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A. The Case 

The PADEV project develops an Impact Assessment Method that is participatory and 

holistic. Impact evaluation is usually linked to specific interventions. Observed impact is 

often predetermined by those who initiated the intervention. In international development 

with its inherently unequal power relations this raises the political question who defines 

impact. Secondly, it raises the methodological dilemma of choosing between objective, 

externally defined operational variables for development often far away from 

beneficiaries, or using participatory methods that easily suffer from bias, because of the 

‘dependency’ relation. Thirdly, the focus on a single actor chain easily leads to a tunnel 

vision where the object of research is insufficiently placed in a complex relation to other 

local or international interventions and contextual shocks and trends. This diminishes the 

strategic usefulness of conclusions.  

Here we start from the premises that any intervention with a measurable, that is felt 

impact, will be assessed and valued by the population for which it was intended. They are 

therefore the true evaluators of the impact of such an intervention. Also, they will be able 

to assess the impact as compared to other similar or different interventions, and against 

bigger trends that occur in the area. A particular intervention that a partner organisation is 

interested in will thus always appear not as a stand alone evaluation of just that 

intervention, but as an an intervention in context. 

The project takes place in the Northern Part of Ghana and the Southern part of Burkina 

Faso. Stakeholders in this project are the donors (ICCO, Woord en Daad, Prisma, and the 

University of Amsterdam, UvA), the implementing organisations (UvA, Royal Tropical 

Institute (KIT), University of Development Studies (UDS) in Ghana, Expertise pour le 

Developpement du Sahel (EDS) in Burkina Faso), and local partner organisations of 

ICCO, Prisma members and Woord en Daad, but also the local population. In three series 

of three workshops, an assessment methodology was developed. Each workshop is a 

three-day exercise where the various components of the toolbox are implemented. These 

components consist of exercises and small surveys or sets of questions that systematically 

collect information on the major trends in the area, the changes in particular capitals or 

capabilities, the personal history of all participants and their families, and an assessment 

of local definitions of wealth and poverty. Following this, a full list of interventions in the 

various domains is made, and of these interventions information is collected on the agent 

that introduced the intervention, the capital it had impact on, and the time it was 



implemented. After that, the five best and worst projects are selected through negotiated 

consensus and are assessed on their relation to the major trends in the livelihood domains, 

their impact on wealth groups, and changes in perception over time. All exercises are 

done with groups that are split between gender, age and whether the person is an official 

(linked to government or projects) or civilian.  

 

This gives a very detailed picture of why certain interventions are appreciated, by which 

social group in society and for what reasons. Analyses can be made with regard to 

differences between types of projects, timing of projects, actor type, gender differences in 

perception et cetera. This can be used to compare the basic judgements expressed by the 

population with those on the particular intervention the partner organisation is interested 

in (ex post evaluation of impact). It can also be used to develop policies and interventions 

that assist particular groups in society (ex ante policy development).  

 

B. Values and Quality 

 

There are two sets of values involved. One consists of the values and principles within 

the team of researchers, basically on what constitutes reliable impact measurement tools, 

discussed below. The more important set derives from the population which is involved: 

we take those values as the core of the method. Those values, which differ for men and 

women, young and old, ethnic and religious groups, and socio-economic status, should 

come to expression precisely through the methodology developed. Those values are 

diverse, positive impact is obviously a relative concept. 

 

In such a situation, quality in implementation is also not absolute: we aim for replicability 

through meticulous reporting, developing the method in as clear and transparent a way, 

and for complete openness for peer review processes. An External Reference Group is 

installed to evaluate the method and its implementation, adjusting regularly. We have 

published our initial results and distributed the tool and the results. Feedback was sought 

from the participating population on the conclusions. Also, we consider a long time 

frame, as many results and effects of interventions develop over time and often after the 

life time of such an intervention. An historical analysis of impact is explicitly part of the 

method. The methodology aims for inter-subjectivity, not fake objectivity or externally 

defined objective truth. Whenever there is any form of interpretation of the researchers, 

or categories given by the researchers, this is carefully documented. This increases 

validity and replicability without compromising the participatory and holistic approach.  

 

C. Complexity and Robustness 

 

We take the challenge of complexity head-on: this method is radically different as it starts 

from the complex situation of an area with all its shocks and trends and interventions by a 

great diversity of actors. The perspective is not from a single intervention chain, so the 

linear causality bias is absent. Complex society can never be described fully: where detail 

is won in one aspect, details in other aspects are lost. The core of the method is the 

position of individuals, representing social groups, in local society. They are the actors 

defining the relevant aspects in their social and natural environment and the complex and 



changing relations between these aspects. The risk is that the particular intervention that 

an agency that commissions the evaluation is interested in, is lost from sight in the 

myriad inputs people provide.  

 

The method is robust in the sense that it has been developed iteratively over nine 

workshops in systematically differing areas (density of intervention, historically differing 

areas). The methodological differences in the iterative steps are reduced progressively, 

and a convergence of results is the result: comparable quality of data is now achieved 

under quite differing local conditions, for example whether there was or wasn’t a long 

history of development activity. A manual was developed by the team on the basis of the 

final toolbox, and this manual seeks to improve the application of the method across 

teams and countries. 

 

Improvements are being formulated for the fourth and last round of workshops (which in 

itself will allow an evaluation of the evaluation development process between the first 

and fourth rounds and the robustness of the findings).  

One is that the link with the intervention or the intervening agency needs to 

improve. We aim to link the agency to the results of the method by introducing the 

method to agency staff and have them follow the same assessment procedure! This 

should allow a better understanding of the results at the agency level, and a comparison 

of the understanding of staff and population of trends, interventions and their impacts. 

This will be a strong learning experience, and could directly improve the policy of an 

agency.  

 Another improvement will be to compare subjectively described trends and 

occurrences with externally developed datasets. Both a test of the quality of the data 

provided by the population, and a way to integrate external ‘objective’ data with local 

subjective data, this will make the method as a whole even more robust, without losing 

the subjective basis of the valuation process. 

 Part of the process is the reduction of the large number of trends mentioned by the 

various groups of participants into a smaller set that we ask participants to choose from, 

and link to interventions (causing or mitigating). This pre-selection is a subjective 

judgement in essence, and there should be a check on the quality of the judgement 

through a scrutiny of it by the population involved in the exercise. 

 Lastly, the selection of participants should be carefully done, and this process is 

yet to be standardised. The solution so far is to repeat, with MSc students projects, the 

same exercise for a different level of society. This allows an assessment of the robustness 

of the findings. Examples are the selection of one village among the whole set of villages 

in one workshop, to see whether similar results are obtained. A second test was to change 

the type of participant and start from a group of school children and from there select 

their households and repeat the exercise. And thirdly, the most excluded and least visible 

group of all in all instances, the very poor, were purposely selected and the exercise 

repeated. The results of this comparison are awaited.  

 

 

 

 


