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Case presentation on Measuring Complex Systemic Changes  
Conference on Evaluation in Development (May 20-21, 2010) 

In the past two decades a debate has been going on about the effectiveness of aid and development, how to 
measure its impacts and make evidence-based arguments about what works and what doesn’t. The debate has 
culminated in the old war of methods, between logical positivism and interpretative relativism, the “scientific” 
way of collecting “hard evidence” versus the qualitative and more participatory approach producing “soft(er) 
evidence”. While recognizing the depth and importance of the methodological dispute, I find it more productive 
to try to move beyond the dispute and make the best use of all worldviews in an integrated, flexible and 
responsive manner. At Oxfam America, we have used this proposition to develop a rights-oriented approach to 
planning, evaluating and learning, based on the understanding that fighting poverty and injustice requires 
fundamental systemic changes at multiple levels, and consequently a methodological fusion that can capture 
complexity and present it in a way that can meet and influence stakeholders’ different world views.   

This introduction paper gives a brief overview of the basic premises of Oxfam America’s approach to impact 
measurement and learning from a right perspective, a short description of the case on productive water rights in 
Ethiopia that shows this approach, and the main challenges we face not just in this particular case but in all 
programs. A selection of background literature is added that has influenced the thinking behind this approach. 

Oxfam’s approach 

Fighting the root causes, not just the symptoms 

Local realities are embedded in wider systems that influence and shape them while also the local systems 
influence its surrounding environment. The root causes of poverty and injustice are multi-dimensional, varying 
across different contexts but entrenched in wider and more complex interdependencies. Poverty and injustice 
can be described essentially as rights issues that are complicated by the multi-level nature of rights violations in 
socio-political relationships, institutions and “glocal” markets. Hence, it cannot be fixed by short-term 
interventions, neither by the “scale-up” of such quick fixes. Its symptoms can be fought temporarily (as famine is 
by food aid, lack of water by digging wells, lack of cash by savings & credit, etc.). Its root causes, though, require 
fundamental systemic changes of the individual, collective, societal and institutional competencies and 
behaviors that are reinforcing and reproducing exclusion, discrimination and deprivation at various levels. 
Breaking somewhat with conventional definitions, Oxfam America measures “impact” therefore as  

a significant and sustainable change in power relations that enables excluded and marginalized people to 
realize their rights to access and manage the resources, services and knowledge they need for strengthening 
their livelihoods, improving their well-being, and influencing and holding accountable the institutions that 
affect their lives.1 

Development is shaped and done by people –not for people. In order for people to be able to influence and 
change individual, collective and institutional behaviors, they need to understand how the underlying system 
works. Development can therefore be understood as freedom or empowerment: the ability of people to 
influence the wider system and take control of their lives.  This implies that development efforts –and thus its 
planning, evaluation and learning processes – should focus on building both people’s capabilities to understand 
and work the system (agency) and the enablers that help them doing so (the institutions and complex webs of 
relationships).2  

                                                           
1 From LEAD (2008).  
2 From Van Hemelrijck (2009). 
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Measuring complex systemic change over time 

Obviously no organization can do this on its own. Impact, as defined above, can only be realized through 
collaborative efforts over long periods of time around specific rights issues in a specific context. So Oxfam 
America develops, together with its partners, 10-15 years programs consisting of both project and non-project 
activities3 that are strategically aligned and, based on a defensible theory of change, geared towards achieving a 
common impact goal. Clearly, partners and stakeholders in these programs cannot be motivated to contribute 
consistently over a longer term if they cannot observe and understand how a program’s impact fundamentally 
changes the system.  

Hence the importance of a robust impact measurement and learning approach that  
a) can reveal complex (non-linear) causal relationships between changes at different levels and at different 

moments in times; 
b) is simple and cost-effective enough to last for many years;   
c) can be debated and understood by partners and key stakeholders, particularly the poor people 

themselves; and  
d) can help build the case for plausible contributions to fighting the root causes rather than try to attribute 

such changes to any single actor, or any single project, or any single intervention. 

A program’s theory of change visualizes the complex systems changes we try to realize and measure, and reveals 
the set of assumptions about the most effective ways to get to impact. By pitching indicators on its most crucial 
outcomes and hubs we can measure the complex interactions and change patterns. The theory of change and 
indicators do not have to be perfect and worked out in great detail, but “good enough” to enable partners and 
stakeholders to understand the system and learn about the patterns of change. More sophistication is obtained 
through the design of the methods and tools that are required for ongoing monitoring of project and non-
project contributions, iterative research on important causalities, and longitudinal evaluation of impacts and 
change patterns. Combining ongoing outcome monitoring and iterative research should help probing and 
sculpturing a program’s change theory over time, by: (a) filling critical gaps, (b) bridging the time lags, (c) probing 
the assumptions, and (d) keeping track of intervening or “unexpected” variables in the theory of change. Good 
“benchmarking” of the change theory in manageable phases of three to four years, should enable us understand 
distant relationships, and plan different interventions accordingly.  

The right choice of methods, then, depends on what questions about what particular parts of the system are 
investigated at what point in time, at what scale or level of complexity, to convince or influence whom, for what 
purposes.  Individual methods become rigorous in as much as they comprehensively and consistently can 
generate valid and reliable data that speaks to the indicators and questions in the program’s theory of change. 
This requires setting boundaries, and at the same time recognizing the politics and fuzziness of boundaries. 

Dealing with the politics and fuzziness of boundaries  

Program outcomes cannot be studied in a totally “objective” manner by a non-engaged external observer, 
because they cannot be isolated from the wider socio-economic and political environment and its more localized 
interdependent variables. Therefore, researchers cannot stay out of the system they are observing --neither the 
localities where they conduct the field studies, nor the wider system of which their institutions and contractors 
are part. Once they start to collect data through observations, interviews, surveys, diaries, and focus groups, and 
process and qualify data to draw conclusions, they are actually creating and attributing value and meaning, thus 
interacting with the embedded power structure.  

                                                           
3 E.g. global-to-national advocacy, movement & constituency building, community mobilization, local-to-global market inclusion, private 

sector engagement, primary research, etc. 
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The purpose of involving external researchers for evaluating outcomes and impacts of Oxfam America’s 
programs, therefore, is not so much to obtain “objective” evidence of the effectiveness of its interventions 
within set boundaries. Rather, it is to provide a fresh perspective on the observed state of play, which can 
challenge the boundaries of what is accepted as “truth” or common sense, identify false assumptions and 
deficits in the knowledge system, and reveal wider patterns of behavior that create and perpetuate the root 
problems. Hence the importance of building in feedback loops into evaluations, and between internal and 
external monitoring and evaluation. For this, collected evidence needs to be carefully triangulated with other 
data sources, and validated by its multiple stakeholders, around the program’s theory of change.  Data sources 
can include verified stories from people, monitoring reports from partners, statistical records, baseline & 
evaluation reports, and other research studies. The different data streams from monitoring, research and 
evaluation converge in an annual impact reflection, in which partners and stakeholders collectively try to 
discover the patterns of change in the system. 

For creating consistency in the research methodology, and coherence in the evidence collected from different 
sources over a program’s lifetime, we seek to establish a long-term collaboration with a locally or regionally 
based research institution. Our assumption is that this also will contribute, on its turn, to building a country’s 
capacity for dealing with complex systemic change through a process of institutionalization of the knowledge 
acquired in the program.   

An emblematic case  
The case presented here is the impact measurement and learning system of a 10-year, rights-based program 
around smallholders’ productive water rights in Ethiopia, that is aiming at enabling smallholders to access and 
manage water resources (through strengthening their organization) in order to enhance their productivity and 
food security in a fair, equitable and sustainable manner.  The program is designed around a theory of change 
that builds on the core-proposition of “co-investment” by smallholder communities, NGOs/CSOs and 
local/regional/federal government, supported by the necessary institutional, legal and regulatory changes at all 
levels. The program has a strong gender component, with specific impact indicators measuring equitable access 
and control over strategic resources within the household, the communities and their organizations. Women are 
expected to gain decision-making power and take greater leadership in community institutions as well as in local 
NGOs/CSOs and government offices at local, regional and federal levels.  

A program impact baseline research is in the process of being finalized. The research focused on a core set or 
“system” of impact and outcome indicators related to the core proposition in the change theory. Secondary 
literature review and comparative case studies within case studies were conducted (mainly process tracing of 
“in” and “out” household panels, combined with key informant interviews and “in” and out” focus groups, 
village transects and participatory diagramming, secondary, and statistical data analysis at federal and regional 
state levels, and policy and organizational chart analyses). Research findings will be validated by key 
stakeholders in a workshop in Addis Ababa on June 7th, 2010. After three to four years, a formal step-back will 
be taken and an impact evaluation conducted on the same indicators, with the same groups of people and the 
same household panels, while the baseline will be expanded through primary research on additional impact 
indicators and outcomes relevant to the next program phase.  

Ongoing iterative research will be carried out every one to two years (sequenced over time) for assessing crucial 
causal mechanisms and specific questions that require special expertise (e.g. water rights codification & 
distribution), sophisticated methods (which could be an experimental design), and additional funding (for 
instance, for piloting a productive sustainability index). The impact research and evaluation agenda is developed 
and implemented by our research partner, the IWMI (International Water Management Institute). The primary 
research is conducted by local researchers speaking the local languages and knowing the local contexts, who are 
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supported by a small advisory team of high level and progressive IWMI researchers (including a gender and 
water rights expert, an economist, an agronomist, and an impact assessment specialist).  

The overall objective of the impact research and evaluation agenda is to provide partners and key stakeholders 
with  

(a) accurate, valid, and useful data on the most crucial impact indicators, which help them to assess to what 
extent significant changes are taking place and discover patterns of change; and  

(b) narrative analyses of the causal processes that are contributing to these changes to assess whether the 
program’s theory of change is actually working (or not) and probe its major assumptions.  

Impact research and evaluation is complemented by an annual impact monitoring, reflection and reporting cycle 
that is managed by a group of strategic partners. On an annual basis, they will convene key stakeholders to 
make sense collectively of the different data streams, and advise the strategic partners to make the necessary 
course adjustments. The collective sense-making processes are essential to success: they form the basis of a 
downward accountability and reflexive learning practice we want to develop. The annual collective impact 
reflections will be combined with (and build on) empowering methods for ongoing impact monitoring (such as 
most significant change, action research on traditional conflict mediation, participatory value chain analysis, and 
farmer constituency feedback committees).  

Challenges 
The long-term impact measurement and learning system presented here is emblematic for nine other programs 
under development at Oxfam America. We are building the planes very much as we are flying them and as a 
result these systems haven’t been completed, tested and revised yet. Most have gone through a long 
participatory design process and are now at the stage of having established a programmatic impact baseline 
covering the impacts and most crucial outcomes in the change theory. “Soft” evidence through outcome and 
impact monitoring will be obtained this year; “harder” evidence through impact evaluation, two to three years 
from now. An agency-wide peer review4 of the processes and products that will deliver the soft evidence on 
these programs will be carried out next year. An external evaluation of all of Oxfam America’s ten impact 
measurement and learning systems is planned for 2013-2014, when the first streams of hard evidence has come 
out of the program impact evaluations.  

Among the challenges we face in particular in this Ethiopian case, are whether there will be enough 
commitment from key players to achieve significant systematic changes that are hard to measure, and whether 
sufficient funding can be secured for elements of the program with indirect and muddled returns on investment. 
Despite the widespread acknowledgment of the need for longer term approaches in development, and the need 
to focus on root causes, few donors, foundations, or social investors are willing to invest in such a complex 
methodology and measurement system.  Finally, it is also a challenge to develop the competencies that are 
needed to manage these multi-level, multi-dimensional and multi-actor measurement and learning processes, 
understand the methodology and think outside the traditional development box. For most development 
workers and managers on the ground, in their daily routine, they prefer approaches that rather simplify the 
managerial requirements and challenges. Being committed to achieving predetermined targets, they are 
tempted to adhere to an approach that tries to prove in a relative short time frame the unambiguous success of 
“golden bullet” solutions for then replicating them at larger scale. Managers in general don’t like insecurity, 
uncertainty and fuzzy boundaries. Being confronted with complexity and uncertainty is risky and scary. In a 
context like in Ethiopia where people tend to be more risk-averse and stick with tradition, this can be 
particularly challenging. Although Oxfam’s approach is confining some of these uncertainties through using a 
theory of change, dealing with it in a systematic manner and building the interventions from a theory of change 
obviously remains somewhat counter-intuitive.  

                                                           
4 We have developed a participatory methodology called APPLE that is used for agency-wide horizontal review and planning exercises at 

meta or strategic levels. 
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Methodologically we are confronted with two major questions, which are: 

 How to establish a rigorous enough relationship between indicators and related phenomena that are 
actually quite distant from one another in time or space?  How to qualitatively keep control of 
intervening variables over many years, most of which we can’t anticipate? 

 What are then appropriate methods for measuring both qualitatively and quantitatively how 
groups/clusters of indicators move together (or not), how “leverage points” do (or do not) create wider 
ripple effects of influence?   

At the conference on “Improving the Quality of Evaluative Practice by Embracing Complexity” in Utrecht on 
May 20-21, 2010, I hope to learn from others’ experiences and obtain early feedback, advice and some fresh 
ideas for dealing with these challenges.  

Conclusion 
Oxfam America seeks to obtain robust evidence on complex changes in conditions, behaviors, relationships and 
institutions required to empower poor people for asserting their rights and transforming their lives, through a 
systems approach to measurement and learning. With the adequate leadership and sufficient commitment from 
key stakeholders, such complex changes can be realized and measured if the right combination of methods is 
deployed. The optimal match helps partners and stakeholders to probe why and when certain changes occur, 
understand the system behind it, and sculpture the program’s theory of change. Cognizant of the fact that these 
are “living” systems created through human interactions and shaped by power relations, it is extremely difficult, 
though, to find an “objective’ way of proving causal connections in particular when changes happen over long 
distances in space and time and multiple (known and unknown) variables are into play. Evidence that is robust 
enough to serve its purpose of revealing and influencing complex systems change, I believe, can be obtained 
therefore only through applying: 

a) an appropriate mix of methods in impact research and evaluation for the purpose of triangulation;  
b) appropriate collective analysis & sense-making methods for the purpose of validation; and  
c) appropriate methods for obtaining data on the individual grant and non-grant activities of the program, 

which implies verification. 

Groundbreaking in Oxfam America’s impact measurement & learning systems is  

1. The use of a system of indicators to measure “impact” which is defined in terms  of “empowerment” 
and measured consistently and iteratively over a longer period of time (10 years);  

2. The use of a change modeling approach by visualizing a program’s theory of change and mapping out its 
system of indicators, which helps partners and stakeholders get their heads around the system and 
make sense of complex data; 

3. A serious attempt to sidestep the dichotomy  of “objectivism” versus “subjectivism” through a systems 
approach that brings different data streams together --from ongoing internal tracking by partners and 
external impact research and evaluation by an external research partner-- in a curriculum of impact 
reflection and meta-learning with key stakeholders; and  

4. The attempt to contribute to the institutionalization of the knowledge acquired over time within the 
country itself, through working with regionally or locally based research institutions (instead of 
consultants). 
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