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Introduction

This case study offers an approach to evaluation that serves to support and strengthen social change organisations and initiatives. It is also a case study and account of the development of a practice, and a practitioner, showing the path this approach took in its development through experience. And then that path is illustrated by several smaller case-stories that give insight into particular emphases and practices supported by the approach. In so doing it attempts to offer both theoretical and practical insight into what practicing evaluation out of a ‘sovereign’ approach might involve.

CDRA supports social change organisations and initiatives and has, for many years, played an active role in evaluation practice and discourse. Turning the lens around, we have engaged the topic from the point of view of the evaluated. Our pioneering work in organisational learning as a basis for the development of strategy and practice has placed us in a strong position with respect to our own internal evaluation function. Further, and as an NGO, we have over the years engaged in regular self and external evaluation for accountability. Finally, in our field practice over almost 20 years, we ensured that each practitioner engaged in at least one evaluation a year to enable us to experience the work, as outside interveners. All of this experience has enabled us to contribute a unique perspective on evaluation concept, method and practice. All of CDRA’s writing on the subject is on our website – www.cdra.org.za. The M&E material is indexed under the ‘Writing and bookshop’ section.
1. Evaluation – why is it relevant to social change initiatives?

Evaluation has come to occupy an increasingly central place in the work of social change organisations and initiatives, infusing itself into strategic thinking, field practice and organisational resource allocation of both time and money. 

For organisations involved with social change, this trend can be experienced as burdensome, and downright harmful, coming as it so often does as external intervention and requirement, with accompanying methods and practices that are unsuitable to say the least! 

At worst, and especially when evaluation is imposed, it can neutralise the politics of social change programmes, turning activist organisations into service providers whose effectiveness is subject to the primary measures of outsiders, bureaucrats and technicians. 

How to engage with evaluation in this context? It is right and good to account for use, and outcome of the use, of one’s resources, including those received from donors. And if such duties of accountability come with opportunities to learn, all the better. However evaluation adopted unthinkingly as mere ‘requirement’ or duty to be endured risks weakening the social change programme, confusing, distracting and even undoing the purpose for which that programme exists.

So given the prominence of evaluation in the lives of social change organisations, and its close connection to their ability to sustain themselves financially, how can it be engaged with differently?

This paper gives an account of the development of an approach to evaluation that we describe as ‘sovereign’.

2. “Sovereign” - an alternative approach

This approach locates responsibility for and authority over, the evaluation process firmly with the party being evaluated.  It was coined in the framing of an evaluation for an activist land organisation in 2008. Since then both CDRA and that organisation have continued to use the term to describe their work as both evaluators and evaluated, and it has begun to be shared more broadly within the evaluation community.

In a sovereign approach several disciplines are combined, including organisation development, action research, qualitative research, organisational learning and adult education. Further, elements of internally focused evaluation and external impact evaluation are consciously drawn on, although the exact emphasis given is determined by the needs of the client at any given point.

 Internally focused approaches include developmental evaluation (in which the evaluation consultant accompanies the client on their journey of learning and organisational adaptation in response to emergent evaluation outcomes) and self-evaluation (in which the evaluated organisation evaluates its own learning and impact). Externally focused approaches include soliciting external and independent perspectives and measures of impact. Both internal and external approaches could use both quantitative and qualitative methods
.

Working out of a sovereign perspective, evaluator, evaluated and donors actively value the independence and self-determination of the evaluated, working through the mechanisms of contextual grounded-ness and claims around impact, that can then be tested both quantitatively and qualitatively. In this approach, agency is key. In addition, a sovereign evaluation approach values self-awareness, evidence, specificity and appropriate mixes of methods, depending on circumstances. 

It is this last point, perhaps more than any other that distinguishes this as an approach, not a method. And key here is the ability to relate. In such a dynamic evaluation process, much is asked of the evaluator, not just the evaluated. Trust and relatedness, for example, is not a technical competence. Evaluators working with this approach need a certain emotional resilience and capacity that enables the creation of connected relationships, the sustaining of them and, most important, an ability to adapt to circumstances. 

Sovereignty, as a quality in the evaluation, is created in the course of it. In that sense, sovereign evaluation describes a sensibility that is carried by the evaluator, and also the evaluated, although the full extent of this as a shared quality and sensibility grows over time. It is from this that method, and ability to use method in any given situation emerges. 
3. How we got here

This approach evolved over many years and through concrete experience of our own evaluation and engaging in that of others. The following accounts illustrate this development –

A. Grounding in what is done
When CDRA was asked, in the early 1990s to do an evaluation of an urban transformation programme that spanned some 50 organisations, we had the research experience of staff members and experience of OD’s ‘internal evaluation’ to fall back on. This offered us a method that was strongly rooted in an inductive approach, effectively allowing the ‘terms’ of the evaluation to be shaped by what emerged from the field. Combining what we saw as researchers and process consultants with what evaluation participants said about their intentions and their practice, we were able to reveal a framework for organisational capacity that was embedded in the very practice of those we encountered
. 

This evaluation confirmed a strongly grounded approach, although it is definitely at odds with objective-oriented approaches to planning and evaluation. This was something that set us apart from the industry later in the 1990s and 2000s as this latter approach took hold and effectively created ‘failure’ through rigid (and all too often unrealistic) objective setting and measurement.

B. Reporting as social process
Around the same time, we learnt a bracing lesson about the process of evaluation reporting. We were long committed to the principle of reporting first to the ‘evaluated,’ regardless of the final report’s final destination. However, we had not foreseen how very difficult it is for people to see themselves, and their words, in print. This regardless of the accuracy of quotations, the rigour of analysis or persuasiveness of conclusions. 

During an evaluation of an environmental network led by two highly regarded intellectuals, we learnt that the emotion of an evaluation report must be dealt with in the moment, and that it is best not to have a ‘draft’ in circulation for days prior to the meeting at which the draft is discussed. All sorts of reactions, imagination and second-guessing gets taken into that space. It is far preferable to bring the report to the meeting, and allow people time to read it there. Any reactions can be dealt with immediately, inaccuracies corrected, and together, evaluator and evaluated can get to work to generate conclusions that speak with one voice. Here, reporting, and generation of the report, is also a social process, not a separate production activity undertaken by one person.

This very important process principle emerges as the key move towards generating what is known as ‘ownership’ of a report, and it applies as much to highly educated and powerful people as it does to those at the grassroots. In this approach to evaluation, there really is no need for the final report to contain any surprises.

C. The facts do matter - evaluation as self-research 
Any work aimed at supporting social change - development work, community organising, activism – by its very nature generates a demand for responsiveness, and a corresponding deviation from ‘the plan.’ Often, and especially in our project-delivery times, this results in practitioners, organisers and activists experiencing a sense of failure and loss, as they clearly fail to meet ‘key performance indicators’ and also, more worryingly, lose the connection to what they have actually been doing. Further, this practice is by its very nature is social and interactive and therefore largely invisible. The work itself leaves no immediate visible trace once the encounters are past. 

Material approaches that seek only visible impact without seeking insight into the processes that generate that impact very often lose sight of the work altogether.

Also, evaluations often arrive on the doorstep of organisations, catching them unprepared. The absence of information about the organisation’s past activities inhibits any attempt to do evaluation and is effectively itself an evaluation outcome (in the sense that the organisation, or group, is not sufficiently able to give an account of its activities, pointing to a real organisational weakness).

In one evaluation of a church-based national youth network, the organiser was unable to give an account of how he spent his time, this despite his evident busyness and despite the organisation’s extensive network of young people. Rather than become overly involved in researching the practice history of the organisation I asked him to recap a sequential account of his past few year’s work, using his diary, the car log book, annual reports and other sources. I then asked him to create the categories by which he chose to account for his time, and work. 

I learnt several things from this exercise: while seemingly onerous, and initially resisted, such engagement can be an opportunity for individuals to develop self awareness and deeper understanding of their working lives, reconnecting them to their actual work and generating a sense of pride and accomplishment.  It is also a way of helping generate proper accounts of time-spent (the most costly of all resources). Finally, such an approach to data gathering can help develop the ability of those being evaluated to distance themselves from their own experience – to come to see themselves as if from the outside, and therefore to becoming more able to evaluate their own work dispassionately. Such a faculty is both practical and deeply ‘empowering.’ 

D. Evaluation as developmental process

My sense of evaluation’s potential to dovetail with the developmental process of an initiative expanded in work I did with an urban conservation group over a period of 6 years. Here the whole organisation became involved in generating the data and accounts that the evaluation required. In that process, their individual and organisational ability to generate such accounts was deepened, as were the accounts themselves.

In the course of this relationship, two formal, external evaluations were conducted. During and between the evaluations, extensive organisational development work and skills development was undertaken. Over time, my role shifted from external evaluator to internal accompanier. In this later period, the focus of work was on supporting the organisation to articulate its strategy, approach and methods, as well as process guidance on how to take the next phase of work forward.

In this relationship, evaluation itself was a living part of organisational process, as was the relationship between evaluator and client. Evaluation input and output became one: As the organisation’s ability to account (give input to the evaluation) deepened, so these same accounts became a useful base for articulation of the organisation’s unique approach to its work.

E. Participation is an activity 
In CDRA’s early days of evaluation, we would only do evaluation that had been requested, directly, by the client, and was paid for by the client. Over time, things have shifted to a point where evaluation is accepted as a normal requirement of donor contracts, and even as a normal part of organisational functioning. In this context, organisations might formally ‘request’ the evaluation – but they are not necessarily wanting or needing it, and all too often they are not even especially interested in paying for it directly. While it happens – it gets done - evaluation is not an activity that is especially embraced. Instead a sort of passivity descends. A cool consent that expresses a similar resistance to ‘being evaluated’ as did the heated refusals of years past.

Some years ago, I was asked to be part of a team doing an evaluation of an organisation that works with citizens monitoring and resisting state criminality and violence (not in South Africa!). Our first meeting was shot through with a sense of palpable dread. The irony of external evaluation in social contexts – you can’t evaluate without participating, and you can’t participate without an invitation – was compellingly present. As polite as everyone was being, as much as everyone knew that it had to be done, this organisation was subject to this process; and it was enduring, not participating in it.

Over a period of two weeks we found our way through to the very real opportunities offered by the evaluation for developing self-awareness, making meaning and strengthening organisational resilience. Out of potential disaster, we all managed to create a situation in which both evaluators and evaluated could actively participate. 

The integrity and seriousness of the organisation itself, and their commitment to accounting for the impact and value of their work, while also keeping it safe, was a major contributor to this shift. They were very watchful of the evaluation team and as we listened, showed that we heard, responded and engaged with what was given to us, so the process came to life.

Having an evaluator team of people who could relate to the realities they were experiencing, had some experience of the context and history, as well as expertise in community organising and community development also helped. But what made the evaluation work most of all was our willingness to challenge our own terms of contract and ensure limited distribution of the report when it became clear that people’s safety may be at risk. 

I learnt in that process that no amount of skill, experience or knowledge, no carefully deployed ‘method’ could substitute for ordinary human trustworthiness. It is this that enables proper participation in evaluation – for both parties.
F. Setting the terms, drawing ‘my’ own conclusions

One of the strangest things about conventional evaluation, and research, is that the task of drawing conclusions belongs almost entirely to the evaluator or researcher, and all too often, the task of setting terms belongs to the donor, perhaps in consultation with the Director of the organisation. 

Yet there is huge opportunity in having had a focused (and hopefully skilled) person working on an organisation’s behalf, seeking data and feedback that can indicate to them what their effect and value is in the world. This is especially so if they have generated the questions being asked. And it is essential that making sense of it all is the preserve of the client. 

Of course, the evaluator may have ideas as to what other question should be asked, how to frame them, what context they might evoke ... as should the donor. And at the end, the evaluator is obliged to have ideas about what it all means, and even specialist contributions on how things might change, or improve. But when worked with in a sovereign way, the task of setting the terms, concluding and generating recommendations lies in conversation between the evaluator and the organisation.

When I was working with the land rights organisation mentioned at the start of this paper, we had workshops at the start and end of the evaluation. In the opening workshop, the whole staff sat together and essentially engaged in an action learning exercise. Each member of staff had prepared a reflection on their work and their assessment of its impact. In the course of the workshop we examined and interrogated these, seeking out the claims that I was then asked to test further in the field. By the end of our time together, there was not a critical question that I could think of that had not already been asked.  In addition, an entire internal review had been undertaken, all in a context of engaged and lively staff and team development.

At the end of the process we had a three-day outcomes workshop in which findings were shared and debated and key recommendations generated. This was a moment of powerful organisational ‘learning’ and formed the basis for the strategic planning that followed.

In both of these processes, the organisation was able to make meaning of its work, and the assessment of that work. They could theorise their own relationship to the context, the state, to community, and to their peers. They revisited and questioned their values, especially as they manifested in the field, seen through the lens of the evaluation research. This was a dynamic and rolling conversation, resulting in, amongst other things (and quite unanticipated), their articulation of their ‘theory of change’.  

 As an evaluation conclusion it was immensely satisfying. By the time we had ended, the feedback had already been absorbed, including some of the hardest points of confrontation. As a practitioner it was an interesting thing to recognise that the theory that evaluation generates can be created by the evaluated organisation, not just shared with them as outcome.

These exchanges in the course of evaluation may be the key distinguishing feature of the approach I am calling ‘sovereign.’ They are the space – for the evaluated - to make meaning, ask questions and draw conclusions about the effect and value of their work, all in a context of rigorous research. 

4. Back to ‘sovereign,’ in conclusion

A sovereign approach upholds the task, and right, of the evaluated to name, make sense of and draw conclusions from own experience. In this sense, working in a sovereign way is all about ownership. It supports the right of the evaluated (be it an institution, an organisation, a project, an association an individual ... even a whole country) to claim their experience as their own. And through facing it, to develop greater resilience, self awareness and agency.

The approach is of necessity relational, organisational, dynamic and thoroughly grounded in what has been done. To work out of a sovereign approach requires a certain sensibility – a way of being in the world. The key features of this sensibility include an ability to observe, and to question; an openness to whatever presents itself as well as an ability to respond to and contribute to framing it conceptually.  It is the sensibility of a true participant-observer.

Both analysis and synthesis are required – things have to be seen in their details and their parts, and they also have to be rendered whole. Finally, it requires a dedication to ensuring that the evaluation process addresses itself to the needs of the evaluated organisation. 

In that sense it is deeply partisan and itself a contributor to social change.
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� Such an impact is not unlike the tremendous power of ‘enumeration’ pioneered by the savings associations of India and subsequently adopted by many social movements around the world. When people are connected to their resources, they are more powerful than when they are disconnected from them.
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