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Highlights

. At the foundation of evaluation practice is the determination of value and how to go about
assessing it. Mertens’ Transformative Evaluation begins with articulating the underlying Assumption of
all evaluands as action for the promotion of social justice and human rights

. assumptions about best practices and gold standards approaches to complexity in program
evaluation theory are discussed in Chen’s ‘Interfacing Theories of Program with Theories of Evaluation
for Advancing Evaluation Practice: Reductionism, Systems Thinking, and Pragmatic Synthesis’

. Archibald et al. use case studies based on evaluative thinking workshops from Ethiopia and
Zambia to illustrate the links between examine assumptions, developing Theories of Change, and
adaptive management.

. Chatteriji uses a variety of social programs from sectors as diverse as improving educational
attainment and supporting basic needs of refugee populations to illustrate the complex characteristics
of many contemporary evaluands.

. A plethora of assumptions underlie any social intervention and that it is necessary to use a
number of approaches to open up the black box of program theory.

. Morrow and Nkwake, argue that assumption-aware tools for more appropriate and effective
program theory development have not been systematically compared or organized into useful
descriptive categories based on intended use.

. A three-tier framework for fostering agency for assumption-aware evaluation practice is
proposed-agency for themselves (evaluators); agency for others (stakeholders); and agency for
standards and principles.



Abstract

This final chapter in the volume pulls together coom themes from the diverse set of articles by
a group of eight authors in this issue, and prassmine reflections on the next steps for
improving the ways in which evaluators work witlsasptions. Collectively, the authors

provide a broad overview of existing and emergipgraaches to the articulation and use of
assumptions in evaluation theory and practice.dttbors reiterate the rationale and key
terminology as a common basis for working with aggtion in program design and evaluation.
They highlight some useful concepts and categaeoiaatto promote more rigorous treatment of
assumptions in evaluation. A three-tier framewankfbéstering agency for assumption-aware
evaluation practice is proposed-agency for thenesefgvaluators); agency for others

(stakeholders); and agency for standards and ptexi

Key terms: Future of assumption-aware evaluatiammglexity; Agency

Introduction

The articles in this special issue outline thegdophical basis, mechanisms, and evidence from
recent cases to illustrate how working with assuomgtimproves evaluations and program
design particularly in complex environments. Nkwakel Morrow lay out the philosophical
basis for working with assumptions and make anraegu for the development of a typology of
the assumptions that permeate our practice of Btialu Mertens in the second article links the
practice of working with assumptions in evaluatiorthe transformative power of rooting

evaluative practice in social justice and humahtagChen makes an argument for better



approaches to working with assumptions on a pragrbasis -- they improve both program

theory and evaluation theory -- leading to morecf’e programs and better evaluation designs.

Archibald et al present evidence of how workinghaassumptions specifically enables adaptive
management, adapting program theory to contexteswting in greater agency and
empowerment of front line staff. The final artichg; Morrow and Nkwake, attempts to put these
concepts into some historical perspective by uimag the changing role of the evaluator and
development of assumption-aware tools as our pmeseeks to improve evaluation and
design for increasingly complex evaluands in eyaathic and more complex contexts. The
particular focus on the development of tools igmmaed to both provide insight to the
development of assumption-aware practice but algeige readers with some options for

integrating more assumption-aware design and etrafugnto their own work.

Diver se view points on assumptionsfound in thisvolume:

Nkwake and Morrow open this volume arguing the das@ more systematic approach to
working with assumptions in program evaluation dadign. The practice of surfacing and
examining assumptions has deep historical and sploical roots. Although evaluators face a
plethora of unexamined assumptions in their praaimd work with stakeholders, the research
and has taken place in a piece-meal fashion wélttimcept of evaluations being picked up by a
variety of authors. Nkwake and Morrow believe thetter approaches and tools for working
with assumptions is fundamental to improving eviduaand program design in complex
contexts and with complex evaluands for a variétygasons including unexpected outcomes,
ubiquitous feedbacks, fuzzy boundaries and linkafjesvariety of scales. Articulating and
testing assumptions is one way for making increalgarogress and learn through reflection.

Ultimately working with assumptions enables therageof evaluators and stakeholders to move



forward despite uncertainty. The first step to g an assumption- aware practice is
development of a common typology for the most comitypes of assumptions found in
evaluative practice. The authors propose the foligvas the basis for an assumption aware

typology for evaluands:

Normative assumptions:

These are the considerations, right from beformtnvention is devised, that there exists and
problem (or opportunity) that deserves a respohatthere is a discrepancy between the reality

and what is ideal.

Diagnostic assumptions

Diagnostic assumptions are stated as stakeholgerséptions of the major and minor causes of
the core problems. Since the intervention to addagsroblem is based on the causes of that
problem, diagnostic assumptions are crucial toranative theory and need to be examined from

design, implementation and evaluation perspectives

Prescriptive assumptions

Prescriptive assumptions have to do with the iretion or strategy devised to resolve the
problem or to reach a stated program goal, whiphesents stakeholders’ beliefs of what could

be the most appropriate approach for addressingrtiidem or responding to an opportunity.

Causal Assumptions

Causal assumptions explain how initial and intenatedchanges resulting from program
implementation will bring about longer term changHse difference between prescriptive and

causal assumptions is that while prescriptive agsioms are related to strategies (and



alternatives) devised to address a problem, caissaimptions relate to how the immediate
results of a strategy program or intervention (atgpare expected to lead to long-term desired

changes (outcomes and impacts).

External or contextual assumptions

Considered to be factors in the external enviroriroéa program beyond stakeholders’ control

that are preconditions for achieving expected augn

At the foundation of evaluation practice is theedetination of value and how to go about
assessing it. Mertens’ Transformative Evaluatiogitewith articulating the underlying
assumption of all evaluands as action for the pt@nmf social justice and human rights
(Mertens 2008). By starting with a clear articudatof the primary purpose of program or
intervention, there is a larger framework to guiésign and methodological choices. With this
articulation of the axiological basis of Transfotima Evaluation, a complete evaluation
approach can be built on a foundation that cldangrs cultural relevance and responsiveness,
promotion of underrepresented and marginalizedesyiand the promotion of social change.
Understanding the power dynamics and the assungpienind actions and relationships are
therefore the key to obtaining the desired progratioor policy impacts. In this volume,
Mertens extends these ideas of Transformative Btialuto the different types of assumptions
that are made in design and evaluation proceskesh®n provides examples of the utility in
assumption awareness when working with wicked @moislthat involve the interaction of
multiple systems, contradictory perspective anderity of interactions that obscure causal
relations such as climate change, health behavamdsexual violence. The transformative
perspective is then articulated with respect tolagical, ontological, epistemological and

methodological assumptions (see figurel).



Figure 1. Different levels of transfor mative assumptions (Mertens this volume).

Transformative Axiological Assumption holds thaakation should be performed in the
service of social justice; this is important be@dscrimination and oppression are

systemic; failure to address these problems sisstairoppressive status quo.

Transformative Ontological Assumption holds thdtedent versions of reality exist and
these come from different social positionalitidsere are consequences associated with
accepting one version of reality over another; @atalrs have a responsibility to make
visible those versions of reality that sustain @spron and those that support the path to

social justice.

Transformative Epistemological Assumption holdd thiierences in power impact the
ability to accurately identify problems and soluisp evaluators need to establish trusting
relationships with the full range of stakeholdewigys in order to obtain an accurate pictufe

of the phenomenon under study.

Transformative Methodological Assumption holds ttialogic moments are critical to
understanding phenomenon from different perspestieealuators can use mixed methods
to be responsive to diverse stakeholder groupsaodpture the complexity of the

phenomenon under study in ways that contribut@ttastransformation.

Mertens argues that interrogating assumptions fi@acial justice perspective leads to more

culturally relevant and therefore more appropraatd effective interventions. In particular,



transformative causal assumptions take into acooumextual assumptions related to cultural
complexity and human rights. A clear outcome afisfarmative evaluation is a focus on the role
of the evaluator, the participation of a diversifyparticipants, and a focus on process.
“Evaluators reflect and make explicit their axiakmg, ontological and epistemological
assumptions, they are better able to choose theoth@bgies, for use in their inquiries”

(Mertens this volume).

Choice of methodology is perhaps the most conenedevisible aspect of the transformative
approach and implies many of the aspects seersimggtion-aware tools including iterative

participation and surfacing underrepresented ortiznigated theories of change.

Furthermore, surfacing assumptions helps avoidrisenderstanding of the nature of problems
from the stakeholders’ perspective — so they carnthesir assets and actions to participate in the
solution. Purposeful inclusion, local oversight aniked methods are the recommendations
derived from cases presented from India. Mali, Kysgan — examples of problems that had
more complex roots in context of power relatiorantperhaps initially considered by program

designers.

Finally, examining assumptions increases potefdaradocial change. Focus on composition of
the team, governance and context are the ofte@taasbut crucially important aspects of
successful program design and evaluation. Merthis \(olume) then incites evaluators to base
evaluation questions on the central axiologicaliaggion of the proposition of social justice and
human rights and to focus inquire on resilience @aphbilities of the stakeholders. Evaluators
should use mixed methods with a focus on partimpaind broad qualitative understanding of

contextual aspects and a focus on stakeholderiexgerand world-view. Applying the



transformative approach to working with assumptioktisnately promotes empowerment,

dignity and agency of all stakeholders involved.

In the third article, assumptions about best pcastand gold standards approaches to
complexity in program evaluation theory are disedsi® Chen'’s ‘Interfacing Theories of
Program with Theories of Evaluation for Advancingaiiation Practice: Reductionism, Systems
Thinking, and Pragmatic SynthesiReductionism, where simple cause and effect reishigps
between interventions and outcomes are measuredlginexperimental evaluation designs, are
first examined in situations that Chen refers thvasderate complexity’. Moderate complexity
are typified by development and public health wéations where actions are based on some
formal theory and/or experimental results but atgsame time applied in real world contexts.
Often put forward as the gold standard for evatumtialidity, experimental evaluation designs
seen today, according to Chen, proceed from workybsr in the 1940’s and 50’s on the

relation of activities to program objectives anaigahat have been married with a singular
focus on the importance of internal validity andhrols following Campbell evaluation (Tyler,
1942; Tyler, 1950; Campbell, 1963). An importarttafeassumptions underlie these approaches.
First it is assumed that the goals and objectiveéseoprogram are clear, shared, appropriate and
relevant. These types of assumptions can be brgaolyped under the categories of prescriptive
and diagnostic assumptions put forward by NkwakKd.82. Perhaps most problematic in
complex contexts is the predominant assumptiontbeatunctional relationship between an
intervention and intended outcome observed undarals are maintained in real world settings

-- captured in the concept of a category of caassimptions(ibid.)

Systems approaches that focus on relationshipsaptdre feedbacks are often put forward as a

way to better characterize the function of a prognaa complex setting and capture both



intended and unintended consequences (Patton P@idrs 2014). Perhaps most useful to
understanding how programs actually function in ve&ld settings, the systems concept of
bounded rationality captures information about peagting based on differing purposes or
rationalities as a primary determinate of sociatem behavior (Midgely 2003). The potential
benefits of increased understanding from thesesysapproaches seem to be offset by a lack of
development in analytical methods and the tendempyovide too much information and

produce results are difficult to communicate tdstelders. The underlying assumption then
seems to be that both complexity and systems tign&re ‘cutting-edge’ in evaluation and

should therefore be considered together (Chervtitisne). This could be considered as a

paradigmatic assumption.

Pragmatic synthesis is then proposed by Chen abemway to develop evaluation program
theory and assumes that interventions have dupbpar Interventions are intended to both be
effective through appropriate action and at theesime to manage context. Borrowing a
criteria from a pragmatist perspective, pragmatittsesis asks if the program evaluation theory
is useful by in view of a real world challenges axgectations of a manager or client involved
in an actual development or global health type @og In Chen’s pragmatic synthesis,
assumptions about the program theory and the e@hudeory are continually challenged

assessed and the program is adjusted in the foltpsteps:

° seeking the existence and desirability of joifé&k as complementary to ruling

out threats to internal validity

° capturing unintended positive effects and othalwerld benefits from simple
tools like a checklist as an alternative to infotioa overload from some holistic

approaches



° expand credible evidence on effectiveness andliyab

° focus transferability as a targeted approach &uating external validity

° valuing stakeholder theories of causality andeddehlue of these theories to

formal theory

) bottom-up dissemination of evaluation learningagga to top-down approaches

These steps interactive and participatory appraattharticulating and challenging the
assumptions that may limit the usefulness of evana in specific ways and are particularly
problematic in evaluations of complex evaluandsmaomplex contexts. Chen essentially looks
at explicating assumptions in program theory asdaseful in two ways. Prescriptive
assumptions about how to do the intervention infamaction model. Descriptive assumptions
about causality inform change model and the intdrudeisal linkages. Chen is basically saying
that explicating assumptions both helps a prograreftective and work in context. Pragmatism

is about interventions that work on these two Isvel

Chen proposes that the benefits of following a praiic synthesis approach include:

) With the availability of pragmatic synthesis, exatbrs have a better perspective

to follow for assessing these program and bett@irggstakeholders’ evaluation interest

and needs.
° without the information overload or overwhelmingnaplexity --
° Proposes a set of tools/approaches: adjuvants,gtiects, viability evaluation,

and the bottom-up approach provide more manageabl@pplicable options for

addressing systems issues.
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) Testing and cumulating stakeholders’ knowledgetantnologies.

° New ideas and insights for developing cutting-eelg@uation concepts and

approaches.

In summary, Chen rejects Universalist claims ofiggihndards and best practices such as
reductionism and systems thinking on the pragmgt@inds that they are just not that useful for
the development of program evaluation theory in enatély complex contexts where most
development and global health interventions takegl A contingency approach that
acknowledges that different situation require défe perspectives and approaches is preferred.
Although there may be other tools, approachestiagng, testing and adjusting assumptions
seem to be at the heart of the proposed stepskimgnarogram evaluation theory and their

associated policy and programs more useful.

In the fourth article of this volume, Archibaldat use case studies based on evaluative thinking
workshops from Ethiopia and Zambia to illustrate links between examine assumptions,
developing Theories of Change, and adaptive manageavaluative Thinking builds upon the
basis of Critical Thinking, the systematic reviefraegidence to support beliefs and/or action, to
the question of the value of that action (Trochimale2012, Preskill, and Torres 1999, Buckley
et al. 2015). The authors identify the four eletaaai ET at the basis of their ToC workshops as,
“(1) identifying assumptions, (2) posing thoughtfulestions, (3) pursuing deeper understanding
through reflection and perspective taking, andrffdrming decisions in preparation for action.”
Further developing the link between examining aggions and the pragmatist tradition
discussed in the article by Chen, examining assiompts undertaken to clarify and come to
agreement on a common understanding as the bagisofmoting action. And then assessing the

value of that assumption by the resulting desirabkeomes of that action.
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The workshops that are the subject of the caseestatle intended to improve project
management by Catholic Relief Services staff indgla and Zambia as part of the larger Gate’s
Foundation Emergency Capacity Building program. ptaects themselves are funding by
USAID that has been promoting the use of Theori€Shange to enhance management
particularly of complex programs in complex envirents and more specifically in its

Technical References for Food For Peace DevelopFaod Assistance Projects, “identify and
explicitly present all assumptions underlying theCT (USAID, 2015b, p. 15). The workshops,
according to the authors, are intended to fosteticoous reflection and learning to enable the
emergence of adapted practices and increase thaangle and sustainability of CRS programs.
To do this, they follow a process of surfacing aggtions, reviewing evidence for alternative

explanations, and then building consensus on aeafraction or common understanding.

The authors identify three types of assumptionigwiong Nkwake’s classification, as important
to their workshops causal, prescriptive and paradigc assumptions are useful in surfacing
during the development of a ToC. Authors suggest TloC models are seen as offering
practitioners a way to engage more transparently @amplex change based on experience.
They also identify some risks associated with pinecess are related to the subjectivity and a
degree of arbitrariness surrounding the identifbcatind selection of assumptions. A second
round of workshops after initial implementationtioé projects found that causal assumptions in
the program logic that had been shown to not halel $such as willingness to take on new
approaches or include men in women’s savings grolps reaction of the participants was to
take another look at causal assumptions and prahspédf to collect more data, set up small

experiments to elaborate the program logic.

12



Perhaps the greatest revelation in the Evaluathrieking workshops, was the engagement and
interest of a wide range of frontline and backa&fprogram staff. “What we found instead was
that these front-line community educators were Iyitylearn ways to conceptualize the theory
behind their work, to share their frustrations alibe real-world barriers to project success that
they experience in their daily practice, and toregp their desire to be more involved in program

planning.”

In evaluating the effectiveness of the workshopstigipants were asked what they could do
now after the workshop that was new — and surgristmmber of the comments focused on

working with assumptions:

“Teasing out assumptions along pathway model; Sdieknative explanation
of assumptions before | take them as true and \adglmptions; Question
certain assumptions through meetings and trainimgjsding during my field
visits; Critically thinking about assumptions; Coimsly identify
assumptions; analyze assumptions for alternativeplaeations; Have
colleagues to mine my assumptions on the modelhatg me use evaluative
thinking to re-evaluate my model;, How to spot impliand explicit
assumptions in the design of a project/activitystT@&ssumptions; Am able to
identify assumption in my project pathway modegnh able to accept critics
because the peer review challenged me that it'salhdhat | see right that is
right; other people may see something differenknéw about the six hats
exercise but feel | can use it more effectivelylmatgroup of people to surface
“unseen” interpretations or understandings related specific issue; Be more
critical of the assumptions that | held about myrkve a reawakening of
reason.”(Archibald et al. this volume)

Participants in the ET workshops identified workimigh assumptions as critical learning and
readably applicable to their work with frontlin@ft Identifying assumptions, testing
alternatives and revisiting causal assumptions sedre critical to adaptive management.
Working with assumptions in Evaluative thinking el particularly relevant when facilitators
asked participants “to identify possible assumgitivat they might be leading to the poor state

of health in their community. This aspect of ourkvbints strongly at the prospect of ET serving

13



as a conduit for frontline staff and beneficiaryatvement in evaluation and program planning

processes”.

A methodological note on working with the assummsichat underlie methodological choices in
evaluation design for Complex Social Programs éssthbject of the'(or perhaps move td™
article in this volume. Chatterji (this volume) ssevariety of social programs from sectors as
diverse as improving educational attainment anghsrimg basic needs of refugee populations
to illustrate the complex characteristics of maogtemporary evaluands. When choosing
approaches to designing an impact evaluation @8R, these complex characteristics confound
the basic assumptions of more experimental desigdspecifically violate some key
assumptions of Randomized Control Trials (ibidha@erji then provides insight on how to
recognize is a social program is indeed a CSP aggests potential approaches to undertaking
impact evaluations as an alternative to RCT. Radrty important is iterative reflection and the
use of both qualitative and quantitative methodsnrappropriate sequence the author describes

as Extended-term Mixed Method approach.

Chatterji (this volume) continues with the prentisat a plethora of assumptions underlie any
social intervention and that it is necessary toausamber of approaches to open up the black
box of program theory. Comprehensive programs wiititiple levels and multiple interventions
introduce more complex and an even more diversefagtderlying assumptions. The author
counsels a pragmatic approach in which appropitatis are chosen based on the phase of the
design to implementation to evaluation continuurngtterji, 2005; 2009). Through the use of
multiple sources of information and multiple approas and tools, alternative theories of

causation may begin to be ruled out. As the progsaimplemented in context, reflection and

14



analysis can begin to prove, disprove and evewtsakngthen the program theory as causal

assumptions are systematically identified and teste

In the sixth article, Morrow and Nkwake, argue thssumption-aware tools for more
appropriate and effective program theory develogrhaxe not been systematically compared or
organized into useful descriptive categories basemhtended use. The paper reviews twelve
alternative approaches with associated tools tlak with assumptions to strengthen the causal
linkages and theory for program design and evalnatEvaluators interested in the potential
benefits of understanding how programs work wiffedent stakeholders in different contexts
have often characterized evaluations that focug @mimeasuring achievement of predetermined
objectives as ‘black box’ evaluations (Dyehouseajrigdt, Harbor, Childress, & Dark, 2009).
These benefits of theory-based approaches are numand appealing for a number of different
applications such as learning, greater accountghiinplications for scalability as well as
contribution to innovation and adaptation. Evalusiaterested in unpacking the mechanisms
seen to be producing outcomes through explicatiaghanisms and how they work in context
have developed a number of methods and tools widédyred to as theory-based approaches
likened to ‘white boxes’ or ‘clear boxes’ (Dyehouseal, 2009). The Logical Framework
Approach placed assumptions definitively externghe program and outside the boundary of
program management. Nkwake’s (2013) diagnostisagoigtive, and causal assumptions
highlight the value of working with assumptionsairtal to the program as well as assumptions
that help define the nature and extent of prograombaries or programing ‘box’, what should

be contained in the ‘box’, and how best make lisagithin and across boundaries. Ten of the
reviewed assumption-aware tools are mentionedanipus assumption focused articles by

Nkwake (2013) and Leeuw (2003). The Casual Lop fusgand Strategy Assessment Approach

15



were added to the review from subsequent discusgitrfellow evaluators on the list serve

M&E News (2013).

Participation and enhanced facilitation is a priymaethod for both surfacing assumptions and
for comparing alternative causal paths, linkaged,assumptions. Slightly more than half of the
reviewed tools explicitly require participation.rBeipation is usually further defined by large
and diverse number of stakeholders including nadiional stakeholder groups. Nearly all of
these approaches cite a weakness as these procassestime consuming. In the end, any
additional time requirements need to be balancadagthe potential benefits and authors tend

to propose that the extra effort is warranted wiverking with complex evaluands and contexts.

Discussion: current and future state of assumption-awar e practice; what isthe potential to

empower the agency of evaluators, stakeholdersand evaluation practice?

Perhaps most striking when taking stock of asswnpdiware evaluation practice is the shear
ubiquity of assumptions underlying the design avaluation process. Assumptions play key
roles at different stages of program design, impletation, and evaluation. There are
assumptions in the program theory and also in tb#hatdologies and approaches to valuing the
program. The authors in this volume and thoselthae been cited from the literature discuss
the problems encountered while working with assuongtfrom a diversity of viewpoints and

for application in a diversity of evaluation sitioais. This is likely one of the key factors
contributed to a proliferation of tools that addrést professional requirements of evaluators to

do more to surface and articulate assumptionscétt @iethe stages of design and evaluation.

16



To determine if these tools and approaches havéheowhole, been proven to improve practice
and have potential to improve future practice, wrag ask if they help evaluators be more
efficient and effective at their work in the fadecomplexity. Perhaps more importantly if the
evaluation process has had an impact. We propasepas a valid expression of evaluation
process impact particularly for complex evaluaraile;the stakeholders more empowered with
deeper knowledge of their theories including atétian of previously unarticulated
assumptions; Are evaluators better able to wokyimamic and chaotic contexts and with

complex evaluands in ways that benefit a broadiaeidsive group of stakeholders? .

Narayan (2005) defines Agency as the expansioreetibm of choice and action to shape one’s
life-). According to Sen (2001), a person’s ageisoyne’s ability to act on behalf of what he or
she values and has reason to value. Agency isedkfiith respect to the goals at hand, as well

as the freedoms and capabilities to pursue thosls galkire, 2006).

Meyer and Jepperson (2000: 117) analytically digtish three types of agency:

° Agency for itself
) Agency for others
° Agency for standards and principals

Agency for itselfor for ‘themselves’) takes into account the cali@ds and goals of individuals
and collectivities such as professions, specialiganizations and national states acting on their
own behalfAgency for othersonsiders actions of individuals, groups, orgatiiors and states
on behalf of others-such as individuals, familgg®ups, organizations or other statégency

for standards and principlescts on behalf of a principle, such as human sighansparency,

17



good governance, social responsibility, and sciehiseen rationalization (Meyer and Jepperson

2000; Ahonen, 2015).

As demonstrated in this volume, examining evaluamd evaluation assumptions is essential for
successful interventions and helpful evaluations.tAérefore propose three levels at which

agency for assumption-aware evaluation practicebediostered:

1. Assumption-aware evaluation as agency for theraseEvaluators are
committed to and have capacity for examining tbain assumptions about evaluands,

stakeholders’ expectations, and appropriatenesgtiods.

2. Assumption-aware evaluation as agency for otlieraluators are committed to
and have the capability to help/facilitate progrstakeholders to examine their
assumptions about evaluands and evaluations (tkejrcredibility and boundaries for

rigor and resourcing).

3. Assumption-aware evaluation as agency for stailsdand principles: That
institutions (development organizations, donoregpams, evaluation associations, etc.

put in place a policies and standards that enceutagexplication of assumptions.

1. Assumption-awar e evaluators and agency for themselves

In order to become more aware of the assumptionsake, evaluators need to recognize the
power of the unconscious mind. Social psycholodiasige seen a rapid accumulation of evidence
both for the limitations of the conscious mind @nel power of the unconscious mind. The
limitations of the conscious mind are highlightad¥Vegner's (2002) analysis of the role of
consciousness in human thinking and action. He dtiaally demonstrates "the illusion of

conscious will" in which human beings not only odaiesponsibility but also intention for

18



actions over which they had exactly no controla Wariety of tasks and contexts, humans tend to
attribute their own behavior to premeditated intamtrather than to unconscious processes.
Conscious will is consistently given more creddrths due, despite robust evidence about its
limitations. The mere conscious desire ndbeédbiased does not eliminate implicit bias, cogtrar

to conscious intention.

Implicit social cognition is an umbrella term ugectapture the idea that thoughts and feelings
may operate outside the purview of conscious avesgrcontrol, and intention; in contrast,
explicit social cognition involves thought and teliation (Greenwald and Banaji 1995). In a
growing, multi method body of research, automati@ilnexamined assumptions) has been found
to play some role in virtually every cognitive pess studied, and its inevitability has been
cleverly termed the "unbearable automaticity ohgeiBargh& Chartrand, 1999). For example,
research has indicated the influence of implicitagr stereotypes (Banaji and Hardin 1996;

Blair and Banaji 1996) and implicit age stereotypelsuman resource practices.

The more evaluators intentionally bring the congsimind to bear, the more we become
mindful of the potential for unconscious biasesngéntentional about examining or unearthing
implicit bias is similar Banaji’'s (2000?) metaplafrthe driver of a misaligned car deliberately
counteracting its pull. l.e. evaluators can developscious strategies to counteract the pull of
their unconscious biases. What's required is vig@acontinual awareness of the need to

explicate assumptions.

Assumption-awar e evaluation practice

Evaluators are committed to and have the capalditelp/facilitate program stakeholders to

examine their assumptions about evaluands andai@is (their use, credibility and boundaries
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for rigor and resourcing). The major question hethat of tools and approaches available to

facilitate the examination of stakeholder assunmstid hese tools are discussed in chapter 6.

Assumption-awar e standards and principles

In her definition of agency within empowerment, &lg@n (2007) argues that individuals’
expressions of agency (agency for themselves armtliers) must be supported by an enabling
institutional and social environment. This is wisateferred to as “opportunity structure”.

Agency for principles and standards requires tihs to establish policies that encourage the
examination of assumptions. USAID’s evaluation @pli2013) places clear emphasis on
articulation of assumptions in program designs:rfipared to evaluations of projects with weak
or vague causal maps and articulation of aims,ameexpect to learn much more from
evaluations of projects that are designed fronotiteet with clear development hypotheses,
realistic expectations of the value and scale siflte, and clear understanding of implementation

risks.”

Other institutions have established evaluationgoesi that do not directly emphasize the
examination of assumptions but allude to the neexzkémined assumptions in terms of
objectivity, etc. For example, The Global EnvirommnEacility M&E policy articulates among
the guiding principles that: “Evaluation practiced follow established standards, ensuring the
credibility, impartiality, transparency, and usekess of evaluation projects.” The European
Bank for Reconstruction and Development Evaluapolicy (2013) has for one of its principles:
“Effective evaluation requires that the intendetcomes of institutional activities are expressed

and monitored in a way that can be assessed drathe of objective evidence.”
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United Nations Development program (UNDP)’s evabrapolicy (2010) outlines the
‘impartiality’ principle that points to the need ttarify stakeholder expectations (and

assumptions):

“(e) Impartiality.Removing bias and maximizing objectivity are catitor the credibility of the
evaluation and its contribution to knowledge. Pgersites for impartiality are: independence

from management; objective design; valid measur¢iueth analysis; and the rigorous use of

appropriate benchmarks agreed upon beforehandybstékeholdersin addition to being

impartial, evaluation teams should include relevextertise and be balanced in their gender and

regional composition.”

Opportunities for assumption-aware evaluation jcadre visible in guiding principles for
evaluators. E.g. American Evaluation Associatigugling principle for evaluators (A3) —
“Commitment to systematic, data-based inquiry” eagires that evaluators should provide
accurate and detailed information on methods apdoaghes used, including limitations, from
conceptualization to use of findings, to allow eth® understand, interpret, and critique
evaluators' work. A list of examined assumptiorat thform methods choice would be a great

addition to this list of detail.

Another principle (Commitment to honesty and intigyrequires evaluators to be explicit about
the interests and values of evaluators, clients,cdiner stakeholders concerning the conduct and
outcomes of an evaluation. This in some ways maglue explication of stakeholder

assumptions regarding the evaluand and evaluation.

But policies-both of client organizations and ewailon association (guiding principles) can be

more intentional in promoting assumption-aware @&@bn by Outlining and define important
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evaluand assumption categories that are of prjaity Normative, diagnostic, prescriptive,
causal and external assumptions. Policies coutdsanore normative in illuminating important
evaluation assumptions that need to be examinedgdtite conduct of evaluations. Foremost,
assumptions made in framing the evaluation purpos@ssential to the development of
evaluation design and evaluation theory as wethasnore practical steps of creating an
evaluation terms of reference or in respondindnéotérms of reference in the inception phase.
Nkwake (2015) proposes normative questions carobecpat each step of an evaluative process
to ensure essential awareness of assumptions toventhe evaluation and promote program

success (see text box).
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Assumptions idiscussing evaluation purpagéxamining these assumptions gets to th¢
following questions (Nkwake, 2015):

e Has the evaluation’s purpose (including questide®n appropriately derived?

e Did the formulation and prioritization of questiomsgage stakeholder input to
make the purpose agreeable, rational, and feasible?

Assumptions in selecting evaluation designs antiade. Examining these assumptions
gets to the following question:

e To what extent do the measures (methods, constrariables, comparisons)

accurately depict the essential features of a pro@r
Assumptions in determining measures, tools, ana daltectior
Examining these assumptions gets to the followingstjons:
e How acceptable are the measures, tools, and digatamn procedures

e To what extent does the data obtained from evalnatieasures truthfully depict

the program'’s features, dynamics and outcomes?
Assumptions in analysis, inference, interpretatamy conclusior
Examining these assumptions gets to the followingstjons:

e Are conclusions and inferences correctly derivednfevaluation data and

measures that generate this data?

e To what extent can the evaluation findings prowadaclusions about other

situations?
Assumptions about evaluation use

Examining these assumptions gets to the followingstjons:

D
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Conclusion

In sum, assumption-aware evaluation practice isdational to performing sound evaluations
yet it remains a poorly developed area of evalnati@ory and practice to date. Emergent
approaches to working with assumptions, their eingiés and potential need discussion and
synthesis. Assumption awareness in program desigre@aluation ability for stakeholders to
‘act on their values’ and evaluators to producduateons that more carefully consistently

describe those changes that really mattered.

This volume has brought together a diversity ofwgeints on how assumptions impact
evaluators work, particularly in complex contextsl avith increasingly complex evaluands.
Common themes emerge from each of the authorseoimgiortance of having a solid awareness
of the role of assumptions when selecting methagglapproaches, and tools. These are not
choices that should be made consciously with fulir@ness of the underlying assumptions of
those choices. There is also a tendency towardgratsm — working with assumptions brings
clarity to your evaluation and program designs ihat hallmark of program success. Finally, it
seems that the evaluation policy environment amchative guidance have yet to catch up with
the emergent practice in working with complex eaalds and in complex environments. Those
closest to the stakeholders working with complextalanterventions and on wicked problems
know that surfacing and articulating assumptioret ihe core of an evaluators evolving role.
Mandated tools and approaches from funding partt@iging and the literature have the
potential to contribute to an environment more ek to facing complexity if they put more

focus on assumption awareness. This volume isafilgt step towards a broader inquiry into
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the nature of assumptions in evaluative processg@pmactice. Intentional program of research,
innovation and comparison of more assumption awaaéuative methods will likely make a

relevant contribution to program evaluation andgies the age of complexity.
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