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FOCUS ON MEASURING IMPACT — WHO COUNTS?

Participatory
evaluation o

| evaluate the programmes of organizations that are committed

to social change: innovation, modifying systems, transforming
structures and relationships of power—no less! They want to
understand the impact of their activities, but accept that the time lag
between action and effect, and the extreme difficulty of attribution,
make it almost impossible to measure enduring, sustained changes
in the lives of people or the state of the environment. We therefore
evaluate the results that are upstream from impact — outcomes.
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The 1,800 members of the Global Water Partnership
(GWP), for example, aim to improve integrated water
resources management in 60 countries to alleviate
poverty and contribute to sustainable development.
The GWP process involves many actors from govern-
ment, business and civil society at global, regional
and national levels whose relationships are con-
stantly changing. Moreover, the many variables -
economic, political, social, technological and ecolog-
ical - towhich the global, regional and country water
partnerships are subject mean that influences out-
side GWP’s work may have as much effect on results
as those within it. Its ultimate goals will take decades
to achieve.

GWP’s contribution to outcomes is therefore one of
non-linear causality: however well thought out the
original objectives and the plans to achieve them,
GWP can at best control its own activities, and often
these too are modified by external circumstances.
Outcomes and impacts are largely uncontrollable and
unpredictable. We therefore use a definition of
outcome developed by the Canadian International
Development Research Centre: the changes in other
social actors that together represent a pattern of
change towards the sustainable use of water. Itis only
when people or institutions change their behaviour
that changes in society or the environment will be
achieved. These results are beyond GWP’s control but
within its influence.

Atraditional way to evaluate a programme to provide
communities with cleaner water by installing purifi-
cation filters would be to count the filters installed
and measure subsequent changes in water quality. An
evaluation that focuses on changes in behaviour be-
gins from the premise that water does not remain
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clean unless people work to keep it that way. It there-
fore looks at whether those responsible for water
purity helped create the right laws and regulations
as well as community awareness, and used appropri-
ate means to monitor and maintain that purity.

The evaluation answers three questions about

change:

P The outcomes: who changed what, when and
where? We identify the specific, verifiable actions
in communities that are a result of GWP’s work.

P What is the significance of each outcome?

» What facet of GWP’s work influenced each
outcome? How?

Two additional questions are often answered as well:

P Is there any evidence of the outcomes
contributing to sustained improvement in the
lives of people or their environment?

» What lessons have been learned that could
improve GWP’s intervention?

The methodology I use draws on Michael Quinn
Patton’s Utilization-Focused Evaluation. The primary
intended users of the evaluation’s findings are key
participantsinit.In GWP’s case, this is the staff based
in the global secretariat in Stockholm and in the 13
regional and 60 country secretariats, plus the repre-
sentatives of government agencies, businesses and
CSOs that form the water partnerships. We invite
these users to clarify the intended uses of the evalua-
tion. These commonly include:
P enhancing shared understanding among GWP
partners and informing other stakeholders;
P supporting the ongoing GWP programme;
P increasing engagement, self-determination
and ownership by users;
P fostering an evaluation culture in GWP;
P building the capacity of users;
P enhancing communications among them and
others related to the programme.

Once users are engaged, they continue to be as in-
volved as they wish to be in designing, collecting and
analysing data, drawing conclusions and formulating
recommendations for action. Whether an evaluation
is formative or summative, I find that the greater the
involvement of users, and the more we evaluators
serve as facilitatorsin ajointinquiry rather than as ex-
perts, the better the evaluation will be. Perhaps most
importantly, through their participation, users de-
velop the understanding and commitment to
implement the recommendations of the evaluation.@



