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Knowing an iceberg, evaluating its tip  

“Between 1998 and 2005 in Mumbai, 18,000 households voluntarily demolished their 
shacks along the railroad tracks so that the city could make long-overdue improvements to 
its vital railroad system which provides public transport for over 70% of all trips taken in 
the city. There were no confrontations, no coercion, no bulldozers, teargas or police. In a 
time of unprecedented numbers of forced, and even violent, evictions in the world, this was 
an unusual event. … In terms of assessment standards, this project was clearly successful 
and its impact as a precedent clear. There were tangible, quantifiable outcomes…. There 
were partnerships involved, good governance, gender equity, and civil society participation 
– all the buzzwords we use to accompany numbers in describing ‘a successful project’. … 
And yet … this kind of assessment is unsatisfactory and even misleading. It only describes 
the tip of an iceberg. … “We are happy to claim it as an achievement but find it frustrating 
that the larger part of this iceberg remains invisible. The real story …  is about the dense 
underpinning of values, principles, processes and relationships built over many years, and 
how they made it possible to seize the opportunity when it came along.  …” (Patel 2007) 

About the Conference 

This conference focuses on how evaluative practice can be improved, given the need to 
view much of development as a process of social transformation. Current evaluation 
practice has not yet embraced the full implications of assessing the complexity of 
development and existing approaches often fall woefully short. During the conference, 
participants can explore concrete evaluation 
practices that reconcile an understanding of 
complex societal change processes with quality 
standards, including rigour, ethical concerns, 
appropriateness and feasibility.  
 
Understanding the impact of development 
efforts and how change happens, as part of 
international development initiatives, has 
never been higher on the development agenda. 
Partly triggered by a critical global questioning 
of the relevance of development efforts, the 
interest in measuring development 
effectiveness is also embedded in a more 
paradigmatic tug-of-war.  

EVALUATION REVISITED 

improving the quality of evaluative practice 
by embracing complexity 



Evaluation Revisited Conference May 20-21, 2010, The Netherlands 

 2 

As the SPARC example illustrates, effective development is being understood in many 
quarters as revolving around people-centeredness and institutional transformation, 
thereby inherently complex, i.e. non-linear, emergent, unpredictable. However, 
discussions on measuring development effectiveness have zoomed in on methodologies 
suited to measure simpler, more linear interventions. The risk is that development, in 
order to facilitate its measurement, is reduced to ‘simple’ interventions. These two 
mutually influential trends sit side-by-side in increasing discomfort for those who 
understand development as societal transformation.   
 
Examples exist of good evaluation practice that bridges the tension. This conference 
focuses on options within evaluative practice for societal change interventions that are 
complex, and thus longer term, non-linear, transformational, and people-centred. In so 
doing, the conference aims to further improve evaluative practice that builds 
methodological choice around assessing and improving development, without 
comprising on quality standards. Evaluation will be able to better play its key role – that 
of offering well-informed insight for decision making for change. 
 
The central question of the conference is what are the options for evaluative practice 
that respect the complexity of societal transformation while fulfilling quality 
standards?  
 
Conceptual clarity, practical skills and 
approaches, personal ethics and practices 
are part of a growing need for evaluation 
professionalism when the entry point is 
societal change. Sharing and rigorously 
debating available practical options and 
recognising innovations can give clarity to 
those who do evaluations, guide 
evaluative practice, commission such 
work and help to develop capacities for 
evaluative thinking. Thinking through the 
consequences of our choices in evaluation 
is crucial. Choices determine what is 
considered valid to see, defines what is 
valued and by who, and shapes future 
thinking on development policies, 
processes and priorities. Evaluative practice may, if defined inappropriately and 
practiced poorly, lead to people’s voices, perspectives and issues not being heard and 
development being misunderstood. In so doing, evaluation cannot play its key role – that 
of offering well-informed insight for decision making for change. 

Conference Purpose and Focus 

By answering the central question (see above), the Conference aims to contribute to 
clarity in the development sector about what constitutes robustness, i.e. core 
values and quality standards, for evaluative practice that recognises the 
complexity of societal transformation.  
 
‘Evaluation Revisited’ will draw together 150 people from around the world. During the 
conference, in-depth presentations, debate and critical analysis of practical examples 
will be used to inspire robust and value-driven evaluation practice. Case studies are in 
the process of being selected that demonstrate rigour in evaluative practice and address 
the complexity of development.  

Sen (1999) has long argued for a more 

complex understanding of the 

emergence of poverty … It is the 

interaction of these factors that is the 

reflection of the complexity in the 

situation. … any intervention to tackle 

one dimension will have effects on 

other dimensions, intended and 

unintended. Evaluation of impact along 

a purely separate dimension is then not 

possible. 

 Hendricks 2009 
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The core questions on which conference participants will focus by scrutinising the cases 
are:  

1. What values and quality standards are needed within evaluative practice in 
order to understand and influence such change processes?  

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of innovative examples of evaluative 
practice that do justice to the complexity of change? 

3. Where do trade-offs occur in quality standards and core values? What are the 
consequences of these trade-offs for evaluation findings and for development? 

4. What constitutes ‘robust evaluation’ for societal transformation, in terms of core 
values and quality standards?  

5. What needs to shift in development in order to make possible high quality 
evaluative practices that influence societal transformation?  

 
The conference will strengthen evaluative 
professionalism by:  

1. sharing concrete examples of robust 
evaluative practice; 

2. articulating core values and quality 
standards;  

3. sharing widely the resulting examples, values 
and quality standards through diverse social 
media and mainstream publication formats.   

 
 
The conference will also further methodological democracy through the choice of 
examples and advocating for methodological diversity in evaluation that does justice to 
the existing diversity of development modalities and contexts. And importantly, it will 
contribute to development by showing how evaluation can influence societal 
transformation through methodological choice, core values and quality standards. 

Programme Overview (tentative) 

Day 1. 
Concepts, 
challenges, 
and cases 

A. Opening 
B. Keynote presentations and plenary debate 
C. Thematic group discussions on cross-cutting concerns and 

challenges. Discussions to be kicked off by invited case-based 
experiences.  

Day 2. 
Clarifying 
standards and 
practices for 
systemic 
change 

D. Keynote presentation 
E. Case study analysis in parallel sessions, commenting on 

quality, strengths, compromises, dilemmas, appropriateness, 
addressing of complexity, replicability  

F. Panel on the complexity of societal transformation and 
implications for values and quality standards in evaluative 
practice 

G. Plenary closing 

Organisers 

 
Jan Brouwers (PhD)     Irene Guijt (PhD)  Cecile Kusters 
 

 
 

Centre for Development Innovation  



Evaluation Revisited Conference May 20-21, 2010, The Netherlands 

 4 

Advisory Group 

Professor Dr. Ton Dietz (University of Amsterdam), Sarah Earl (Evaluation Unit, IDRC), 
Zenda Ofir (evaluation consultant, former President of AfrEA), Roger Ricafort (Director 
of International Programs, Oxfam-Hong Kong) 
 

Funding support from 
Cordaid, Hivos, ICCO, Oxfam Novib, IDRC, The Groene Woudt Foundation, KB7-
Wageningen UR, IKME, Plan Nederland. 

Registration 

Fee: € 300 (includes drinks and lunch on both days). Note: Scholarships are available for 
participants from the South. Please enquire about this when registering. 
Registration deadline:  30th March 2010 
Register at:    http://tinyurl.com/evaluation-revisited 
Accommodation options:  http://search.europe-cities.com/en/  (search Utrecht) 
 

http://tinyurl.com/evaluation-revisited
http://tinyurl.com/evaluation-revisited
http://search.europe-cities.com/en/

