8.
COMMON IMPACT ASSESSMENT METHODS

Table 1 (below) sets out the methods most often used in IAs, and Table 2 (on the next page) summarises the comparative strengths and weaknesses of these methods.

Table 1:
Common Impact Assessment Methods

	Method
	Key Features



	Sample Surveys
	Collect quantifiable data through questionnaires.  Usually a random sample and a matched control group are used to measure predetermined indicators before and after intervention



	Rapid Appraisal
	A range of tools and techniques developed originally as rapid rural appraisal (RRA).  It involves the use of focus groups, semi-structured interview with key informants, case studies, participant observation and secondary sources



	Participant Observation
	Extended residence in a program community by field researchers using qualitative techniques and mini-scale sample surveys




	Case Studies
	Detailed studies of a specific unit (a group, locality, organisation) involving open-ended questioning and the preparation of ‘histories’



	Participatory Learning and Action
	The preparation by the intended beneficiaries of a program of timelines, impact flow charts, village and resource maps, well-being and wealth ranking, seasonal diagrams, problem ranking and institutional assessments through group processes assisted by a facilitator




Table 2:
Comparative strengths and weaknesses of different methods

	Method

Criteria
	Surveys


	Rapid

appraisal
	Participant

observation
	Case studies
	Participatory Learning and Action

	1. Coverage (scale of applicability 


	High
	Medium
	Low
	Low
	Medium

	2. Represent-ativeness


	High
	Medium
	Low
	Low
	Medium

	3. Ease of data

standardisation,

aggregation and 

synthesis (e.g.

quantification)


	High

	Medium
	Medium or Low
	Low
	Medium or low

	4. Ability to isolate and

measure non-

project causes of change


	High
	Low
	Low
	Low
	Low

	5. Ability to cope with the attribution

problem


	High

	Medium
	Medium
	Medium
	Medium

	6. Ability to capture

qualitative information


	Low
	High
	High
	High
	High

	7. Ability to capture

causal processes


	Low
	High
	High
	Medium
	High

	8. Ability to understand complex

processes (e.g..

institution building)


	Minimal
	Medium
	High
	Medium
	Medium

	9. Ability to capture

diversity of perceptions
	Low
	High
	Very high
	Medium
	High


	Method

Criteria
	Surveys


	Rapid

appraisal
	Participant

observation
	Case studies
	Participatory Learning and Action

	10. Ability to elicit

views of women and 

disadvantaged groups


	Low
	Medium
	High
	High
(if targeted)
	Medium

	11. Ability to capture

unexpected or negative

impacts


	Low
	High

	Very high
	High
	High

	12. Ability to identify 

and articulate felt needs
	Low
	High
	High
	Medium

(due to low coverage)
	High

	13. Degree of 

participation

encouraged by method
	Low
	High

	Medium
	Medium
	Very high

	14. Potential to contribute to stakeholder capacity 

building
	Low
	High
	Low
	Medium to low
	Very high

	15. Probability of

enhancing downwards 

accountability
	Low
	High
	Medium
	Medium
	High

	16. Human resource 

requirements
	Specialist

supervision

- large numbers of

less qual-

ified field workers
	High skilled

practition-ers,who are able to rite

-up and analyse results
	Medium skilled

practitioners, with good supervision, who are prepared to commit for lengthy period
	Medium skilled

practit-ioners with good super-vision
	High skilled

practitioners

	17. Cost range
	Very high to medium
	High to medium
	Medium to low
	Medium to low
	High to Medium

	18. Timescale
	Very high to medium
	Medium to low
	High
	High to medium
	Medium to low
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Source:
Adapted from Montgomery et. al. (1996).

As mentioned in Section1, IA methods fall into three broad categories: qualitative, quantitative, and participatory. Techniques from each of these categories can be combined in any one IA, always bearing in mind the purpose of the IA.  

Quantitative approach

This most closely resembles a 'scientific method', but even with careful design is still subject to problems such as: 

· sample selection bias

· mis-specification of underlying causal relationships, and 

· respondent motivation

Selection bias may occur because of:

i. difficulties in finding a location at which the control group’s economic, physical and social environment matches that of the treatment group

ii. the treatment group systematically possessing an ‘invisible’ attribute which the control group lacks (most commonly identified as entrepreneurial drive and ability)

iii. receiving any form of intervention may result in a short-term positive response from the treatment group

iv. the control group may become contaminated by contact with the treatment group. 

Problems (i) and (iv) can be tackled by more careful selection of the control group.  This applies particularly to controlling for access to infrastructure (which has a key influence on input and output prices as well as other variables) and ensuring that the control group is located far away from the treatment group.  Problems (ii) and (iii) are more intractable, but in many cases they can be tackled by using program-accepted ‘clients-to-be’, who have not yet received the services, as the control group.  It must be noted, however, that this approach will not be valid when the take up of services is based on diffusion through a heterogeneous population.

The mis-specification of underlying causal relationships arises most commonly because of the assumption that causality is a one-way process. Overcoming this can be enormously demanding in terms of data requirements, technical expertise and costs, and is often only feasible on very rare occasions.  The main means of dealing with it are (i) tracing dropouts from both the treated and control groups; (ii) only conducting IAs on relatively mature programs; (iii) interim impact monitoring activities to gather qualitative information about the complexity of causality; and (iv) retrospective. in-depth interviews with clients.

Respondent motivation operates at two levels.  Firstly, the people who take up the services may be more strongly motivated to participate in the intervention than those in the control group (similar to 'the entrepreneurial factor' referred to above).  Secondly, their motivation when taking part in the IA, whether it be completion of a survey form or in the conduct of an interview, may be influenced by their desire to say what they think the interviewer wants to hear, or how they relate to the interviewer, or the time they are able to give to completion of the form, and so on.  Training of interviewers to ask questions in a similar manner, and careful design of forms may help to some extent but it is impossible to completely overcome this problem

Qualitative Approach

The qualitative approach attempts to resolve some of the problems described above by seeking to provide an interpretation of the processes involved in intervention and of the impacts that have a high level of plausibility.  It recognises that there are usually different, and often conflicting, accounts of what has happened and what has been achieved by a program.  The validity of specific IAs adopting this approach has to be judged by the reader on the basis of:

(i)
the logical consistency of the arguments and materials presented; 

(ii)
the strength and quality of the evidence provided; 

(iii) 
the degree of triangulation used to cross-check evidence; 

(iv) 
the quality of the methodology; and 

(v) 
the reputation of the researcher(s).  

Although such work has been common in development studies for decades, it is only during the 1980s that its relevance for IA has been recognised. This recognition has arisen partly because of the potential contribution of qualitative approaches (especially in understanding changes in social relations, the nature of program staff-beneficiary relations and fungibility) and partly because of the widespread recognition that much IA survey work was based on inaccurate information collected by questionnaire from biased samples.  Low budget and low rigour IAs claiming to adopt the scientific method were at best pseudo-science, but more often simply bad science, despite the sophisticated analytical tools that were applied to poor datasets.

However, IAs with their roots in the humanities have considerable difficulties with regard to the attribution of cause and effect. Such studies cannot usually demonstrate the causal link as they are not able to generate a ‘without program’ control group (although at times some researchers neglect to mention this to the reader and simply assume causality). Instead, causality is inferred from the information about the causal chain collected from intended beneficiaries and key informants, and by comparisons with data from secondary sources about changes in out-of-program areas.  Problems also arise because not infrequently the labels ‘rapid appraisal’, ‘mini-survey’ and ‘case study’ are applied to work which has been done in an ad hoc manner and does not achieve a minimum professional standard in terms of informant selection and the rigor of data collection and analysis.  Examples of this include: i) basing data collection only in program areas that are performing well, and surveying best clients, and ii) inferring that the data collected in one area applies to all clients without explaining this assumption.

While such studies cannot provide the degree of confidence in their conclusions that a fully resourced scientific method approach can yield, in some cases their conclusions may be more valid than survey based IA work that masquerades as science but has not collected data with scientific rigor.  Whatever, it is becoming increasingly common to combine ‘scientific’ and ‘humanities’ approaches so as to check the validity of information and provide added confidence in the. In the future dealing with attribution by multi-method approaches seems the way forward.

Participatory Approaches:  PLA (Participatory Learning and Action)

In the last five years participatory approaches to development planning and management have moved from being a fringe activity to centre stage.  While many donor agencies, have simply added a bit of PLA to their existing procedures, it can be argued that this is inappropriate as conceptually participatory approaches challenge the validity and utility of the scientific method as applied to developmental problems.  

According to this line of argument the scientific/quantitative method fails as:

· it ignores the complexity, diversity and contingency of winning a livelihood; 

· it reduces causality to simple unidirectional chains, rather than complex webs; 

· it measures the irrelevant or pretends to measure the immeasurable; and, 

· it empowers professionals, policymakers and elites, thus reinforcing the status quo and directly retarding the achievement of development goals.  

Supporters of participatory approaches do not believe that ultimately there is one objective reality that must be understood.  Rather, there are multiple realities and before any analysis or action is taken the individuals concerned must ask themselves, ‘whose reality counts?’.  Their answer is that the perceived reality of the poor must take pride of place as, if development is about ‘empowering the poor’ or ‘empowering women’ (as virtually all development agencies now say), then the first step towards empowerment is ensuring that ‘the poor’ or ‘women’ take the lead in problem identification and analysis and knowledge creation.

For impact assessment the purist PLA line is damning: conventional baseline surveys are virtually useless for impact assessments, and the question now is about how widely local people can be enabled to identify their own indicators, establish their own participatory baselines, monitor change, and evaluate causality.  By this means two objectives may be achieved: 

(i)
better impact assessments, and 

(ii) 
intended beneficiaries will be empowered through the research process itself

In practice, the art of participatory impact assessment (PIA) is in its infancy and a pragmatic rather than a purist approach has been common. 

The reliability of participatory methods varies enormously, as with ‘scientific’ surveys, depending largely on the motivation and skills of facilitators and those investigated and the ways in which informants’ perceptions of the consequences of research are addressed.  Nevertheless, it is argued that a number of rigorous comparative studies have shown that, when well-conducted, participatory methods can be more reliable than conventional surveys.

To date the literature on PLA and PIA has only partially addressed the issue of attribution.  From a scientific perspective PIA has grave problems because:

· of the subjectivity of its conceptualisations of impact; 

· the subjectivity of the data used to assess impact; 

· the variables and measures used vary from case to case and do not permit comparison; 

· its pluralist approach may lead to a number of mutually conflicting accounts being generated about causality; and, 

· the assumption that because lots of people are taking part in an exercise means that all are able to ‘voice’ their concerns (so that opinions are representative) is naive about the nature of local power relations.  

From the perspective of a ‘new professional', however, such a set of accounts is unproblematic, as it reflects the complexity and contingency of causality in the real world.  In addition, it can be argued that PIA contributes to program goals (perhaps particularly in terms of empowering women and the poor) by not facilitating the continued dominance of target groups by powerful outsiders.  

Because of the different pattern of strengths and weaknesses offered by each method of IA, there has been a growing consensus amongst impact assessors that the central question is no longer "what is the optimal method for this study" but rather "what mix of methods is most appropriate for this study, and how should they be combined."  

Depending on the level of resources available and the context, impact studies increasingly seek to combine the strengths of different approaches and, in particular, seek to combine the advantages of sample survey and statistical approaches (representativeness, quantification and attribution) with the advantages of humanities or participatory approaches (ability to uncover processes, capture the diversity of perceptions, views of minorities, unexpected impacts etc). 

In well resourced studies with long time scales all of these different methods may be utilised in a comprehensive fashion.  In cases where a high degree of statistical confidence is required (for example, when it is desired to ‘prove’ impact for policy or major investment purposes) then a large scale, longitudinal sample survey must be mounted, preferably supported and triangulated by the use of their methods on a limited scale.  By contrast, if an IA is required to provide independent corroboration of the impact of a small scale program and strengthen aspects of its implementation then a mix of rapid appraisal and small scale survey is likely to be appropriate.  

Table 3 (next page) summarises the conditions in which key methods are, and are not, appropriate.

Table 3:
Conditions in which key methods are, and are not, appropriate




Source:
Adapted from Montgomery et al 1996.
	Sample Surveys are appropriate when:
	Rapid Appraisal and/or PLA are appropriate when:
	Participant Observation and/or Case Studies are 

appropriate when:

	A project affects large numbers of beneficiaries

Policymakers require accurate estimates of project impacts

Statistical comparisons must be made between groups over time and/or between locations

Project delivery/implementation mechanisms are operating well, thereby justifying investment in the assessment of impacts

The target population is heterogeneous and it is difficult to isolate the influence of factors unrelated to the project (e.g. contextual variables, other programmes etc)
	The project is adopting or promoting participatory principles in (re-)planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation

An understanding of the motivations and perceptions of project clientele is a priority

One of the purposes of the study is to assess whether or not felt needs are being addressed by the project

The impact of community-based organisations or other institution building activities are of importance

There is a need to understand the quality of other data collected through surveys

There is a need for contextual studies before designing more complex monitoring or impact assessment exercises (e.g.. case studies, or surveys).
	An understanding of the motivations and perceptions of project clientele is a priority

Other methods (surveys and rapid appraisals) are unlikely to capture the views of minorities or women

One of the purposes of the study is to assess whether or not felt needs are being addressed by the project

The impact of community-based organisations or other institution building activities are of importance

There is a need to understand the quality of other data collected through surveys or rapid appraisals (e.g.. causal processes)

There is a need for contextual studies before designing more complex monitoring or impact assessment exercises (e.g.. before carrying out rapid appraisals, or before designing a survey)

	Sample Surveys are usually not appropriate when:
	Rapid Appraisal and/or PLA are not appropriate when:
	Participant Observation and/or Case Studies are usually not appropriate when:

	A project affects small numbers of beneficiaries

Policymakers are mainly concerned with project outcomes.  (Was infrastructure completed on time and within budget?  How many people us the health clinics?)

Project implementation is recent and untested, and it is likely that the way in which the project is implemented will have little impact at the present time.

The purpose of the assessment is to study and evaluate complex activities or processes (e.g.. the development & operation of community-based organisations; qualitative use of skills as a result of training programmes)

The purpose of the assessment is to document easily observable changes in the physical environment or other tangibles (which can be assessed through simpler, structured visits)

The purpose of the assessment is to understand whether or not the project is meeting the felt needs of project clientele
	Projects are relatively un-complex, in which bounded locations are not units of analysis (e.g.. Health centres serving a wide catchment area, or large schools serving a variety of communities)

Indicators of project impact are uncontroversial, and negative impacts are unlikely

Standardised and statistically representative generalisations for a large and diverse project population are regarded as the sole priority

Participation of clientele is not a priority (e.g.. in public administration or power sector reform, or an organisational change programme - in these types of projects more limited focus group discussions with staff may be more appropriate)


	The project is small and “uncomplicated”, providing a specific service or limited intervention which is unlikely to affect community dynamics beyond a few specific effects (e.g.. disease specific health facilities or campaigns)

Bounded locations are not units of analysis (e.g.. health centres serving a wide catchment area, or large schools serving a variety of communities)

Indicators of project impact are clear and easily measurable or assessable (by survey or rapid appraisals)

Indicators of project impact are uncontroversial, and negative impacts are unlikely

Information is needed quickly, and standardised, representative

(statistical) generalisations are regarded as the sole priority
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