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Introduction

The growing dominance of project planning cycles and results-based management in
development over the past 20 years has significant implications for the effective evaluation
of communication for development and social change and the sustainability of these
processes. These approaches to development and evaluation usually give priority to the
linear, logical framework (or logframe) approach promoted by many development
institutions. This tends to emphasize upward accountability approaches to development and
its evaluation, so that development is driven by exogenous rather than endogenous models
of development and social change. Such approaches are underpinned by ideas of pre-
planning, and pre-determination of what successful outcomes look like. In this way,
outcomes of complex interventions tend to be reduced to simple, cause-effect processes
and the categorization of things, including people (Chambers and Pettit 2004; Eyben 2011).
This runs counter to communication for development approaches, which prioritize
engagement, relationships, empowerment and dialogue as important components for
positive social change.

Alternative, participatory approaches to development, complexity theories and whole
systems approaches understand social change as unpredictable and emergent. Social
change is unknowable in advance, something to learn from and adapt to. The former
instrumentalist approaches prioritize evaluation that is based on the categorization of
abstract concepts, control of planned activities and inputs, and pre determined measures of
success; the latter prioritize evaluation that captures relationships, openness, emergence,
innovation and flexibility. The former are mainstream, considered rigorous, and largely
based on standardized methods; the latter are alternative, considered (by proponents of the
former) to lack rigour and based on a range of approaches, methodologies and methods
selected according to each initiative and its context. The latter are considered most
appropriate for evaluating communication for development and social change, and herein
lies a double bind: On the one hand there is a need to promote the importance of
communication for development and social change and demonstrate this through
evaluation; on the other hand the most appropriate evaluation approaches are not well
understood by mainstream evaluators whose preferred approaches are, in turn, considered
inappropriate by communication for development practitioners.



The rigour of non-standardised, participatory approaches to evaluation needs to be
established and the very conceptions of what rigour in evaluation means, challenged. This
situation has been well rehearsed for a number of years (Chambers 2009; Guba and Lincoln
1989; Lennie 2006), and is what led us to develop a comprehensive, over-arching
framework' for evaluating communication for development (Lennie and Tacchi 2013). This
framework seeks to assert and demonstrate the rigour and appropriateness of alternative
approaches to evaluation. It has seven key inter-related components: participatory, holistic,
complex, critical, emergent, realistic and learning-based. Based on the latest thinking and
research in the fields of international development, communication for development,
evaluation and organizational change, the framework proposes a holistic, critical, learning-
based approach to understanding development, social change, and the evaluation of
communication for development.

The framework reinforces the case for effective two-way communication and dialogue as
central and vital components of participatory forms of development and evaluation that
seek positive social change. It highlights the need to attend to the local and wider context,
gender and power relations, diversity and difference, and social and cultural norms in the
evaluation process. Recent research suggests that this approach is critical for sustainable
social change and development (Jallov 2012; Quarry and Ramirez 2009; Servaes et al. 2012).

In this chapter we first discuss evaluation of communication for development in relation to
ideas around participation and social change, before presenting the framework for
evaluating communication for development and social change, and the principles that
underpin it. We then describe some of the most interesting current trends and debates in
development evaluation that informed the development of the framework. In conclusion,
we consider the implications for increasing the sustainability and effectiveness of
communication for development and social change.

Evaluation and communication for development and social change

Significant concerns have recently been raised that participation and ideas around long-
term change are being overcome by an ascendance of accountancy and linear planning
models (Eyben 2011; Mebrahtu, Pratt and Lonngvist 2007; Quarry and Ramirez 2009). This is
driven by agendas such as the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, produced in 2005 at a
high-level international meeting in Paris, hosted by the French Government and organized
by the OECD. The declaration sets out five mutually-reinforcing principles for development:
ownership, alignment, harmonization, results and mutual accountability. The premise of the
Declaration was to reform how aid is delivered and managed, five years into the Millennium
Development Goals’ 15 year timeline. It emphasised targets and ‘partnerships’ between
donors and aid recipients, the importance of aid effectiveness, and the need to measure and
demonstrate it, with a goal of greater efficiency in the disbursement of aid funding (Conlin
and Stirrat 2008). Yet, as Robert Chambers reminds us, through an analysis of the words
used in the declaration, it displays a very strong underlying model of development and
evaluation that prioritises things over people. The most commonly used words in the
declaration include ‘monitor’, ‘indicators’, ‘effective’, ‘performance’, ‘aid’, ‘donors’,
‘partners’, ‘manage’, ‘mutual harmonisation’, ‘programmes’, ‘assess’, ‘measure’, and
‘results’. Words never used include ‘negotiate’, ‘evolve’, ‘agreements’, ‘optimize’



‘outcomes’, ‘poor, vulnerable and marginalised people’, ‘interactions’, ‘relationships’,
‘trust’, ‘power’, and ‘conflict’ (Chambers 2005). Evaluation becomes an exercise in
accountancy whereas its function should be downward accountability and learning
(Mebrahtu et al. 2007).

Participatory evaluation approaches

For those of us working in communication for development and social change, who
prioritise and follow participatory and capacity development approaches and principles,
evaluation has a key role to play in ensuring that we don’t ignore the lessons of the past in
favour of mechanistic approaches to monitoring and evaluation (M&E), that technocratic
approaches do not overwhelm participatory approaches and the involvement of those on
the ground, and that innovative and creative approaches designed for learning rather than
accounting are promoted. In short, evaluation and our framework can help us to be
searchers rather than planners (Easterly 2006), listeners rather than tellers (Quarry and
Ramirez 2009).

We define evaluative research as the way in which we determine, through systematic,
regular research, the value that primary stakeholders place on development programmes
and activities, and their outcomes. Evaluation is undertaken in order to improve
development’s effectiveness and sustainability, to help reach objectives, to make good
decisions about future activities, and, in its participatory forms, as a means of engaging and
empowering people in development activities and building their capacities in evaluation. In
the framework, evaluation is seen as an ongoing, action learning, project development and
improvement, and capacity development process. The aim is that this process becomes
embedded into an organization’s culture and its project planning and management
processes, along with regular monitoring and critical reflection on the evaluation process.
Evaluation enables mutual learning and understanding about the activities, opinions, values
and experiences of diverse stakeholder groups (including community participants). It helps
us to understand and identify the expected and unexpected outcomes of development
activities against a clear understanding of an initiative’s vision and objectives, based on
community needs and aspirations, and its theory of change. Evaluation can identify and
explain unexpected outcomes, and can help us learn from any failures to meet pre-planned
activities to better develop new initiatives and innovations and improve relationships and
future activities.

Participatory research and evaluation approaches are underpinned by interpretivist
philosophy and a constructivist framework, in which evaluation is seen as leading to social
action and positive change. In our framework, a participatory approach to evaluation is an
essential principle. This means developing a partnership between stakeholders to
collaboratively design and systematically implement evaluation processes, develop tools, set
indicators (if they are used), and share concerns, experiences and learnings. This type of
participatory monitoring and evaluation (PM&E) differs from conventional M&E in
attempting to include all relevant stakeholders (staff, community participants, NGOs,
donors, researchers etc.) in all aspects of the process (Holte-McKenzie, Forde and Theobald
2006, 365). Our framework is congruent with new evaluation and planning approaches such
as outcome mapping (Earl, Carden and Smutylo 2001), which has shifted from a focus on



assessing the impacts of a programme (defined as changes in state such as reduced conflict)
towards changes in behaviours, relationships, actions and activities of people, groups and
organizations. The focus of this realistic approach is on more subtle changes that
nevertheless ‘are clearly within a programme’s sphere of influence’ (Earl et al. 2001, 10).

Complexity-based approaches to social change

While there are many different perspectives on social change, we consider social change as
non-linear, dynamic, emergent and complex. Social change in complex systems such as
communities occurs through multi-level, inter-connected, inter-dependent, non-linear and
unpredictable relationships and processes (Lacayo 2007; Ramalingam et al. 2008). This
means that when change happens it is often disproportionate and unpredictable, making it
hard to capture in any meaningful way using evaluation approaches based on predictable
and linear processes that seek measurable outcomes. Understanding the local culture and
context and the relationships between people, groups and organizations in that context, is
therefore vital to understanding social change. Notions of social change that encompass
complexity and difference recognize that technological changes and development
interventions may have complex, diverse and often contradictory effects on different
communities or groups of people such as women and the very poor.

Evaluating communication for development and social change requires that we attend not
only to the potential benefits and possibilities of communication, technologies and media,
but on the particularities of the contexts through and in which they are shaped and
experienced. Social change is contextual. Effectively understanding social change requires
considering broader dimensions of the process, beyond the ‘social’, to encompass the
political, economic and cultural (Wilkins 2009, 4). It also requires a shift in focus from the
impact of particular interventions on specific groups to changes in wider social and
organizational systems. This entails an open, holistic and realistic yet critical approach to
development and evaluation that draws on a wide range of related theories, concepts and
approaches. Such an approach allows us to raise fundamental questions about the process
of development and social change, and the assumptions that underpin different approaches
to development and communication for development.

Critical perspectives on participation

Communication for development intrinsically links communication with participatory
development, for example, by insisting that communication relates to dialogue rather than
message delivery. However, participation is a contested concept (Cornwall 2011) that can be
grounded in democratic theory, although what constitutes democratic participation is also
contested and varied. Participation ‘first hit the development mainstream’ (Cornwall 2008,
269) in the 1970s, and took hold in the 1980s. For some, the practice of participation in
development is considered false, simply rhetoric, and incompatible with procedures and
goals of aid organizations and their positions of power (Bailur 2007; Cooke and Kothari
2001; Fraser and Restrepo-Estrada 1998; White 1996). It has become a development
buzzword (Cornwall and Brock 2005; Leal 2007), often assumed to be essential to
development, and necessarily and intrinsically good. It holds both the potential for tyranny



(Cooke and Kothari 2001) and transformation (Hickey and Mohan 2004), because it
implicates the political and exists in relations of power.

In communication and media studies, particularly in the era of Web 2.0, participation is a
key concept, and yet is used to mean ‘everything and nothing’ (Carpentier 2011, 14).
Ultimately, participation is about power and control and is an inherently political process
(Cornwall 2008). Carpentier (2011) grounds the concept of participation in democratic
theory to highlight the importance of power, but insists that this transcends institutionalized
politics to permeate all realms of society. He stresses the intimate connection between
participation, power and decision-making processes, and indicates the wide range of ways in
which they can be variously articulated (Carpentier 2011, 16).

In our framework, participation means engagement by a range of stakeholders at all points
in the development process, including evaluation. Indeed, because of its communicative
aspects, communication for development has been shown to provide a mechanism for
achieving the levels of participation, voice and choice that development more broadly often
struggles to achieve (Tacchi 2009). Recognizing that participatory approaches to
development and to evaluation inevitably bring with them issues of power, it is important to
be alert to power dynamics and issues of inclusion and exclusion, empowerment and
disempowerment. Participatory evaluation of communication for development will always,
to some extent, involve challenging power relationships and structures. This is because it
depends on actively engaging a range of people, encouraging voice but also prioritizing
effective and active listening and respecting alternative forms of knowledge (Quarry and
Ramirez 2009; Servaes 2008; Tacchi 2012).

Participatory framework for evaluating communication for development

Four new conceptualisations of evaluation and shifts in evaluation practice underpin the
framework and are significant to understanding and evaluating communication for
development:

1. Evaluation is best considered and most usefully practised as an ongoing action learning
and organizational improvement process.

2. There is a shift from proving impacts to improving development practices.

3. Evaluative processes can effectively support the development of innovations.

4. There is a shift from external to internal and community accountability.

This approach focuses on outcomes rather than impacts that are measured through pre-
defined, top-down indicators. This is because the complexity of communication for
development and social change makes it very difficult to assess direct cause and effect
impacts, and because the outcomes and ripple effects of CAD can be difficult to capture
adequately using standard approaches. This approach requires keeping evaluation
methodologies and systems as practical and simple as possible, and using strategies such as
ongoing meta-evaluation and critical reflection to improve evaluation capacities and
practices (Lennie et al. 2012).



Our framework emphasises processes, principles and values such as inclusion, open
communication, trust and continuous learning. It recognises the complex, emergent nature
of processes of social change and the need for a dynamic, open, flexible approach. The
framework comprises seven inter-related components: participatory, holistic, complex,
critical, emergent, realistic, and learning—based, with a set of principles underlying each
component (see Figure 1). It is designed to be practically accessible and theoretically and
methodologically rigorous, and draws on work that promotes innovative and creative
approaches to research, monitoring and evaluation, and alternative paradigms of
development.

The framework is based on concepts and principles derived from systems and complexity
theory (discussed in the next section), action research, feminist and gender-sensitive
evaluation methodologies, new approaches to social change, and holistic approaches to
community development, organizational change, and evaluation capacity development.
These approaches promote ongoing learning from and continuous listening to a broad
diversity of participants and stakeholders. In this section we describe the framework and its
seven key components along with some thoughts on its implementation. The framework is
presented in greater detail in Lennie and Tacchi (2013).

Key purposes of the framework include to:

* Guide the ongoing development and improvement of communication for development
and social change;

* Help to conceptualize communication for development in realistic ways and to clarify
solutions to complex social problems;

* Enhance capacity development in evaluation within organizations and communities,
from grassroots to management levels, and develop learning organizations;

* Encourage long-term engagement in evaluation processes to increase the effectiveness
and sustainability of communication for development; and

* Improve mutual understanding and relationships among diverse stakeholders involved
in communication for development and its evaluation.
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Figure 1: Key components and concepts in the framework for evaluating C4D

The seven framework components
Component 1: Participatory

The concept of participation is fundamental to communication for development. A
participatory approach is, therefore, central to the framework. This will help to ensure
ongoing development and improvement of initiatives and policies in ways that better meet
community needs and aspirations; increased evaluation capacities; greater utilization of
evaluation findings and learnings; and empowerment of participants. A participatory
approach is considered fundamental for effectiveness, innovation and sustainability of
communication for development. The knowledge and experience of local participants is
drawn on, as well as relevant experts and outsiders. This approach includes an action

component to continuously develop and improve communication for development and
evaluation processes.

This approach is consistent with the values, principles and aims of communication for
development. Underlying principles of this component of the framework include:

* Evaluations are undertaken in partnership with community members and other
stakeholders, and, wherever possible, involve long-term engagement with those groups.

* Evaluation aims to facilitate continuous and active participation in all aspects and stages
of the evaluation, through dialogue, feedback and mutual learning. Creative and
engaging communication methods are used wherever possible.



* Evaluations use processes that are culturally and socially appropriate, not rushed, and
based on mutual trust, open communication and transparency.

* Evaluation is as inclusive as possible of a diversity of social groups and every effort is
made to include a range of voices and experiences.

* Evaluation processes respect, legitimize and draw on the knowledge and experience of
community members and stakeholders, as well as relevant experts and outsiders.

* Evaluations are based on an appreciation of the long-term benefits of taking a
participatory and inclusive approach.

While participatory approaches to evaluation are particularly well-suited to communication
for development, they may appear to cost more in time and resources than non-
participatory approaches, and the political will to invest in these approaches is often weak
or absent (Parks et al. 2005, 13). There are also issues with the dominance of quantitative
approaches and the entrenched use of tools such as the logframe approach, which are seen
by some as incompatible with alternative, participatory approaches to evaluation (Earle
2003; Joseph 2011). In this context, it is important to take a long-term view of the
evaluation process and the benefits of adopting a participatory approach. In the long run,
participatory approaches are often less costly when their many benefits are considered. We
return to this point in our conclusion.

Component 2: Holistic

In the framework, evaluation is based on an understanding of wider social, cultural,
economic, technological, organizational and institutional systems and contexts within, and
in relation to which the communication for development activities take place. Organizations
and communities are seen as greater than the sum of their parts. This approach includes
analysis and understanding of the inter-relationships, inter-connections and networks
between the various organizations, groups and agents involved in an initiative, directly or
indirectly. It also considers the boundaries and local communicative ecologies (see below),
including communication flows and barriers, within which an initiative operates.

Underlying principles of the holistic component of the framework include:

* Evaluation recognizes that social, cultural and economic systems within which
communication for development is happening are dynamic, historical and capable of
continuous transformation and change.

* Evaluation aims to describe and understand how wider systems and networks operate.

* Evaluations include continuous monitoring of the local communication environment.

* Evaluation capacity development is seen as a long-term process that focuses on the
whole organization and aims to improve coordination, cooperation and collaboration
between internal and external agents and groups.

Component 3: Complex
Complexity theory (described in more detail below) and complexity-based research and

evaluation approaches such as developmental evaluation (Patton 2011) and outcome
mapping (Earl et al. 2001) offer valuable alternatives to understanding how development



and social change actually occur (Byrne and Vincent 2011; Miskelly et al. 2009; Papa, Singhal
and Papa 2006; Ramalingam et al. 2008). The framework recognises that social change and
communication for development are complex and involve processes that are often
contradictory and challenging. The evaluation process recognizes that communication for
development is often undertaken in social, economic and cultural contexts with high levels
of social conflict, and involves people and organizations with multiple perspectives and
agendas. Impacts and outcomes, therefore, are often unpredictable or unknowable in
advance. As a result, evaluation approaches need to be flexible, participatory, creative and
well-planned and facilitated in order to adequately take complexity into account.

Underlying principles of the complex component of the framework include:

* Evaluation recognizes that social change is complex and that many social systems
operate in ways that are non-linear, unpredictable, chaotic, disorderly and emergent.

* Evaluation takes the challenges, contradictions and paradoxes that often characterize
the process of social change into account.

* Evaluation design recognizes that communication for development is often undertaken
in contexts with high levels of social conflict, and involves people and organizations with
multiple perspectives and agendas.

* Where appropriate, evaluation attempts to understand how and why social change
happens. This includes an analysis of social and organizational norms and other
contextual factors that affect the process of social change.

* Evaluation design and an initiative’s theory of change are flexible and evolving and
assume that outcomes are often unpredictable or unknowable in advance.

Component 4: Critical

The framework requires actively and explicitly addressing issues of gender, caste, ethnicity,
age and other relevant differences, and unequal power and voice among participants. Many
contemporary participatory evaluation approaches openly acknowledge and take into
account the political nature of research and evaluation practices and differences between
participants, particularly those related to gender, power and knowledge (Burns 2007; Hearn
et al. 2009; Lennie 2005). Nevertheless, gender is in danger of slipping from the
international development agenda (Newton 2011), suggesting the need for more effective
evaluation approaches that focus on gender. Local social norms and the challenges,
contradictions and paradoxes that often characterise the process of social change need to
be critically assessed, and evaluation carried out based on an awareness of the strengths
and limitations of various evaluation approaches, methodologies and methods, including
participatory approaches. Being open to negative findings and learning from ‘failure’ are
also important.

Underlying principles of the critical component of the framework include:

* Evaluation openly and sensitively addresses issues of gender, ethnicity and other
relevant differences and unequal power and voice among participants.

* Evaluation data are disaggregated by gender, caste, educational levels and other
relevant differences.



* Evaluation design is based on an understanding of the strengths and limitations of
various methodologies and methods, including participatory methodologies and
methods.

* Evaluation methodologies and methods are culturally appropriate and used in culturally
sensitive ways.

* Evaluation includes processes that enable those involved to critically reflect on and learn
from their experiences.

Component 5: Emergent

In the framework, social change and the outcomes of communication for development are
seen as non-linear, dynamic, messy, and unpredictable processes. An emergent approach
recognises the dynamic nature of communities and local contexts. Evaluation processes
themselves must be dynamic, and flexible, adaptive, alert to critical incidents and tipping
points. Principles and processes such as self-organization, powerful listening, and
continuous feedback loops are important. The concept of emergence describes how ‘the
behaviour of systems emerges — often unpredictably — from the interaction of the parts,
such that the whole is different to or greater than the sum of the separate parts’
(Ramalingam et al. 2008, 8). Emergence is also about ‘giving up control, letting the system
govern itself as much as possible, letting it learn from the footprints’ (Johnson 2001, in
Patton 2011, 126). This emphasizes the importance of a holistic approach to developing and
evaluating initiatives and the significance of self-organization for effective social change and
development (Chambers 2008; Lacayo 2006; Ramalingam et al. 2008).

Underlying principles of the emergent component of the framework include:

* Evaluation processes, tools and methods (including theories of change) are dynamic and
flexible, and can be adapted to the needs of communication for development initiatives
and organizations.

* Evaluation is capable of capturing unexpected, unpredictable and self-evolving changes
and wider ripple effects on both intended beneficiaries and others.

* Evaluation focuses on progress towards social change and the contribution of
communication for development and is alert to critical incidents and tipping points.

* Evaluation aims to contribute to developing effective, innovative and sustainable
communication for development initiatives and continuously improving them through
feedback loops.

Component 6: Realistic

There are often unrealistic demands, targets and timeframes for the impact assessment
process. Donors often want to see results in an unreasonably short timeframe. We,
therefore, identified a need to take a more realistic, long-term view of the outcomes of
communication for development and its evaluation. Evaluation approaches and methods
must be grounded in local realities, and based on methodological pluralism. The aim here is
to increase the usefulness of evaluation results, which should focus on intended,
unintended, expected, unexpected, negative and positive change. Systems and complexity
theories (discussed below) can help us to conceptualise, understand, and evaluate complex



development interventions in more realistic ways. For the framework, the focus is on the
actual process of development and change and the networks of relationships and complex
contextual factors that influence people’s behaviour, actions, emotions and decision-making
(Patton 2011, 117-118).

Underlying principles of the realistic component of the framework include:

* Evaluation is based on a realistic, long-term perspective of evaluation and social change.

* Evaluation methodologies, methods and tools are as simple, practical, responsive and
rigorous as possible, and grounded in local realities (because of a recognition of the
complex nature of social change).

* Evaluation planning and the selection of methodologies, methods and indicators involve
openness, freedom, flexibility and realism — what is achievable is considered.

* Wherever possible, evaluations use a mixed methods approach and triangulation.

* Evaluation processes produce action-oriented knowledge, consensus about further
action, and agreed visions of the future.

* Evaluation processes ensure a high level of independence, integrity and honesty.

Component 7: Learning-based

Evaluation is increasingly seen as an integral component of development initiatives and a
means of fostering continuous learning, evaluative thinking and an evaluation culture within
organizations. Actively engaging in evaluation can often result in positive changes to an
organization, including to its capacity, processes and culture (Horton et al. 2003; Patton
2008). These wider effects of evaluation are significant, given the identified need for long-
term evaluation capacity development at all levels of development organizations
(Bamberger 2009; Lennie and Tacchi 2013). The learning-based component aims to facilitate
and encourage continuous learning, mutual understanding, empowerment, creative ideas
and thinking, and responsiveness to new ideas and different attitudes, values and
knowledge. This helps to develop the wide range of evaluation capacities that are required
in this approach, and to create learning organizations. The process includes regular critical
reflection and ongoing meta-evaluation in order to learn from experience.

Underlying principles of the learning-based component of the framework include:

* Evaluations are based on action learning and participatory action research principles and
processes.

* Evaluation processes aim to foster the development of learning organizations by
improving organizational evaluation systems and capacities, and contribute to the
development of effective policies, strategies and initiatives that address complex
development goals.

* Evaluation aims to facilitate continuous learning, mutual understanding, creative ideas,
and responsiveness to new ideas and different attitudes, values and knowledge.

* Evaluation is open to negative findings and weaknesses, and learns from ‘failures’.

Implementing the framework



Effectively implementing the framework requires a receptive organizational and community
context and culture. Staff at all levels and relevant stakeholders and community members
need to be willing to engage in constant reflection and learning in order to continually
develop and improve organizational systems and communication for development
initiatives in ways that meet community, organizational and stakeholder needs, goals and
visions of the future. The support of management and a commitment to long-term
engagement in the evaluation process is particularly important. The framework itself does
not specify which methodologies and methods will be appropriate for specific evaluations,
but frames an overall approach that can guide the design of evaluation, and the selection of
methodologies and methods, taking a critical approach that considers their strengths and
limitations.

It may be useful to conduct an evaluability assessment as part of the process of
implementing the framework. This assessment helps to identify “whether a programme is in
a condition to be evaluated, and whether an evaluation is justified, feasible and likely to
provide useful information” (UN Women 2010). Those involved in designing the evaluation
need to be aware of the key elements involved in assessing the evaluability of
communication for development initiatives. These usually relate to the design of the
initiative, availability of information, and the conduciveness of the context. Without these
elements, an evaluation is unlikely to be useful and more work will be required to “generate
all the necessary conditions to be evaluated” (UN Women 2010).

Identifying key stakeholders or boundary partners (Earl et al. 2001) is important. These are
the people whose active participation is contingent to achieving the changes or outcomes
that are sought from the communication for development initiative. It is also important to
clarify what key participants and stakeholders (including funders) expect from an evaluation
and what its purpose is. The framework should help ensure that the evaluation produces
useful outcomes and learnings for all involved in the initiative. Evaluation findings and
feedback should be used to develop and improve the initiative, and provide better
understanding of the process of social change and the role of communication for
development in bringing about change. Our critical review of the theory of change (ToC)
approach and the logframe approach suggests that developing a dynamic, moving ToC is
more appropriate for the evaluation of complex communication for development initiatives
compared with the linear logframe approach, which is more suited to the evaluation of
short-term initiatives focused on simple problems. The ToC approach is recommended as it
can help us to imagine new solutions to development problems, from new perspectives, and
to analyse and plan action related to transformative change, using ‘flexible thinking-action
logic’ (Retolaza 2011, 4).

It is important to be realistic about what kinds of outcomes can be expected from
communication for development initiatives within certain timeframes. There is also a need
to consider the type of outcomes to be assessed, which groups or organizations are the
focus of the evaluation, and what levels the evaluation will focus on (i.e., households,
groups, organizations, whole communities). This process should be seen as open to revision
as the evaluation proceeds and new learnings emerge that have implications for the focus of
the evaluation.



Undertaking scoping research and/or communicative ecology research in selected
communities can help build an understanding of the inter-relationships and inter-
connections between various groups and organizations involved in the initiative, and the
complex contextual factors that can affect outcomes. If conducted in a participatory way,
this type of research can also help to generate community interest in and ownership of an
evaluation. Processes such as communicative ecology mapping (Tacchi et al. 2007) enable
participants and evaluators to understand and explore communication systems, patterns
and issues in a community and identify barriers to information and communication access
among different groups. Effective implementation of the framework also requires the
establishment of good communication and feedback systems in order to communicate
findings to different stakeholders and enable continuous sharing, discussion and critical
reflection on evaluation learnings and outcomes. This process aims to achieve continuous
learning and downward, upward and internal accountability. It also requires identifying the
most effective and appropriate ways to present results to different stakeholder groups. This
includes using creative or innovative methods such as digital storytelling that can enable
those involved to advocate for communication for development and alternative forms of
evaluation to mainstream evaluation specialists in development agencies.

The implementation process also needs to consider the many factors involved in selecting
the most appropriate approaches, methodologies and methods to use. We advocate an
approach that is participatory and involves openness, freedom, flexibility and realism, and is
based on a good understanding of the strengths and limitations of different approaches,
methodologies and methods. It is important to consider how well the approaches,
methodologies and methods selected will engage primary stakeholders and audiences in the
evaluation process, and which particular mix of approaches, methodologies and methods
will best fit the evaluation outcomes being sought. Other factors to consider include the
flexibility and robustness of the evaluation design, and the time, resources and support
available.

Assessing the capacity development and support needs of organizations and key
stakeholders involved in the evaluation will help to increase the effectiveness, quality and
rigour of the overall evaluation process and the effective utilisation of evaluation outcomes.
It is also highly beneficial to establish appropriate meta-evaluation processes to enable
ongoing critical reflection and review of the effectiveness of the evaluation, and evaluation
capacity development strategies. The aim here is to continually strengthen and improve
these processes so that they better meet the needs of the people and organizations
involved and help to create more sustainable, learning-oriented C4D organizations and
initiatives.

Current trends in development evaluation

There is growing interest within the development sector in using a broader range of
evaluation approaches and methodologies that can more effectively meet the complex
challenges and issues that evaluators face with the evaluation of development initiatives
(Bamberger, Rao and Woolcock 2010; Conlin and Stirrat 2008; Stern et al. 2012). They
include participatory, mixed methods, complexity, systems and theory-based evaluation



approaches. This has led to increasing tensions between the dominant, results-based
management approach and emerging participatory, learning-based approaches to the
evaluation of development interventions (Armytage 2011; Cracknell 2000). Divisive debates
have emerged about the “’paradigm war’ between positivism and constructivism”, that are
often centred round the logical framework approach (Armytage 2011, 268).

Current trends in development evaluation signal an interest in holistic and particular
understandings of development effectiveness, paying attention to wholes and relationships
rather than isolated interventions, and appreciating the need to consider the messiness of
contexts with uneven and contradictory outcomes. Systems thinking and complexity theory
are increasingly drawn upon, and centrally informed the development of our framework for
evaluating communication for development.

Systems thinking is valuable for understanding complex or ‘wicked’ problems such as
poverty, gender inequality, HIV/AIDS and domestic violence, and evaluating development
activities and programmes (Burns 2007; Byrne 2009a and 2009b; Byrne and Vincent 2011;
Eyben 2011; Hearn et al. 2009; Imam, LaGoy and Williams 2006; Patton 2008, 2011; Rihani
2002). Complexity theory meanwhile provides a sophisticated, realistic, effective and
sustainable way of conceptualizing, implementing and evaluating development projects and
initiatives (Chambers 2008; Jones 2011; Miskelly et al. 2009; Papa et al. 2006; Ramalingam
et al. 2008; Rihani 2002; UKCDS 2011). Both of these approaches have significant
implications for the ways in which we conceptualize, plan and implement communication
for development and their evaluations. In this section we go through some of the aspects of
systems thinking and complexity theory that inform the framework, and give brief examples
to illustrate their relevance.

Systems thinking and relationships

Systems thinking is a very broad field which includes complex adaptive systems, soft
systems methodology and systems dynamics (Imam et al. 2006; Patton 2011; Rihani 2002).
In contrast to linear, reductionist approaches to research and evaluation based on
Newtonian thinking which tries to isolate variables and focuses more on ‘things’ (Chambers
2008, 172), a systemic perspective aims to understand the relationships between the
different elements in a system and what happens when they interact and combine (Burns
2007, 29). Here, the whole is greater than the parts; the parts are inter-dependent and
inter-connected through relationships (Patton 2008). Systems thinking assumes that social
dynamics are not always visible through scrutinizing individual interactions because any
explanation of a phenomenon cannot point to a single cause and effect (Hearn et al. 2009).
Positive and negative outcomes have more to do with complex patterning of inter-
relationships (Burns 2007).

As we have seen, the logical framework approach is based on a substantialist perspective in
which the impacts of complex interventions are reduced to simple, linear, cause-effect
processes. In contrast, from a relational perspective, individuals are embedded in relational
contexts. While some development interventions, such as building bridges or schools, might
lend themselves to a substantialist approach and a focus on bounded problems, where
there is broad agreement on the nature of the problem and some mutual understanding of



the solution, many do not. Here, complexities of history, power and culture must be brought
into the frame (Eyben 2011).

The communicative ecology approach (Lennie and Tacchi 2013; Hearn et al. 2009), for
example, is based on a holistic, systems perspective. This places all modes of
communication within a larger system, or ecology, with inter-relationships and inter-
dependencies. In order to understand a single communicative action or channel or
information flow it is necessary to understand how that action, channel or flow is situated in
broader and complex communicative ecologies. The concept of the communicative ecology
was developed to avoid a reductionist approach that insists on narrow focus and linear
indicators and measures. This involved exploring the appropriateness of qualitative
approaches to evaluating ICT for development initiatives. The location of the research was a
community multimedia centre in Sri Lanka in 2002 (Slater, Tacchi and Lewis 2002)." It was
felt that the multimedia centre could only be adequately evaluated if it was understood as
part of a broader and complex environment. In terms of the communication of information
and ideas, this could only be understood in the broader context of all information and
communication activities, channels and flows.

The multimedia centre consisted of a community radio station and an Internet-enabled
computer centre. The computer centre was considered to be important as an access point
for the massive amount of knowledge already available in 2002 via the world wide web.
However, literacy levels, knowledge and interest in using computers, English language skills,
and physical access to the centre meant that the most effective way to access and share
knowledge from the web was via the radio station. Beyond this, we looked at where people
usually turned for information and knowledge, and what differences there were between
different ethnic groups, genders and ages. In fact, communicative ecologies’ research
allowed us to understand the importance of trust and face-to-face communication in the
everyday lives of local people. Reaching out to excluded and marginalised communities was
a lot more complicated than building a multi-media centre (Tacchi and Grubb 2007).

This tells us that in order to understand the potential and real impacts of media and
communications in any situation, it is important to place this within a broader
understanding of the whole structure of communication and information in people’s
everyday lives. A communication for development intervention takes place within already
existing communicative ecologies, and how communication happens in everyday lives
involves a range of media including roads, transport systems along with broadcasting, the
press and telecoms. People’s communicative ecologies include face-to-face communication
in public and private spheres, and combine a range of different and often conflicting
knowledge sources. Understanding which are trusted and relied on when people need to
take action is important.

The concept of communicative ecologies can be used to emphasize the importance of
understanding any communication activity within a wider understanding of the diversity,
even within single locations, of people’s lives, their access and use of communication
technologies, and the availability of communication channels. Simple exercises in exploring
how information and communication flows — who discusses what with whom, how news
and local knowledge circulates — in the Sri Lankan research led to an appreciation of the



persistent dominance of face-to-face and very local flows of information and modes of
communication.

Sensitivity to contextual factors, organizational norms and societal values is critical in
systems-oriented evaluations (Patton 2011, 120). The critical reflection, problem solving and
action learning skills that are required in systems approaches are increasingly seen as
important to the effective, ongoing evaluation of development initiatives. However, at the
same time, organizations that rely on funding from major donors have to contend with
managerial and operational systems and processes based on the substantialist mode of
thinking. Participatory forms of research and evaluation that take the wider context and
inter-relationships into account such as empowerment evaluation, utilization-focused
evaluation, ethnographic action research, feminist participatory communication research,
and developmental evaluation have been influenced by, or can be seen as fitting well with
systems perspectives (Lennie and Tacchi 2013). There are close synergies between action
research and systems thinking, with both relying on a holistic and inter-connected view of
the world (Burns 2007; Greenwood and Levin 2007; Hearn et al. 2009; Imam et al. 2006;
Wadsworth 2010).

A systems perspective provides a valuable lens through which to understand the complex
process of development and social change, helping us conceptualize development
interventions realistically, to clarify messy solutions to complex social problems, and
improve mutual understanding and relationships among a diversity of stakeholders (Imam
et al. 2006; Miskelly et al. 2009; Ramalingam et al. 2008; Rihani 2002). As illustration, the
concept of communicative ecologies takes a holistic approach, but understands that
different perspectives within the same social groupings can produce different
understandings because of differential social status, levels of access and engagement, and
power. This encourages a focus on, and respect for, the complex inter-relationships within
the local social and cultural context in which people live and the way ‘each media initiative,
event, and relationships will change and shift the power relations at both an individual and
community level’ (Hearn et al. 2009, 33).

Complexity theory and contexts

Interest in complexity theory has grown rapidly in recent times. Indeed, Guijt et al. (2011,
13) suggest that it has become the latest ‘buzzword’ in the international development field.
Development practitioners are increasingly questioning the dominance of top-down
evaluation approaches based on simplistic, cause-effect models of development and change
and associated ‘managerial’, ‘results-based’ methodologies which are increasingly imposed
on development initiatives, often in inappropriate ways (see http://bigpushforward.net;
Chambers 2008; Jones 2011; UKCDS 2011). The paradigm of complexity presents a major
challenge to dominant approaches to development planning and evaluation that are based
on linear, highly predictable systems, a sense of order and control over long—term events,
top-down management, and assumptions of replicability (Rihani 2002).

Complexity theory seeks answers to fundamental questions about living, adaptable,
dynamic systems. It brings together insights from a wide range of disciplines such as biology,
anthropology, economics, sociology and management (Lacayo 2007). Systems are seen as



complex when they ‘have large numbers of internal elements that interact locally to
produce stable, but evolving, global patterns’ (Rihani 2002, 6). It considers that many human
and non-human systems operate in ways that are non-linear, unpredictable, chaotic,
disorderly and emergent. It is not a single theory but the study of complex adaptive social
systems, patterns of relationships, and how they change or remain the same. It debunks
substantialist approaches to evaluation and, instead, privileges self-evolving and adaptive
approaches (Papa et al. 2006).

The recent application of complexity theory to development and social change can be linked
to the global interest in a range of alternative holistic, critical, feminist and postmodern
perspectives, and participative and creative ways of fostering development and social and
organizational change (Lennie and Tacchi 2013; Stevenson and Lennie 1995). Complexity
theory can be considered as a kind of bridge between ‘the naturalism of rationalism and the
anti-naturalism of postmodernism’, and demands a broad and open-minded approach
(Geyer 2003, 15-16). It implies methodological pluralism, important for flexible and adaptive
or responsive evaluation practice (Midgley 2006, 26), and is essential in the evaluation of
complex development interventions.

Key concepts in complexity theory include:

* Complex systems are made up of inter-connected and inter-dependent elements which
are fluid and dynamic, and characterized by change and continuous interaction.
Following systems thinking, the whole is different to or greater than the sum of the
separate parts.

* Interacting agents within systems respond and adapt to the system, to each other and to
their environment. From these interactions, they make sense together, change and
evolve over time. A system changes when it chooses to be disturbed by the information
it receives and it understands the world differently.

* Complex systems are made up of non-linear and unpredictable relationships and
processes. As a result, when change happens, it is often disproportionate and
unpredictable. Strategies, therefore, need to be flexible enough to adapt. Small
differences in the initial state of a system can lead to major differences later on.

* The free flow of diverse information is essential for a system to evolve. This means both
diversity and participation are important. Feedback loops and processes affect how
change happens; this process is unpredictable and non-linear.

* Under conditions of complexity, processes and outcomes are uncertain and unknowable
in advance. This is due to turbulence in the environment and limits to our knowledge.
The concept of emergence implies that a system must be given the freedom to govern
itself as much as possible, and to learn from history and experience.

* The concepts ‘chaos’ and ‘edge of chaos’ suggest that, paradoxically, in complex
adaptive systems, the more freedom there is in self-organization, the more order. In this
process, order is emergent and self-organizing (Lacayo 2007; Patton 2011; Ramalingam
et al. 2008; Rihani 2002).

Rihani (2002) argues that development and its underlying political, social and economic
processes behave as complt_a_x, adaptive systems. This can be illustrated by an example from
a project called LEARNERS", conducted in rural Queensland, Australia, from 2001-2004



(Lennie et al. 2004; Lennie 2005). Tara Shire was experiencing significant communication
problems in the early 2000s, including poor telephone services, and no local newspaper or
radio services. Most of the roads were unsealed, and public transport minimal. Many people
were living in impoverished circumstances with few services and facilities. The Shire’s
extensive geographic area, small, scattered population and changing demographic profile
had created a divided community. People were not working well together, many townships
operated in isolation and there was little proactive leadership. Consequently, the area
lagged behind in its development, including in the uptake of new communication and
information technologies (C&IT).

A year before the project began, a new mayor and new shire councillors began providing
positive leadership, instigated new community development initiatives, and actively began
building a more cooperative and proactive community. Community leaders, particularly
women, began generating motivation through community workshops, and successful events
such as a multicultural festival. A committee of community representatives was formed to
address key problems in the Shire. A number of C&IT initiatives were implemented,
including a community website, public internet access, and computer and internet training
and support services. Given this positive new energy and outlook, the Council expressed
interest in using the LEARNERS process to help the community work more effectively
together to reach its goals and to engage in more effective planning and evaluation. They
hoped that the holistic and participatory LEARNERS process could help improve
communication across the Shire and training and access to new C&IT.

The Council’s community and economic development officer was enthusiastic about the
project and used her good relationships with community organizations to generate interest
and support. Following a community leaders’” meeting, women and men working in diverse
areas, including education, youth development and agriculture, participated in the project’s
first community workshop. A local project steering committee nominated the community
website and IT training and access across the Shire as projects that would be evaluated
using the LEARNERS process.

Local participants collaboratively planned the evaluation of these projects, analysed results
of a survey of residents, and planned key actions. While some participants such as school
principals understood it immediately, others found the LEARNERS process difficult to
understand. Although there were some unintended and disempowering outcomes, the
project helped to improve the networking, communication, and information sharing
between community groups through email and the Shire website. More people began using
C&IT, and new ways of using C&IT to overcome communication problems were identified.
While the loss of the Council’s IT Officer had a major impact on some project activities,
participants expected to continue using and learning from the knowledge and capacities
they had developed from engaging in the project. The LEARNERS project indicates the
complex character of the Tara Shire’s systems and inter-connections. It highlights the
importance of pro-active community leadership, participatory planning and evaluation, and
the effective use of new communication technologies in the process of community
development, adaptation and change.



Systems and complexity theories have been used to understand complex interactions
between people and organizations in a wide diversity of systems including agricultural
extension, preventive health organizations and international development (Lacayo 2006;
Ramalingam et al. 2008; Rihani 2002). The application of complexity theory to international
development provides a realistic view of our world that can help us develop appropriate
strategies for change. It improves our understanding of complex problems and gives us
concepts and ideas that bring together old and new insights to develop new theories of
change and greater appreciation of underlying processes (Jones 2011, viii). Its value is in
providing a way of thinking about human relations that can help us form realistic and
holistic understandings which, in turn, can lead to effective action — it makes us think about
the way we are thinking (Burns 2007; Ramalingam et al. 2008).

In conclusion

Communication for development proponents recognise that “without peoples’
participation, no project can be successful and last long enough to support social change”
(Gumucio Dagron 2008, 70). Community participation in planning, decision-making,
evaluation and implementation of communication for development, along with community
ownership, are crucial for sustainability (Baulch 2008; Jallov 2012; Quarry and Ramirez
2009). Servaes et al. (2012, 102) suggest that “communication and information play a
strategic and fundamental role” in sustainable development, arguing that a focus on culture
and participation is crucial for sustainability. Tacchi (2009) shows how communication for
development can provide a ‘mechanism’ for participation, and thus greater chance of
sustainability, in development.

Participatory approaches that promote dialogue and engagement are often seen as costly,
time consuming, and difficult to accommodate in well-defined plans and logframes (Balit
2010). Our framework insists that effective communication and participation is a central and
vital component. While greater time and resources are often required to use participatory
evaluation approaches and methodologies effectively, our framework takes the position
that a critical, long-term view of the value of participatory approaches is required.
Evaluation needs to be seen as an integral part of development initiatives and a means of
fostering continuous learning, evaluative thinking and a culture of evaluation within
organizations and communities. Local capacities for undertaking evaluation need to be
developed. At the same time, it is important to be realistic, and to understand that, in
practice, idealized notions of participation including and empowering everyone are not
possible, and to think in terms of what Cornwall (2008, 276) calls “optimum participation:
getting the balance between depth and inclusion right for the purpose at hand”. It is also
important to recognize that participatory processes can serve to exclude people unless
special efforts are made to include them (Tacchi and Grubb 2007; Lennie 2005), and that
some people strategically or deliberately exclude themselves (Cornwall 2008, 279).

The framework promotes holistic, learning-based evaluation capacity development
approaches, to develop learning organizations and communities. Learning organizations
engage in constant reflection in order to continually develop and improve organizational
systems and development activities in ways that meet community and stakeholder needs
and goals, and their visions of the future (Raeside 2011). The process of engaging in well-



designed and implemented participatory research and evaluation can have significant
effects in terms of the empowerment and capacity development of participants and
stakeholders. It is important to critically consider issues of gender, power and knowledge to
increase the effectiveness of these processes and the inclusion of disadvantaged groups.
Creating sustainable communication for development that facilitates the engagement of
disadvantaged groups such as poor people can be complex and time consuming. Baulch
(2008) clearly demonstrates this in relation to the sustainability of community-based ICT
centres in Indonesia. As Jallov (2012, 29) notes: “Sustainability is multi-faceted and
complex”. No participatory evaluation will be perfect (Newman 2008), but participatory
approaches to the evaluation of communication for development will lead to improved and
sustainable development initiatives and better long-term outcomes in terms of
development and social change.
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