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Intervention bias and confirmation bias

• Commissioners of evaluations and program 
managers often have a narrow program 
perspective on reality: program is the focus of 
planning, implementation and evaluation 
processes

• This affects the ToR and the type of evaluation 
approach that is used in practice

• As a result, insufficient attention is paid to the 
influence of context, history, and unintended 
effects



Attribution / contribution

• Consider the classical attribution problem



Attribution / contribution

Do (quasi-) experimental designs really 
satisfactorily address key validity issues?

�construct validity: How do we make sure that the variables 
that we are measuring, adequately represent the underlying 
realities of interventions linked to processes of change?

�external validity: How do we (and to what extent can we) 
generalize about findings to other settings (interventions, 
regions, target groups, etc.)?

�internal validity: How do we establish that there is a causal 
relationship between intervention outputs and processes of 
change leading to outcomes and impacts? (!)





Measurement

• Sources of data

• Data gaps

• Reliability



Measurement



• How to deal with 
these (and other) 
challenges?

• A ‘complexity’ 
perspective in 
evaluation is needed



Seven manifestations of complexity in 
evaluation (Pawson, 2013)

• Volition

• Implementation

• Context

• Time

• Outcome

• Rivalry

• Emergence



Source: Bamberger, Vaessen and Raimondo (2015)

Making sense of 
complexity in 

evaluation 



Complexity-responsive evaluation

• “An evaluation that explicitly addresses 
complexity issues. It usually builds on (a 
combination of) established evaluation 
approaches, methods from complexity 
science, and principles such as unpacking” 
(Bamberger, Vaessen and Raimondo, 2015)



Source: Bamberger, Vaessen and Raimondo (2015)



Unpacking and reassembling

Level 1: Mapping the complexity dimensions

Level 2: Selecting a unit of analysis

Level 3: Unpacking the system into various parts

Level 4: Reassembling the parts into a whole

Level 5: Going back to the big picture



Source: Bamberger, Vaessen and Raimondo (2015)

Example 1. 



Inventory of cultural / 

natural heritage

Inclusion of site in WH 

list

ratification of 1972 

convention

integration of principles of 

convention in national 

strategies, policies , legislation

implementation of policy, 

legislation and regulations 

for WH protection and 

conservation  (and specific 

programs, projects that 

relate to the convention)

UNESCO (WH 

Centre; WH Fund) 

contributes 

through:

• capacity-

building, 

training and 

awareness-

raising

• policy advice

• technical 

assistance

• convening 

actors and 

facilitating 

dialogue

• sharing 

knowledge and 

best practices

Institutional 

framework (at 

national, 

regional, local 

level) for WH 

protection and 

conservation

Awareness raising, 

advocacy, training, 

education on 

protection / 

conservation of 

WH

Better protected / 

conserved WH sites

Increased 

knowledge and 

awareness about 

natural / cultural 

heritage

Increase in 

economic activity 

incl. tourism, 

financial 

partnerships, etc.

Increase / improvement

Social cohesion, 

social capital, 

cultural identities 

strengthened

Enhanced 

conservation and 

sustainable use of 

natural and cultural 

heritage

Economic 

livelihoods 

strengthened

governance 

of natural and 

cultural 

heritage 

strengthened:

• awareness

• capacities

• policy 

framework

• regulatory 

framework

• institutional 

architecture

Context:

• Civil society involvement

• Tourism industry and 

potential

• Environmental threats and 

pressure on land use

• Climate change

• Migration

• Urbanization

• Etc. 

Management 

systems and plans 

for natural and 

cultural heritage 

sites (incl. multiple 

uses of sites)

Advisory Bodies 

ICCROM, 

ICOMOS, IUCN

Member States

Research 

and 

scientific  

inquiry

Inter-

national 

recognition

Example 2.



Example 2. Simplified structure of the ToC of the UNESCO 1972 World 

Heritage Convention 

Ratification of convention
n1 countries

Convention reflected in 
policy strategies

n2 (< n1) countries

Convention integrated into 
concrete interventions

n3 (< n2) countries

Preservation and sustainable 
use of World Heritage sites

UNESCO 

support

UNESCO 

support

UNESCO 

support

effects

effects

effects

effects

UNESCO 

support



Example 3. UNESCO’s Priority Africa 

• Strategic priority of the Organization based 
mostly on (implicit) strategy

• The evaluation was a classical multi-site 
evaluation

• Data collection and analysis at different levels 
of intervention: HQ, institutional entities, 
Region, regional and country programmes



Evaluation questions

• Does the fact of having a Priority Africa make a 
difference in comparison to business as usual?

• What are the practical implications of Priority 
Africa and how do they affect the performance 
and effectiveness of UNESCO’s work in the 
African Region?





Example of a nested theory

Establishment of a 
Department 
dedicated to the 
Region with 
earmarked human 
and financial 
resources

-Clear assignation of roles 
between institutional 
entities
-Capacities in place
-Balance between 
centralization and 
decentralization

Enhanced quality and 
frequency of 
interaction with 
African MS and 
donors

Improved 
coordination of 
programmes and 
projects in the Region

Improved monitoring, 
evaluation and 
reporting

Improved focus 
and higher 
relevance of 
programmes and 
projects

Increased 
effectiveness of 
programmes and 
projects

Improved 
collaboration and 
coordination with 
political and 
implementing 
partners

Improved 
delivery upon 
UNESCO’s 
mandate in 
the Region

Increase in external 
resources Increased level of 

activity by 
Organization in the 
Region



Going back to the big picture…

• To what extent did the evaluation account 
for the possibility of emergent, spillover, or 
displacement effects?

• To what extent did the evaluation take due 
account of coordination issues?

• To what extent did the evaluation take due 
account of policy coherence?



Returning to our three challenges…

• How does a complexity perspective 
deal with:

– Measurement

– Intervention and confirmation bias

– Attribution/contribution



Measurement

• Employ a mixed method strategy

• Understand the ‘social reality’ behind 

the data (collection)

• Explore new technologies

• Explore the potential of big data



Intervention and confirmation bias

The importance of theories of change, but:

• Theories are biased

• The importance of unintended effects

• Without proper empirical analysis theories 
may reinforce cognitive bias

• The stronger the ‘paradigm’ or ‘cognitive 
bias’ the stronger the need for rigorous 
empirical analysis



Solutions….

• Include multiple stakeholder 
perspectives and data sources

• Connect behavioral assumptions 
to existing evidence

• Reconstruct rival theories of 
change

• Expand the theory of change



Source: Bamberger, Vaessen and Raimondo (2015)



Causal change

Causal process of change are more often than 
not:

• Non-linear

• Emergent

• Interconnected at multiple levels

• Uncertain

• (sometimes) Irreversible



Solutions…

• Explanation: rival theories of change, 
systems perspectives of change processes: 
not just ‘opening the black box’ but thinking 
‘outside the box’

• Measurement: triangulation and multiple 
data points over time

• Method: deconstruct causal processes



Impact theory - microcredit

Situational

mechanisms

Action-formation mechanisms

Transformational 

mechanisms

impact of 
microcredit

T0 Tn

microcredit 
intervention

Based on Coleman (1986, 1990); Hedström and Swedberg (1998), see also Leeuw (2008)

What are the 
determinants of 
outreach across 
regions and among 
target groups of 
interest?

How do changes in 
the opportunity 
structure through 
microcredit affect the 
behavior of different 
types of clients, 
under what 
conditions?

How do changes in 
behavior affect client 
livelihoods, under 
what conditions?

How do changes in 
clients’ activities and 
livelihood conditions 
affect the livelihoods 
of others, under what 
conditions?



Concluding remarks (1)

• Evaluators make abstractions of reality

• These abstractions are often formalized as 
‘theories of change’

• ‘Theories of change’ can be traps of 
cognitive bias

• These have to be broken by adopting a 
broader ‘complexity’ perspective on 
interventions and processes of change



Concluding remarks (2)

• Adopt a pragmatic approach to complexity-
responsive evaluation:

– Context-specificity, emergence and historical 
embeddedness are important to understand…

Yet…

– Avoid the trap of complexification

– not all complexity needs to be unearthed for 
evaluation purposes

– There are patterns of semi-regularity on which 
evaluators can (and should) build
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