECONDITIONS FOR EVALUATION 

The key el~i11ent both in project design and evaluation in AID is the 

establishment of a logical framework for the project. The logical 
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framework assists the designer to structure the project design 

in the following manner: 

1. To define a causal hierarchy of project inputs, outputs, purpose, 

end highl'r goal in measurable 01' objectively v~rifiable terms: 

~1l!:Ct Outputs are definC'd as thf' specifically intended kind 

of results «1" onposf'd to their magnitude) that can be expected 

J'rom ~ood mana gement of the inputs provi ded. Outputs are a 150 

defined as the precor.ditions necessary to the achievement of the 

project purpose. 

Example: ~lanpower, training, machinery and bui lding 

lIlateria1s (inputs) can be managed to produce an irrigaticn 

network, trained operational staffs a water utilization 

scherlule ilnd a user rate scale (outputs), 

Project JJ.~)()sr is defi ned ilS the primary reason for the pro

ject. i.e. lhe I'p.sult which is expr,ct.ed to be achieved or the 

prohlpm which is to be solved if the project is completed 

successfully and on time. 

Example: An irrigation network and associated facilities 

and services (outputs) are intended to produce increased 

per hectare yield (project purpose). 

Sector/Pt.:Q.CU'am Goa"' is defined as the programming level beyond 

the project purpose, i.e., the next higher objective to which 
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t/H' project. is intended to cnntribute, 

Example: Increased per h,"ctare yield (project purpose) 

is intended to result in expanded exports of agricultural 

crops (sector goa1). 

2, To hypothesize the causal (rnrrlns-end) linkaqes bett.,reen inputs. 

outputs, purpose and goal. Cach of these target levels must 

exist before the next can be ~chieved. The existence of one of 

the 1 eve 1 s does not hO\'ieVCI' C)uill'antf'e that the 'lex t 1 eve 1 wi 11 

he i1ch·irveu. Factors outsicit ' Uli' pl'u.i(lct design (farmer atti

tude'S. access to cl'rtlit) I11JY prl'Vf'nt actl"ievf:lllent of the next level. 

Thlls the causat;vp relationship [;ctl'icpn any two levels in the 

hierarchy must be stated as a hypothesis) the external factors must 

be explicitly id(~nt-jfied, and assumptions made about their behavior 

and probability of happening. Eva·luation must then verify whether 

or not the hypothesis was rea~ized. 

3. To articulate the assumptions about external influpncp~ ~nrl factors 

which will affect the causal linkages. Assumptions are defined as 

external situations or conditions \~hich must be assLB1led to exist or 

to be brought about if the projrct is to succeed, but over which 

the project management team has little or no control. Example: 

Increased crop yield (pI'oject purpose) \'1i11 contribute to expanded 
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export of agricultural crops (sector goal) only if price and 

market conditions are favorable (assumption). 

The concept of cdusality rests on the basic premise that each 

level in the causJl hierarchy can be shown to be not only 

necessary but also sufficient to calise the next higher level to 

be achieved. [ilch causal 1 inkJqr" must. be testf'Ci to assure that 

tl qivr.n target lC'vpl (e.C)., outputs) ,ill concer~ \oJit~ the aSSllmp-

tions at. that levf'l, lire necess(l"Y and sufficient to achievp. the 

next level (purpose). 

o.U~POSE ] 

/' 

At the purpose-to-goal link(lge, the causal model is basically the 

same although some\oJhat TllOI'e complex in scope. This is because the 

necessa ry and suffi ci ent condit. i on<; must i ncl ude all projects as 
'-

well as nonproject initiatives (e.g., institutional, policy and 

other reforms) - contributing to the goal. 
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4. ~o establish the progress indicators which will pemit subse-

qllcnt measureme.nt or verification of llChievel11ent of the defined 

outputs, purpose, and goal. Progress indicators are defined as 

pre-established criteria or measures of an explicit and specific 

nature designed to provide objective assessment of project progress. 

Progress indicators should be objectively stated so that both 

a proponent of a project and an i nfonned s kept; c woul d agree that 

progress has or has not been as planned. Pre-establishing objeL-

tivrly verifiable progress indicators and targets helps focus 

discussion on £'vicipnce rather tllcHl opinions. 

The logical frame\oJork is primarily i1 project planning device. It 

also is used for re-examination of the original design of ongoing 

projects as a necessary prelude to evaluation, i.e., it sets the 

stage for detellllining and va"lidating whether or not the project 

outputs are being produced, whether these outputs in fact are 

serving to achi~ve the project purpose; and finally whether this 

achievement is making a significant contribution, as planned, to 

the higher ord2r goal. 
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The lO!l;ca1 framel'lOl'k also is llsed to set the practical limits of 

.-eSl'ons ihi 1 ity of project. milnaqel11cnL I\rti cu1 il t1 rlg th~ project 

plann1119 assumptions in explicit and operntiona1 terms permits 

a clearer s~paration between manageable interests and those 

factors which appear to be beyond the control of the project 

management team. The i nput- to-outpu t 1 eve 1 is 1 a rge 1 y suscept

ible to manageda1 control t"itl1 relatively few uncontrollable 

external factol"s. At the output-to-Pllrpose level, the possibility 

uf managerial control decreases while external factors become more 

ir.lportant. At the purpose-to-goal level. the ability of project 

management to prcdict and control events usually ;s further dimin

'1 shel1. 

In addition to the logical framework elements noted above, the 

~roject design process must also contain such evaluation inforTllation 

and actions as: 

••. col1ection of baseline data; 

•.. review of prior experience with similar projects elsewhere. 

to the extent possible; 

••. pt'Ovision for experimental, quasi-experimental or other 

evaluation i'lpproaches . 

.•. establishment of schedules fur recurring evaluatiors with 

timing keyed to decis;on-m~king. 
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ror on90ing projects, if these E'vJluation elements and actions 

\.",'1'("' not built int.o the desi(lfl. ('vdlu!ltion will be difficult. 

Ixpf'rif'nce in eVolu,iting on90inll dpvf'lopment proC)raf11s/project.s 

hilS shown: 

H For roost projects it is not possible to evaluate progress 

toward established targets in a meaningful way until (1) 

the evaluator has considereci any changes in the host 

country socioeconomic settin9 whidl nlay have siglYificantly 

affected the project, and (2) the existing project design 

has been reexaminEd and cldrified. 

# The first of these con~idt')l'i1tions, the assessment of 

chanqes in till' host country socioeconomic setting, may 

well be rlcillandinq and rlifficult. requirinq data collection 

and analysis as well as pxtensive rliscussion with all 

collaborating agencies. It includes such questions as: 

a. Changes in the nature dnd magnitude of the problem 

to which the project is addressed. 

b. The continuing va"lidity c:d' o"('iginal feasibility data 

and estimates. 

c. Changes in physical and env1ronmental conditions. 

d. Changes in demand and othpr economic variables. 
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e. Changes in attitudes and other social variables. 

f. Chan~p.s in host count.ry development policies and 

pt'iorities. 

# When this <lssessment of cllan~les in the project setting 

results in substantial redesign. it may not be possible 

to eval uate progress toward the n2W targets il1lT1edi ately. 

Depending upon the extent of the redesign and the revised 

implement~tion plan, it m~j be appropriate to postpone 

the evaluation for a year or more. 

KINOS OF EVALUATION 

Thf't'fl are several fon1ls nnd types of evaluations used in develop

lIIC'nt (l1'9clnizations. 

rorrnative eVnluation is used wilen the project/purpose is not 

readily definable in precise and explicit terms and when the 

strategy for achieving that objective is even less clearly under

stood. In such circumstances formative evaluation is used period

ically to explore experience to date in order to permit managers 

pl"ogressively to sharpen the cJefinition of the purpose and to 

formulate a viable strategy fOl~ (lchieving it. 
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SII"IU.lt.ivl' PVall/tl1ioll h lIs('d \.,,111'11 tltr ob.i<'ctivf' j:; clt'\u'ly 

df'finpd and tilf'I'e exists Il hiqh Ip.vrl of confidenc(~ in thl' 

'i trategy for achi evi nq tha t object; \Ie. In th; sins tance SUlll11a

tive evaluation merely atterrlpts to measure progre~s towards the 

objective. 

The goal attainment evaluation model is used when the project/ 

programme has a single predominant objective. This model is 

widely known and lJsed; it is relatively low-cost and imposes 

modest skil i requirements. 

Til£' systPllls eVdlll~tinn model is utilized for inst.itution hlJildinn 

IHHi for complex pro,il'ct.s/pro~lra!lYI1('s \'.'ith multhlf! (and rossibly 

cOJllppting O~- conflicting) objectives. It is not yet widely userl 

because it is not well understood and its cost is high in terms of 

the skills required. 

Many institut~~ns engage in an either/or debate about the compar

ative advantages of ongoing eval~ation vs expost evaluation or 
completed programs/projects. Both are needed. 

Evaluation of ongoing projects is a program management function 

intended to: 

# assure the efficient use of scarce resources; 



# measure effectiveness in achieving planned project objectives; 

# confirm tLe continuing r'elevance of the project in the light 

of changing circumstances. 

Ex post evaluilticln of completed projects is a program policy and 

manaqcl1Ient function dnd is intende(~ t.o: 

II q; ve a fi na 1 tlCCollnti nq to t.tl£> sponsors and 5upporters 

of the project; 

1/ ider.tify possible follow-on opportunities for the host 

country; 

# derive lessons from past experience which can bE applied 

to the design of similar projects and to the formulation 

of program criteria and policy. 

MEASUREMFNT ANn VERIFICATION 

The dpsi!Jn of tile proqralll/pl'oject rests on a structured hierarchy 

of objC'ctives (inputs-out.puts-purpose-sector/rrogram goal) con

nected by hypothesized causal linkages (e.g., if outputs, then 

purpose). The task of the evaluator is to verify these hypotheses. 

If the project desi9n provides for the evaluative preconditions 

descl'ibed above, then measurement and verification can be relatively 

sl!;lple and routine, i.e., measuring change using the previously 

formulated progress indicators and drawing on the progress data 

collecteJ during implementation. 
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l'rn~JI'illll illld pnlirv {'valuatloll, Illvolvinq .1Qql'('ljiltloll<; ilnti intf'l'

countl~ comparisons of projects and programs generally follows the 

same basic evaluative process as is followed in project evaluation. 

If the desired changes did not occur - or if they occurred and an 

explanation is needed of how and why they occurred .. then the 

evaluator must delve deeper. 

The resources available to AID and the operational conditions in 

the less developed countries have i~hibited extensive use of 

('xpf'ril1IC'nta1 or qllilSi f'xprril11pntill dr.siqn. excrpt in special casps. 

This dors not reducr the need for analytical rigor in design and 

evaluation. It is possible for the evaluator to simulate the rigor 

of a controlled experiment by the proper use of baseline data, 

explicit definition of targets, and the retrospective verification 

of project hypotheses. 

Such retrospective verification includes careful examination of the 

nature of the processes through which the hypothesized causal 

linkages occurred or failed to occur. Verification/validation 

of the hypotheses l11i ght be approached th rough di rect observati on; 

the lJse of proxy or surrogate measures; examination of differences 

in results/impact among target subgroups within the treated areas, 

and of the independent variables associated with those differences; 



-11-

statistical techniques such a mUltivariate analysis; etc. 

Verifi cation can a 1 so be approached by fonnul ati ng alternati ve 

hypotheses to explain changes. !f none can be developed or 

if plausible alternative explanations can be disproven, this 

suq~IPsts at least pJrtial validation for the original hypo

theses. Conversely, if thp alternative hypotheses can be 

supported to the point that they become persuasive, then the 

original hypotheses lose credibility. 

While such retl'ospective methods WOL!lc~ appear less satisfactory 

than the classical experimental design, the operational realities 

of a development assistance program usually favor the former. 

The evaluation findings should be reviewed to establish impli

cations and conclusions for furfher action. The review should 

include all interested pill'tif's: the host country, the implementing 

agents, all donors. The climate should be collaborative and 

constructive, not threatening; replanning, not recrimination is 

the intent. 

ROLES AND RELATIONSHIPS 

Two closely related pairs of issues require thoughtful consider

ation. 
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1. Should the evaluation responsibility be centralized (i.e., 

evaluations performed by a central evaluation unit) or decentra

lized? 

The critical criterion is that responsiblity fo~ conducting 

pva1uation~ should be located functionally and organizationally 

as close to the decision-making point as possible. i.e., the 

feedback v:~ findings into decision-making should be as direct 

and inmediate as possible. Application of this criterion suggests 

that: 

# evaluation of progt~SS and of continuing relevance of 

individual projects be decentralized to the project 

management team. 

# evaluation of experience to formulate policy and program 

criteria be done by a centralized unit concerned with 

policy and program coordination. 

# evaluation of programs and Jroups of projects for program 

management purpJses be done at an intermediate level, e.g., 

regional or technical offices. 

2. Should evaluations be conducted by in-house staff (e.g., those 

with program/project implementation responsibilities) or by outside 

experts? Operational experience shows that project managers can 
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evaluate progress and the continuing relevancy of their own p~jp.cts 

candidly and objectively if there is a clim?te of constructive 

inquiry rather than a climate of recrimination. There are simple 

r.riteria to guide the choice. 

IN-HOUSE 

Greater knowledge of the 

environment and of specific 

operations is required. 

Oi reeL and inunedi (J te feed

back of findings into 

replanning. 

Lower unit cost - broader 

evaluation coverage. 

OUTSIDE EXPERTS 

Disinterested objectivity is 

paramount and must be 

demonstrated. 

Greater and more recent 

technical knowledge is 

required. 

Evaluator must be free 

from operational workload 

for extended period. 

Basically, it should not be an either/or choice. Both kinds of 

evaluation are needed and a comhination of inhouse and outside ex

per~s often provides the best arrangement. 

Irrespective of the extent to which program evaluation is decentral

ized, there is a need for a central program evaluation unit to assure 

that evaluation is occurring and: 

... i s profess i onal / ri gorous; 

... addresses operational concerns; 
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... ('v,lluiltion Cllillpnnrnt<; ,11'1' huilt. into pmqrilms ilnd pro.i('ct.s~ 

... ('ff(,ctivl' 11l('l/lods/t.('drniqlJf's art' (lVailclhlf', lJnderstood, lJsC'd 

skillfull'y~ 

... findings are chJnnelled into replanning and decision-making. 

The services which such a central program evaluation unit might 

give to evaluators in the organization would include: 

# coordinate evaluation activities and the preparation 

of annual evaluation plans; 

# advise on, and pal'ticirate in evaluations; 

# administer evaluation (lJl1t.l'llctS dlld consultant services~ 

# drvrlop illiproved llIet.hnooloqy, ~uidance. inst.ructional 

material; 

II provide tl'aining in evaluation methodology; 

# provide central evaluation document and reference 

servi ce. 


