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There is broad recognition of the challenges in evaluating development policy and programmes. This 
chapter discusses these with reference to private sector development programmes and explores how 
contribution analysis, which is a structured stepwise process, can address these challenges and 
generate findings to improve learning and accountability.  
 
Policy and evaluation agendas 

Countries’ autonomy to develop their own development policy agendas is heavily constrained by the 
fact that funding for these agendas largely derives from loans or grants from international funders, 
like the European Union, the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund, or through bilateral 
funding arrangements with donor countries. Policy and budget priorities in developing countries are 
partly shaped by the self-interest of donor countries, as a result of power relations between donors 
and recipient countries. Despite the agreement on donor coordination and national ownership in the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (OECD, 2005, Dabelstein and Patton, 2012), the imbalance of 
power has not changed much. A 2011 evaluation by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) (Wood et al., 2011) stated that most advances in meeting the good intentions 
of the Paris Declaration were made by developing countries, which re-modelled their national 
systems for development policy and planning, and started to generate statistics on the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) formulated in 2015 are 
considered a step forward, compared to the MDGs, on the long road to ‘de-colonizing the 
accountability matrix’. This was chiefly because the SDGs have indicators that are relevant for, need 
action in, and require transparent monitoring and evaluation by both developing countries (aid 
recipients) and developed countries (aid donors).  
 

Private sector development 

Aid is used increasingly to further donor countries’ interests (Sogge, 2015). This is reflected in the 
increased priority of funders for private sector development (PSD) programmes which target sectors 
that export products to or import technology from the firms based in the donor country. 
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Impact evaluations of PSD programmes are carried out at the behest of a peculiar configuration of 
interest groups with different expectations. Some groups want to know whether a programme has 
worked; others want to know how to do these programmes better; others fear that PSD 
programmes might result in sub-optimal or adverse development outcomes in recipient countries; 
and some want to be sure that the programme benefits the private sector in the donors’ own 
economies. Therefore, the incentives to evaluate these type of programmes are somewhat different 
from other areas of development policy, such as education, health and humanitarian relief. The 
incentives to study them for accountability are stronger, while the incentives for learning from them 
are weaker, not least because PSD programmes tend to be relatively complex and contextually 
embedded, which impedes easy replication or scaling.  
 
PSD is defined as the range of strategies that aim to establish markets which function vibrantly and 
fairly, and which provide quality economic opportunities to poor people at scale (DCED, 2019). 
Typically, PSD aid instruments involve managing a portfolio of many highly diverse and unique 
projects and programmes that try to address bottlenecks and find leverage points in the markets 
and institutional environments of private firms. In the private sector, firms compete for market 
share and profits with each other. What is good for one firm might prove to be detrimental to 
others. A change in one firm’s level of competitiveness may well negatively affect another firm that 
competes in the same market. Therefore, PSD support is only considered legitimate when it 
addresses constraints in a way that benefits many (competing) firms, instead of only a few directly 
supported firms.  
 

Impact evaluation challenges 

When evaluating the impact of a PSD programme, it is necessary – but challenging – to define the 
boundaries of the system targeted by the programme, and the intended (and unintended) 
outcomes. Generally, PSD programmes generate outcomes in a wide range of private sector firms in 
the recipient country (and often also in the donor country), directly or indirectly. It is therefore 
challenging to define a clear target group of firms that can be evaluated before and after the 
programme. It is even more difficult, if not virtually impossible, to find a comparison group of similar 
firms that did not benefit from the support to allow a with-and-without analysis and to quantify the 
net effects of the support in terms of employment, profitability or innovation. PSD support is often 
indirect in that it improves the institutional arrangements for firms or the quality of business 
development services. Firms self-select whether they use, or do not use, these business services. 
Such self-selection implies that the firms that benefit may be more innovative than other firms that 
do not use the services. 
 
PSD policies and programmes face particular challenges that mainstream impact evaluation designs 
struggle to cope with. Challenges include the impossibility of using comparison groups or of 
randomizing the delivery of support modalities, or having a well-defined treatment modality that 
does not change over time or has no spill-over effects. To evaluate the effectiveness of PSD policies 
and programmes, a broader range of designs and methods are needed (Stern et al., 2012). The 
inherent self-selection of firms also makes it difficult to generalize the effects of PSD support. When 
an impact evaluation concludes that support works ‘on average’, this is rarely informative. But when 
it illustrates with case studies that it worked for particular firms, this has the danger of being 
sidelined as anecdotal evidence. Rigorous impact evaluation in the PSD sector therefore needs to 
provide strong evidence that supports both the mechanisms of change in these cases studies and 
the patterns detected in data sets that suggest the generalizability of these mechanisms (Brady et 
al., 2006, Goertz, 2017) 
 



Contribution analysis 

The good news is that consensus is emerging around the process of addressing challenges in 
evaluating complex programmes (Bates and Glennerster, 2017, Blattman, 2008, Stern et al., 2012, 
Bamberger et al., 2015). Impact evaluations need to organize their work around some key 
assumptions in the theory of change that underpins the policy or intervention that is being 
evaluated. This is followed by a subsequent phase in which different methods are used to verify and 
refine the understanding of the theory of change in view of the observed progress and outcomes. 
Figure 1 shows a stepwise process for developing a theory-based impact evaluation, known as 
Contribution Analysis, which was developed by John Mayne (2001, 2020). It presents six steps in two 
phases of inquiry, where Phase 1 is like an internal formative evaluation to learn about an 
intervention, and Phase 2 is closer to an external summative evaluation that verifies whether the 
intervention indeed delivers what it is assumed to deliver. The rationale behind the intervention is 
called a theory of change, intervention logic, programme theory or results chains – terms often used 
interchangeably. Contribution analysis covers both phases, unlike other theory-based evaluation 
approaches that focus only on Phase 1, or most mainstream impact evaluations, which only do the 
verification and refinement work of Phase 2. 
 

 
Source: Author’s own 
Figure 1 – The stepwise process of contribution analysis, based on Mayne (2011) and Apgar et al. 
(2020) 
 
 
Theory-building: nested causal diagrams 
Figure 1 shows that the quality of the theory of change is of utmost importance. It needs to be 
recognised by the different stakeholders involve din the intervention as a reasonable representation 
of the rationale behind an intervention, with a good balance of detail and abstraction. Phase 1 of an 
impact evaluation is, therefore, primarily to get this theory of change in a good-enough shape to 
permit the verification and refinement in Phase 2. Information about the theory of change tends to 
be scattered across several programme documents, and resides in the heads of people who are 
implementing the programme; it can also emerge from earlier learning on similar or previous 
programmes. Articulating the theory of change helps to increase awareness of the complex 



processes and systems that are involved, and the challenge in representing this complexity in a 
diagram.  
 
Fortunately, many aid agencies and governments require such an explicit overview or narrative in 
their funding application. Unfortunately, these documents often present theories of change not as 
causal logic but as conceptual frameworks, vision statements or process graphs. There are doubtless 
many good reasons to use such diagrams for communicating to, convincing or encouraging people. 
However, a good theory of change for an impact evaluation needs to have arrows between boxes 
that imply causality (‘if–then’ statements). Reformulating an existing theory of change into a causal 
model is often the main activity of the first phase of a contribution analysis. In doing so, the theory 
of change may well be contested according to the viewpoints and values of the stakeholders 
involved (Morell, 2018).  
 
Davies (2018) shows that theories of change diagrams come in many different forms and that 
dogmatic rules or mandatory formats are not practicable. However, a common ‘grammar’ for 
drawing a theory of change is often helpful. A causal diagram of the theory of change generally 
benefits from a linear layout that links short-term, immediate outcomes with intermediate 
outcomes and longer-term ultimate outcomes. This splitting of outcomes is a useful first step for 
describing the causal processes involved. The theory of change diagram can describre the causal 
process vertically, horizontally or as a dartboard, including all creative hybrids of these. It helps to 
limit the diagram to one page that supports a logical narrative about how the intervention is 
expected to reach the intended outcomes. Detection of direct effects is likely to be higher for the 
more immediate outcomes and fades when moving to the ultimate outcomes and development 
impact, which points to the need for different methods for monitoring and evaluating these 
outcomes (Ton et al., 2014). As well as the core diagram, a good theory of change is accompanied by 
a list of critical assumptions and influencing factors, often given as a list below or next to the core 
diagram. A single theory of change diagram is often unable to communicate the rationale of a 
development policy or programme. For complex interventions, Mayne (2015) suggests using an 
overview theory of change with the rough rationale of the support, accompanied by various nested 
theories of change diagrams that relate to the different impact pathways, geographical contexts or 
target groups. 
 
 



 
Source: Author’s own 
Figure 2 – Example of a core diagram of a theory of change for a PSD programme 
 
When many other relevant factors have an important influence on the change processes, making 
these rather unpredictable, the linear format might not suffice (Morell, 2018). Sometimes it is useful 
to detail some of these ‘causal hotspots’ as nested causal systems. System maps can also be used to 
detail the complexity of the change processes captured by one or more arrows in the diagram. Even 
when in general the direction of each arrow in the theory of change can be assumed to be in the 
direction of the subsequent outcome, it might be worth detailing the important feedback loops and 
intervening factors at a more granular level. Nested, layered theories of change also provide a way 
to visualize different system levels (Westhorp, 2012). For example, a PSD support programme may 
have a set of activities at the macro level that aim to create a more attractive regulatory framework, 
which makes it easier for companies to invest in innovative technologies. At the same time, the 
programme may work at the meso level, providing the business practices of firms (see Figure 2).  
 
Proper communication of the rationale behind the interventions may require a causal theory of 
change both at the macro level for the activities related to policies and legal frameworks, and at the 
meso level where this regulatory framework operates. It may even need a causal theory of change at 
the micro level, when the programme offers capacity-building modules. At the micro level, a useful 
approach to model the intended change in behaviour of key stakeholders is to use the four 
interlinked categories proposed by Michie et al. (2011): Capabilities – Opportunities – Motivation – 
Behaviour. This ‘COM-B’ system or framework is increasingly used in impact evaluation and 
contribution analysis (Koleros and Mayne, 2019, Mayne, 2019b). Each of the categories in the COM-
B system is bound to a specific institutional context, where some stakeholders in the market will 
have better or worse access to resources and be differently affected by rules (for instance, men 
versus women; international firms versus local firms; small firms versus large firms). In other words, 
there is power and inequity that defines the opportunities that firms have and see in the market.  
 
Verifying and refining: case-based qualitative analysis  
The theory of change and narrative that result from Phase 1 provide a good starting point for an 
impact evaluation. Additional data collection – Step 5 in contribution analysis – is, however, only 
appropriate when it is worth the effort. An assessment of the real-world possibilities of evaluating 
the impact of a theory of change is called an evaluability assessment. This considers three 
dimensions (Davies and Payne, 2015): the quality and plausibility of the theory of change 



(evaluability in principle); the real-world constraints of getting access to data (evaluability in 
practice); and the utility and practicality of the anticipated evaluation results for the stakeholders 
(institutional context). In terms of process, an evaluability assessment is the perfect  evaluation 
output to prepare for Step 5 of the contribution analysis. Steps 4, 5 and 6 are close to what people 
often consider as the main tasks of impact evaluation: verify the relevance, effectiveness and 
sustainable impact of a programme, sometimes complemented with a reflection on efficiency and 
equity.  
 
In Phase 2, the impact evaluators will verify whether the intended change process indeed took place 
and whether the change in outcomes can be plausibly attributed to the policy or programme. 
Sometimes, these outcomes are unknown in advance and need to be ‘harvested’ during data 
collection (Wilson-Grau, 2018). However, some outcomes may well have emerged from a process 
that has nothing to do with the intervention. If this can be discounted as a ‘counterfactual’ situation 
– that is, ‘it would have happened anyhow’ – then there is a plausible causal relationship between 
the intervention and the outcome; and some contribution to the outcome can be claimed.  
 
In this verification, we not only want to know whether there was a contribution, but also whether it 
can be considered an important contribution (Mayne, 2019a). Especially in PSD programmes, it is 
rare to see that the activities have no effects at all; there will almost always be one or more firms or 
innovations that can be credited to the support. The question, however, is whether the support is 
important enough, for example, for future programming and policymaking. In other words, is it a 
necessary ingredient of a causal recipe that could be applied elsewhere? To answer this, it is often 
necessary to make an explorative analysis to detect conditions that seem to have influenced the 
effectiveness of the intervention or activity for certain subgroups or contexts. Variable-based 
statistical analysis provides many tools to detect these patterns in data sets. However, when more 
refined understanding is needed, and when the number of observations in the data set is small, 
case-based comparative methods may be more useful (Byrne and Ragin, 2009, Goertz, 2017). 
Analytical software for case-based analyses, like Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) tends to 
generate a large number of patterns (each a hypothesis of a causal relationship), where many may 
be spurious, lacking a plausible causal explanation. The analyses and interpretation of these patterns 
require a researcher with a relatively deep understanding of the context and dynamics in each of the 
underlying cases (Ton, 2015, Rihoux and Ragin, 2009).  
 

 
Source: Author’s own 



Figure 3 – Nested system map for process tracing that acknowledges both micro-level behaviour 
change and meso-level stakeholder interactions 
 
Two relatively novel methods that are useful for critically analysing the causal process in a theory of 
change are realist evaluation (Pawson and Tilley, 1997, Westhorp, 2012, Punton et al., 2020) and 
process tracing (Beach and Pedersen, 2019, Collier, 2011).  In realist evaluation, the causal 
mechanisms are the invisible forces that explain why people act in the way they do (Bhaskar, 2013, 
Punton et al., 2020, Pawson and Tilley, 1997). Mechanisms describe the inner motivations of people 
and firms, and the power of structures that shape or constrain their agency. In process tracing, the 
term ‘causal mechanisms’ refers to the detailed time-sequence of stakeholder interactions that link 
a cause with an effect.  
 
Process tracing requires an evaluator explicitly to search and collect evidence that may prove that a 
causal link does not work as planned, while realist evaluation is more interested in explaining why it 
works and for whom. Where contribution analysis concerns the integrity and validity of the whole 
theory of change, process tracing covers only some causal processes within the theory of change, 
aiming to ‘update the confidence we can have in this particular causal mechanism’ (Beach and 
Pedersen, 2019). For example, as illustrated in Figure 3, process tracing would verify the causal claim 
that the improved business practices of a supported firm are indeed important contributory factors 
to an improvement in the markets or value chains where many other stakeholders play an important 
role. It would, for example, explore whether stakeholders recognize the importance of the firms’ 
practices in these market dynamics, or, instead, whether they consider them as insignificant in this 
wider, meso-level system.  
 
In contrast, the realist evaluation approach would delve into the social mechanisms that are 
triggered by the rules and resources that the intervention provides, and, doing so, explain the 
changed reasoning of the stakeholders involved (Porter, 2015). Figure 4 illustrates how a realist 
evaluation lens would approach the evaluation of the causal process. Realists would explore the 
social mechanisms that could explain why the social interactions in the market system had changed. 
The realist lens would focus on relevant power and policy dynamics at the micro, meso and macro 
levels that could explain why some groups benefited more from the PSD support and others less. 
Thse power dFor example, donor self-interest in shaping development policies and programmes 
could be a relevant causal condition that could explain heterogenous effects (for example, the sector 
focus or the type of firms being supported), and this could be depicted as a relevant subsystem at 
the macro level.  
 



 
Source: Author’s own 
Figure 4 - Illustration of the explanatory and learning-oriented focus of a realist evaluation 
 
 
Evaluation use: learning and adaptive management 
Impact evaluations cater to multiple audiences with different interests, providing information and 
creating transparency for various forms of action and reaction. Ideally, the people who are affected 
by a policy or programme can use the impact evaluation to improve their own understanding and 
learning (Patton, 2008). However, in reality, the learning on the effectiveness of policies and 
programmes often stays with other people, not the intended beneficiaries. For example, learning on 
PSD programmes might be useful for policymakers but not for firm managers. How impact 
evaluation findings are used is not straightforward. Often, impact evaluation of development policies 
and programmes are commissioned simply because they are in the approved work plan, or because 
they are a mandatory part of the quality assurance process of the donor – not because there are 
stakeholders which are particularly motivated to learn from the nuanced findings of a contribution 
analysis. An impact evaluation needs to be worth its investment. When a policy is clearly 
circumstantial, will not be continued or replicated with similar types of activities and similar types of 
outcomes, there might be no need for an in-depth impact evaluation. Following others (Kane et al., 
2017, Wimbush et al., 2012), we suggest adding a seventh step to the contribution analysis process 
whereby the evidence-supported contribution claims are used to review, learn and make 
programme improvements. There is a clear link between the evaluability study, suggested as an 
output of Step 4, and the use of the evidence and analysis in the contribution story for learning and 
programme improvement (see Figure 5).  
 
Inclusiveness: acknowledge multiple perspectives 
From the start of a contribution analysis, it is necessary to acknowledge the different perspectives of 
the various stakeholder groups. The evaluaton questions being prioritised are the result of a process 
where some stakeholders have more influence than others, the theory of change may well be 
conceptualized differently by people involved in the programme, and the evaluator may make 
choices on methods and weighing of evidence that are influenced by personal beliefs and values. 
Contribution analysis is never completely objective and often highly normative and power-laden. 



Therefore, we suggest an additional step that precedes all others: Step 0 – Acknowledge the multiple 
perspectives of stakeholders. Figure 5 shows this enhanced process of contribution analysis with 
eight steps.  
 

 
Source: Author’s own 
Figure 5 – The eight steps in an enhanced contribution analysis 
 
 
Conclusion 

The enhanced contribution analysis depicted in Figure 5 provides a stepwise process of rigorous 
impact evaluation for complex policies and programmes. There are multiple feedback loops between 
the different steps. Together these eight steps provide a practical way to evaluate the effectiveness 
of development policies and practices. It is an iterative approach and allows the use of multiple 
methods and information sources for getting to ‘the good enough’ evidence base that can inform 
the design of more effective and more relevant future policies and programmes. 
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