Abstract 505

Credibility and Independence in Development Evaluation
Albert-Enéas Gakusi
Principal Evaluation Officer, Operations Evaluation Department (OPEV)
African Development Bank
a.gakusi@afdb.org

Alice N. Sindzingre
Research Fellow, Visiting Lecturer
National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS, Paris, France); EconomiX-University Paris
X, France; School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS, University of London,
department of economics), United Kingdom.
sindzingre@wanadoo.fr

Abstract
In developing countries, evaluation is a recent but growing practice. It has emerged as a
key tool for assessing and measuring outcomes and impacts in order to inform policy
makers and donors about the effectiveness of projects, programs and policies. Evaluation
is particularly crucial in Sub-Saharan Africa, because of the disappointing economic
performances over the past decades of most countries and the mixed effects of aid. The
paper critically assess the strengths and weaknesses of evaluation with respect to its
main objectives, i.e. improving the effectiveness of development projects, programs and
policies, producing and improving knowledge, and enhancing accountability of policymakers and donor agencies. The paper contends that evaluations may exhibit limited
effectiveness in many situations, because of different factors, such as the weak relevance
of evaluation findings, weaknesses in implementing lessons learnt and recommendations
when they are relevant, problematic methods used to gather evidence, and issues
regarding the access to relevant information. It argues that the objectives of evaluation
are constrained by political economy processes, some of them being embedded in aid
practices. These processes generate paradoxes regarding the credibility and effectiveness
of evaluation: evaluations that are driven by donors and policy-makers may be wellinformed and relevant to them, but may be less credible, as they may reflect their
interests, which may not be congruent with those of the beneficiaries. Symmetrically,
evaluations that are conducted by independent agencies may be more credible in terms
of accuracy and conceptual depth: however, they may exhibit information failures, be
irrelevant to donors’ and policy-makers’ interests and be powerless and ineffective in
implementing changes in policies. These constraints on evaluation are examined via an
analytical framework relying on the economic theories that have long analyzed the
concepts of credibility and independence. Despite these limitations, evaluation is still a
useful tool, especially when it appropriately and rigorously documents facts. Evaluation
results may be useful, but not necessarily for their intended objectives: in particular,
they may contribute to the development of democratic institutions. Evaluation
effectiveness can be improved, in particular in relying and enhancing local capacities.
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Introduction1
In developing countries, evaluation in its modern definition is a recent but growing
practice. The roots of evaluation discipline are usually traced to the 1960s, the era of the
War on Poverty and the Great Society in the United States, with its programs aiming at
improving education, health and housing, among many other areas. There are also
traced to what the evaluation discipline has referred to as Donald Campbell’s
“Experimenting Society” (Campbell, 1971), social experiments and experimental studies
aiming at assessing the effectiveness of policy interventions (Caracelli, 2000; Campbell,
1976). Evaluation has emerged as a key tool for assessing and measuring outcomes and
impacts in order to inform policy makers and donors about the effectiveness of projects,
programs and policies.
The role of evaluation is particularly crucial in the least developed countries, and
especially Sub-Saharan Africa, because of the disappointing economic performances over
the past decades of most countries of the region and the mixed effects of aid in its
different forms, such as projects/programs credits or policy-based loans and grants.
The paper critically assesses the strengths and weaknesses of the practice of evaluation
with respect to its main objectives, i.e. improving the effectiveness of development
projects, programs and policies, producing and improving knowledge, and enhancing
accountability of policy makers and donor agencies. Its arguments are primarily
analytical and are substantiated by empirical examples from policy formulation, project
and program implementation in Sub-Saharan Africa.
The paper contends that evaluations may exhibit limited effectiveness in many situations
because of a series of factors, which include the weak relevance of evaluation findings,
weaknesses in implementing lessons learnt and recommendations when they are
relevant, problematic methods used to gather evidence, and issues in accessing relevant
information.
One of its key points is that the objectives of evaluation are constrained by political
economy processes, some of them being embedded in aid practices. Evaluation is indeed
subject to the limitations that have been recently underscored by a large literature
regarding aid effectiveness, in particular in Sub-Saharan Africa. These political economy
processes generate paradoxes and dilemmas regarding the credibility and effectiveness
of evaluation: evaluations that are driven by donors and policy-makers may be wellinformed and more relevant to them, but may be less credible, as they may reflect their
interests, which may not be congruent with those of the beneficiaries. Symmetrically,
evaluations that are conducted by independent agencies may be more credible in terms
of accuracy and conceptual depth: however, they may exhibit information failures, be
irrelevant to donors’ and policy-makers’ interests and be powerless and ineffective in
implementing changes in policies and practices.
These constraints on evaluation are examined via an analytical framework relying on the
economic and political economy theories that have long analyzed the concepts of
credibility and independence, e.g., the question as to “who can supervise the supervisor”,
which have explored concepts such as incentives to collusion, commitment problems and
policy credibility. These theories have highlighted the paradox inherent to credible
policies and independent agencies: governments and policymakers cannot credibly
commit because there is no supra- or outside entity that has the coercive capacity to
bind their actions and enforce their promises (enforcement, however, may be enhanced
by other mechanisms, such as reputation: a politician’s care about his reputation may
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reduce its incentive to renege his promises). This inherent difficulty to credibly commit
has justified the existence of independent agencies.
Independent agencies (if no decision-making is delegated), however, may lack the
political power, information and capacity for policymaking that makes their assessments
effective. The effectiveness of evaluations is analyzed according these concepts, as it is
constrained by similar paradoxes and dilemmas.
Despite these limitations, the paper argues that evaluation is a useful tool, especially
when it appropriately and rigorously documents facts. Evaluation results are useful, but
not necessarily because of their intended objectives. Moreover, their relevance may be
acknowledged with a certain time lag. In particular, evaluations may have important
effects that go beyond their intended objectives because they may contribute to the
emergence and development of democratic institutions.
The paper is structured as follows. Section 1 presents the key debates regarding the
evolution of evaluation as a discipline. Section 2 examines a series of determinants of its
limited effectiveness. Section 3 elaborates an analytical framework that explores the
intrinsic constraints and paradoxes of evaluation, its different degrees of effectiveness
resulting from differences in terms of credibility, independence, information and
reputation. Section 4 uses this framework in order to explain why evaluation has induced
changes in policies in some cases but not in others. Section 5 concludes in underscoring
that evaluation exhibits many other effects beyond its intended objectives, and that
current evaluation methods can be improved, in particular in enhancing their reliance on
local knowledge and competences.

1. The emergence and evolution of evaluation as a discipline
Though it is recent, evaluation of development programs and projects is a growing and
increasingly visible practice in developing countries. Under the expression of “monitoring
and evaluation”, it now constitutes an autonomous discipline, with professional
associations, conferences and publications. Most government agencies and multilateral
and bilateral donors now include departments devoted to evaluations, while a large
number of private consultancies firms, think tanks, non-governmental organizations and
academic research centers also implement evaluations. Evaluation is now an essential
instrument for assessing and measuring outcomes and impacts in order to inform
policymakers and donors about the effectiveness of projects, programs and policies.
The discipline has emerged in its modern form in the 1960s, in particular thanks to the
works of Donald Campbell on the “Experimenting Society” (Campbell, 1971; 1976). Since
the 1970s, historical events have influenced the evaluation profession and expanded its
notions of the use of an evaluation (Caracelli, 2000; Feinstein, 2002). The notion of use
is indeed one of the defining goals of evaluation, which remains a matter of debate, as it
may reduce evaluation to mere instruments for social improvements (Henry, 2000).
Sophisticated theories of evaluation have been progressively elaborated, which analyzed
the conditions of program implementation and mechanisms that mediate between
processes and outcomes, with the objective of understanding the rationales underpinning
why a program works or does not work (Weiss, 1997; Rogers, 2007).

Conceptual frameworks that evolved over time
The discipline has devised many concepts over time, while conceptual frameworks and
criteria of evaluation evolved with development paradigms. A series of new concepts
came progressively at the forefront, such as, among many others, adaptation and
adaptive management, capacities, learning, process monitoring, responsiveness,
accountability, participatory processes involving a plurality of stakeholders such as
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donors, local implementers, and the target community: participation, governance,
accountability, ownership, actor-oriented approach, are typically concepts built by the
development paradigm that has emerged in the 1990s – or “accountability for learning”,
“transparency as a mean of public accountability” (Engel et al., 2007). These have
become important concepts for the design, implementation and evaluation of
development programs.
These theories of evaluation take into account broader dimensions of outcomes, such as
more comprehensive determinants of human behavior – e.g., the human motives
underpinning individual behavior, the understanding of commitments, of learning
processes, and what is coined a ‘constructivist’ approach of development work. In the
same vein, theories of evaluation have extended their functions: its role has been
increasingly viewed as an instrument that may facilitate “transformative learning in
organizations”, or constructivist learning (Preskill and Torres, 2000).
This evolution of objectives towards learning and accountability has been made explicit,
for example, in the mandate of the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) of the World
Bank: “the goals of evaluation are to learn from experience, to provide an objective basis
for assessing the results of the Bank's work, and to provide accountability in the
achievement of its objectives. It also improves Bank work by identifying and
disseminating the lessons learnt from experience and by framing recommendations
drawn from evaluation findings”.
These perspectives have emerged as especially relevant in developing countries, and
theories of evaluation followed the evolution of the perception of the key characteristics
of developing countries, in particular its focus on accountability and empowerment. Since
the 1990s, low-income countries are indeed often analyzed as characterized by weak
governments and institutions, low quality of governance, poor political commitment, lack
of accountability and transparency and low level of human capital – education,
knowledge and skills.
Likewise, as is well-known, poverty reduction has become a central paradigm in
development since the 2000s, as well as the concept of the multidimensionality of
poverty, including not only income poverty but also lack of education, health,
participation in a society’s activities, empowerment and democracy. The concept of
multidimensionality has been promoted in academic research by, among others, the work
of Amartya Sen, while its dissemination in donor agencies has been fostered by Sen’s
advising activities, e.g. at the World Bank or the UNDP. Empowerment has thus become
an important notion in donor’s practice as well as development research: evaluations of
programs now assess not only their impact on poverty with traditional quantitative tools
– e.g., cost-effectiveness, benefit incidence, impact analysis, micro-simulations, etc.
(Bourguignon and Pereira da Silva, 2003), but also in terms of empowerment (EssamaNssah, 2002).
The impact of the process of evaluation goes beyond the narrow effects of the project
and its immediate neighborhood. The very fact that an evaluation takes place enhances
the accountability of decision-makers vis-à-vis the society and democratization
processes: as mentioned by Conner (2007), “internationally, evaluation is at the heart of
modern developments in governance and democracy”.

Monitoring and evaluation
The evolution of conceptual frameworks and criteria for assessing and evaluating
outcomes and impacts has been accompanied by an evolution of reflections and
techniques regarding their measurement. Monitoring and evaluation have been
progressively distinguished: monitoring refers to assessments of progress vis-à-vis preestablished targets, while evaluation refers to broader questions, such as the
determinants of success or failure of a policy, program or project, their relevance and the
changes that may improve them.
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A considerable literature has developed that aims at enhancing the monitoring and
evaluation (M&E) systems and capacities, in order to increase their performance, such as
improving policy making, budget decision making, management, and accountability:
among key improvements, they must be ‘evidence-based’ or ‘results-based’. Likewise,
monitoring and evaluation refers not only to external entities, as in the case of donors
that evaluate a program they finance in a developing countries, e.g. via official
development assistance, but to governments and their various agencies: donors,
governments, private foundations, all may include department that evaluate their policyand budget decisions-making, which exhibit various degree of autonomy.
Recent advances regarding M&E systems are summarized in Mackay (2007), which
underscores that M&E systems and capacities strongly depend on the level of
development and the quality of the functioning of the government and institutions in the
countries involved: M&E systems are efficient in developed and middle-income countries,
where governments are well-functioning with democratic and accountable institutions.
This may be not the case in low-income countries, such as in Sub-Saharan Africa, where
governments are often weak or non-democratic, policies lack credibility, social tensions
and high inequality prevail, civil services and service delivery are hampered by capacity
constraints. In these environments, government M&E systems may be weak, as may also
be the case regarding the government’s demand for M&E. In low-income countries, tight
public budgets limit government spending on evaluations.
The limited capacities that characterize many low-income countries underscore their
dilemmas between implementing evaluations by external agencies vs. local ones: the
latter may not have sufficient capacities, or may lack the necessary freedom because of
authoritarian regimes, interest groups and clientelist functioning; at the same time the
current paradigm of ownership may argue against the use of external agencies.
Moreover, even if an evaluation is achieved, in the context of weak institutional
capacities, the process of M&E may remain ineffective, e.g., when it is not used in the
budget and policy process and does not give rise to subsequent reforms.

A crucial issue: measurement
A recurrent question of evaluation theory is that of rigorous measurement. Many
evaluations are said to be affected by methodological flaws, for example attributing
impacts to a program when the results are due to something else – the ‘evaluation gap’
(Center for Global Development, 2006).
Many instruments have been elaborated in addition to more conventional tools for
measuring results and classical quantitative indicators: in the same movement as
evaluation has become more comprehensive and involving multiple actors and factors, as
well as considering cumulative and unexpected processes (e.g. non-linearities), the
notion of ‘results’ has become more complex, and therefore their measurement. Various
techniques are devised, such as, among others, ‘outcomes mapping’, ‘participatory
evaluations’, and so on. The question of the number of performance indicators that
should be collected is also a matter of debate (Mackay, 2007). Another difficult issue is
that of counterfactuals, i.e. evaluation should be able to assess a program and project in
taking into account what would have happened in their absence.
These limitations of conventional measurement have given rise to techniques claiming to
be more rigorous, such as randomized evaluations. As underscored by Duflo (2004a, b),
traditional methods of measuring program impact may be biased due to omitted
variables and selection bias, problems that may be solved with the use of randomized
evaluations. Duflo and Kremer (2003) define randomized evaluations as evaluations that
use control groups: comparison groups are selected randomly from a potential population
of participants (e.g., individuals, communities, classrooms and so on) ad show their
effectiveness on examples of educational programs.
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Methods based on randomization produce results that are more quantifiable than those
obtained by previous evaluations, and they may significantly re-orient previous policies
and projects. On the case of the impact of deworming programs in Kenyan schools,
Miguel and Kremer (2003) thus show that there are large differences between the
estimates of the social effect that influence attitudes vis-à-vis deworming drugs when
they rely on experimental methods (negative estimates) or non-experimental ones
(positive estimates). Likewise, a randomized evaluation of the impact of the providing of
textbooks to rural primary schools in Kenya shows that the results of previous
evaluations – a large positive impact – should be disaggregated, and that it was in fact
beneficial only to pupils who already had some academic achievement (Glewwe et al.,
2007).
The literature using randomized evaluations is increasing, but the latter remain a matter
of debate. For some studies, they provide rigorous answers to microeconomic questions;
similarly, the quality of the evidence produced by randomized evaluations and carefully
designed experiments is better (Banerjee, 2008). For other approaches, however,
randomized evaluations are not always relevant regarding macro questions and therefore
policymakers (Rodrik, 2008).

2. Understanding the limited effectiveness of evaluation
developing countries: the example of Sub-Saharan Africa

in

An evaluation has obviously, among other objectives, the objective of being used. There
can be a great variety of users, such as the policy-makers and agencies that commission
it, the direct beneficiaries of a given project, program or policy, the broader groups that
are indirectly affected, academic research, and so on. Potential users can include very
large groups, such as civil societies of the country concerned, policymakers and civil
societies in other countries, international organizations and the like. Users extend much
beyond national borders with globalization of information, the emergence of the
paradigm of global public goods, and reflections on development that are increasingly
conceived at a global scale – e.g., on infrastructure, governance, poverty, service
delivery, and so on.
The process of evaluation thus covers a wide range of potential uses and users, from the
most proximate and concrete to users at a global scale when evaluations are used for
enhancing reflections on the best paradigms of development policies. In assessing
successes and failures, evaluations both reflect a particular conceptual framework
regarding development, as this framework provides the criteria of the evaluation - e.g.
performances in terms of better indicators, accountability, governance, participation,
cost-effectiveness, appropriate targeting, and so on -, and contribute to the
transformation of this conceptual framework, as they reveal what works and does not
work, thus paving the way for different projects and policies.

Evaluations may be effective
Many evaluations have improved the performance and impacts of development policies
and programs. A well-known evaluation, for exemple, has been the assessment by
economists from UNICEF of stabilization and adjustment policies in the 1980s (Cornia et
al., 1987), which underscored the existence of vulnerable groups that should be
protected and their negative impacts on living standards at the household level, health
an education. It had an important impact and led the international financial institutions to
take into account the social impact of the reforms that were conditional on their lending.
It contributed to the launch of new projects and surveys (such as the World Bank’s ‘social
dimension of adjustment’) and in fine to a change of the development paradigm over
time and its reorientation on social issues at the end of the 1990s.
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As highlighted by the World Bank Operations Evaluations Department (World Bank-OED,
2004), certain evaluations have been influential and have significantly modified previous
policies and conceptions of successful development projects. An example is the “citizen
report cards” evaluation, which has been promoted in the early 1990s by a local NGO in
Bangalore in order to document the views of users regarding the provision and providers
of public services (health, transport, water, and the like). It revealed that users had very
low level of satisfaction - only 10% of households. Follow-up reports have emphasized
that this evaluation subsequently encouraged public awareness of the poor quality of
public services and incited governments departments to improve public service delivery.
Another evaluation that had a positive impact has been the tracking of expenditure and
leakages of public funds in primary education services in Uganda. Interestingly, the
process relied on the constant exchange between policymaking, ideas and facts in order
to improve a given program: it has been launched in the mid-1990s by a donor, the
World Bank, and then continued by academic research (Reinikka and Svensson, 2004),
which in turn reinforced the donor program via its results and precision, which finally
contributed to disseminate a new broader conceptual framework: shifting the focus not
only on revenues and spending, and on the amount of allocated funds but also to the
possible leakages, and devising better tools for assessing public expenditures, their
effective impact and the reaching of intended targets in developing countries. The
evaluation found that only 13% of earmarked funds actually reached schools over the
period 1991-95, with the remaining evaporating or used for other purposes, and 20% of
funds allocated for teachers salaries was in fact going to ‘ghost workers’.
This evaluation induced concrete changes in government policy: the government made
available to the citizens knowledge about the amount of public funds. The impact has
been dramatic, and in 1999, the funds that effectively reached schools improved to 8090% of funds (World Bank-OED, 2004). It promoted the new instrument of ‘public
expenditure tracking surveys’, which significantly improved the management of public
spending and the monitoring of service delivery, which appeared to be useful much
beyond Uganda and has been implemented in many developing countries.
These two types of evaluations include as common features the improvement of
accountability and transparency in service delivery via a better dissemination and the use
of information both by governments and civil societies, which in turn generate feedback
effects in enhancing the standards of service delivery (Sundet, 2004).
However, evaluations exhibit limited effectiveness in many situations, and several factors
are examined below.

Limits related to features of evaluations themselves
An important factor is the weak relevance of evaluation findings, in particular from the
perspective of the users, and weak ownership of findings when the latter do not involve
users. Other factors relate to the fact that some evaluations lack concrete and genuine
findings that propose clear policy recommendations. Moreover, policy-makers and donors
tend to disproportionately focus on input activities at the expense of performance
(Svensson, 2006). Policy-makers may also keep from an evaluation only certain
elements, e.g. the least challenging.
In addition, as shown by Ravallion (2008), policy-makers exhibit a “myopia bias” and
favor development projects that yield quick results: governments and international
agencies under-invest in evaluation findings because they cannot take full account of the
external benefits to others from these findings. Lessons learnt and recommendations,
when they are relevant, are often no implemented.
Additional factors relate to the methods used to gather evidence, and the access to
relevant information. Evaluations are intrinsically affected by multiple biases, e.g., shortterm bias, projects or beneficiary selection bias, or positive bias - micro studies, for
example, tend to be biased toward giving favorable findings (White and Bamberger,
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2008). Evaluations are typically handled by the aid agency itself (Svensson, 2006): the
organization of evaluation therefore creates incentives for positive bias, as underscored
by Clements et al. (2008) on examples from Africa and India. Likewise, the requisites of
monitoring via quantitative indicators and following rigid guidelines devised in developed
countries hampers the consideration of local contexts and therefore adaptive and
bottom-up approaches, which may be more effective and foster commitment by local
stakeholders than top-down methodologies.
Even if changes occur within policy and conceptual frameworks, there is an inertia that is
intrinsic to any discipline: for example, as argued by Holvoet and Renard (2007) on the
case of SSA, the shift in the concepts of development associated with the new poverty
reduction policies (e.g., the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers-PRSPs) has not been
associated to significant change in the M&E systems themselves. Such a change would
indeed imply deeper changes, in particular regarding the general organization of aid and
some of its dimensions, e.g., the asymmetric relationship between donors and recipient
administrations that are characterized by limited capacities in low-income countries.
The time horizon of evaluations devised in developed countries may differ from that of
stakeholders in SSA, both in terms of the time necessary for achieving an evaluation and
the time frame of its recommendations. In SSA, users may consider that much longer
time frames are necessary and that gradual changes, at the margin, may be more
successful in local contexts: indeed, as emphasized by the historian Fernand Braudel
(1996), there are different paces in historical change, with economic change being the
most rapid, change in political institutions being slower and change in social norms
requiring a very long time.

A key factor limiting evaluation effectiveness: the broader political context
Political contexts are a key factor limiting the application of evaluation principles.
Principles of participation, for example, are strongly limited in contexts of social norms
fostering fragmentation and hierarchies between and within groups, as well as
segmented markets, which are a characteristic of developing countries (Bardhan and
Udry, 1999). Principles of accountability and transparency are also severely constrained
in contexts of lack of democracy or clientelism: here secrecy prevails and employees in
public administrations or projects are indebted vis-à-vis the groups in power. These
principles are similarly difficult to implement in contexts of authoritarian regimes or lack
of rule of law: findings may work against local political interests and balances of political
relationships; the evaluator has to take risks and may prefer self-censorship.
All evaluations are conducted in a political context. It may happen that governments,
policy-makers or donors may themselves commission evaluations primarily for political
purposes, without intending to use their results. Evaluations may be instruments that
help to stay in power or climb a hierarchy – they may be ‘rosy analyses’, as shown by
Record (2007) in the example of Malawi.
As for initiatives in general, the fact that some evaluations receive attention and others
don’t depends on their political environment, e.g. support from political leaders, public
voicing, and so on, as argued by Shiffman and Smith (2007) on the example of global
health initiatives. The ability to complete an evaluation successfully depends greatly on
the evaluator’s ability to navigate the political terrain composed of interest groups who
may differently benefit from the implications of evaluation findings if they are to be
effectively implemented (Grembowski, 2001, p. xvi).
Evaluations are useful only when their results are actually used in some way by decisionmakers, policy-makers, or other groups. As the evaluator delivers the evaluation results,
he or she becomes the centre of attention and may be the target of political attacks when
findings and recommended measures oppose the interests of specific groups, particularly
those who hold the power. In this context, the evaluator may favor recommendations
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that everyone agrees with and ignore recommendations that are controversial but have
the potential for major program improvements (Grembowski, p. 263).
In some cases, the findings may challenge and even threaten vested interests and
interest groups, which may be close to the government: evaluators may be in a
dangerous situation in terms of career and even more if he/she is a native; the contract
may be put to and end and they may be expelled from the country if he/she is a
foreigner, which are obvious incentives for consensual evaluation, even if it goes against
evidence and if it omits blatant mistakes in the program or project. For instance, when
the French agronomist Rene Dumont disclosed his findings to some African countries,
further visits in those countries became problematic.
Rigorous impact evaluation is also limited in political contexts characterized by
factionalism, which may be created by ethnicity, regionalism or religion, for example
randomized experiments. The prerequisites to randomized experiments are based on the
idea that the results of the evaluation are public goods implying a general societal
consensus (Duflo, 2004a). Social action and understanding is socially negotiated and
context-dependent, and reform is as much a matter of argumentation and practical
reasoning as it is of experimentation and deductive representation. In these contexts,
randomization may in fact be a ‘lure’, as argued by Picciotto (2007): the behavior of
participants may change because of the experiment itself, and experimental methods can
only be used for a limited range of development interventions that are relatively simple
and have been specifically designed for that purpose.
As highlighted by Sadoulet in her comments of Duflo (2004) and the latter’s emphasis on
the advantages of randomized evaluations, the impact analysis of development projects
must include local political processes: even if many projects now involve decentralized
levels of governance, local participation and more accountability, the political economy of
project implementation must be endogenized: evaluating the impact of a project without
endogenizing the political economy processes that condition outcomes would be ‘naïve’
(Sadoulet, 2004). Any project requires an understanding of local political processes, in
particular the clientelism that organize the appropriation and redistribution of the rents of
the project. Sadoulet mentions the example of the project of Bolsa Escola/Bolsa Familia
in Brazil, where local political entities (municipalities) have the power to select the
beneficiaries: indeed, the outcomes of the program appear to be very heterogeneous,
depending on local political relationships.

Another factor: the transaction costs generated by evaluation
In addition, evaluations may generate high transaction costs for local administrations.
Well-known examples are the number of missions per year received by ministries or
projects – e.g., the ministry of education. These transaction costs are part of a general
problem created by donors’ proliferation. As revealed by the World Bank (World BankIDA, 2007), there has been a continuous increase over time of the number of donors: the
average number of donors per country nearly tripled over the last half century, rising
from about 12 in the 1960s to about 33 in the 2001-2005 period, and the number of
international organizations, funds and programs is now higher than the number of
developing countries they were created to assist.
Many donor reports have underscored these transaction costs over decades, but
interestingly, they have induced only very slow change. Indeed, the lack of coordination
between donors ensues from the broader political economy of foreign aid and the
inherent competition between donors. Channels and donors’ requirements and
administrative procedures are multiple and represent a heavy burden on implementation
capacities that are already notoriously weak in low-income countries.
The health sector is an example of the proliferation of aid channels highlighted by the
IDA, with more than 100 organizations involved. These negative effects are compounded
by the fragmentation of aid. An illustration of transaction costs generated by aid is
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Tanzania, with 700 projects managed by 56 parallel implementation units. Half of all
technical assistance is not coordinated with the government and the country received
541 donor missions during 2005, with 17% involving more than one donor.
Another important factor of limited effectiveness is that evaluations are often ignored or
their conclusions and recommendations for change face an impossibility, economic or
political, to be taken into account, because they challenge an entire architecture of
policies, donors and research paradigms at a global scale, which for this reason are more
likely to be modified gradually and via marginal changes. In SSA, the repetition - over
two decades for some countries, since the 1980s - of adjustment and stabilization
programs may be an example, despite their mixed results and an abundance of studies,
explanations and warnings - what the IMF IEO had coined repeated lending and
‘prolonged users’ since the early-1980s (IMF-IEO, 2002).

Evaluations as dimensions of the political economy and institutional effects of
aid
Another key political economy factor limiting evaluation effectiveness is that the
objectives of evaluation are constrained by the political economy processes, which are
embedded in aid practices. Evaluation is often – but not always, as it may be conducted
by national governments and local organizations - a segment in the process of official
development assistance. It is often implemented and funded by the same multilateral or
bilateral agencies that provide aid. Evaluations are therefore subject to the same
limitations that have been recently underscored by a large literature regarding aid
effectiveness, in particular in Sub-Saharan Africa.
Interestingly, the many evaluations of aid ineffectiveness have often been as ineffective
as evaluations in general and met the same lack of impact: in sum, evaluations are
therefore ineffective both because they are part of the aid process and its political
dimensions and because aid evaluations themselves are often not taken into account.
Limits of aid such as lack of coherence and coordination among donors, proliferation of
aid channels and fragmentation are highlighted for decades in academic studies and
donor reports. Other aspects have been recently emphasized, in particular the
detrimental effects of aid at the economic, political economy and institutional levels.
At the economic level, the key problems aid that are examined since the 2000s are those
of absorption and spending, as underscored by the IMF (Gupta et al., 2006) and the
possible Dutch disease effects. The political economy considerations that weaken the
impact of aid are well-documented: aid is implemented by organizations that have vested
interests in maintaining aid flows; it is an expression of a country’s political power and an
instrument of political relationships between countries. Aid generosity is mainly driven by
political motives as aid is an intrinsic dimension of developed countries’ foreign policy
(Alesina and Dollar, 1998).
Likewise, as emphasized by the theories of public choice, aid is implemented by donors,
and may also be analyzed as a bureaucracy, where individuals seek to maximize their
interest, e.g. their career, and which aims at maintaining its own existence, e.g. aid
flows. Public choice therefore highlights the well-known paradox that donor agencies
have in fact weak incentives to a success of aid goals and the end of aid. This is one of
the reasons why evaluations are ignored and lessons are not drawn from past programs
and projects. Learning may indeed be irrelevant for aid organizations (Berg, 2000).
At the institutional level, aid may erode institutions. Aid dependence has negative effects
on state institutions, a negative fiscal impact on public revenues. It also affects the
relationship between the state and the citizens. If governments raise a substantial
proportion of their revenues from aid, they are more accountable to donors than citizens,
under less pressure to maintain legitimacy (Moss et al., 2006).

10

The questionable preeminence of quantitative assessments
These processes are compounded by the issue of criteria of measurement and
appropriate indicators. The last decades have witnessed a general movement in research
in the social sciences that assimilates scientific rigor to mathematical sophistication and
equates ‘proofs’ with the use of econometrics.
This movement has also affected evaluations, in particular because of its objectives of
“accountability” and monitoring. Both policymakers and evaluation agencies have put at
the center the possibility of quantifying all the notions and facts that were assessed.
Preeminence is given to criteria that can be quantified and be summarized in figures,
statistics, and indices. An evaluation, which can be summed up in a simple assessment
and in a few “messages” that use quantified evidence, has a better cognitive resilience
and is more likely to be widely disseminated - the “magic of numbers”. It is better
communicated and it is better understood by policymakers as it provides clearer recipes
for reform.
The format of an evaluation is more “audible” when it is possible to extract from it a
message and a straightforward causality such as: “if the country C had implemented the
reform R by X%, its growth rate would have increased by Y%”. For example, the wellknown World Bank evaluation of aid, Assessing aid (World Bank, 1998) typically included
this kind of “messages”, e.g., “if all the aid to Zambia had gone into productive
investment, it would be a rich country today” (i.e. having a per capita income above
$20000) (p. 10): the result is based on the use of specific hypotheses in a two-gaps
model, but as often the discussion of econometrics, methodology and intermediary steps
is forgotten and this is this easy to remember message that is kept by the public.
This fosters consensus for most economists (viewing econometrics and statistics as a
condition for an argument to be valid), operations, and communication departments,
which have a preference for results that are measurable, able to be summarized in a few
numbers and statistics, and therefore easily “communicated” to a broader public.
Additional biases may stem from publication processes (publishing in a “prestigious”
journal or book is viewed as an indicator of research quality) (Ravallion, 2008).
This has also political implications. Issues presented as simple, easily measured and with
simple solutions gain more political support; they are easier to monitor and therefore
more able to shape political priorities, as shown by Shiffman and Smith (2007) on the
example of fertility rates and vaccines.
In line with standard economics, it is assumed that everything can be measured.
However, while many quantitative indicators can be constructed that measure and
monitor the performances and effectiveness of a given program and project, there are
many dimensions of effectiveness that cannot be expressed by quantitative indicators:
e.g., the psychological adhesion and trust of individuals, the quality of governance, the
fact that the project does not create new social divisions, its relevance to the social and
political environment, as well as to local institutions and social norms.
It is broader political, institutional and social dimensions, and moreover their
transformations over time, which make it so that a project is internalized and survives
after donors’ funding and technical assistance have ended. Institutions are complex
devices that result themselves from the combination of other institutions. They cannot be
divided into discrete units and quantities that would be stable in time and space: what
can be quantified are the formal, external, visible, outcomes of a project, but not many
processes that are unobservable, such as individual expectations about a project or its
adequacy to local norms, or the genuine causality linking different statistics (Sindzingre,
2005). Phenomena that involve aggregate behavior and social systems cannot be
modeled as is the case for representative agents, which explains the lack of robustness
of findings, e.g., based on cross-country regressions or statistical models (Kittel, 2006).
Finally, this quest for quantifiable measurement not only has effects on the quality of
evaluation, but, as shown by Frey and Osterloh (2006) on the example of research
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performance evaluation, the fact that “what is not measured is disregarded” also entails
unexpected costs. The individuals who are subject to evaluations may anticipate their
content and change their behavior accordingly (and develop counterstrategies that have
a cost). They may erode motivations and lock-in individuals in fixed judgments that do
not take into account the complexity of their environment – economic, political and
social.

3. The inherent
framework

constraints

upon

evaluation:

an

analytical

The paradox of credibility and policy effectiveness in economic theory
Economic theory applied to political economy has demonstrated that all political systems
are characterized by commitment problems. The problem of commitment has been
analyzed by Kydland and Prescott (1977), who revealed the importance of credibility in
economic policy - if governments cannot commit themselves credibly, policies may be
futile – and the intrinsic ‘time inconsistency’ of policies. Citizens may not believe in
government policies and promises and may anticipate that governments will change their
mind and adapt to circumstances, so it is rational for them to ignore government
warnings.
As argued by Acemoglu (2003), individuals holding political power “cannot make
commitments to bind their future actions because there is no outside agency with the
coercive capacity to enforce such arrangements”. Governments and policymakers cannot
‘credibly commit’ because there is no supra-power that can bind their actions and enforce
their promises. For Acemoglu, inefficient institutions and policies exist and persist
because they serve the interests of politicians or social groups that hold political power.
The implementation of independent agencies has therefore been viewed as a mean to
solve credibility and commitment problems of policy-makers - independent central banks
being a well-known example. In the same vein, the lack of ‘agencies of restraint’ has
been considered as a key cause of inefficient policies and perpetual policy reversals in
SSA, e.g., a lack of ‘supervisors of supervisors’ such as independent central banks or
judiciary systems (Collier, 1991).
Likewise, policy credibility is enhanced by hand-binding devices, which may be
international treaties or agreements with international financial institutions and their
conditionalities. This had been argued in particular for SSA government policies and has
constituted an additional justification of conditional lending, policies being considered as
more credible if they were tied to some supra-entity, international agreement or
institutions (such as the IMF) (Rodrik, 1995).
The concept of credibility of a policy reform - or of a government, or any agency that
recommends or prescribes a given policy - has also been analyzed via principal-agent
theories, or concepts such as incentives to collusion. In any organization or hierarchy
there may be incentives to collusion and coalitions between levels – the principal and the
agent, the supervisor and the supervisee, the evaluator and the evaluated (among many
other studies, Laffont, 2001). There is always a higher level where there is nobody for
‘supervising the supervisor’, which could guarantee his-her decisions are not biased by
particular interests: this affects the credibility of any policy. These problems have long
been crucial issues in economic theory. For Stiglitz (1999), the failure in credibility
ensuing from the impossibility to solve the issue of the meta-supervisor explains the
failure of reforms in some transition countries in the first years, e.g. Russia, where
supervisors have been ‘captured’ by vested interests (Hellman et al., 2000).
Independence, indeed, is not itself without problem: firstly, independent agencies may
themselves be not credible and lack of supervision may expose them to political influence
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or corrupt behavior; secondly, independent agencies have no power to enforce their
recommendations, and their independence may make it so that their decisions are of
little relevance or difficult to use by governments in daily policy-making: there is a
paradox inherent to independence, where a increase in credibility may imply a decrease
in relevance and power to conduct the appropriate policies.
Unsurprisingly, governments exhibit resistance to the implementation of independent
agencies as well as accountability and supervision arrangements, as shown by Quintyn et
al. (2007) on the example of legal and/or institutional frameworks for supervision and
financial sector supervisors in recent years in 32 countries: indeed, political control
mechanisms often undermine the agency’s credibility.

Credibility, independence, relevance: paradoxes inherent to evaluation
An analytical framework is presented here, which explains the variations in the
effectiveness of evaluation. These reflections on the commitment problem, credibility and
independence and their paradoxes are indeed useful for the analysis of evaluation.
Evaluation is also affected by the problems of commitment and credibility. Evaluation
may serve particular interests (of politicians, policy-makers, or donors), which are not
necessarily congruent with those of beneficiaries; evaluation agencies may be viewed as
‘meta-agencies’ that may similarly be ‘captured’ by groups that have vested interests in
the policies or projects evaluated, and the accuracy of evaluations cannot be submitted
endlessly to evaluations of evaluations and so on (as in the ‘supervisors of supervisors’
problem). In addition, evaluation by definition is not a hand-binding device, donors and
policymakers may ignore it - though accepting an evaluation may improve the credibility
and reputation of the donor or policymaker.
Evaluation is subjected to similar paradoxes, and the question of its credibility and that of
its recommendations is always at stake. The independence of an evaluating agency
allows it to claim higher credibility – conceptual depth, honesty vis-à-vis political
interests. A high degree of independence, however, may make it so that the evaluating
agency is disconnected from the ‘real’ world of policymaking, politics and power
relationships, still more if independence implies a lesser access to insider information.
Genuinely independent agencies may indeed be small (e.g. a small local NGO) and have
a lesser capacity to have access to information. Such an evaluation may therefore
become irrelevant to donors’ and policy-makers interests, it may be ignored and with
lesser prospects for effectiveness: higher independence and credibility may mean here
lesser relevance.
Symmetrically, evaluations may be driven by donors and policymakers. The evaluating
agency may be close to the donors or policymakers, it may even be part of the donor or
policymaking institution, e.g., an “in-house” agency, involved in its policy and fully
acceding to information. Though their “in-house” dimension, some agencies are formally
independent, such as the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group (IEG), which
reports to the Bank's member states (the Board of Executive Directors), not its
management, or the IMF Independent Evaluation Office (IEO), similarly independent of
IMF management and “at arm’s length from the IMF’s Executive Board”.
These agencies close to policy-makers may also be external consultancy firms or think
tanks, which are often large and able to have an easier access to the relevant
information. Even they are independent, large agencies are constrained by market effects
that stem from the latter’ oligopolistic-oligopsonistic structure and the limited number of
players, which may influence the content of the evaluation: market structures create
incentives for large consultancy firms to maintain the potential buyers of their products.
Large international NGOs are also caught in this constraint. As highlighted by Foresti
(2008), many evaluations rely on “usual consultants”: market concentration questions
the latter’ formal independence. Even if these various agencies are formally independent,
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their evaluations suffer problems of credibility, their independence is called into question
and they are exposed to the suspicion of reflecting particular interests.
Yet these evaluations may be more relevant to donors, they have better access to
information, and are more relevant to donors’ procedures, objectives and interests:
lesser independence and credibility may mean here higher relevance.

The biases stemming from quest for reputation and funding
Evaluations are therefore inherently subject to dilemmas and paradoxes because they
include different objectives with different degrees of compatibility: in particular,
credibility and independence, vs. information content and relevance.
The existence of intrinsic tensions has already been underscored, e.g. between
“independence” and “integration”: for the evaluation units surveyed by Foresti, “being
involved” is as important as “being detached” (Foresti, 2008). Evaluation agencies
acknowledge that independence is necessary. For the Treasury Board of Canada
Secretariat (2005), for example, independence sustains objectivity, influences credibility
and supports evaluation as research (i.e. methods chosen to meet research needs, not to
produce the ‘right’ answers); but it simultaneously acknowledges that many factors work
against independence, in particular the fact that evaluators may be employees of the
agency implementing the project and are accountable to individuals working within this
agency.
This is not a simple dualistic opposition, as two additional features of the evaluation
process introduce further complexity: quest for reputation on the one hand, need for
funds and information on the other. Firstly, the evaluating agency may wish to maintain
its reputation (this may be also the case for the donor or policy-maker) – indeed, this
may be a key concern, which can significantly influence agencies or donors’ policies, as
shown by Marchesi and Sabani (2007) on the example of the IMF.
Secondly, evaluating agencies depend on funding, which may itself be independent (e.g.,
an academic research project) or provided by the entity – donor, government, projectthat is evaluated (e.g., an in-house evaluation department or a consultancy firm); also,
for optimizing the relevance of their evaluation, they depend on the acquiring of the most
precise information, and in particular insider information, which is provided by the
evaluated donor or policy-maker, or networks close to them.
The key point here is that the quest for reputation, as well as for funding and
information, blurs the dualistic opposition between the sets “credibility-independence” vs.
“less independence, better access to information, relevance but lesser credibility”.
Indeed, an ‘in-house’ evaluation department has little problems of funding and insider
information, but it may care a lot about its external reputation, e.g. regarding the
honesty of its work, which is an incentive for expressing its independence. In contrast, a
formally independent agency, e.g., a think tank or NGO, also cares about its reputation,
but it may be very dependent on funds provided by the same donors or governments and
on access to insider information, which is an incentive for establishing close relations with
them.
The quest for reputation in turn has a significant impact on the effectiveness, credibility,
audience, of an evaluation, whether the agency is independent – ‘in-house’ or external -,
small or large. Reputation of independence and quality strengthens the capacity for
having a ‘voice’, in particular the use of media. The reputation of the evaluating agency
impacts on the donor or policymaker: enhancing its reputation may be a powerful
incentive for the donor or policy-maker for taking into account the recommendations of
an evaluation and making them effective – an exemple being the inclusion of large NGOs
in the WTO negotiations.
Picciotto (2004) thus emphasizes that it is civil society organizations that sensitized
public opinion with respect to the development incoherence of OECD policies and
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mobilized political support for specific policy reforms, e.g., on European subsidies, or on
the necessity to launch a debt relief initiative, or an international trade agreement on
generic drugs.
An evaluating agency able to voice and disseminate its findings is not a sufficient factor
of evaluation effectiveness, and donors may be indifferent to reputational effects. Their
choice of taking findings into account and changing a project or a development paradigm
depends on political calculations and trade-offs, on domestic and international political
economy and geopolitical power relationships, particularly when key countries are
concerned (e.g., large emerging countries, such as China or India), or on the presence of
powerful private interests, as it often happens in large infrastructure projects (e.g.,
dams, pipe-lines, roads and so on).
These constraints are inherent to evaluation, and variations in effectiveness of evaluation
depend on combinations and prioritization of all these elements in given situations.

Evaluation, research and “evidence”: indirect relationships
The use of research, in particular its “big issues”, has also an impact on the relevance
and effectiveness of evaluation – on whether it constitutes an incentive for policymakers
to implement changes -, while research may be influenced by evaluation results.
The relationships between evaluation, research and policies are indirect, as well as their
respective relationships with empirical facts – ‘evidence’. They are made of reciprocal use
and exchanges. In theory, research feeds evaluations and provides more rigorous
concepts and methods for assessing and measuring evidence, while at the same time
evaluation results feed academic research, and contribute to the ‘bridging of policy and
research’ (examples being, among others, the Global Development Network initiatives,
the ODI Research and Policy in Development/RAPID program; Crewe and Young, 2002,
or the Science Policy Research Unit at the University of Sussex, or the science,
technology and innovation initiatives at the World Bank).
Large donor agencies are focused on projects and policies, but most include research
activities, which at a given time promote specific conceptual frameworks and paradigms.
The promotion of such concepts – e.g., the centrality of poverty, governance, gender,
empowerment, and so on – stems both from the evolution of concepts and techniques
(e.g., surveys) that is constitutive of academic research (e.g., surveys) and facts. Donors
and policymakers cannot ignore them as the legitimacy of their projects is grounded on
the ‘truth’ of research, and some facts may become salient and debated in public
opinions at certain periods (such as in the 1990s the mitigated success of structural
adjustment programs in SSA).
The point is that large donors have their ‘in-house’ research departments that
accompany closely their policy objectives and provide them with conceptual and empirical
basis as well as legitimacy. These policy objectives may in turn bias the objectivity of
their research - as shown by the external evaluation of research of the World Bank on
issues such as trade openness or aid (Banerjee et al., 2006). At the same time, large
donors influence external academic research because of their weight in terms of financing
and in the policies in developing countries. They have therefore an influence on the fact
that particular views are preeminent at a given time, according complex feedback
processes (on the concept of poverty, Sindzingre, 2004a). Donors shape here
simultaneously the ideas and the “facts” that are important: in sum, “truth” (academic
research) and “relevance” (policies, operations) reinforce each other (Sindzingre, 2004b).
Similar feedback processes also characterize the relationships between research and
evaluation. Many evaluation agencies, such as the independent bodies of large donors
(e.g., the IEG or the IEO) include both conceptual work and policymaking, e.g., technical
assistance. In turn, research may be fundamental but also focused on policy. Policy
research now feeds evaluations and provides tools for assessment and measurement that
are viewed as more rigorous. As everything can be evaluated and monitored, however,
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there is a risk of endless evaluation: research can itself be evaluated with the tools and
techniques of monitoring and evaluation (Hovland, 2007).
Research can also be ignored by policymakers, in particular when it is subservient to
political choices. As argued by Lomax Cook (2001), policy-making has a tense
relationship with the evidence it relies on, because it follows either the rational actor
model, where research plays a major role in policies, or the political model, where
research is only a minor input. On two examples of policy-making (welfare reform in the
U.S. and criminal victimization of the elderly), she shows that in both research played its
most important role in defining the problem and its least important in generating policy
solutions. In both cases, research interacted with ideology, interests, and other factors,
with public opinion having also an influence on research and policy actors.

4. Why have evaluations the capacity to change policies?
Variations and tradeoffs regarding independence, credibility and
reputation
This conceptual framework may help to understand the situations where evaluations
have constituted the basis for new donors’ or governments’ policies – knowing that the
latter have in SSA a limited room for maneuver - and where relevant evaluations have
been ignored. This is an important question, which has significant implications for SSA
economies.
In this perspective, evaluations may be analyzed in distinguishing two cases: either
causing little change in future policies, programs and projects, or significant change.
Evaluations may be made by independent external agencies or by internal departments.
Evaluations may be reinforced by new empirical evidence that confirm them or not, as
well as by new research, or evaluations may themselves reinforce new research findings.
Among many other possible examples, the dynamics of these various cases is explored in
a stylized way by programs implemented by the international financial institutions and
evaluations conducted by their evaluation offices. Indeed, illustrating the principles of
transparency and accountability, many documents are now open to public knowledge.

Evaluations generating little change: credibility problems and political contexts
Aid effectiveness
Examples of evaluations that brought about little change are many. The evaluation of aid
effectiveness is a well-known case, in particular its negative dimensions, e.g., the
proliferation of donors and problems of coherence.
Reports have been innumerable and often repeated year after year, both made internally
by the donor agencies (e.g., the EU) or by academics but did not generate dramatic
changes in the broad device of aid, even if some changes have been made in the
conceptual framework (e.g. program or projects, ex post or ex ante, conditional or nonconditional, loans or grants, and so on) and policy practices (e.g., budget support) (e.g.,
Mourmouras and Rangazas, 2006). The general device of aid is highly resilient as political
(domestic and international) and economic interests in its perpetuation constitute a
powerful hindrance to deep changes.

Liberalization policies
In SSA, evaluations generated little change in many cases. In retrospect, for example, in
the 1980-90s, despite problematic effects of deindustrialization and reinforcement of the
specialization of countries in primary commodities export, evaluations that were critical

16

on trade liberalization policies recommended by the Bank in SSA over these two decades
were not considered, in particular when they were made by outside agencies (e.g.,
United Nations agencies or NGOs). External evaluations were ignored – e.g., viewed as
poorly informed, under political influence, lacking academic standards, unable to devise
appropriate modeling, and so on. This is an example where in-house research produced
within the Bank has reinforced the lack of awareness both of programs and internal
evaluations regarding possible detrimental effects of the standard policy package, as
internal research was mostly made of econometric exercises underscoring the link
between trade liberalization and growth (e.g., Dollar and Kraay, 2000).
This research has been later criticized by further research, inside the Bank with the World
Development Report 2000 on poverty as well as academic, which showed that trade
openness may in some conditions have negative effects on low-income countries or
specific groups of poor, thus igniting controversy within the World Bank and the IMF. It
has been also criticized for its weak scientific basis by an evaluation of the World Bank
research department itself conducted by external academics (Banerjee et al., 2006).
Following the move, the independent in-house evaluation offices of the IMF and the
World Bank also now underscore that the relationship is not straightforward and that
liberalization policies do not always bring about the expected benefits.
This shows that critical assessments are increasingly considered when research findings
accumulate, and when these research findings are included in their evaluations by
agencies that have more credibility for the international financial institutions than outside
entities, such as the IMF and World Bank evaluation offices of the IMF, because these
offices are in-house and well-informed.
In addition, changes in evaluations pose a time consistency problem: memory of past
stances and policies impinges on the credibility of current ones. An independent body,
e.g. the IMF IEO, may be critical of past IMF programs on the basis of research
demonstrating that, for example, trade openness is not always good for growth:
however, it may be appreciated by external academic research or NGOs as it is a sign of
honesty and departure from self-justification, and it may be a scientific assessment: but
the IEO credibility and that of its change of diagnosis of problems are not necessarily
enhanced, because it has supported during years the opposite policies.
This integration of challenging research into evaluation close to policymakers, however,
does not necessarily generate policy change. Evaluations from both ‘independent’ inhouse bodies and research departments may be critical of given programs: yet
operational departments may not take them into account.
In sum, when in-house independent bodies make critical evaluations regarding their own
institution’s policies, they may face difficult alternatives: either at the internal level being
ignored by operational departments, or for external audience being assimilated to the
donor itself because it has for years implemented the criticized policies, and therefore
being viewed by the public as not very credible.

Privatization reforms
These evaluations made by the main donors’ evaluation departments may generate or
accompany change, but precisely because they are made within institutions that
supported before the criticized policies, their credibility and independence remains
questioned. The evolution of a policy reform such as privatization, which had significant
consequences in SSA, is an example that may also be analyzed in this perspective. A
number of critical evaluations, coupled with empirical evidence (of mitigated success
since it launch in the early-1980s, outside a few sectors such as telecommunication) as
well as an evolution in economic research about the role of the state as well as
privatization outcomes in industrialized countries induced changes in the 2000s regarding
the conceptual framework and policies - in particular for the main player in SSA, the
World Bank.
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This had led to a progressive replacement of the conceptual framework and policy
practice relying on the limiting of the role of the state by more cautious views of
privatization, such as the unbundling of public services - the state keeps certain assets
and provides the regulatory framework, while the service delivery is operated by private
entities according to a variety of contracts (e.g. public-private partnerships) (World Bank,
2004; Bortolotti and Perotti, 2007).
The credibility of the World Bank report (2004) recommending these new policies,
however, has been questioned, due to the Bank’s rigid privatization policies during two
decades despite mixed success in SSA (Bayliss and Fine, 2007a,b), and possible vested
interests in the sectors concerned (e.g., water, roads).

Evaluations generating significant changes: a lesser importance
independence, the convergence of evaluation, research and policy-making

of

The “Berg report”
In contrast, it has happened that some evaluations laid out the foundations for new
paradigms and generated significant policy changes. A well-known example of changes
generated by evaluations in SSA is the “Berg report” written for the World Bank by one of
his prominent consultants for SSA, Elliot Berg (World Bank, 1981). This report is an
example of the importance, for an evaluation to induce change, of being both inside and
outside the policymaking agency (e.g., regular consultant), a position of “insider
independence”.
The report’s influence has been reinforced by its use of academic research, e.g., the
notion of rent-seeking, which was itself developed by scholars who were very close (“in”
and “out”) to international financial institutions and donors (e.g., Krueger, 1974). “Rentseeking” emerged as a key cause of economic stagnation in SSA, and the report became
a complement both at the policy and theoretical level to structural adjustment and
stabilization programs in the early-1980s. The “Berg report” contributed to the
emergence in the 1990s of the paradigm of governance (“poor governance”, “postponed
adjustment”) promoted in academic studies as well as donor evaluations in SSA.
Changes in the assessments of causalities (economic stagnation explained by rentseeking and poor governance) met a number of opposite evaluations (in particular from
UNECA) but were maintained by several ‘in-house’ reports, such as the influential World
Bank report on SSA (1989) based on background papers that typically associated
analyses both made by academics, some having close ties with the World Bank, and by
donor agencies officials (Mkandawire, 2004).

The shift towards poverty reduction
Another example is the launch at the end of the 1990s of the Poverty Reduction Strategy
Papers (PRSPs) and the Poverty Reduction and Growth Facilities (PRGFs) by the World
Bank and the IMF. Despite many commonalities with the previous stabilization and
adjustment programs, the great number of external and internal evaluations (by
academics, United Nations agencies, bilateral agencies, think-tanks, and so on) on their
mixed impact on growth in SSA finally had significant effects on the executive levels of
the international financial institutions, while academic research in development
economics increasingly centered on poverty during the 1990s (Bourguignon et al., 1991;
Kanbur and Squire, 1999). Academic thinking regarding the determinants of growth and
the role of the state also evolved during that period, significantly promoted by scholars
influential both in academia and within the IMF and the World Bank (such as Joseph
Stiglitz).
Independent in-house bodies such as the IMF IEO also made public the disappointing
effects of stabilization and adjustment programs (IMF-IEO, 2002, 2003) – its evaluations
now underscoring the weaknesses of PRSPs and IMF programs. IEO internal evaluations
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obviously have a privileged access to information regarding the background and impact
of IMF programs, but even if they are critical, they may always be suspected of possible
bias. The numerous external evaluations of adjustment programs in SSA, which were
perhaps more objective, have been viewed as less relevant in the 1980s by international
financial institutions, given the overwhelming importance of stabilization and adjustment
in their policies and theoretical framework (e.g., the monetary approach of balance of
payments, the Polak’s model) at that time, until empirical evidence of mixed impact in
SSA became increasingly visible.
All these factors – research, internal and external evaluations, evidence – generated in
fine a change for the policymakers of donor countries in their views regarding the
appropriate policies for developing countries. These factors helped putting at the
forefront the new conceptual frameworks of ‘poverty reduction’, ‘rehabilitation’ of the role
of the state and more balanced relationships between donors and governments in
program design (‘ownership’). They were also reinforced by critical evaluations of
financing instruments (loans, project aid) regarding recipients’ ownership, which
facilitated a shift from project aid to program aid and budget support.

IMF programs
Another example of internal and external evaluations that had significant influence and
generated changes in previous program design is that of the IMF PRGF programs’ wage
bill ceilings. The latter have always been an element of stabilization in the IMF approach,
but may show some discrepancy with the official claim of poverty reduction and
improvement of health sectors in the context of the tight budgets of low-income
countries, especially in SSA.
Changes resulted from the powerful combination of evaluations both made by the IMFIEO and a high-profile external think tank (the Center for Global Development, CGD).
The point is that the latter is ‘more independent’ than an independent but in-house body
such as the IEO, but at the same time its independence is constrained by a competing
objective of reputation: as the other top think tanks, it maintains its high reputation
thanks to high quality and insider information, awareness of the key issues that matter
for policymakers, its close links with the World Bank, the IMF and other key agencies and
use of former staff from these institutions.
The IMF-IEO evaluation of IMF policy and practice of aid to SSA included a negative
evaluation of wage bill ceilings imposed during the two decades of stabilization and
adjustment programs (IMF-IEO, 2007): wage bill ceilings were not compatible with the
other key aspects of PRSPs, i.e. the objectives of minimal social public spending. The
evaluation has prompted the IMF to modify this conditionality, on which significantly the
IMF had already a few doubts (IMF Survey, March 19, 2007). This shows that policy
changes are more likely to be induced when evaluations are congruent with
interrogations among policymakers, themselves generated by facts and new research.
However, the credibility of an ‘in-house’ agency such as the IEO, though it is better
informed, remains questioned because of its link with the evaluatee, the IMF.
On the other hand, the IMF wage ceilings and their adverse effects on PRSPs social
spending have been also critically evaluated by the CGD (CGD, 2007; Goldsbrough,
2007, on the case of Mozambique, Rwanda, and Zambia). The evaluation has been
headed by an ex-staff from the IMF IEO, with the expert group including several ex-staffs
from the World Bank, the IMF or the UN. The CGD evaluation brought about a response
by the IMF, which arguing that wage bill ceilings have not restricted social spending, and
that the CGD evaluation did not took into account key criteria for the IMF such as
macroeconomic stability.
Interestingly, the IMF simultaneously presented both the CGD and IEO evaluations as
confirmations of its own approach (IMF Survey, April 11, 2007). For the IMF, the
evaluation of its own independent office, the IEO, was right and came at a time where a
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consensus emerged within research and the IMF itself that this particular aspect of its
policy in SSA (wage bill ceilings) was controversial, had undesirable effects and must
therefore be abandoned (Fedelino et al., 2006). The IMF argued that the share of PRGFsupported programs with wage bill ceilings has declined from 40% in 2003-05 to 32% in
June 2007 (Verhoeven and Segura, 2007), which is a change both in terms of conceptual
framework and policy vis-à-vis the stabilization programs practiced in SSA since the
1980s. This underscores that policymakers may keep from an evaluation – internal or
external - the conclusions that contribute to consensus-building.
This stylized story highlights two important points. Firstly, in fine, the external evaluation
(CGD) does not display significantly more credibility than that of the in-house
independent office (IEO). Large external evaluation agencies, think-tanks or NGOs,
precisely because they try to maintain their leadership in the “market” of studies and
evaluations about development, are characterized by constraints on their formal
independence. Indeed, their funding partially depends on donors; they need to secure
access to high-quality and insider information and keep close ties with the entity that is
evaluated (and may be perceived as “satellite” agencies). They may therefore be affected
by problems of credibility that are similar to those of internal independent evaluation
agencies, e.g., the IMF-IEO; their recommendations may even be less independent than
the latter, as their access to information is more costly.
Secondly, this highlights that evaluations are taken into account and generate change
when the policymaker already experiences a need for change. This also shows the
importance of the sharing of a “common knowledge” and convergence of ideas between
evaluating and evaluated agencies.

Evaluations reinforcing changes, which were previously generated by research
There are cases where not only evaluations introduced changes in subsequent projects
and programs, but where evaluations reflected previous shifts in theoretical paradigms,
both within academic and donor-driven research. These evaluations use an analytical
framework that is already present in the research-based literature of donors. Evaluations
in using new concepts from research reinforce these conceptual changes: such
cumulative assessments (from research and from evaluation) makes it is very likely that
the evaluation’s findings will be viewed as relevant. This is even more likely if the
research and the evaluation are produced by formally independent agencies, which
enhances their credibility, but that are also internal, which enhances the relevance of
their findings.
An example may be the evaluation made by the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) of
the International Finance Corporation (IFC) of IFC's Development Results, which was
based on more than 600 IFC supported investment projects evaluated between 1996 and
2006 (IFC-IEG, 2007). The IEG findings underscore the need for tailored and countryspecific strategies with greater IFC-World Bank collaboration, and the necessity of putting
more emphasis than in the past on issues such as sustainable rural development, with a
focus on agribusiness, rural micro finance, and the environment.
These themes interestingly reflect a paradigm that has already become prominent in
academic research and policy-oriented research since the early-2000s. Indeed, the
paradigm of country-specific strategies and case by case analysis has become a new
consensus in development economics research in the 2000s, as a result of several
studies that argue, for example, that development is firstly a process of ‘self-discovery’
(Hausmann and Rodrik, 2003).
Another recent example is the promotion of rural development and the policy
recommendation of investing in agriculture by the World Bank flagship report both in
terms of research and policy, the 2008 World Development Report, after decades of
eclipse. Such a report reinforces changes caused by new facts that have affected
economies at a global scale, e.g. agribusiness or environment, which have in turn
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generated a large amount of new research, which is in turn reflected in new assessments
and policy recommendations.

5. Concluding remarks: beyond intended objectives, the many
effects of evaluations
This paper has examined the constraints weighing on evaluation effectiveness and its
determinants, in particular those stemming from their environment in terms of political
economy.
It has revealed a series of paradoxes that are inherent to evaluation practices and argued
that these paradoxes explain the variation in the effectiveness of evaluation and its
capacity for changing policies. These inherent tensions and paradoxes have been
explored according to an analytical framework that distinguishes between different key
features of evaluation and evaluating agencies: credibility, independence, information,
reputation. Differences in relevance and effectiveness of evaluations, i.e. the fact that
some evaluations induce policy change or not in given situations, ensue from variations
in this set of features, which have been examined via a series of stylized examples.
Despite these limitations, it may be argued that evaluation remains a useful tool,
especially when it appropriately and rigorously documents facts. An important point is
that evaluation results may be useful, but not necessarily for their intended objectives.
Their relevance may moreover be acknowledged with a certain time lag. Indeed,
evaluations cannot be assimilated only to ‘results’ or ‘evidence’: they constitute
processes involving many groups and domains – political, economic and social - in a
given country. These processes may be learning processes, which are crucial to the
‘ownership’ of development; they may also be political processes, i.e. processes
modifying existing power equilibria. In particular, evaluations may contribute to the
emergence and development of democratic institutions.
Evaluations may have important effects that go beyond intended objectives. This has
already been emphasized by Hirschman (1967) in his analysis of a series of World Bank
projects, where he argues that side-effects may be in fact ‘central’ inputs in the
achievement of the project, and that project success cannot be defined in a clear-cut way
nor reduced to economic indicators, which are moreover often constructed within donor
agencies. For Hirschman, projects contribute to development not only due to their explicit
objectives but when they improve the ‘lacks’ that characterize developing countries - lack
in capital, skills or institutions that foster development. The success of a development
project may imply changes in the institutional and social environment, which is also
underscored by Stiglitz (1998) regarding broad institutional transformation as a condition
of success of economic reforms in transition countries.
Evaluations in SSA have not generated tangible effects, they have been characterized by
little coherence and coordination, and may even be sometimes ‘brutal’. External
evaluations may be useful as they allow for a fresh look: evaluations, however, are
caught in a trilemma of knowledge of evaluation, context or theme, evaluators often
being experienced in evaluation but having a limited knowledge of the theme or the
context, while others know the theme but have little knowledge of evaluation as a
discipline.
This paper has identified the series of limits facing evaluation, which is the first step of
identifying improvements. There is room for exploring alternative methods, which would
improve evaluation credibility and effectiveness: in particular, the enhancing and greater
reliance on local capacities, competence and knowledge would represent significant
improvements.
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