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The European Evaluation Society (EES), consistent with its mission to promote the ‘the-
ory, practice and utilisation of high quality evaluation’, notes the current interest in im-
proving impact evaluation and assessment (IE) with respect to development and devel-
opment aid. EES however deplores one perspective currently being strongly advocated:
that the best or only rigorous and scientific way of doing so is through randomised con-
trolled trials {RCTs).

In contrast, the EES supports multi-method approaches to IE and does not consider any
single method such as RCTs as first choice or as the ‘gold standard’:

e The literature clearly documents how a/f methods and approaches have strengths and
limitations and that there are a wide range of scientific, evidence-based, rigorous ap-
proaches to evaluation that have been used in varying contexts for assessing impact.”

e IE is complex, particularly of multi-dimensional interventions such as many forms of
development (e.g. capacity building, Global Budget Support, sectoral development)
and consequently requires the use of a variety of different methods that can take into
account rather than dismiss this inherent complexity.

» Evaluation standards and principles from across Europe and other parts of the world
do not favour a specific approach or group of approaches - although they may re-
quire that the evaluator give reasons for selecting a particular evaluation design or
combination,

RCTs represent one possible approach for establishing impact, that may be suitable in
some situations, e.g.:

e With simple interventions where a linear relationship can be established between the
intervention and an expected outcome that can be clearly defined;

= Where it is possible and where it makes sense to ‘control’ for context and other inter-
vening factors (e.g. where contexts are sufficiently comparable) ;

* When it can be anticipated that programmes under both experimental and control
conditions can be expected to remain static (e.g. not attempt to make changes or im-
provements) often for a considerable period of time;

» Where it is possible and ethically appropriate to engage in randomisation and to en-
sure the integrity of the differences between the experimental and control conditions.

Even in these circumstances it would be ‘good practice’ not to rely on one method but
rather combine RCTs with other methods — and to triangulate the results obtained.

As with any other method, an RCT approach also has considerable limitations that may
limit its applicability and ability to contribute to policy, e.g.:

e RCT designs are acknowledged even by many of its proponents to be weak in external
validity (or generalisability), as well as in identifying the actual mechanisms that may
be responsible for differences in outcomes between the experimental and control
situations;
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e “Scaling up”, across-the-board implementation based upon the results of a limited
and closely controlled pilot situation, can be appropriate for those interventions (e.g.
drug trials) where the conditions of implementation would be the same as in the trial,
but this is rarely the case for most socio-economic interventions where policy or pro-
gramme ‘fidelity’ cannot be taken for granted;

e An RCT approach is rarely appropriate in complex situations where an cutcome arises
from interaction of multiple factors and interventions, and where it makes iittle sense
to “control” for these other factors. In a development context, as for most complex
policy interventions, outcomes are the result of multiple factors interacting simulta-
neously, rather than of a single ‘cause”;

» RCTs are limited in their ability to deal with emergent and/or unintended and unan-
ticipated outcomes as is increasingly recognised in complexity and systems research -
many positive benefits of development interventions will often be related rather than
identical to those anticipated at the policy/programme design stage;

s RCTs generally are less suited than other approaches in identifying what works for
whom and under what circumstances, Identifying what mechanisms lead to an identi-
fied change is particularly important given the varying contexts under which devel-
opment typically takes place and is essential for making evidence-based improve-
ments.

We also note that RCTs are based upon a successionist {sometimes referred to as ‘fac-
tual’) model of causality that neglects the links between intervention and impact and ig-
nores other well understood scientific means of establishing causality, e.g.:

¢ Both the natural and social sciences (e.g. physics, astronomy, economics) recognise
other forms of causality, such as generative (sometimes referred to as ‘physical’)
causality that involve identifying the underlying processes that lead to a change. An
important variant of generative causality is known as the modus operandi that in-
volves tracing the ‘signature’, where one can trace an observable chain of events that
links to the impact.

e Other forms of causality recognise simultaneous and/or alternative causal strands,
e.g. acknowledging that some factors may be necessary but not sufficient to bring
about a given result, or that an intervention could work through one or more causal
paths. In non-linear relationships, sometimes a small additional effort can serve as a
‘tipping point” and have a disproportionately large effect.

* Some research literature questions whether simple ‘causality’ (vs. ‘contribution’ or
‘reasonable attribution’) is always the right approach, given the complexity of factors
that necessarily interact in contemporary policy - many of them in specific contexts.

EES also notes that in the context of the Paris Declaration, it is appropriate for the inter-
national evaluation community to work together in supporting the enhancement of devel-
opment partner capacity to undertake IE. Mandating a specific approach could undermine
the spirit of the Paris Declaration and as the literature on evaluation utilisation has dem-
onstrated, limit buy-in and support for evaluation and for subsequent action.

In conclusion, EES welcomes the increased attention and funding for improving IE, pro-
vided that this takes a muiti-method approach drawing from the rich diversity of existing
frameworks and one that engages both the developed and developing world. We would
be pleased to join with others in participating in this endeavour.
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Notes

' This statement was drafted on behalf of the EES Board of Directors by an ad hoc work-
group consisting of: Burt Perrin, Chair and EES Secretary; Sandra Speer, EES board
member; Murray Saunders, EES President (as of 1 January 2008); Nicoletta Stame, im-
mediate Past President of EES; and Elliot Stern, EES Past President and editor of Fvalua-
tion, and Zenda Ofir, EES member and Past President (and current board member) of the
African Evaluation Association (AfrEA). All EES members had an opportunity to comment
upon an earlier draft of this statement; all comments received supported the statement,
which following minor revisions was then approved by the EES Board of Directors.

* It is beyond the scope of this brief statement to include a review of the literature, or a
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