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As the evaluation discipline moves away from the “black-box” evaluations,
theory-based evaluation approaches such as Contribution Analysis (CA) have gained
popularity. This study responded to explicit requests to probe deeper into CA (e.g.,
Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Delahais & Toulemonde, 2012; Dybdal et al., 2012;
Lemire, 2010) as well as a more general call for a systematic examination of evaluation
cases in order to generate “practical knowledge (Schwandt, 2008) about the Contribution
Analysis (CA) evaluation approach (Mayne, 2012).

As such, this dissertation employed a multiple-method design of two segments,
Phase I consisted a systematic review of the conceptual literature, and the ensuing Phase
Il called upon a multiple case study of seven empirical CA cases. Taken together, the
study design allowed for a systematic inquiry into the theoretical translation and practice
of contribution analysis (CA). Specifically, the study investigated how Contribution
Analysis is conceptualized by theorists, and how this is understood and translated into
practice by evaluation practitioners. In this endeavor, the dissertation identified elements
of effective practice by characterizing adaptations, adjustments, and innovations, and
identified conditions under which practices may be different (e.g., evaluand, contexts, or
evaluators) (Smith, 1993).

The study pursued a richer understanding of the contexts of practice and to probe
deeper into the translation of theory to practice using empirical evidence to further

develop and improve on the current understandings of CA theory and practice. The



findings from this study contribute to the empirical body on evaluation theory and
practice, as well as methodological contribution on conducting research on evaluation.
Moreover, findings from this study seek to inform the development of CA contingency
theories, which identify conditions under which practices are effective, which are
considered to be the strongest types of evaluation approaches as they are buttressed by
empirical knowledge of practice (Shadish et al., 1991; Smith, 1993).

The dissertation findings illustrate the complexity of the contexts in which CA
evaluations take place, and identified contextual factors related to the program theory,
sector of practice, geographic scope, temporal interval, and the effect-object. It seems that
for certain contexts and purposes, CA by itself may not be enough as it not amenable for
the comparison of causal packages across contexts nor cases. Therefore, approaches like
Process Tracing (PT) or Bayesian modeling, or Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA)
are used to facilitate direct comparisons of effects/influences of impact pathways from
case to case. | argue however, that the understated value of Contribution Analysis is in its
function as a validation approach, which creates a framework to build robust and sound
arguments in support of contribution claims.

Keywords: Contribution Analysis, evaluation, contingency theory, evaluation theory,

research on evaluation, validation of program theory, program theory
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CHAPTERII

INTRODUCTION

In its brief 80-year history, the field of evaluation has undergone considerable
transformations. For much of its existence, dating from Ralph Tyler’s “Eight-Year
Study” in the 1940s (e.g., Alkin, 2013; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006) and throughout the
federally funded large-scale social programs of the 1960s and 1970s (Donaldson &
Lipsey, 2006), the discipline as a whole has leaned heavily on values founded in natural
sciences (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). As such, methods of the 20th century tended to
reflect strong positivist roots as studies sought to make generalized causal inferences in
order to establish net impact (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006).

The turn of the 21st century marked a significant shift in the discipline
(Donaldson, 2003). While social betterment remains the ultimate desired outcome
(Johnson et al., 2009; Mark, Henry, & Julnes, 2000), the function of evaluation has
stretched beyond act of “valuing” and making judgments of merit, worth, and
significance (Scriven, 1967). Instead, today’s evaluation approaches reflect elevated
responsibilities such as inquiring of program effects (Cousins, Whitmore, & Shulha,
2012) and producing knowledge that influences decisions of trivial consequence to those
having constitutive effects (e.g., sanctions, policies) (Dahler-Larsen, 2014). More
recently, there has been a heightened interest in inquiry designs that can demonstrate

clear linkages between the program and the outcomes as by funding agencies compel for



more transparent processes (e.g., see Craig, 2013; Downes, Novicki, & Howard, 2018;
Dybdal, Nielsen, & Lemire, 2010; Kotvojs & Shrimpton, 2007; Patton, 2012; Scottish
Government Social Research, 2012; Wimbush, Montague, & Mulherin, 2012).

In its attempt to satiate stakeholder and client demands for these new-age
responsibilities, the field has become host to a plethora of innovative evaluation
approaches and continuous methodological developments. A survey of recent
international trends revealed that program effectiveness and cause-and-effect interests are
chief motives for commissioning an evaluation (Gates & Dyson, 2017). At the heart of
these investigations is the causality inquiry, which seeks to establish attribution of the
effects (e.g., program outcomes) to the cause (e.g., intervention) (Dybdal et al. 2010).
Attribution is at the core of natural sciences methods (Iverson, 2003), and this interest is
as pronounced in the social sciences, including program evaluation (Patton, 2012). In
fact, the case has been made that resolving causal questions has been a core mandate of
the field since its beginning (Gates & Dyson, 2017; Mayne, 2011).

However, the issue of how to best establish causality is central to the discipline
and is a thoroughly debated topic. Early social scientific accounts reveal designs borne of
the positivist paradigm were most favored. Today, we can see a considerable evolution in
inquiry designs to be more considerate of complexities of social phenomena This
perspective holds relatively rigid views of the world and data collection (Fitzpatrick,
Sanders, & Worthen, 2011) in that there is one objective reality that is “stable,
observation, and measurable” (Merriam, 1998, p. 4). As such, cause-and-effect inquiries

followed suit and upheld the positivist values dictating that causality could only be



‘determined’ scientifically and based on empirical observation, systematic
experimentation, and quantitative analyses (lverson, 2003; Patton, 2002).

Today, remnants of the old doctrines still linger in method-driven designs. To
adopt a term from Donaldson and Lipsey (2006), method-driven approaches are rooted in
the positivist paradigm. These designs tend to include procedures seeking to manipulate a
condition to establish the causal claim; for example, randomization to disburse the effects
of unwanted variables evenly among groups (Van Melle et al., 2017), or counterfactuals
(e.g., control groups) to ascertain what would happen in the absence of the cause or the
intervention (White & Phillips, 2012). This inclination towards method-driven designs
inspired a powerful movement with quite a bit of momentum (Scriven, 2008) that include
“evidence-based decision making” (Donaldson, Christie, & Mark, 2015), “results-based
management,” and “What Works Clearinghouse” standards (What Works Clearinghouse,
2002), all of which promote experimental designs (e.g., randomized controlled trials) as
the gold-standard in evaluation practice (NI1J, 2010).

While method-driven approaches can support the quest for direct and verifiable
causality, it can be a poor fit, particularly in the social sciences (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010;
Iverson, 2003). Recent debates have emphasized that these types of designs are difficult
to do well in evaluation (Miller, 2010), and are seldom practical, feasible, or appropriate
for the evaluation circumstances (Cook, Scriven, Coryn, & Evergreen, 2010; Gates &
Dyson, 2017; House, 2001; White, 2010), as context is largely ignored (Scriven, 2008).
Be it a large public-sector intervention or an emergent social innovation (Sridharan &

Nakaima, 2012), method-driven approaches fail to consider the complexity of the



intervention and the multiplicity of factors that may consequently contribute to the
observed impact (e.g., numerous types of activities, feedback loops, emerging outcomes,
multi-year time frames) (Koleros & Mayne, 2019). Evaluation is a political and social
activity, not merely a technical one (Miller, 2010; Schwandt, 2007). As a result, these
approaches are considered by some to be inappropriate and problematic for dealing with
multi-faceted programs in complex social settings (Cook et al., 2010; House, 2001; Gates
& Dyson, 2017; White, 2010).

Aside from the layers of complexity engendered by the evaluand and practice
setting (N. L. Smith, 2015), there is yet another more problematic oversight in method-
driven approaches—the people. Michael Patton has famously declared, evaluation is all
about the “people, people, people, people, people” (Patton, 2004, p. 291). Method-driven
approaches reduce the complexity of people to variables. People interact and react to their
environment and are ceaselessly changing and evolving as they learn and adapt.
Evaluation is a social practice, yet method-driven approaches attempt to isolate and
manipulate human social action the same way that natural objects are studied, and
therefore neglect to consider the dynamic nature of people.

Another particularly challenging issue that undermines all investigative efforts of
methods-driven designs - that is the black box. As seen in Figure 1, the box is the “space
between actual input and expected outcome” (Pederson & Rieper, 2008; as cited in
Leeuw, 2012, p. 349). Specifically, this problem refers to the blind acceptance of the
observed outcomes without an adequate understanding of how and why they occurred

(Astbury & Leeuw, 2010; Befani & Mayne, 2014; Van Melle et al., 2017).



black
INPUL box Output

Figure 1. Diagram of the “Black-Box,” lllustrating a Lack of Clarity Between Inputs and
Output.

As Astbury and Leeuw (2010) explain, the black box is “viewing social programs
primarily in terms of effects, with little attention paid to how these effects are produced”
(p. 364). In such a scenario, the observed outcomes could be coincidental or false
positives, both of which can lead to misinterpretations and inaccurate conclusions.
Opening the black box to understand the how and why, allows us to describe the impact
pathway by mapping theory to program activities and expected outcomes while
articulating assumptions and underlying linkages (Van Melle et al., 2017). We begin to
understand how our programs are working and how our impacts are achieved. The black
box is far too important to ignore because it can unveil the mechanisms by which input
leads to output beyond merely “did it work?” Thus, it is imperative that as evaluation
architects (Dahler-Larsen, 2015), we ask and expect more of our evaluation designs.

To address these challenges and limitations, principally the black box and
overlooking context, evaluators turned to alternative approaches such as theory-based
evaluation (TBE), a genre of white-box (or “clear box”) evaluations (Astbury & Leeuw,
2010). One TBE in particular stands out, namely Contribution Analysis (CA), in that it

allows us to examine the “how” by using a process of “logical argumentation” (Craig,



2013; Wimbush et al., 2012). It seeks to demystify the links between inputs and outcomes
by linking evidence along each step of inference. According to John Mayne, its chief
architect, CA aims to “reduce uncertainty about the contribution an intervention is
making to observed results through an increased understanding of why results did or did
not occur and the roles played by the intervention and the other influencing factors”
(Mayne, 2012, p. 271). What makes CA stand out is the added layer of depth not only in
its deliberate reflection on the mechanisms through which change is expected to come
about but also in its consideration of assumptions and risks that influence the likelihood
of said change (Contribution Analysis is elaborated in Chapter Il, page 31).
Statement of the Problem

With the continuous demand for rigorous nonexperimental designs and methods
to assess causal relationships in social complex settings (Leeuw & Vaessen, 2009;
Network of Networks for Impact Evaluation [NONIE], 2008; Rogers, 2009; Stern et al.,
2012; White & Phillips, 2012), Contribution Analysis, a theory-based evaluation
approach is well-timed. CA presents a persuasive approach to investigate causal
relationships (Stame, 2004) while allowing for the unpacking of the black box and being
mindful of context. Consequently, CA has gained popularity as funding agencies compel
for alternative approaches and transparency (Kane, Levine, Orians, & Reinelt, 2017).

While Contribution Analysis (CA) is promising and currently emerging as an
innovative approach in evaluation (Schwandt, 2015), the first decade since Mayne’s
initial publication in 2001 is embodied by a few practice-based examinations, with only a

handful of examples available mainly in the form of white papers presented at evaluation



conferences (Wimbush & Beeston, 2010). Despite an increase in use in the second
decade since this initial publication, there remains little empirical research on the practice
of CA in the academic literature. Notwithstanding a few notable contributions such as the
special issue dedicated to CA in the journal Evaluation (Stern, 2012), CA as an
evaluation approach remains relatively underdeveloped and undefined with fundamental
traits such as epistemology and ontology still unaddressed (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017;
Dybdal et al., 2010).

While Mayne has argued “there is no prescribed way of evaluating a specific
intervention,” (as cited in Nkwake, 2015, foreword), he also claims that CA provides a
standard analytical framework for evaluation that can be adapted as required (Budhwani
& McDavid, 2017; Mayne, 2012). Since its original implementation in performance
measurement evaluation, CA has been applied across various settings, from local
evaluations to country-wide evaluations (Montague, Young, & Montague, 2003), and has
since gathered many proponents across the globe (e.g., Canada, Denmark, the European
Union, Fiji, Rwanda, Scotland, and the United States). However, upon closer inspection,
each of the cases, as mentioned earlier reflects a portfolio of wide-ranging adaptations of
Contribution Analysis (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017).

Notably, each application reflects substantial variation, leading to different
understandings and significant adaptations of CA across contexts (Budhwani &
McDavid, 2017). This striking variation is reflected in the practice literature (Biggs,
Farrell, Lawrence, & Johnson, 2014; Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Delahais &

Toulemonde, 2012; Dybdal et al., 2010; Government of Canada, 2015; Kotvojs &



Shrimpton, 2007; Mentzer, Czerniak, & Struble, 2014; Noltze, Gaisbauer, Schwedersky,
& Krapp, 2014; Patton, 2012; Sridharan & Nakaima, 2012; Srivastava & Enriquez, 2013;
Wimbush et al., 2012). With so many variations and adaptations, it becomes particularly
challenging to identify its uniqgue methodological elements and discern CA from other
approaches in practice and (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Lemire, 2010), and begs the
question, “how would we recognize a methodologically sound CA if it was right in front
of us?” (Lemire, 2010, p. 16).

As such, notwithstanding the theoretical pieces (though limited) and the few but
diverse CA practice-based cases, there remains a gap in evaluation research. This is
problematic and ultimately undermines a core commandment of the field to consider the
relationship between theory and practice. As Robin Miller (2010) has stated,

sorting through theories and determining their ultimate feasibility and merit would

benefit by close empirical examination of how evaluation theories can be and are

applied in practice, whether they consistently and reliably lead to successful
evaluation, and under what circumstances ‘good’ evaluations are likely to emerge.

(p. 391)
Therefore, an examination of theory and practice is not only warranted but largely
overdue.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
As a result of the recent boom in Contribution Analysis (CA) evaluations, there is
a growing interest within the evaluation community to gain a profound understanding of
its use, implications, and consequences across different contexts. Although case examples

provide some understanding of this approach in practice, there remains limited empirical



evidence to support a comprehensive understanding. This research responded to explicit
requests to probe deeper into CA (e.g., Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Delahais &
Toulemonde, 2012; Dybdal et al., 2010; Lemire, 2010) as well as a more general call for
a systematic examination of evaluation cases in order to generate “practical knowledge”
about different approaches to evaluation (Schwandt, 2015).
This dissertation sought to examine the practice of the Contribution Analysis
(CA) approach to evaluation to inform theory development and improve practice.
Specifically, the study researched how CA in practice compares with the
conceptualization offered by John Mayne and identified elements of effective practice by
characterizing adaptations, adjustments, and innovations, and conditions under which
practice may differ (e.g., evaluand, contexts, or evaluators) (Mark, 2008; N. L. Smith,
1993). Though CA has been present in the academic literature for almost two decades,
only recently has practice-based accounts surfaced with similar prominence. As such, it is
an opportune moment for a thorough and comprehensive investigation of CA in practice.
This study addressed the following research questions:
1. What is the current theory of the Contribution Analysis approach to
evaluation?
a) What are the fundamental tenets that guide CA practice?
2. What does CA look like in practice?
a) How do practitioners implement the approach?
b) What adaptations, adjustments, or reinforcements are made to the 6-step

process?
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3. What conditions and contextual factors (e.g., of the evaluation and program)

challenge and facilitate the implementation of CA in the field?

This dissertation research explored the theoretical translation and practice of
contribution analysis; adaptations and innovations made to CA’s distinct 6-Step process;
and the conditions, influences, and factors that may facilitate or impede CA practice.
Accordingly, this dissertation marshaled a sequential research design of two qualitative
studies, which together founded a systematic inquiry into the theoretical translation and
practice of the Contribution Analysis evaluation approach. First, Phase I launched a
generative and emergent inquiry into CA through a systematic review of the literature.
This employ conceived a mapping of the conceptual developments of the theory and to
identify critical tenets of CA. Next, Phase II drew on the case study methodology (Stake,
1995, 2006; Yin, 2009) to investigate empirical applications of CA mainly through in-
depth document analysis of peer-reviewed publications and semi-structured interviews
with each case’s respective evaluation practitioner. Using multiple sources per study unit
allowed to member-check interpretations and ensured that context-sensitive findings were
produced. This study provided insight into the conditions, influences, and contextual
factors that may affect how CA is practiced.

The two-part research design was complementary to the overall research
objectives. The systematic review assisted in the development of a conceptual framework
through the identification of key tenets of the Contribution Analysis approach and
generated insight into general trends of practice. On the other hand, the multiple case

study provided the flexibility needed in exploratory research to ensure the opportunities
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to probe deeper into themes identified in the systematic review while also allowing for
queries into emerging themes and patterns that materialize.
Significance of the Study

“All evaluation practitioners are nascent evaluation theorists” (Shadish, Cook, &
Leviton, 1991, p. 35). As practitioners pursue their craft, they will reflect on their
practice, weigh advantages and disadvantages, and learn from their experiences.
Nevertheless, making informed choices founded on empirical evidence cannot happen,
not because it is not important to use empirical cases to base decisions, but because there
is limited research to guide one’s choice (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011). As such, this study
sought to address this fundamental oversight and pursue a richer understanding of the
contexts of practice and to probe deeper into the translation of theory to practice through
the use of empirical evidence to further develop and improve on the current
understandings of CA theory and practice.

For practitioners, understanding the extent to which operational practices of
contribution analysis reflect its values provides insight into where and how they might
improve practice. This research was inspired by Miller and Campbell’s (2006)
examination of 47 empowerment evaluation applications, which revealed that just a few
evaluators had reliably exhibited all the ten principles of the approach. In turn, Miller and
Campbell (2006) were able to make empirically-based recommendations to the theorists
to consider a re-assessment of the ten principles as well as elaborate on instructions for
practitioners to accurately identify when or how they might be better suited per the

project’s size, scope, and aim.
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In the same manner, the findings from this study contribute to the empirical body
on evaluation practice, as well as identify implications and recommendations for further
refinement of CA as an emergent evaluation approach. Moreover, findings from this
study inform the development of CA contingency theories (Shadish et al., 1991), which
identify conditions under which practices are effective (Mark, 2008; Miller, 2010).
Approaches incorporating contingency theories are considered to be the strongest types
of evaluation approaches as they are buttressed by empirical knowledge of the practice
(Shadish et al., 1991; N. L. Smith, 1993; Vo, 2013. Therefore, findings produced through
this research are of value to strengthen the CA’s theoretical foundation.

Organization of the Document

This dissertation is organized in five chapters. Chapter | (current chapter) is an
introduction to the study, problem statement, purpose of the study and research questions,
and significant of the study. Chapter Il focuses on the contribution analysis approach to
evaluation. it reviews the interest I causality in social science, how CA mitigates the
threats posed by traditional method-oriented approaches, and suggests CA as a
framework that facilitates the validation process. Chapter 111 details frameworks pertinent
to this study’s design and overview of the methods employed to address these questions.
Chapter IV presents the findings of the study, and finally, Chapter V discusses the
implications of findings as it pertains to the evaluation discipline, and notes on future

directions for research.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In Chapter I, I outlined the rationale and purpose of the current study and
highlighted the variety in the practice of the Contribution Analysis (CA) approach to
evaluation and the need to better understand how the conceptual model translates into
practice. | argued for the need to empirically examine the factors and conditions that may
impact practice. The chapter serves to provide a comprehensive review of the relevant
literature, to elaborate on Contribution Analysis as an evaluation approach, what it
purports to be, and how it purports to be applied in situ. | first begin with a brief on the
role of theory in the evaluation and paradigms of inquiries. Next, | situate CA amongst
other approaches to categorically demonstrate its aim to address causality. Subsequently,
a review of the existing literature on the CA approach to evaluation, its technical aspects,
how CA helps build validity into evaluation findings. In closing, | present the current
need for research on evaluation and argue for an in-depth examination of CA practice.

Chapter Overview

Before detailing Contribution Analysis and its practice in evaluation, | discuss the
tensions that catalyzed the shift towards theory-based evaluation (TBE) approaches such
as Contribution Analysis (CA). First, the role of evaluation theory in practice and the key
concepts concerning research paradigms is considered to contextualize the discussions

offered in this chapter. Next, I discuss the pronounced interest in causality, the classes of
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impact evaluation design frequently employed to meet this end and their limitations in
social science inquiries. Particularly, I discuss the black box phenomenon, and how
theory-based evaluation (TBE) designs help mitigate the fundamental complications
couched within it. The text up to this point illustrates the contextual backdrop upon which
Contribution Analysis emerged and situates CA in a schema of research designs.

The next section focuses on Contribution Analysis and situates it as a theory-
based evaluation (TBE) approach. This is followed by a discussion of the causal
questions CA purports to attend and the significance of the theory-of-change in this
endeavor, and the elaboration of the CA framework (e.g., signature 6-step process). and
the various degrees of contribution claims (as well as corresponding prerequisites) that
can be asserted through CA. This segment concludes by presenting the varying
magnitudes of contribution claims invoked by CA, and the conditions under which they
are possible.

Finally, this chapter comes to a close with a discussion centered on validation,
and how CA is inherently a validation framework as it calls for and assists in the
systematic examination of the chain of inferences. In that respect, | draw on the corollary
from Michael Kane’s (2006) interpretive argument to substantiate this claim. Finally, |
remind the reader that there is a general ambiguity and vagueness described by
practitioners about CA, which suggests more guidance for CA-guided practice is needed,
and close by illuminating the urgent need to dissect evaluation practice, particularly in the

case of Contribution Analysis.
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An Introduction to Evaluation Theory

Program evaluation is defined in numerous ways throughout the academic
literature. A synthesis of these various explanations and definitions reveal the act of
“valuing” (Scriven, 1967, 1980, 1991, 2003) (e.g., assigning merit, worth, and
significance) as the pillar of evaluation (Schwandt, 2015), primarily via a systematic
inquiry of an evaluand (e.g., program, performance, process, project, intervention, policy)
to produce judgments for program decision-making and knowledge production (e.g.,
Cousins & Chouinard, 2012; Fitzpatrick et al., 2011). The ultimate desired outcome is
social betterment (e.g., see Johnson et al., 2009; Mark et al., 2000).

Although evaluation is a young discipline (approximately 80-year in existence),
the field has undergone two significant expansions. The first begun with Ralph Tyler’s
“Eight-Year Study,” which is widely accepted to have forged a path for the beginnings of
today’s profession and discipline (Alkin, 2013; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006; Madaus &
Stufflebeam, 2000). Unlike traditional research taking place in 1940, the Eight-Year
Study represented an example of “implementation research” or what today we call
“formative evaluation” (Kridel, 2010). Tyler clearly understood the need for continuous
evaluation within the process of creating instruction designed to produce specific
outcomes. Furthermore, the study was a model of demographic policy evaluation, where
stakeholders were given flexibility in planning for and implementing research so that it
would be in line with the needs of the wider organization (Kridel, 2010).

The ensuing period (1960-1970) gave rise to the first major boom in evaluation

(Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006) as the federal government funded a plethora of large-scale
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social programs in education, income maintenance, housing, health, and criminal justice
(Shadish et al., 1991), prompting the widespread institutionalization of the discipline. For
the remainder of the 20th century, methods reflected strong positivist roots as design
sought to make generalized causal inferences in order to establish the program’s net
impacts (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006)

The turn of the 21st century marked the second major boom in evaluation
(Donaldson, 2003) and a significant shift in the discipline’s priorities as we saw: (a) an
emphasis on being more inclusive in the objects of the evaluation (e.g., technology,
personnel, proposals, performance), and (b) an emergence of new theories of practice,
evaluation methods, and tools, which naturally prompted (c) new developments of
general organizing frameworks (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006) to make sense of these novel
theories. For example, Shadish et al.’s (1991) five core necessities of good social
program evaluation theory, Stufflebeam’s (2001) classification of 22 evaluation models,
and the widely popular tree-metaphor (Alkin & Christie, 2004; Mertens & Wilson, 2012)
classifying evaluation approaches on the use, methods, values, or social justice branch to
name a few.

The various classifications and taxonomies that have been developed over the
years underscore the fundamental differences in the guiding values and principles
practitioners call upon in conducting sound evaluation, and what is given priority in
practice. As many discourses have come and gone, the role of theory in evaluation

remains a contentious matter sparking vibrant debates (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006);
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however, most agree its purpose can be boiled down into one of two types, prescriptive
models, or descriptive models (Alkin, 2013):

1. Prescriptive models declare what should be (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006); and
use “‘sets of rules, prescriptions, and prohibitions and guiding frameworks that
specify what good or proper evaluation is and how evaluation should be done;
such models serve as exemplars” (Alkin, 2013, p. 4-5); and,

2. Descriptive models “characterize what is” (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006, p. 59)
and “offer a set of statements and generalizations which describe, predict, or
explain evaluation activities” (Alkin, 2013, p. 5).

In fact, it may be more accurate to perceive these along a continuum rather than
separate categories. A descriptive theory is one that has been empirically vetted (Alkin &
Ellett, 1985). Thus, a theory that is prescriptive in nature can become descriptive once it
has amassed enough evidence to illuminate what evaluation looks like, per different
conditions, and types of consequences to result from various approaches (Alkin, 2013;

N. L. Smith, 1993).

In support of the research agenda, this explanation is useful to illustrate why
research on evaluation practice across a sample of cases is a significant way to contribute
to empirical knowledge on the utility of prescriptive evaluation approaches. | will revisit
the role of theory at a later point in this chapter (“Linking Evaluation Theory and

Practice” on page 51).
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Paradigms and Associated Assumptions

Research studies are typically conducted within a narrow set of paradigmatic
assumptions that have implications on the type of methods, processes, and conclusions
they are expected to produce (Nkwake, 2013). In the quest to establish causation, it is,
therefore, imperative to understand the underlying paradigms and make explicit their
assumptions to better understand the nature, role, justifications, and nuances of research
design choices. The current section reviews the concepts of ontology and epistemology
and provides the background for the ensuing discussion on approaches to causation (see
“Design Approaches to Causation” on page 22).

While ontology refers to the nature of reality (Nkwake, 2013), epistemology is the
study of knowledge, and defines the assumptions underlying the nature of knowledge
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2011), and what constitutes knowledge (Mathison, 2005). The
ontological choice can be reduced to a dichotomy: an objective reality, in that there is one
“truth” independent of the things being studied, which in practice implies that each
participant carries the same meaning and understanding of the phenomena (Newman,
1998, as cited in Nkwake, 2013). Alternatively, is reality more fluid and elusive? Thereby
subjective as epitomized by multiple realities (Nkwake, 2013). Under the subjective
reality, one could never assume that the observed is being interpreted in the same way by
all participants. One either “has to accept or reject the notion that there is a single,
objective, real-world” (Nkwake, 2013, p. 96, citing Robson, 1993).

However, these underlying notions about reality and knowledge do not occur in a

vacuum or isolation. Epistemology and ontology are intertwined: “claims that exist in the
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world (reality) imply claims about how that existing reality can be known” (Nkwake,
2013, p. 96, citing Scott & User, 1996). Essentially, epistemology asserts how we
“know” reality and defines the kind of knowledge that we allow in our reality, and thus
affects how it can be studied (Nkwake, 2013). To further delve into the interlacing of
how reality is constructed and how knowledge is defined, I use Guba and Lincoln’s
(1989) work to discuss ontological properties of four primary epistemological theories:
positivism, realism, critical theory, and constructivism.

Positivism holds at its core the ontological assumption of objective reality
(Nkwake, 2013), which is “stable, observable, and measurable” (Merriam, 1998, p. 4).
This philosophical stance has rigid views of the world and data collection (Fitzpatrick et
al., 2011). Its epistemological assumptions expose an aim to “explain, predict, and
ultimately control” that reality (Nkwake, 2013, p. 100) primarily through experimental
methods. Like positivism, realism dons an objective reality; however, it assumes it is
impossible to capture an untainted version of reality (Healy & Perry, 2000; Nkwake,
2013; Shah & Corley, 2006; Campbell & Wasco, 2000). Realism posits humans as being
inherently biased and incapable of separating themselves from their predispositions (e.g.,
biases, beliefs) to observe reality with an objective lens.

On the other side of the ontological dichotomy are critical theory and
constructivism, which assume and perceive reality as primarily subjective and assert a
constructed account of reality. Critical theory suggests that there is no objective reality
but is instead interpreted through one’s values (e.g., social, political, cultural, economic,

ethnic, and gender) (Campbell & Wasco, 2000; Healy & Perry, 2000; Nkwake, 2013). In
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other words, knowledge is filtered through various lenses and, therefore, cannot be a
representation of “pure fact” (Nkwake, 2013, p. 97). Constructivism edges further than
critical theory and assumes that reality is a social construct (Nkwake, 2013). There are
many truths, and people’s realities are not merely as they see through their lenses but are
shaped by social factors (Nkwake, 2013).

In short, while ontology can be characterized on a binary scale, epistemologies
can be positioned along an objective-subjective continuum (Healy & Perry, 2000),
positivism lies on the objective end of the continuum, critical theory and constructivism
lie on the subjective end of the continuum, and realism seems to lie in between the two
(Nkwake, 2013).

Causality in Evaluation

As with all endeavors that seek to further knowledge and understanding, the
general interest in causality in the social sciences is no exception. This fact is keenly
resounded by Shadish’s (1998) AEA presidential address, which identifies ‘the role of
causal inference in evaluation’ is reflected in his shortlist of the ten concepts all
evaluators must know. Two decades later, this question is as relevant today as it was
then. To a large degree, evaluations tend to focus on results as a measure of success,
which Shadish (1998) refers to as “outcome evaluations.” Moreover, despite tremendous
advances in the field (e.g., the development of new methodologies, improved access to
more sophisticated tools for intricate research designs), properly examining causality

remains a challenging problem.
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Indeed, the class of evaluations reflected in this dilemma are outcome and impact
evaluations which focus on program effects, and hold “outcomes and impacts” (Nkwake,
2013, p. 167), as the object of the evaluation. Impacts are changes to people and their
lives and can be viewed as occurring at the individual and personal level (Westhorp,
2014). Outcomes encompass impacts and include other kinds of changes that are above
and beyond the individual/personal level. Outcomes can be institutional, community, or
organizations such as workers union, governments, and so on (Westhorp, 2014).
However, at the heart of impact and outcome evaluations lies the “requirement to link
causes and effects and to explain ‘how’ and ‘why’” (Stern et al., 2012).

Establishing causation in social science follows one of two paths, one carrying the
unmistakable characteristic of positivist heritage, or one illuminating an alternative
understanding of causation (Maxwell, 2012). The positivist interpretation of causation
theory adheres closely to an objective reality, where the observer/researcher carries a
value-free inquiry (Khakee, 2003). Historically, this stance has been heavily influenced
by the scientific method (Maxwell, 2012) and follows a reductionist principle in that
“causation is no more than regularity” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 657). In other words, causation
is determined by the frequency of occurrence of an outcome.

On the other hand, the alternative understanding views causation from a different
angle; causation is perceived to be “generative,” “process,” or “realistic” (Maxwell, 2012,
p. 656). This view emerged in response to the positivist theory, specifically in
consideration of its inability to consider the complexity of social circumstances. Under

the alternative theory to causation, people are presumed to be the actors and agents that
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influence change. As Pawson and Tilley (1997) have explained, this take on causality
denotes that “it is not programs that make things change, but rather it is people,
embedded in their context who, when exposed to programs, do something to activate
given mechanisms, and change” (p. 32).

While positivist designs seek to generalize, the impetus undergirding the
alternative theory of causation is to understand. For example, consider the following
scenario of 100 individuals of similar ability take a test. The method-driven path would
seek to infer generalizations from the 100 test results, while the alternative understanding
would seek to understand why there were 100 different results. Although there is little
agreement across the field on how to best establish causation (Schwandt, 2001), there is a
consensus that “qualitative analysis can yield causal explanations rigorously and
credibly” (Patton, 2014, p. 1310). While the myriad qualitative approaches have their
strengths and weaknesses, my research focused on Contribution Analysis, an approach
identified capable of explaining the “why” and “how” (e.g., making causal inferences) by
investigating program effects (Stern et al., 2012).

Design Approaches to Causation

In order to situate CA as an evaluation approach intended to establish causal
inferences, the following section discusses a taxonomy of design approaches to causality,
their associated ontology, and epistemology properties, and how their paradigmatic
assumptions derive from and support the nature of causal inferences to create a detailed
comparison with other designs seeking to fulfill a similar objective. Stern et al. (2012)

investigated design approaches commonly used to support cause-and-effect
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investigations, specifically in practicing impact evaluations and identified the following
five types: experimental, statistical, theory-based (which includes CA), case-based, and
participatory. The taxonomy is summarized in Table 1, along with underlying paradigms,
corresponding variants, and basis for causal inference in establishing causality.

Experimental designs and statistical designs reflect positivist epistemological
assumptions and are located on the objective end of the spectrum. Experimental designs
operate under the criterion of falsifiability, which implies that a claim “must be refutable
or falsifiable, and if not, they are merely dogmatic stances” (Mathison, 2005).
Experimental designs rely on counterfactual frameworks, illustrating the difference
between two identical cases, to make causal claims (Stern et al., 2012).

Randomization is used to disburse the effects of unwanted “variables” evenly
among groups (Van Melle et al., 2017). Such an example would use either a
counterfactual to attest to what would happen in the absence of the intervention (White &
Phillips, 2012), or comparing treatment effects of the control group to the experimental
group. Outcomes observed in the presence of the intervention are therefore deemed as
evidence of the program’s effects. In other words, the comparison of the outcomes
between the two scenarios, without an intervention (established by the counterfactual or
control group), compared to the intervention, is used to ascertain that the outcomes

observed in the applied setting directly are attributed to the program (Patton, 2012).
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Design Approaches, Variants, and Basis for Causal Inference
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Design
Approaches Specific Variants Basis for Causal Inference Causality
Experimental RCTs Counterfactuals: the difference
Quasi-experiments, between two otherwise identical
Natural experiments cases — the manipulated and the
controlled; the co-presence of
g cause and effects .E
:E Statistical Statistical Modelling Correlation between cause and E
‘g Longitudinal Studies effect or between variables, the E
A Econometrics influence of (usually) isolatable <
multiple causes on a single
effect
Control for ‘confounders’
‘Theory-based’  Causal process designs: Identification/confirmation of
Theory-of-change, causal processes or ‘chains’
Process tracing,
Contribution Analysis, Supporting factors and
impact pathways mechanisms at work in the
context
Causal mechanism
designs: Realist
E evaluation, Congruence
?3 analysis
& ‘Case-based’ Interpretative: Comparison across and within
approaches Naturalistic, Grounded cases of combinations of causal q
theory, Ethnography factors S
2
Structured: Analytic generalization based é
Configurations, QCA, on theory S
Within-Case- Analysis,
Simulations, and network
analysis
Participatory Normative designs:
g Participatory or Validation by participants that
@2 democratic evaluation, their actions and experienced
% Empowerment evaluation  effects are ‘caused’ by program
=1
‘2 Agency designs: Adoption, customization, and
(3 Learning by doing, Policy commitment to a goal

dialogue, Collaborative
Action Research
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A more liberal declaration of this opinion is that nonexperimental quantitative
designs can also be used to make causal claims (Maxwell, 2004; Shadish, Cook, &
Campbell, 2002). These refer to statistical approaches such as correlational studies and
structural equation modeling that extrapolate causality by examining the degree of
association between the independent (cause) and dependent (effect). Statistical
approaches rely on regularity frameworks, linking the frequency of association between
cause and effect, as the inference basis for causation claim (Stern et al., 2012). Statistical
approaches are not necessarily inept or weak methodologies in social sciences as they are
often used in other approaches (such as CA). Experimental and statistical approaches are
best when dealing with independent causal factors (Stern et al., 2012). As such,
standalone use of statistical approaches is not sufficient, as they do not consider
contextualization (Stern et al., 2012). Both experimental and statistical designs are
quantitatively driven approaches.

On the other hand, theory-based approaches, case-based approaches, and
participatory approaches reflect subjective ontological assumptions: most “theory” and
“case” oriented approaches are fundamentally rooted in the realist understanding of the
world (Stern et al., 2012), holding the belief that a similar mechanism does not guarantee
a common outcome but is instead heavily dependent on context; while constructivist
assumptions undergird participatory approaches.

Theory-based evaluation approaches (TBES) hinge on a program theory (also
known as intervention theory) (Rey, Brousselle, & Dedobbeleer, 2016) and consist of two

families: causal process designs, and causal mechanisms designs. Causal process designs
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aim to “assess the causal processes underlying a program” (Nkwake, 2013, p. 169). CA
falls into causal process designs in that it probes the causal mechanism mediating
treatment and outcomes (Nkwake, 2013). TBEs are based on well-defined program
theory, in that there is a clear definition between the program activities and the cause (or
contribution to) outcomes and impacts. TBEs look explicitly at processes and
mechanisms for change and includes any evaluation approaches that examine “the
assumptions underlying the evaluated intervention’s causal chain from inputs to
outcomes and impact” (White, 2009, p. 3). Using this explicit program theory, TBES
endeavor to develop, test, and refine the theory of change (ToC) (Budhwani & McDavid,
2017). Other strains of theory-based evaluations include Realist Evaluation (Pawson,
2006; Pawson & Sridharan, 2009; Pawson & Tilley, 1997) and Developmental
Evaluation (Patton, 2010).

Case-based approaches emerged around the turn of the century (Stern et al.,
2012). As the name may hint, this set of design approaches means to shift the focus from
the narrow fixation on variables to the entire case. Cases may be “policy interventions,
institutions, individuals, events, or even countries during a particular period” (Stern et al.,
2012, p. 27). Stern et al. (2012) identified two classes of case-based approaches:
interpretative and structured.

Despite eschewing causal inquiries, interpretative approaches (e.g., naturalist,
grounded, theory, ethnography) contribute in such ways by providing rich understandings
of contexts, assisting in “defin[ing] construct validity in terms that make sense to

stakeholders on the ground” (Stern et al., 2012, p. 28), and by giving voice to program
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beneficiaries both during the formulation of evaluation questions and in the interpretation
of findings (Stern et al., 2012). For example, grounded theory studies contribute to an in-
depth understanding of context as the researcher makes meaning of the extracted data,
rather than fitting the data to a pre-existing framework (Charmaz, 2006. Ethnographic
studies strengthen the construct validity as the researcher adopts the perspective of the
people being observed and seeks to understand and make meaning of the observations
from their perspective (Bryman, 2012).

A newer evolution of case-based approaches are structured approaches (e.g.,
configurations, Qualitative Comparative Analysis, Within-Case Analysis, network
analysis). Structured case-based approaches juxtapose interpretative designs in that they
are specifically interested in the causal analysis (Byrne & Ragin, 2009; George &
Bennett, 2005; Stern et al., 2012). In fact, their primary interest lies in investigating
causality, and in causal analysis to generalize beyond the single case as appropriate (Stern
et al., 2012). Case-based studies may test a theory; however, the role of theory is less
pronounced in designs that aim to investigate causality. Instead, they more focused on the
conditions that are necessary and sufficient to base comparisons of “configurations” of
cases and attributes (Byrne & Ragin, 2009; Stern et al., 2012) in Qualitative Comparative
Analysis (QCA).

The last class of designs identified by Stern et al. (2012) is participatory
approaches. A distinction should be emphasized between the more frequent use of the
term “participatory evaluation” and participatory approaches as a design for impact

evaluation. The general reference to participatory evaluation refers to a class of



28

approaches that actively involve program participants and stakeholders in evaluation
activities (Cousins & Chouinard, 2012; Gates & Dyson, 2017) to empower the
stakeholders, building evaluating capacity, or increasing organizational learning and data-
based decision making (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011).

In the context of impact evaluation, however, the term refers to participatory
approaches that are used to warrant causal claims (e.g., Participatory Rapid Assessment,
Participatory Action Research, and Most Significant Change). These designs emphasize
the role of stakeholders as active agents instead of passive recipients (Stern et al., 2012).
More specifically, program participants provide the evidence needed to support claims
that the program “caused” the behavior changes, as they contribute evidence
representative of their experiences and actions, often in the form of participants’ stories
(Gates & Dyson, 2017).

Though participatory designs can facilitate the uncovering of unintended
consequences, and reveal impacts valued by different stakeholders (Gates & Dyson,
2017), stakeholder buy-in seems to be at a tension. While some stakeholders support
participatory approaches in the quest for causality, some authors (Coryn, Schroéter, &
Hanssen, 2009; Davidson, 2005) have cautioned a different scenario. Instead, some
stakeholders do not believe that participatory approaches are “robust enough to make
causal claims or that these approaches offer a sufficient degree of certainty” (Gates &
Dyson, 2017, p. 40) as this design class lacks the consideration (and elimination) of
alternative explanations as well as an independent confirmation or triangulation of

participant claims (Leeuw & Vaessen, 2009; NONIE, 2008; Scriven, 2005). Furthermore,
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merely inquiring as to whether the intervention produced specific impacts is not enough
as stakeholders can potentially manipulate the data to serve specific interests such as the
continuation of the intervention (Gates & Dyson, 2017; NONIE, 2008; Rogers, 2009).
Limitations of Method-Driven Approaches

The debate about the ability for qualitative research to establish causality has been
questioned for quite some time while the much narrower view that an experiment is
necessary to establish a causal link has been traditionally upheld as the gold standard in
the research community. The appeal of positivist inquiry designs lies in the production of
“defensible causal interpretations” (Campbell & Stanley, 1963) and is facilitated by
traditionalist elements such as counterfactuals (e.g., control group, or comparison group).
As such, evaluations are commissioned to investigate the relationship between observed
outcomes as a direct result of a project, program, or policy. In the end, claims of causality
linking the observed outcomes as direct contributions of the intervention are produced by
the evaluation.

Because of the positivist stance, objective-oriented approaches have served as the
primary framework for cause-and-effect inquiries. However, though well-suited in many
cases, traditional method-driven approaches are filled with shortcomings in practice.
Experimental and statistical designs tend to be detached from the in situ social
complexities. As Weiss (1993) has suggested, “an evaluator who limits his study to
program effects conveys the message that other elements in the situation are either
unimportant or fixed and unchangeable” (as cited in Nkwake, 2013, pp. 167-168).

Method-driven designs can struggle with multiple causalities and inept in capturing
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interactions amongst variables or represent irregular, nonlinear paths of influences (Stern
et al., 2012). As many intervention designs involve multiple components using multiple
pathways of causation to achieve results (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017), experimental
designs are not the most appropriate in these ‘complex settings’ (Wimbush et al., 2012).
The Black Box

Another dimension that adds to the complexity of establishing causation in the
social sciences, let alone under the positivist paradigm, is the fundamental black box
problem. The black box symbolizes the expectation of inputs leading to outcomes
without understanding how they function. The ‘black box’ problem has been around
since the inception of evaluation with the “War on Poverty’ programs in 1964 (Stame,
2004). Preoccupied with the larger social problems at hand, program designers have
consistently overlooked “what is expected to happen, the how and why, [and] when input
is put in place” (Stame, 2004, p. 58), that is the program theory. Similarly, evaluators
followed suit by focusing on “measuring outputs, while attributing the observed
difference to the input” (Stame, 2004, p. 58) without much attention to processes and
mechanisms of intermediate causal links. To cope with the black box problem, evaluators
have developed elegant methods for “measuring the distance between objectives and
results” (Stame, 2004, p. 58) instead of turning their attention to the unattended links.

In essence, the sophistication of methods seemed to have emboldened the drawing
of the dotted line backward, starting with output and ending with input, without
questioning if the series of links between these two points were ever connected. While

evaluating the attainment of the program goals is fundamental, it is more important to
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understand that “activity A will attain objective B because it is able to influence process
C, which affects the occurrence of this objective” (Suchman, 1967, p. 177). In response
to the black box problem, theory-based evaluation (TBE) approaches have been proposed
to unpack the black box activities. They seek to offer transparency in the dense fog
between the obscure links between program inputs and outcomes by focusing on
processes and mechanisms that link them and how they contribute to the program'’s
impact.
Contribution Analysis

The following segment renders an overview of Contribution Analysis. First, |
present CA’s theoretical orientation, categorically as a Theory-Based Evaluation (TBE)
against a backdrop of realism (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Next, I explain the causal
questions CA purports to attend, and how the 6-step framework assists in that endeavor.
Finally, I elucidate the various spheres of influence, and the corresponding three types of
contribution claims tenable through CA. The last two remaining sections within this
chapter position CA as a validation framework, and argue for the need for research on
evaluation, precisely on Contribution Analysis.
Theoretical-Orientation: Theory-Based Evaluation

Contribution Analysis is a theory-based evaluation (TBE) approach (Budhwani &
McDavid, 2017; Mayne, 1999, 2008, 2012) in that it seeks to move beyond the
superficial “what works?” to probing what happens inside the black box to inquire “what
works, why, and how?” (Gates & Dyson, 2017, p. 37). This added layer of probity

emphasizes the degree to which context is considered in TBE approaches. Sponging from
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Pawson and Tilley’s realist philosophy, the importance of context in TBES is inherent in
their endeavor to query the triggers and functions that catalyze change to identify what
works and for whom by follow the theory of change (ToC) from beginning to end to
develop, test, and refine the ToC (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017). As a form of “white
box” evaluations, TBES are considered effective approaches for evaluating complex
social interventions (Connell & Kubisch, 1998; Weiss, 1997a, 1997b) in that it seeks to
unpack the black box guiding by the principle that “nothing works everywhere or for
everyone” (Westhorp, 2014, p. 4).

Generally speaking, however, TBEs have been criticized for concentrating on
how the intervention is carried out (implementation/action theory) rather than how the
intervention is supposed to work (program theory/results chain) (Dybdal et al., 2010;
Weiss, 1997) or using weak developments how and why the intervention will make a
difference (theory of change) (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010; Montague, 2019). CA addresses
the limitations of traditional methods by shifting the focus from program implementation
to an interwoven holistic understanding of the program theory and the necessary actions
(e.g., implementation/action theory) for a comprehensive understanding of how the
intended change is to occur, theory of change, thus making it an vital evaluation approach
for evaluators (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Dybdal et al., 2010). CA can also address
alternative explanations, which are not necessarily recognized in TBEs (Connolly, 2015;
Dybdal et al., 2010).

Indeed, among the plethora of TBE approaches, Contribution Analysis (CA)

stands out in that it seeks to build the ToC and subsequently test the ToC. As such, | posit
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that CA offers a distinct advantage over other TBES in that it inherently addresses the
possibility of an underdeveloped ToC. In fact, “CA is based on the ToC being examined
in detail” (Befani & Mayne, 2014, p. 21). Thus, an explicit and detailed account of the
intervention’s ToC is a prerequisite for practice. Furthermore, CA requires that
assumptions and risks underlying the ToC are made explicit, further clarifying
operational understanding and theoretical underpinnings of an intervention. The
dedication and necessity of a detailed ToC, its associated risks, and assumptions, ensure a
deeper understanding of the underlying processes that charge input to the outcome.

Unlike method-driven approaches, TBEs do not require a counterfactual argument
and do not seek to establish attribution (cause-and-effect). As in the case of CA, TBEs
instead build a case of robust evidence in support of an of contribution claim of the
degree to which the intervention can be said to have contributed to observed and
documented changes, hence the name, Contribution Analysis. This approach is heuristic
(Budhwani & McDavid, 2017) in that it allows for the tracing of pathways from inputs to
outcomes. It seeks to demystify the links between inputs and outcomes by linking
evidence along each step of inference. Briefly put, CA is comprised of a cyclical six-step
process through which one can reasonably determine whether the outcomes observed are
the result of the intervention’s activities (Mayne, 2012).
Setting the Evaluation Stage

To better understand what CA can investigate, | will first discuss the interests
driving stakeholders (e.g., funders, sponsors, managers, beneficiaries), which of those CA

purports to attend, and how it facilitates that query via its 6-step process. Table 2 details
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three questions driving solicitation of evaluations and the type of causal inference queried

by each question (Mayne, 2011).

Table 2

Three Types of Evaluation Aims and Associated Causal Inferences

Evaluation Aims & Inquiries Cause-and-Effect Inference

1. Were the results as intended? Attribution

2. If the results were not as intended,

why not? Contribution

3. If the results were as intended, is it
reasonable to conclude that the
program/intervention played an Contribution
important contributing factor in
attaining those results?

Question 1 is usually the focus of most evaluations, where stakeholders are
interested in what results can be seen, or what change has transpired (Mayne, 2011). This
question has a very narrow cause-and-effect scope and exposes a measurement challenge
of measuring intended (as well as unintended) outcomes are not always apparent at first
glance. Question 1 is often extrapolated to mean much more than “were the results were
as intended” to factual statements ascribing the results to the intervention. The concept of
attribution is essential to address as it is a mistake often made in evaluation, in that we
often make claims greater than what is supported by the evidence.

Attribution is defined as inferring causality (Mayne, 2011). It refers to the causal
relationships, and answer if the “observed outcomes [can] be directly attributed to the

program?” (Patton, 2012, p. 364) Attribution, however, ignores the true complexity of the
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event by assuming the variables involved are independent of one another and of the
system in which they exist (Stern et al., 2012). In other words, by definition, attribution
ignores context (Patton, 2012). CA does not seek to answer Question 1. As described
previously, methods-based approaches often attempt to answer this line of inquiry but fall
short as the black box remains intact (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010), while context is still not
considered (Maxwell, 2012).

On the other hand, Questions 2 and 3 are inquiries about contribution and are the
questions that CA purports to address. Contribution allows for the consideration of the
complexity of the event(s) and is context-sensitive (Mayne, 2008; Patton, 2012). Unlike
methods-based approaches, design, context is crucial in evaluations (Greene, 2011).
There are multiple interacting independent variables in a dynamic environment with
many causal factors potentially contributing to the outcomes. Thus, the evaluation
becomes more nuanced: “to what extent and in what ways has the intervention
contributed to observed outcomes?” (Patton, 2012, p. 365). To fulfill this function, CA
draws on a crucial tenet of theory-based evaluations, the theory of change.

Theory of Change (ToC)

The program (or intervention) theory of change (ToC) is the nucleus of theory-
based evaluations and should contain the following elements: (a) impact pathway, and (b)
assumptions and risks. This characterization is not consistent throughout the literature as
it the case with many notions in the evaluation discipline. However, the operational

explications provided in this discussion intend to align with CA’s conceptualization.
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The impact pathway reflects the immanent program theory and draws the causal
links between the intervention's key steps to articulate how input (activities) will
engender impact (Mayne, 2011, 2019; Wimbush et al., 2012). A program theory (or
intervention theory, change theory) is a conjecture of what goes on inside the black-box
as input is transformed into output (Lipsey, 1987, as cited in Chen, 1990). In other words,
the program theory hypothesizes how the intervention will generate the desired change
(effect) and what will trigger the anticipated outcomes (Weiss, 1997a, 1997b, p. 46; see
also Mayne, 2012); it shows the mechanisms of change (e.g., operations, procedure,
interventions) connecting the delivery of programs to the intended outcomes (Weiss,
1997a). The intervention theory elicits the connections from activities to intended and
observed outcomes (Funnel & Rogers, 2011; Johnson et al., 2009).

The impact pathway is often modeled using the implementation theory (or action
theory). While the program theory reflects the conceptual side of the intervention, the
implementation (or action) theory reflects the operational side and explicates how
implementation, program design, and mechanisms (e.g., program operation and design,
service delivery, logistics) (Montague, 2019; Weiss, 1997) will activate change.
Implementation theories are often depicted using theory-of-action models or logic models
(e.g., input, activities, and results chain). The results chain focuses on the intervention’s
products and therefore excludes the inputs and activities and reflects outputs, outcomes,
and impacts (Mayne, 2017).

Consider a visual metaphor of a logic model: while the boxes represent the

elements of the implementation theory (e.g., input, activities, outputs, outcomes), which
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are connected (arrows) in a particular sequence to reflect the program theory (results
chain). Taken together, the program theory and implementation theory suggest an impact
pathway, “an explanation of how and why a certain type of intervention will make a
difference” (Montague, 2019). Figure 2 is of a model impact pathway and illustrates the

logical flow of activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts.

Activity

Output Output

4
Outcome Outcome

\A ¥

\'r l

Figure 2. Sample Impact Pathway.

As emphasized throughout this discussion, the impact pathway characterizes each
step from program inputs to the intended change using directional arrows, effectively
declaring causal links between what is needed (e.g., the precondition) to generate the
subsequent outcome (response) (Ton et al., 2019). For that reason, the ToC carries the

weight of “specifying and explaining the assumed, hypothesized, or tested causal links”
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(Patton, 2002, p. 162). To elaborate, a ToC needs to address the assumptions upon which
the causal links are based, the risks to making this assertion, challenges to the assertions,
and the context for which is appropriate. Figure 3 depicts a basic theory of change

showing the impact pathway and assumptions along with the linkages).
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Figure 3. A Basic Theory-of-Change. Adapted from Mayne, 2015b.

A robust ToC needs the deliberation consideration of these elements
(assumptions, risks, and context) in examining their role in supporting or obstruct the
postulated program theory in producing its expected outcomes. In other words, the ToC
describes the causal package (intervention, outputs, assumption) that should be sufficient

to engender the expected effect, by explaining how and why the intended impacts are
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expected to occur while addressing holes (e.g., risks, threats) in its arguments. To
facilitate this quest of a robust ToC, CA draws upon its 6-step process.
Contribution Analysis Steps

CA consists of six steps that prompt the three fundamental mechanisms of the
framework (see Table 3). Together, these six steps assist in building conclusions founded
on logical argumentation. Categorically, this process articulates a clear process through
which an evaluator can investigate to what end are the observed results a product of the
intervention’s inputs (e.g., activities), and thereby produce a contribution claim founded
on cogent reasoning, which is buttressed by backed by a logical framework or
argumentation and its supporting evidence. This process is thought to provide definition
and added-valued to theory-based approaches (Delahais & Toulemonde, 2012). As
illustrated in the table, CA’s six steps stimulate the development of the theory of change,

the results chain (also known as the program theory), and finally, the contribution.

Table 3

Alignment of Key Mechanisms and Steps of CA

Key Mechanisms of CA Steps of CA
1. Determine the cause and effect issue to be addressed
A 1’(?_1|_e0(r:3)/-of-change 2. Develop a theory of change and risks to its success
0

3. Generate evidence in response to the theory of change

4. Assemble the contribution story, and outline the challenges to
B. Results chain (program I
theory) 5. Seek out, test and strengthen(additional) evidence on the

causal explanation

6. Revise and strengthen the contribution story

- R AT S 7. Return to Step 4 if necessary
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Specifically, Steps 1 through 3 are meant to develop a robust theory of change. As
previously discussed (see “Theory of Change (ToC)” on page 35), the theory of change
(ToC) articulates the pathways of contribution; it draws on the program theory to
generate the sequence of change leading to the expected outcomes (reflected in Steps 1,
2, and 3).

Steps 4 and 5 seek to develop the results chain (or program theory) by assembling
an evidence-base for the claims asserted by the contribution story whereby the results
occurred. These steps should explicitly identify the presumptions and conditions
necessary to mobilize the intervention’s activities to expected outcomes, roles played by
other factors and influences, challenges to the chain of inferences asserted, and aggregate
across the various sources of evidence (reflected in Steps 4 and 5) (Wimbush et al.,
2012). Primarily, the results chain should be explicitly in expressing the pathways of the
intervention’s contribution to the outcomes and is backed by the evidence gathered in the
previous steps.

Importantly, Step 5 embodies the strengthening techniques, which consist of
deliberate methods to test the performance story and subject it to critical review by
“knowledgeable others” which can also help raise the external credibility of the analysis.
CA affords a framework to strengthen and critically reviewing the evidence to see how
much success (or failure) of a program can be attributed to its focus or other influences —
its contribution.

Finally, Step 6 (and 7) are focused on the contribution story or performance story,

wherein which the contribution claim asserted is revised and strengthened with additional
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evidence as needed. CA embraces a process of refinement as the postulated ToC is
examined against evidence from multiple streams of evaluative information (Steps 6 and
7) (Wimbush et al., 2012). The final steps are “where CA adds most value” (Delahais &
Toulemonde, 2012, p. 290). This iterative process allows for the construction of claims
about the contribution to be examined and re-examined and provides for a rigorous
inquiry method (see “CA as a Validation Framework™ discussion on page 46).

Spheres of Influence and Magnitude of Contribution Claim

The longer the results-chain, the more difficult it is to empirically verify the
linkages | the impact pathway. Therefore, the further the linkages from the input, the less
confidence we have in the influence exerted by the intervention on the change (effect).
As such, the robustness of a ToC and length of the ToC will allow us to examine the
various degrees of the intervention’s influence; namely, its direct control, direct
influence, and indirect influence.

Contribution analysis allows for a layered investigation into the spheres over
which the intervention has influence, listed in order of the greatest are direct control,
direct influence, and indirect influence. Figure 4 illustrates the level of influence of an
intervention in conjunction of the increasing role of external factors.

An intervention will have direct control over what is invested and what is
produced (inputs to outputs); its direct influence is reflected in the short-term outcomes;
while the indirect influence is its effect over a more extensive set of facts (e.g., political,
economic, social change). The distance from which the expected outcomes are from the

input structures the robustness of the postulated ToC, while the t sphere of influence that



can be successfully investigated determines the magnitude of the intervention’s
contribution claim that can be asserted. Naturally, the magnitude of the contribution
claim attempted should correspond with the sphere of influence it is investigating (see
Table 4). Mayne (2011) outlined three magnitudes of contribution claims: the minimalist

claim, the direct influence claim, and the indirect influence claims.

Level of Influence
Direct Control Direct Influence Indirect }1
Influence

Long-term
. Outcomes
(Impacts)

External Factors

Figure 4. Direct Control, Direct Influence, and Indirect Influence.

» Immediate . Intermediate

Inputs . Activities Outputs

Outcomes Outcomes

Each layer follows a progressive three-level framework, where each layer reflects
the types of claims that can be made enabled by the level/type and are as follows (Mayne,
2011): the minimalist level, the direct influence level, and lastly, the indirect influence

level of the intervention.
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Table 4

Evaluative Inquiry, Magnitude of Contribution, Verification, and Contribution Story

Verification of Claim

Evaluative Sphere of Magnitud Causal link External Elements of
Inquiry Influence e of Claim Results assumption influences Contribution Claim
Has the intervention . .
. Simple binary

(or component) made a  Direct S .

. Minimalist X statement: outputs
difference? (Mayne, control
2019b) were/were not observed.

Evidence suggests that

Has it played a the intervention was

decisive causal role

SN Direct Direct instrumental in creating
in bringing about . . X X .
influence  influence the expected results in
change? (Mayne,
the presence of other
2019b) . :
influencing factors
How and why has the . .
: why Measures intermediate
intervention (or .
component) made a Indirect Indirect ST CUEBES
omp . . X X X evidence in the ToC in
difference, or not, and influence influence .
the areas of direct
for whom? (Mayne, "
influence

2019b)
Note. Adapted from Mayne (2011).

At a basic level, one must ask whether the expected outcome did indeed occur.
However, this line of inquiry is not meaningful about the causal package necessary for
the outcome to occur. It does not address the conditions under which the intervention
does/or does not work. Instead, for a contribution claim about an intervention to be the
most meaningful, it must provide information about “how and in what manner the
interventions support factors and efforts brought about or contributed to said change”
(Mayne, 2019b, p. 175).

The most straightforward causal inquiry corresponds with the minimalist claim, is
just whether the intervention made a difference (Mayne, 2019b) relies on the observation

of the expected results, and can be secured without CA. Earlier works by Mayne (see
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2011) describe a minimalist claim (direct control sphere) is produced by first postulating
a ToC and subsequently verifying that the expected outputs were observed (Mayne,
2011). However, recent communication (Mayne, 2020, personal communication) updated
this understanding to stipulate that a ToC is not required to make claims about whether
the expected outputs were produced, and therefore do not fall within the scope of CA. In
other words, if evaluations are simply focused on whether the expected outputs occurred,
there is no need to test a ToC and its underlying assumptions., and therefore does not
require a theory of change at all. In other words, the verification of a ToC (and therefore
identification of a ToC) nor its assumptions are needed to make claims within the
intervention’s direct control sphere (e.g., intervention outputs). In essence, evaluations
seeking to establish minimalist contribution claims are black-box evaluations (e.g., see
“The Black Box” discussion on page 30) as making claims of the intervention’s direct
outputs does not require verifying any underlying program theory (nor assumptions) (J.
Mayne, personal communication, 2020).

The direct influence contribution claim can be made when (a) the assumptions
about the direct influence links are confirmed (e.g., changes in knowledge, attitudes, and
skills of those targeted by the intervention), and (b) other influencing factors are adequate
to demonstrate/support that the intervention was influential in producing those direct
results in the broader context of other influential factors (Mayne, 2011). The second piece
of the direct influence level hinges on providing adequate evidence to demonstrate/
support that the intervention was influential in producing those direct results in the

broader context of other influential factors (Mayne, 2011). Statements made from a
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contribution analysis at the direct level would be based on empirical evidence, verifying
assumptions within the direct influence sphere, and the robustness of the postulated
theory of change regarding areas of indirect influence.

Lastly, the contribution claim of indirect influence extends the analysis and is
conceivably much more challenging (Mayne, 2011). The indirect influence analysis
measures the intermediate and final outcomes (some of them) and gathers evidence of the
assumptions borne of the indirect influence areas of the theory of change (Mayne, 2011).
In other words, this analysis addresses the influence of other factors in consideration of
the intermediate and final outcomes. The indirect influence lens would be appropriate in
complex settings, where there may be multiple strategies dedicated to the intended
outcome. As such, each strategy would have its own impact pathway and thus yield its
own contribution claim (Mayne, 2011) that would seek to deliver supporting evidence for
these strategies as pieces of the large-scale pathway of change. In this instance, there
would be multiple pathways of contribution, and each strategy would generate an
individual contribution statement, feeding into the overarching contribution story
reflecting a comprehensive and tiered theory of change (Mayne, 2011).

Ultimately the defining factor between the three types of causal stories is founded
entirely on the strength and plausibility of the contribution story—the more extensive the
sphere of influence sought, the stronger and more credible the supporting evidence by the

contribution claim, the more robust and stronger the assumptions.
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CA as a Validation Framework

Contribution Analysis (CA) aims to “reduce uncertainty about the contribution an
intervention is making to observed results through an increased understanding of why
results did or did not occur and the roles played by the intervention and the other
influencing factors” (Mayne, 2012, p. 271). It is an evaluation approach that allows for
the examination of “how” an intervention contributes to identified outcomes.
Specifically, CA uses a process of “logical argumentation” (Craig, 2013; Wimbush et al.,
2012) to trace impact pathways, by the linking evidence along each step of inference
from inputs to outcomes.

Impact and outcome evaluations require practitioners to estimate the effect of an
intervention on one (or more) outcomes of interest (Chen, Donaldson, & Mark, 2011). In
order to make value judgments of program effects in impact and outcome evaluations,
evaluators make a series of inferences along the theory of change to effectively connect
the program inputs (e.g., activity or strategy) to intended outcomes. The evaluation
discipline has received some undesirable attention of late as a call for more substantiation
of “how evaluators warrant causal claims” (Gates & Dyson, 2017, p. 30) borne from the
evaluations linger in obscurity (e.g., black-box evaluations). As such, it begs the question
as to how we can improve current practices so that claims about program impact are
clearly demonstrated. The discussion that follows proposes the use of CA as a framework
to explicitly test the black box and thereby to build validated contribution claims. |
present CA in alignment with Michael Kane’s Interpretive Argument, which allows us to

“evaluate the rationale, or argument for the claims being made” (Kane, 2006, p. 17). It is
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easy to see that CA summons rigor in reasoning and critical thinking (Patton, 2018) in
how we form evaluative judgments about an intervention’s contribution.

Validity as an argument is a long-standing social science tradition rooted in the
interpretivist paradigm (Greene, 2011). Guided by the interpretivist paradigm,
evaluations use valuative inference to provide some kind of value judgment (Julnes,
2011). Unlike the positivist-cousin that rests on causal or descriptive inferences to
establish an objective truth, “interpretive validity relies on generating inferences that are
meaningful, plausible, and of some consequence in the contexts at hand” (Greene, 2011,
p. 82). Evaluations make valuative (Julnes, 2011) inferences to come to meaningful
judgment, and validity refers to the quality of the inferences (Zumbo & Rupp, 2004).
Necessarily, we need to think about “how can we improve current practices to ensure the
validity of judgments produces?” In response, I propose Contribution Analysis as a
validation framework by discussing its similarities with Michael Kane’s (2006)
Interpretive Argument (1A). The following section details how Contribution Analysis
seeks to approach validation by enabling a logic of argumentation through a comparable
process to that of the Interpretive Argument (IA) (Kane, 2006).

The crux of CA lies in the theory of change, through which the contribution story
is generated and verified. The contribution story produced by CA rests on an
interpretivist argumentation to a) build a nomological network of persuasive inferences
and b) balance the evidence and argument presented (Greene, 2001). Indeed, an
assumption that is not adequately supported by evidence or even worse, an assumption

taken for granted within the ToC, effectively nullifies the entire argument. The warrant is



48

the evaluator’s ultimate responsibility, as “inferences are consequential that we must have
confidence that they are warranted” (Greene, 2011, p. 90). In the context of CA, a
misconception of how the program theory operates (e.g., illustrated in the postulated
ToC) might affect the integrity of any resulting claims derived from CA (Budhwani &
McDavid, 2017) and effectively undermine the purpose of the evaluation, and possibly
produce negative consequences.

Kane’s Interpretive Argument

The theory of validity has been a focus of discourse in academia (see Campbell &
Stanley, 1963; Cronbach & Meehl, 1955; Kane, 2001, 2006; Messick, 1989) and can be
categorized into two types: a scientific inquiry (e.g., Cronbach, 1988; Messick, 1989), or
a rationale argument (Kane, 2006, 2013; Mislevy, Steinberg, & Almond, 2003). While
the validity of scientific inquiries rest on the generalizations and/or extrapolations made
from the inferences to the real world, the flip side rests on interpretivism, in that it does
not seek “the objective truth per se, but rather to provisional, contingent, dynamic
understandings about human action in context” (Greene, 2011, p. 84).

Kane’s (2006) interpretative argument (1A) is built on the idea of propositions that
help connect framing statements to interferences and create the basis for a proposed
use/interpretation. Kane (2006, 2013) builds on the work of prominent scholars (e.g.,
Campbell, 1988; Messick, 1989) and offers additional guidance on the validation process
as the development of the argument for or evidence to support, the inferences made
[datum] via a two-pronged framework: an interpretive argument (the specification) and

the validity argument (the evaluation) (Kane, 2006, 2013; Wallace, 2011). The
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interpretive argument can be thought of as a theory (akin to a scientific theory) (Kane,
2006, p. 25), which specifies the network of individual inferences within an argument and
the assumptions upon which it depends (Kane, 2006, 2009). Alternatively, the validity
argument evaluates the interpretive argument. While the interpretive argument provides a
theoretical framework for inferences, the validity argument offers a framework for
interpretation and evaluation of the argument (Kane, 2006, 2009).

Kane’s A hosts two stages to the validity argument: development stage and
appraisal stage. The interpretive argument is developed and strengthened (development
stage) via an iterative process to be subsequently evaluated from a critical stance
(appraisal stage) (Kane, 2006). While the interpretive argument cannot be proven, it can
be rigorously appraised against the criteria of clarity, coherence, completeness, and
plausibility (Kane, 2006, 2009). An accomplished validation argument satisfies in
providing conclusive support for the declarations made given that the premises
(assumptions) are true.

As validity lies in the supporting arguments (House, 1980), CA brings us a
framework to facilitate this process by evaluating the ToC and its chain of inferences to
ensure a met objective of social betterment (Furubo & Stame, 2018). Table 5 (page 50)
depicts Kane’s (2006) 1A alignment to approach validity aligns with the CA steps and

products (theory of change, results chain, and contribution story).
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Table 5

Alignment of A with CA Mechanisms

Key Mechanisms
Kane (2006) of CA Steps of CA

1. Determine the cause and effect issue to be
addressed
A. Theory of 2. Develop a theory of change and risks to its
Change (ToC)  success
3. Generate evidence in response to the theory

Interpretive

argument
of change
. 4. Assemble the contribution story, and outline
B. Results chain he chall .
(program theory) the challenges tp.'t -
5. Seek out additional evidence
Validity C. Contribution 6. Revise and strengthen the contribution story
argument Story

The complete 1A is a journey over several bridges of inferences (Kane, 2006)
specifying of input to outcome (interpretive argument), each bridge is linked to the next
with evidence supporting each step of inference (validity argument). | propose the
interpretive argument in CA is comprised of the ToC and Results Chain, and semblance
of Kane’s endless pursuit strengthening the argument. The third CA mechanisms align
with the Kane’s (2006) validity argument and seeks to evaluate the network of inferences.

Evaluation is an essential “methodological toolbox for every other discipline” (Scriven,
2016, p. 27). With transdisciplinary reach, evaluators and evaluations have the potential
to influence (Kirkhart, 2013) the far- and wide-reaching impact of their work and
products beyond what we can imagine. Thus, we need to be aware of our role in
conducting and producing evaluation results. In fact, we also need to acknowledge the

evaluator’s role, who themselves are instruments and lens through which the argument is
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expressed. House stated “data do not assemble and interpret themselves” (House, 2014, p.
12), and promptly reminds us of the importance to be conscious of our own positionality
while we reflect on the information in the context of the intervention and give meaning
that is most relevant for that current scenario.

Linking Evaluation Theory and Practice

The following section details the connection between evaluation theory and
practice, and the dearth of research between the two. | highlight the importance of
conducting research on theories, specifically theories serving a prescriptive purpose such
as CA. Finally, I conclude with a germinal review of CA in practice.

By and large, evaluation theories are of normative origin and borne from practice
rather than theories put into practice (Coryn, Noakes, Westine, & Schroter, 2011). In
other words, evaluation is a practitioner-based field, and evaluation theory is derived
from practice (Shadish, 1998). However, as N. L. Smith (1993) revealed, “it is not clear
what is meant when an evaluator claims to be using a particular theoretical approach” (p.
240), a sensation largely fueled theorists’ presentation of theories in abstract conceptual
terms and vagueness in describing how they would be applied in practice (Miller, 2010;
N. L. Smith, 1993).

Pawson states that “evaluation can only grow as a science if it learns lessons from
investigation to investigation rather than each inquiry emerging freshly out of the egg”
(Pawson, 2013, p. 138). Evaluation theory and evaluation practice have a dialectic
relationship. Theory informs evaluation practice, and practice informs theory to no end.

In actuality, however, there are very few published studies that examine the influence of
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theory on practice (Christie, 2003). Under this notion, we are practicing without
considering whether theoretical assumptions are so.

Furthermore, many practicing evaluators are not evaluators per se, but rather are
professionals in their own field who are conducting evaluations (e.g., Christie, 2003).
This behooves us to continue to examine the unclarified nuances and misalignments of
theory in academic literature and practice. Cousins and Earl (1999) counsel:

We need to move beyond the relatively weak connected theoretical musings and

anecdotal reports of practice . . . We need to add to the empirical knowledge base

through carefully developed and executed studies that have the potential to extend
our theories and guide our practices, studies that manifestly strengthen the link

between theory and practice. (p. 316)

Role of Theory in Evaluation

In general, evaluation theories guide practitioners on a myriad of decisions,
navigating the entire process from design to conducting an evaluation, to disseminating
results. Evaluation theories help illuminate the ideological perspectives on evaluation
(N. L. Smith, 2007), guide in defining the scope of the evaluation, identify the
appropriate role of the evaluator, role of the stakeholders, where control and decision-
making power should lie, and the dynamic between the two actors in the evaluation, the
depth of involvement (Cousins & Whitmore, 1998; Fetterman, 1994); selecting
evaluation questions and pairing with the appropriate methods (e.g., Greene, 2007; Mark
et al., 2000; Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004); whose informational needs are prioritized
by the evaluation (e.g., Abma & Stake, 2001; Greene, 1997; Mark & Shotland, 1985);

identifying “when, how, and to whom evaluation findings are disseminated and with what
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purpose” (Stufflebeam & Coryn, 2014, e.g., Patton, 2008; Preskill & Torres, 1999). This
list is exhaustive but not complete, which highlights the expansive influence of
evaluation theory on evaluation practice.

Customarily, evaluation theories are of normative origin and borne from practice
rather than theories put into practice (Coryn et al., 2011). In other words, evaluation is a
practitioner-based field, and evaluation theory is derived from practice (Shadish, 1998).
However, as N. L. Smith (1993) revealed, “it is not clear what is meant when an
evaluator claims to be using a particular theoretical approach” (p. 240), a sensation
largely fueled theorists’ presentation of theories in abstract conceptual terms and
vagueness in describing how they would be applied in practice (Miller, 2010; N. L.
Smith, 1993).
The Need for Research on Evaluation on CA

The call for Research on Evaluation (RoE) is well established (Mark, 2001;
Miller, 2010; Shadish et al., 1991; N. L. Smith, 1993; Worthen, 2001). Notwithstanding
ROE on evaluation use (Cousins & Leithwood, 1986; Johnson et al., 2009; Alkin & Taut,
2003), the answer to the call has yet to surface in the discipline. Mainly, the relationship
between evaluation theory and evaluation practice is tenuous (Christie, 2003; Miller,
2010; Shadish & Epstein, 1987), yet the implications of specific evaluation theory for
practice have largely not been studied (Miller, 2010).

The prescriptive role of theory in practice is ever-present as they are almost
exclusively prescriptive (Akin & Christie, 2008). | argue that Contribution Analysis is

one such approach that is prescriptive, and therefore warrants a thorough examination of
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practice. As such, the following highlights the role and implications of prescriptive
theories in practice and follows with a brief exposition of CA in practice.

As an evaluation framework presently guiding practitioners in their work,
Contribution Analysis also reflects a degree of fuzziness. It reflects an underdeveloped
evaluation theory with relatively low operational specificity and critical pieces such as
epistemology and ontology that remain unaddressed (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017;
Dybdal et al., 2010). Though cases provide some understanding of this approach in
practice, there remains limited empirical evidence to support a comprehensive
understanding. As a field of application, the dialectic theory-practice relationship is
fundamental as theory is informed by practice, and which is applied in practice, and
further developed by studying practice. An empirical study of CA in practice is needed to
inform our understanding of this approach, and theory-based evaluations from a macro
lens.

The relationship between theory and practice is too often assumed, and as many in
the field have emphasized, research on evaluation is sorely needed (Miller, 2010).
Though there are quite a few works focused on Contribution Analysis, and a few
published empirical cases, there are even fewer linking the practice and the theory, and
none that holistically synthesize the practice literature. As a result, the empirical
information on “which approaches to evaluation, implemented how and under what
conditions, actually lead to what sort of improvements?” (Mark, 2008, p. 115) is lacking.

Additionally, the abstract nature and explications of theories subject themselves to

endless interpretations in practice, which may or may not have been intended by their
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theorist (Gates & Dyson, 2017; N. L. Smith, 1993). As such, it is a responsibility of the
constituents of the discipline to curtail misuse of theory and investigate degrees of
interpretation, clarify theoretical guidelines if needed, and continuously learn from
practice. In consideration of the increased requests by funding agencies to use alternative
approaches such as CA to investigate casual relationships, an examination of theory and

practice is not only warranted but largely overdue.
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CHAPTER 11

METHODOLOGY

This chapter outlines the methodology for the dissertation study. First, I revisit the
research objectives and questions, and present an overview of the dissertation design.
Next, | describe the two distinct phases, a systematic review (SR) of the literature and
followed by a multiple-case study. The first phase (Phase I) examined the Contribution
Analysis (CA) landscape. Mainly, | discuss the systematic review procedures to review
the conceptual literature and the empirical literature to elicit the key tenets of
Contribution Analysis. The findings from Phase | were used to guide the ensuing study, a
multi-case study of empirical CA applications (Phase Il). Accordingly, an elaboration of
Phase Il (multi-case study) is presented wherein which the case selection procedure, data
collection methods, data analysis, and the means by which trustworthiness and rigor were
protected are detailed. Finally, I end with a discussion on the limitations of the
methodologies.

Research Objectives
Chapter Il revealed a covert culture of laissez-faire and ambiguity across the
discipline, particularly in connecting practice and theory. Moreover, the need to conduct
research on evaluation remains a persistent and lingering void that has yet to be
sufficiently explored, and Contribution Analysis (CA) is no exception. Despite the surge

in CA applications likely instigated by the increase in demand for alternative approaches,
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Contribution Analysis is discernably unrefined concerning conceptual development and
understanding nuances of practice. Simply put, although Contribution Analysis is
currently emerging as a new methodology in evaluation (Schwandt, 2015), the current
state of research is inadequate.

As demonstrated in the review of the literature, many salient traits remain
undefined, especially given that CA has been theorized far more than it has been explored
in practice (Delahais & Toulemonde, 2012), the need to further clarify at both the level of
theory and practice is overdue. As such, the primary objectives guiding this study are
focused on (1) investigating the theoretical translation and practice of contribution
analysis; (2) adaptations and innovations made to CA’s distinct six-step process; and (3)
the conditions, influences, and factors that may facilitate or impede CA practice. Overall,
findings from this research will contribute to a more comprehensive practice-based
understanding of CA and illuminate potential challenges, solutions, benefits, and
considerations in planning, designing, conducting employing CA-informed impact
evaluation. In order to achieve the research objectives, the study asks the following
research questions:

1) What is the current theory of the Contribution Analysis approach to

evaluation?
a) What are the fundamental tenets that guide CA practice?

2) What does CA look like in practice?

a) How do practitioners implement the approach?
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b) What adaptations, adjustments, or reinforcements are made to the 6-step
process?
3) What conditions and contextual factors (e.g., of the evaluation and program)
challenge and facilitate the implementation of CA in the field?
Overview of Research Design

This study followed emergent and exploratory design consisting of two distinct
phases, a systematic review of the Contribution Analysis literature (Phase I) and a
multiple-case study of seven empirical applications of CA (Phase I1). Specifically, Phase
| examined (a) the conceptual literature to identify the fundamental tenets of the
Contribution Analysis evaluation approach, and (b) the empirical literature base to
characterize themes of practice and factors that may influence it, all of which guided the
ensuing study. Phase Il employed a multiple case (multi-case) study (Stake, 1995, 2006;
Yin, 2009) to facilitate a systematic examination of the phenomenon (CA as an
evaluation approach). The constructs investigated in the multi-case study were informed
by the findings from the systematic review of the literature (Phase I), and consequently
helped narrow the research scope to: CA’s signature 6-step process, fundamental tenets
of Contribution Analysis, the role of stakeholders, and the conditions and contextual
factors that may affect practice. Overall, Phase Il provided insight into how CA manifests
in the field, how the six-step process looks across different contexts, where difficulties
lay, which conditions nurture specific barriers and facilitators to implementation, and

how practitioners mitigated threats to their practice.
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Phase I initiated a fundamentally exploratory and generative inquiry of the extant
of the conceptual and empirical literature base to support numerous objectives. Precisely,
the systematic review of the conceptual literature provided contextual information on
Contribution Analysis as an evaluation approach, the historical developments, and an
overdue demarcation and synthesis of the underlying philosophical assumptions (e.g.,
axiology, ontology, and epistemology). The conceptual literature sample was limited to
publications written by John Mayne, and thus this enterprise facilitated in identifying the
core tenets of Contribution Analysis as intended by CA’s chief architect. On the other
hand, a systematic review of the empirical literature intended to investigate the
translation of theory into practice. In more detail, this component sought to characterize
CA practice (e.g., trends, modification/adaptations, lessons learned) as well as contextual
factors that may influence it, which in turn produced propositions that guided the next
phase of research. This exercise also assisted in identifying prospective cases for the
upcoming cross-case analysis. On the whole, the findings from Phase | informed the
directed the focal points investigated in the multiple case study (e.g., CA tenets)
(Bryman, 2012; Stake, 1995). In that sense, Phase | served to be suggestive of incipient
theories, especially by illuminating contextual factors that may influence practice.

Phase 11 built on the findings of the systematic review and carried out an in-depth
investigation of CA practice via a multi-case study. Specifically, this part of the research
sought to examine the translation of theory into practice, as well as the presence and
prevalence of the themes identified in Phase I. As such, the multi-case study of seven

empirical applications of CA was guided by the CA framework, findings from the
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systematic review of the conceptual literature (tenets of CA), and findings from the
systematic review of empirical literature (prominent themes of practice, stakeholder
engagement, and contextual factors). Cases were identified through Phase | and assessed
for their eligibility and relevance to the research objectives (procedures are elaborated in
Phase I: Systematic Review of the Literature ). Findings from the multi-case study (Phase
I1) drew on semi-structured interviews with the evaluation practitioners, and document
analysis of the published document was conducted to meet this objective. The use of
multiple sources per unit of analysis facilitated member-checking interpretations of the
findings and safeguarded the development of context-sensitive findings.

While Phase | provided the conceptual framework that guided the study, notably,
it yielded the identification of the core tenets of CA and a set of practice propositions that
guided the multiple-case study. Consequently, Phase 11 reflected a systematic exploration
of the phenomenon and empirically informed how CA manifests in practice, where
difficulties lay along the six-step process, and how practitioners adapted and/or
innovated. It also allowed for multi-case study and a direct probe of cases exemplifying
best/worst practices of CA.

Specifically, findings from Phase | contributed to the current extent of the
conceptual literature by elaborating and synthesizing on the crucial philosophical
assumptions on which it is founded, as well as clarifying the conceptual and operational
definitions of the fundamental concepts to CA (see “Theory of Change (ToC)” on page
35; alignment of “Spheres of Influence and Magnitude of Contribution Claim” on page

41, and the validation of the evaluation findings as discussed in “CA as a Validation
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Framework” on page 46). Phase Il yielded more explicit theory-practice findings based
on empirical applications of CA fills out the portrait of the CA practice landscape. This
second phase also contributes directly to the Research on Evaluation (RoE) scholarly
body by illustrating the translations of an evaluation approach from theory to practice.

Overall, findings from this study are expected to be valuable for practitioners in
that they illuminate potential threats (and enablers) to designing, implementing, and
practicing evaluation and practice-based solutions. In whole, the research synthesized
from this dissertation contributes to the development of contingency theories of the
Contribution Analysis approach for outcome and impact evaluations.

Figure 5 illustrates the phases, procedures, and purpose of Phase | and Phase 11 of
the systematic review of the conceptual and empirical literature, leading to the multiple
case study of practice cases. Table 6 shows the timeline per study phase and research
activity, and Table 7 shows the research phases along with the instrumentation, sample,

procedures, and analyses.

PHASE | Intermediary PHASE Il

Conceptual Literature -
> Tenets of Practice Expert Interview
{ p  Confirm Practice
. . Tenets .
Systematic Review Instrument Eam Multiple Case
of Literature Development Study
EE——
Empirical Literature . Preliminar_y Codes
» Sampling Pool of for Analysis
Cases * Pilot Instruments

Figure 5. Diagram of the Procedures for Exploratory Sequential Study, Detailing the
Systematic Review (Phase 1) and Instrument Development (Intermediary), and Multi-
Case Study (Phase II).
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Study Timeline
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Activity Product
6/2019 Submit IRB IRB Approved
8/2019 Phase I: Systematic Review (SR)  ‘Guiding Table’ of cases
— Conceptual Literature CA Tenets (Preliminary)
11/2019 Practice Propositions
Empirical Literature Major themes
Identified cases for interviews
List of contacts for survey
SR extraction data
11/2019 Intermediary Phase Updated Tenets of CA
— Expert Interview Updates on instruments (feedback,
1/2020  Instrument Development cognitive interview, pilot study)
Cognitive Interview Data collection organization and code
Pilot Instruments sheet
Finalize Coding Revised instrumentation
1/2020  Phase II: Mini-Collective Case Case extraction data (interviews)

Studies

Contact participants

Email consent, interview questions,
and Qualtrics link

Conduct interview

Summarize & member-check
document

Interview transcripts

Case summaries

Within & across theme development
Cross-case analyses
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Alignment of Phases to Instruments, Sample, Procedures, and Analyses

Phase | (Systematic Review)

Phase Il (Multi-Case Study)

Instrumentation Document analysis of case

publications
Systematic Review

Coding Sheet

Interviews with practitioners

Demographic questionnaire
(Quialtrics)

Sample Conceptual Literature Publications
A purposive sample of Most recent publications, with
conceptual publications by John  enough detail
Mayne
CA Practitioners
Empirical Literature Practitioners with most recent
A purposive sample of publications
publications demonstrating
empirical applications of Purposive/snowballing sampling
evaluations using guided by CA, to identify CA practitioners,
published after 1999 ranked cases
Procedures Instruments were tested on Instruments were piloted once
articles from the sample pool IRB approval was received
Interview participants were
asked to sign consent forms.
They were contacted via email
to explain research, expected
contribution, timeframe, and
procedures.
Analyses Qualitative data were coded by  Qualitative data were coded by

dominant themes and patterns
according to the research
questions, and summaries will
be provided.

dominant themes and patterns
according to the research
question, and summaries will be
provided.

Descriptive statistics were used
to describe information about
demographics, and practitioner
experience.
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Guiding Worldviews and Philosophies

Historically, we have divided the world into two antithetical worldviews of
positivism or interpretivism (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 1998). Positivism holds at its core
the ontological assumption of an objective reality (Nkwake, 2013), and carries rigid
views in which the world (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011) is seen as “stable, observable, and
measurable” (Merriam, 1998, p. 4). On the other hand, interpretivism acknowledges
multiple realities that are socially constructed by individuals (Merriam, 1998), and
emphasizes understanding the meaning of processes or experience (Khanal, 2014). As
such, the two paradigms have been defined by their inherently dissimilar values of
theoretical conceptions of reality (ontology) and knowledge (epistemology), impelling
how research may be conducted: positivism is steered by deductive reasoning or
hypothesis testing to draw conclusions-while interpretivism relies on inductive,
hypothesis- or theory generating reasoning (Merriam, 1998).

Greene (2007) describes a paradigm as a worldview, with a set of ascribed
philosophical assumptions of ontology and epistemology that circumscribe the “nature of
methods, processes, and conclusions” (Nkwake, 2013, p. 98) the study is expected to
produce. Constructivism assumes that reality is a social construct (Nkwake, 2013). There
are many truths, and people’s realities are not only as they see through their lenses but are
shaped by social factors (Nkwake, 2013). Phase | draws heavily on case study methods;
specifically, the practitioner interviews will facilitate an investigation into their subjective

realities and emphasizes a constructed account of reality (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009).
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Furthermore, the inclusion of multiple cases, thereby, multiple practitioners, will allow
for more occasions and perspectives to examine the phenomenon.
Phase I: Systematic Review of the Literature

Phase | consisted of a systematic review of the Contribution Analysis literature.
The purpose of the systematic review was two-fold: to identify the tenets of CA, and to
amass a corpus of empirical cases to include in the sampling pool for the ensuing
multiple case study. A systematic review (SR) differs from a literature review in that it is
a scientific study in itself. The process involves collecting and synthesizing all scientific
studies on the topic of Contribution Analysis. Systematic reviews (SR) are rigorous and
require procedural transparency, which reduces selection bias as criteria for including
articles is predetermined, and finally produces an assessment and analyses of studies
(Pajo, 2018).

Review of Conceptual Literature

The main objective of the conceptual literature review was to identify crucial
tenets of CA and to contribute to the conceptual knowledge base. This segment details
the procedures about which this occurred, and the findings produced are described in
Chapter IV on page 96.

Table 8 outlines the sampling criteria for the review of the conceptual literature. It
details the requirements for works authored by John Mayne and as well as other authors.
The search was enacted multiple times over 10 months, wherein new publications did
emerge, providing further clarification on CA concepts. The conceptual works on the

Contribution Analysis approach drawn upon throughout this dissertation to elucidate the
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conceptual theory of CA and tenets of CA are detailed in APPENDIX A (authored by

John Mayne), and APPENDIX B (authored by other scholars).

Table 8

Inclusion Parameters for Conceptual Literature Review

Inclusion Criteria Explanation

e A publication describing the Contribution Analysis process,
or concepts relevant to the approach (e.g., Theories of
Change, evidence in causality)

e (Qray or Peer-reviewed literature

e Timeframe: 1999-2020

Conceptual Literature
by John Mayne

e Literature discussing CA from a conceptual perspective

Conceptual Literature e Peer-Reviewed Only

by Other Auth
y er Authors e Timeframe: Post-2005
T . e Narrative, Critical Review, Synthesis of Methodological
ype of literature .
Guidance
Evaluation Context e Any
Period e Publications published in the last 10 years
Publication status e Peer-reviewed publication in English-Language journal

Scoping Review of Empirical Literature

A comprehensive literature review was conducted to identify as many peer-
reviewed articles demonstrating the application of contribution analysis. Articles that did
not speak of contribution analysis from the author’s first-hand perspective were not
considered for this study, as the author believes that secondary data sources are prone to
higher rates of inaccuracies and/or misrepresentation of the case. Furthermore, although

there were evaluation reports depicting contribution analysis applications from various
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sources such as government program and policy sites, those reports were not included in
this study as they were not published through a peer-review process.

Table 9 outlines the search parameters. The search procedures targeted traditional
academic sources (e.g., EBSCOHost, JSTOR, evaluation journals, Google Scholar, major
databases), and general search engines using the search terms contribution analysis, and
evaluation. Results were filtered for English-language journal articles published after
1999 (marking Mayne’s first seminal paper on CA). Abstracts were then reviewed for
appropriateness, and relevant articles were added to a database. Additionally, the works
cited and reference list of each extracted articles (and other relevant sources, e.g.,
theoretical articles) were reviewed to identify additional prospects. Per these criteria, 89
publications from 2007 to date (January 2020) were identified for consideration for the
multiple case study in Phase Il. See APPENDIX C for a listing of all empirical articles
discovered in Phase I. APPENDIX D contains a legend expanding on journal

abbreviations.

Table 9

Initial Search Parameters for Scoping Review

Inclusion Criteria Explanation

Peer-reviewed CA-oriented evaluation from the practitioner
(evaluator)’s perspective. This must address the evaluand,
evaluation process, and how it was informed by CA.

Evaluation Case

Contribution Analysis as the primary framework informing the

Evaluation Approach evaluation design and practice.
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Table 9

Cont.

Inclusion Criteria Explanation

Evaluation Context Any

Types of Interventions  Any

Period Evaluations completed from 1999 to date

Publication status Peer-reviewed publication in English-Language journal

As can be seen from Figure 6, there has been a steady increase in the number of
CA publications over the past 13 years. In total, a body of 88 publications was identified
from 44 journal publications. The following journals had the most publications of CA
cases since 2007: Evaluation Journal (n=13), (CJPE) (n=10), The American Journal of
Evaluation (AJE) (n=5), Journal of Development Effectiveness (JDE ) (n= 4), Evaluation
and Program Planning (E&PP ) (n=3), and Research Evaluation (RE) (n=3). The spike
seen in 2012 is the special edition on CA in the CJPE. APPENDIX L shows the sources
of empirical CA publications by year (page 207). See Figure 6 for the number of

publications produced by each journal per year.
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Figure 6. Number of Empirical Articles Published Per Year from 2007 to Date (2020).

Intermediary Phase: Development of Instrumentation

This section discusses the procedures through which the data collection
instruments were developed, specifically the CA Scoring Sheet, the Practitioner Interview
Protocol, Case Extraction. As discussed, Phase | had the objective of identifying the
fundamental tenets of CA. The primary outcome is the draft of CA tenets and values (see
Appendix I). According to philosophies of CA (Mayne, 2019; J. Mayne, personal
communication, 2020), theory-based evaluation principles (Coryn et al., 2011); and
etiological fundamentals (Brousselle & Buregeya, 2018; Gates & Dyson, 2017).

The CA Tenets identified in the review of the conceptual literature in Phase |
informed the development of the two instruments for Phase I1: the interview protocol for
Phase Il (Appendix E), and CA scoring sheet (Appendix 1). The following section

describes the data collection instruments for the multi-case study and, specifically, how
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they were developed. There were two instruments developed: (a) case extraction form,
and (b) interview and demographic protocol.

The interview and demographic protocols (Appendix | on page 199) were
developed from the systematic review of the conceptual literature. This yielded
fundamental tenets of CA (Coryn et al., 2011; Gates & Dyson, 2017; Mayne, 2019b). To
confirm my understanding of the fundamental values, a consultation with the leading
subject-matter CA expert, Dr. John Mayne, ensured that the topics, several focal points,
and responses were accurately represented in the interview protocol. On the whole, the
feedback from the dissertation, committee, and cognitive interview ensured the quality of
the instruments, while feedback from Dr. John Mayne ensured content quality of
constructs represented in the instruments.

Refining Instruments

The systematic review of the literature yielded a pool of interview items reflecting
a multitude of domains of interest). As | carried on with my dissertation research and
engaged in academic discourse on CA, it was clear that there were specific domains that
were taking priority in my research, specifically the 6-step process in practice, developing
the ToC, and stakeholder engagement. Therefore, the items developed around those
domains were drawn upon to create the protocol used in the practitioner interviews.

Once | refined my research questions, my interview protocol and questionnaire
were submitted to the dissertation committee for feedback on who is well-versed in both
instrument development and the field of evaluation, positioning them as well-qualified to

guide on these matters. The feedback received from the dissertation committee members
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was incorporated and a cognitive interview (Ryan, Gannon-Slater, & Culbertson, 2012)
of the interview was conducted with an ERM student.

At that point, | conducted a cognitive interview (Ryan et al., 2012) of my
instruments (interview protocol and Qualtrics questionnaire) with an evaluator
practitioner who had some familiarity with CA. This was done to ensure that the items
are sound, their underlying constructs are effectively communicated, and overall, the
instrument is appropriate for the targeted sample of CA practitioners.

Through the cognitive interview, | was able to probe participants to articulate
their thoughts about each question and why they are responding as they are, which will
provide valuable insight into how the items are understood (Ryan et al., 2012;
Tourangeau, Rips, & Rasinski, 2000), and made modifications as needed to better reflect
the desired constructs of interest. Revisions yielded from the cognitive interviews were
incorporated in instruments for administration with CA practitioners. The cognitive
interview revealed that the demographic questionnaire and interview were too lengthy
(45 minutes and 90 minutes, respectively) and thus needed to be reduced to maximize
response rates. As such, the revisions focused the instruments on two domains:
stakeholder engagement and CA 6-step process. The aim was to have an interview
protocol that would take 45 minutes to 1 hour, and for the Qualtrics Questionnaire to take
no more than 10 minutes. Finally, | consulted with Dr. Mayne on the instrument
constructs, items, and response options that were specific to Contribution Analysis (e.g.,
CA tenets from Phase I, and the items | developed from these findings to administer to

the CA practitioners).
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Researcher log. Throughout the study, | maintained a researcher log to record
events and developments of the study (e.g., data collected, procedures enacted, challenges
of the process, etc.). While it served as a technical log, the researcher log was also used to
store my reflections, observations, thoughts, ideas, questions, and concerns. This log was
not only a source of data but also documented my own developments.

Phase Il: Multiple Case Study

To capitalize on the recent surge of practice and conceptual literature on
Contribution Analysis, Phase Il drew heavily on a multi-case study design (Stake, 1995,
2006) to assist in a holistic investigation of CA. As an ethnographic design (Creswell,
2002), research founded in case study methodology permits for in-depth exploration of a
“bounded system” (Merriam, 1998) or a case over time, to produce information-rich in
context (Creswell & Maietta, 2002). Specifically, this design will increase the units of
study to “illuminate a particular issue” (Creswell, 2002, p. 485) and cultivate a better
understanding of the topic, to analyze across context (Baxter & Jack, 2008) and/or
generate theory about a broader context (Chmiliar, 2010).

As such, this research design was informed by a multi-case study and is an
appropriate step for a multitude of reasons. For one, it allowed for not only explorative
investigation of the CA evaluation approach but for more specific theory-to-practice
related queries identified by prominent academics (e.g., what worked and how it happens,
how contexts differed and what worked across different contexts, how to prevent poor
practice, identifying inadequacies and solutions; see N. L. Smith, 1993). Secondly, the

inclusion of multiple cases allowed for a more accurate representation of the variety and
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range of operating contexts, adaptations, innovations, practices exhibited in CA’s practice
portfolio discussed in Chapter II.

This research design allowed for a thorough and profound investigation of each
case, as well as cross-case analysis of themes across the sample (Bryman, 2012; Yin,
2009). While within-case examinations allowed for the researcher to be attentive to each
case and its specific context, comparisons facilitated by the cross-case analyses supported
the revelation of concepts that were pertinent to an emerging scheme or ascertain
conditions wherein which it will or will not hold (Bryman, 2012; Yin, 2009). Although
Phase Il is informed by case study design (e.g., methods, procedures, and analyses), |
should note that it is not a case study in the technical sense as the qualitative case study
methodology was developed to study the experience of real cases operating in real
situations” (Stake, 2006, p. 3). In this case, the units of analyses are cases, and | draw on
case study strengths to assist an investigation of Contribution Analysis evaluations and
events | have not been privy to witnessing in situ.

Multiple Case Study Design

Defining the case. Phase 11 of this dissertation study adopted the multiple case
study design (Yin, 2009). A case is the “Contribution Analysis evaluation,” is a distinct
CA evaluation where there is a richly detailed peer-reviewed publication written from the
evaluator/ practitioner’s perspective and the practitioner agrees to participate in the phone
interview.

While each case was analyzed independently to allow for in-depth examinations

(Stake, 2005; Yin, 2009) a cross-case analyses (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafa, 2014)
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facilitated a study of themes across the complete sample. The case examinations drew on
guidelines from Stake’s (2005) multi-case study methodology to prevent cross-
contamination between cases.

Sampling, Case Selection Rationale, and Inclusion Criteria

In selected cases, sampling occurred at two levels: (a) the case itself, and (b) data
sources within the case (practitioner, in addition to publication identified in Phase I)
(Stake, 1995).

Research can employ an array of more than fifteen different purposeful strategies
(e.g., extreme or deviant case (outlier) sampling, homogenous sampling, typical case
sampling, critical case sampling, snowball or chain sampling, criterion sampling, theory-
based sampling, (dis)confirming cases, convenience sampling, as well as a combinations
of these types (Patton, 2002). Although random sampling would allow for greater
generalization of research findings and control of selection bias, this dissertation study
reflects a criterion-sample (Patton, 2002), which is a non-probability purposive sampling
technique, deliberately sought cases per specified criteria for numerous reasons.

First, the richness of the information yielded from the cases was crucial in
genuinely understanding the phenomenon (CA practice). Therefore, this study
intentionally prioritized more recent cases, as it would be more natural for the
practitioners to recall more immediate experiences. As such, the criteria used favored
conditions wherewith the cases would yield more abundant information and prioritize
required that the participate was significantly involved with the evaluation, and

prioritized recent application of CA.
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Secondly, the sampling strategy aimed to represent the diverse CA landscape in
evaluands and contexts, and thus prioritized a pool of diverse cases to that produced a
saturated data landscape, and therefore better illuminated the phenomenon (Patton, 2002).
This purposeful sampling was enacted to safeguard the quality, depth, and richness of
data extracted from the practitioner interviews.

Therefore, the following steps were enacted to identify the cases for Phase II.
First, the publications were ranked chronologically, from wherein which | selected cases
that were rich to allow for a more in-depth study. Next, cases were reviewed against
criteria relevant to the following: (a) case, (b) data sources (e.g., practitioner involvement
and publication), and (c) evaluation practice.

Case selection rationale. To maximize the diverse depiction of CA applications
gleaned from the literature, this study sought to sample a diverse representation of CA.
Each case chosen for examination varied on context, nature of evaluand (e.g., public
health, higher education), and innovations to maximize variety for a complete attempt to
glean all contextual factors influencing the CA process (Phase I1). As such, reflect a
criterion-sample (Patton, 2002), which is a non-probability purposive sampling
technique, deliberately sought cases per specified criteria. The impetus driving this
strategy lay in the expectation that the inclusion of all cases (meeting the criterion)
produced a saturated data landscape, and therefore better illuminated the phenomenon
(Patton, 2002).

Criteria for evaluation practice. Publications required an explicit narrative of

how CA was used in the evaluation. The criteria for inclusion required that the
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publication sufficiently demonstrated a focus of CA in the evaluation design and/or
practice, and sufficiently described both elements. An ideal case needed to be
information-rich (Patton, 2015), and specific constructs of interest to the study, the
evaluation design and practice, and reflected on both elements in consideration of CA.
This allowed for a more in-depth understanding of the evaluation process to inform my
research. Works reflecting fused evaluation frameworks, such as utilization-focused
evaluation (UFE) and CA (Patton, 2012), development evaluation and contribution
analysis (Michaud-Létourneau, Gayard, & Pelletier, 2019), or combining Process Tracing
(PT) and CA (Befani & Mayne, 2014), were included so long that CA was identified to
have fundamentally informed evaluation-related decisions. Inclusion of these variations
assisted in a better understanding of complementary approaches to CA and how CA
practices may be contingent on a combination of approaches.

Criteria for practitioners. This study sought to examine evaluation practice; as
such, it is imperative that the data sources were able to produce first-hand accounts of the
evaluation process. In other words, the practitioner must have been involved in a capacity
wherein he/she was engaged in making evaluation-related decisions and thereby reflected
on the Contribution Analysis approach to evaluation. Practitioners who were tangentially
involved (e.g., conducted interviews, or responsible for specific tasks) may not be able to
speak to how CA was considered throughout the entire evaluation process and thus would
not be able to inform the research interests of the study. Consequently, priority was given
to the first author or individual identified as the CA practitioner to ensure the most

knowledgeable individual informs my research. Table 24 (see page 180) displays the
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complete corpus of empirical CA studies found through the scoping review in Phase I,
from which the cases used in the multi-case study were sampled.

Criteria for exclusion. Articles that did not speak of contribution analysis from
the author’s first-hand perspective were not considered as the study seeks to gain a deeper
understanding of CA in situ, and therefore seeks first-hand accounts from those directly
involved with the evaluation. Furthermore, although the literature search revealed
technical evaluation reports from various sources (e.g., government, consulting groups),
these were not considered as examining artifacts produced as a consequence of CA
evaluation is not within the scope of the study. If additional data (e.g., technical reports,
memos) be offered, it was considered so long that it revealed details relevant to the
practitioner’s interview responses or supports the ongoing investigation.

The seven cases were selected according to the criteria discussed above; however,
in a pursuit to maintain the anonymity of the study participants, the seven cases
represented in this study are not identified further than the case descriptions and
aggregated participant descriptions and demographics.

Response Rate

Of the 22 emails sent to CA practitioners, two emails bounced back and were not
delivered, two referred me to the correct individual to interview, and on the whole, seven
practitioners (n=7) agreed to participate by scheduling an interview and completing the
Quialtrics questionnaire. All seven completed all parts of the study. The data collection

commenced with the practitioner interviews on January 20, 2020 and concluded on
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January 31, 2020. All seven individuals participated in the interviews as well as the
Qualtrics questionnaire.

Demographics. The Qualtrics questionnaire queried the participants’
demographics, practitioner experience, evaluation training, and self-rated expertise. The
first item screened participants to ensure that the representative of the targeted sample
(e.g., evaluation practitioners with experience with CA evaluation approach). All seven
participants responded affirmatively and continued to the main section of the
questionnaire, which queried their typical professional role, and sectors of work, the
evaluation training and experience, exposure to CA evaluations, and self-rated evaluation
and CA expertise. A summary of the demographic characteristics is provided below and
is expanded in Chapter IV (see page 96).

Collectively, questionnaire respondents had over 48 years of experience
conducting Contribution Analysis evaluations and had conducted over 29 Contribution
Analysis assignments. There was a total of five countries represented by the interviews,
including France, England, Canada, the United States, Germany, and their work was
representative of four continents (Africa, Asia, North America, and Europe).

Of the seven, n=5 were male and n=2 were female; n=1 identified as African, and
n=6 identified as European descent; n=3 were over 50 years of age, n=3 were between
31-39 years old, and n=1 was between 31-39 years old. All participants were all highly
educated: the self- evaluation practitioners had a master’s degree (n=1), and a doctoral
degree (n=1); the researchers all had at least doctorates (n=4), and one individual had a

post-doctoral (n=1).
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Data Sources and Data Collection Strategies

This section elaborates on Phase 11, specifically I recount the data that informed
the study and how they were collected. Ensuing is a description of data analysis
procedures before concluding with strategies to enhance the trustworthiness of this study.
The University of North Carolina at Greensboro’s Institutional Review Board approved
all instrumentation and protocol (IRB) before use. Table 10 illustrates the data collection

strategies and analysis for each research question.

Table 10

Summary of Data Sources and Analysis to Research Questions

Data Sources and
Research Question Collection Strategies Analysis

RQI1. What is the current theory of the Systematic Review (Phase I) Thematic analysis
Contribution Analysis approach to

evaluation? Expert Consultation (Dr.

Mayne)
RQ2. What does CA look like in Document Analysis (Phase II) Thematic analysis
practice?

Interviews (Phase II) Within & Cross-Case

Analysis
Qualtrics Questionnaire
(Phase II) CA Quality Scoring

RQ3. What conditions and contextual Document Analysis (Phase II) Thematic analysis
factors (e.g., of the evaluation and

program) challenge and facilitate the  Interviews (Phase II) Within & Cross-Case
implementation of CA in the field? Analysis

Qualtrics Questionnaire

(Phase II) CA Quality Scoring

Once the practitioners confirmed their participation, a document analysis of the

publication was made by applying the case extraction form (see Appendix G) to the
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publication. Next, a summary of the case was constructed using the case extraction form
and the “CA quality.” These were used to guide the interview with the respective
practitioners. The document analysis data categories and practitioner interview items
mapped onto the primary research questions.

Document analysis of publication. First, an examination of empirical
applications of CA proxy peer-reviewed publications was conducted to illuminate details
relevant to the case (e.g., related to the evaluand, evaluation process, CA framework,
modifications, etc.), and to identify additional themes of interest, and areas needing
clarification. Although a case extraction form was used, the document analysis was also
generative and emergent, where ideas about the direction for deeper inquiry and patterns
began to surface as an iterative coding.

Case extraction form. This segment was exploratory in nature, a case extraction
form (see Appendix K on page 205) was used to systematically mine each publication.
This ensured a systematic way of collecting data from the publications so that cross-case
comparisons would be possible. The form queried the following categories related to the
(a) evaluand (e.qg., type of intervention, target beneficiaries, country), (b) CA-specific
themes (e.g., rationale for CA, complementary approaches to CA, general CA process
and modifications made, factors that facilitated or inhibited the use of CA in practice,
lessons learned, suggested recommendations for (future) practice, evidence/examples to
support practice behaviors), and (c) themes relevant to evaluation practice. The case

extraction forms served as an additional data source about CA and how it informs
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evaluation practice in each case. It was also instrumental for the practitioner interviews as
it augmented my knowledge as | prepared for the practitioner interviews.

Interviews with practitioners. Next, | conducted semi-structured interviews with
a leading member of the evaluation team ranging from 50 minutes to 2 hours, with an
average of 72 minutes. The interview explored the evaluation process, how CA informed
evaluation practice, and invited the evaluators to reflect on the key themes of interest
(e.g., CA theory, 6-step process, modifications, barriers, challenges, and facilitators to
practice). Findings from the document analysis were used as a reference point throughout
the interview as relevant. As appropriate, | probed specific events or details of the
particular evaluation.

As all data from the document analysis was secondary, it was particularly
important to triangulate (Creswell, 2009; Stake, 2005) my inferences with the case
practitioners. As such, the interview provided an opportunity to member-check findings
with the practitioner, inquire about unclear themes, and collect additional details and
information relevant to this research. These interviews complemented the document
analyses by allowing me to capture the complexity of the evaluators’ practice experience
as it relates to my research questions and ultimately enrich the understanding of what
facilitates/hinders CA practice across contexts.

Recruitment procedures. One individual from the original evaluation team, who
conducted the evaluation, was contacted via email to participate in the interview.
Invitations detailed synopsis and purpose of the study, why they were selected (eligibility

criteria for participation), specific case (the evaluand) of interest to the interview,
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expected role and contribution, and inquire in their interest to participate in the study. If
the individual was interested in participating, they were asked to complete a doodle poll
to schedule the interview, review the consent and complete the Qualtrics questionnaire
attached in the email. Ensuing, a follow-up email was sent to confirm their interview time
and expressing my gratitude their support and participation, along with an attachment of
the document analysis summary (to member-check my interpretations) and an attachment
of the interview questions (which was sampled from the pool of items shown in
Appendix F as appropriate for each case).

Interview procedures. Empirical studies of evaluation have demonstrated that
interviewing with field experts and practitioners is a way to foster dialogue (Christie,
2003). To facilitate this dialogue, a guiding interview protocol of open-ended,
descriptive, and interpretive questions ensured systematic data collection without
restricting the natural flow of the conversation. The interviews were audio recorded and
submitted to Temi, an automated transcription service (Temi, 2019). The transcriptions
were checked for accuracy against the audio and corrected before coding. | also took
notes throughout the interview and periodically member-check my notes with the
participant.

Each interview began with a reminder of the specific evaluation of interest to the
study and asked the practitioners to discuss details and examples that are specific to the
case. Next, they were asked to confirm their voluntary participation and consent to be
audio-recorded verbally so | can maintain the integrity/fidelity of their responses and for

transcription purposes. Lastly, they were asked whether they agree to be identified by
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name. Since the interview revolved around the specific CA evaluation for specific
evaluand (e.g., project, program, intervention, policy) that was identified through publicly
available sources (e.g., academic journal or search engine), the data is identifiable with a
specific intervention/policy and therefore potentially associated with the practitioner as
well. For all cases (as appropriate), the interview transcript was emailed to member-check
responses, and/or provide an opportunity to address identifiable information. If there was
a concern, any potentially identifiable information that a practitioner did want to be
identifiable was reported anonymously if expressed by the practitioner.

Administration platform. From a practical outlook, utilization of an online
platform to host my interviews (e.g., Skype, Zoom) were particularly well suited for my
research purpose. CA practitioners were expected to exhibit a gamut of geographical
locales similar to that of CA’s international presence, which could be a potential barrier
for participation. However, the use of an online platform facilitated the participation of
geographically dispersed individuals. Collecting data through this method further
enhanced the cost-effectiveness of this method as travel is not required, while also
assisting in recording-keeping of the study’s developments (e.g., editing) and responses,
and thereby increasing the overall transparency of the research.

Data analysis. As is typical of a multi-case design, there are two main objectives
for the analysis. First, a detailed case of each CA evaluation (detailed in the Case Profiles
presented on page 105) using all data bounded within it to produce a holistic description

of the case. The second objective ensue via a cross-case analysis focused on examining
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similarities and differences of themes across cases (detailed throughout the themes
reported in Chapter V).

The multi-case study design encourages the researcher to analyze data from
earlier interviews before conducting the later ones (Yin, 2009). Therefore, synthesis of
data occurred iteratively as new sources of data were added per case (e.g., publication
extraction, practitioner interview) which informed the within-case analysis and as
complete case synthesis occurred (informing the cross-case analysis). This process was,
therefore, iterative and ongoing throughout the study, and allowed for the most thorough
and accurate exemplification of each case, and to identify nuance differences between
cases.

In all, Phase | procured 88 empirical cases of CA (see APPENDIX C) from which
a subset of seven cases are represented in the multi-case study. As aforementioned,
maintaining the anonymity of the practitioners is vital in compliance with the ethical
values of this study, and as such, the cases are not identified but are described in
generalities and attributes, omitting any identifying information.

Each case file consisted of the document analysis of the publication, interview
transcript, and practitioner questionnaire. As such, it was imperative to prepare the data
before any analysis could be conducted. This next section details the preparation and
coding procedures before discussing the within- and cross-case analyses.

Organizing data and preparing for analysis. For each case, | first reviewed the

research notes from the document analyses, practitioner interviews, and research logs.
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This step was to draw out any noteworthy themes or details that emerged during those
data collection events before engaging in a deeper analysis.

All cases in the study were organized in a “Guiding Table” (Pajo, 2018) detailing
general details (e.g., case ID, publication details, case details, evaluand details), and
contextual characteristics. Moreover, themes similar to the following: CA practice trends,
describe its use in application, such as the rationale for the approach, benefits ascertained
from funders, and benefits ascertained from practitioners, barriers and challenges to
practice, types of included stakeholders, level of stakeholder involvement, and whether
overall theoretical claims are upheld in practice. The matrix format of the Guiding Table
facilitated a preliminary exploratory cross-case analysis focused on identifying patterns,
themes, and anomalies. | made a note of any explicit findings for reference in the cross-
case analysis.

Next, I constructed a ‘case file’ for each case consisting of all qualitative data
gathered (e.g., document analysis data, the interview transcript, and analytic memos),
making it suitable for coding. All qualitative data gathered through the open-response
items on the questionnaire was coded and analyzed by theme (Creswell, 2009), and
summaries of the responses were presented as aligned with research questions. A validity
check was conducted by examining the open-ended responses for relevance to ensure that
participants understood the underlying construct of the item. Open-ended responses
indicating misunderstanding was documented and excluded from synthesis.

The audio files from each interview were transcribed in their entirety through a

professional service, and subsequently thematically coded.
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Coding procedures. First, | developed a coding schema in alignment with
primary domains of interest and frameworks (e.g., Mark, 2008) that have informed my
research. Ensuing was a series of coding procedures that informed the within and cross-
case analyses, and also resulted in the iterative update of the coding schemes as case
study research is based on interpretive and emergent research philosophy.

The data extracted underwent thematic analysis. Finally, the document analysis
findings and interview findings were synthesized in meta-matrices to display themes
across cases to best describe the degree to which cases demonstrate traits identified in
each framework. The coded data was organized in a number of cross-case display
matrices were constructed to deepen understanding and facilitate the identification of
common patterns. This strategy is consistent with many of the analytical techniques
described by Miles and Huberman (1994).

Within-case analysis and cross-cases analysis. Two sequences of coding
activities were conducted: (a) thematic analysis (Creswell, 2006), and (b) pattern
matching (Saldafia, 2013) to conduct the within-case and cross-case analyses.

Within-case analysis. For each “case file,” I examined the codes for larger
patterns that emerged across all sources. | also identified the information that is missing
or implicit. Once the data from each was analyzed, an analytic memo (Miles et al., 2014)
was produced to document my reflections and case-specific findings (Stake, 2005) (e.g.,
barriers/facilitators, contextual factors, CA process).

Cross-case analysis. Once a holistic account of each case was constructed, |

conducted a cross-case analysis using pattern matching (Saldafa, 2013), and display tools
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(e.g., tables, matrices). This allowed for the examination of data across cases for patterns
of variables or themes that transcend the cases. For each case, coding took place through
multiple readings of each case file. A detailed summary was constructed for each case
according to categories and codes identified in the coding schema. Additionally, any
emergent sub-themes of a case that were not captured by the initial schema were added.
As “coding is dynamic” (Given, 2008), the coding schema was continuously revised by
adding, subtracting, and refining categories and their properties to ensure codes capture
the themes and topics being collected as well as others of interest to the study. This step
also identified text fragments and quotations which illustrate the research findings.
Analytic memos (Miles et al., 2014) were constructed throughout this process. Overall,
this supported me in learning the data before ensuing deeper analyses.

Thematic coding. First, I used a process of inductive reasoning to generate
descriptive themes from the qualitative data acquired through Phase I. Specifically, I used
thematic analysis (Bryman, 2012) as it is not tied to any framework and may be applied
in a variety of ways. | develop codes and, as a corollary, superordinate themes (Bryman,
2012). The thematic analysis allowed me to code and categorize the data simultaneously
to study commonalities, differences, and relationships (Saldafia, 2013). Code frequencies
helped identify the prevalence of themes across cases.

Pattern matching. Pattern matching is a “second-cycle” coding method (Saldafia,
2013) that was conducted after coding. This involved looking at grouped cases based on
one or more codes that characterize similarities, differences, frequencies, sequences,

correspondences, or causation observed in the codes (Saldafia, 2013).
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Meta-matrix construction. Borrowing from Qualitative Comparative Analysis
(QCA), a meta-matrix of conditions (e.g., elements of CA tenets) and outcomes were
constructed to effectively score the degree to which the cases effectively reflected the
Contribution Analysis tenets. (Conditions: 0 or 1 and outcome: Performance of CA).
Table 11 is a generic meta-matrix, while Appendix I illustrates the various ways it was

used in the synthesis of the data.

Table 11

Meta-Matrix of Cases on Conditions and CA Score

Conditions CA Score

Case A
Case B

Case G

Data Quality: Trustworthiness and Ensuring Rigor
Interpretive research is based on an idealist temperament that social reality is a
product of one’s mind. Therefore, it is mind-dependent and mind-constructed (J. K.
Smith & Heshusius, 1986). For this reason, social inquiry cannot be “value-free” as we
cannot separate ourselves from our interpreted reality. On the same token, a researcher
cannot be value-free in his/her interpretations and, therefore, must be especially

cognizant in projecting their values/bias on someone else’s experience.
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Given this backdrop, the quality of qualitative research is judged using standards
that consider the social aspect of the inquiry as well as the presence of the researcher
within the research context. This next section discusses the techniques used to safeguard
the quality of the data collected and thereby confidence of inferences borne using Lincoln
and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability).It is important to note that the significance each criterion carries is held to
is ultimately contingent on the approach and purpose of the study. In other words, the
criterion most relevant and indicative of the quality of a study and its findings depends on
how it was conducted and what it was trying to achieve. Although many of the strategies
presented by Lincoln and Guba (1985) overlap across criteria, they were discussed in a
more linear fashion to facilitate a practical discussion.

Credibility

Parallel to internal validity in quantitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), the
credibility criteria denote that the claims made should be based on an appropriate amount
of data (saturation; Stake, 2005), and that process of analysis and interpretations should
be made transparent (Mertens, 2015). In order to enhance the credibility and validity of
findings, | used multiple types of triangulation, which is mostly a repetitious process of
gathering data followed by criteria review of what is being said (Stake, 2005). This is
especially important in consideration of pluralism and the constructivist paradigm
guiding this research.

Multiple modes and methods. The use of multiple methods to collect my data

(e.g., document analysis, interviews) enhanced the validity of my findings (Taber, 2008).
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A limitation of using secondary data (e.g., document analysis of publication in Phase 1) is
that the scope of research is inherently restricted as | was only able to examine what was
published for each case. In other words, if details pertinent to my study were omitted, it
simply did not inform my research, development, nor analysis, and subsequently, every
finding and conclusion that are drawn. As such, the interview with practitioners presented
an opportunity for elaboration and/or clarification, as well as to further delve into details
lacking in clarity or explications.

The use of document analysis during the interview facilitated a probe-based
interview protocol, an effective technique that uses certain materials (e.g., texts, videos,
or other artifacts) to evoke comments and interpretations to give focus and scope to the
dialogue (Stake, 2005). | would also argue that probe-based interviewing increased the
construct validity of responses in this specific study, as using the publications (which are
reflections of the evaluation processes) to guide interviews helped center the conversation
on the constructs of interest (e.g., evaluation process, CA tenets, stakeholder
engagement).

Member checking. As detailed throughout the previous sections, data collected
underwent multiple points of member checking. Interviewees were provided with
selective interview transcripts for feedback and member-checks (Mertens, 2015).
Member checking is a process whereby the data collected are taken back to the
participants (Creswell, 2009, p. 191). This process offered an opportunity to provide

context and alternative explanations (Patton, 2002), and thereby lessened the possibility
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of misinterpretations of participants’ responses (Maxwell, 2004) as well as enhance the
credibility of my interpretation of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Peer debriefing. | conducted peer debriefing periodically with a peer of my field
of study, and who was already knowledgeable on my topic. The conversations helped me
check my developments, limitations, and reflect on my findings.

Researcher log. While the researcher log was an archive of technical data helped
inform data analysis and contemplation upon the study’s practical limitations, it was also
a routine activity that helped me develop an awareness of my own personal biases
through the practice of critical subjectivity. To be critically subjective is to be cognizant
of one’s values and influences, and how these influences may guide one’s practice
(Heron & Reason, 1997). As such, it was imperative to document the development of
themes and constructs. Engaging in reflection allowed me to see developments over time,
identify potential biases, and include these developments when | engaged in peer
debriefing sessions, consulted with the lead CA expert, and interacted with practitioners.
Documenting my thoughts provided insight into how my understanding of the research
and its landscape progressed.

Transferability

Transferability aligns with external validity, the degree to which findings can be
generalized to the population represented by the research sample or applied to other
situations. As sample sizes are small in qualitative research, findings borne are not
intended to be taken out of the research’s context. The burden transferability is on the

reader to ascertain the degree of similarity between their study site and the one being
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described (Merriam, 2006; Mertens, 2015). As such, the onus falls on the researcher to
provide enough supporting information to appropriately inform the reader’s judgment of
the research’s transferability.

As previously mentioned, this study was heavily informed by case study
methodology, and used strategies from case study methodology to convey degree of
transferability for each case, by developing thick descriptions (Merriam, 1988; Stake,
2005) from the following data sources: (a) protocols developed from Stake’s (2005) case-
study guidelines (e.g., the nature of the case, historical background, physical setting,
another context, other cases through which the case is recognized, and the informant
through whom the case can be known) (see Appendix F), (b) case extraction forms, (c)
analysis of practitioner interviews, and (d) researcher log.

Furthermore, cross-case analysis strengthened the transferability of the findings
(YYin, 2009), as | was able to unearth similarities and differences across cases regarding
the phenomenon (the practice of CA). Readers were presented with more opportunities to
ascertain findings relevant to a greater range of situations.

Dependability

Dependability is the counterpart to reliability in the postpositivist realm (Guba &
Lincoln, 1989), affirming that findings are stable over time (Mertens, 2015). Instead of
the traditional meaning of whether the study can be replicated, the many implications
within this standard refer to having a credible inquiry process so that inferences borne of
the study are trustworthy. The current study explicitly detailed the methodological

choices and data collection procedures (Guba & Lincoln, 2001), and used extensive
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protocols to document each step of the research process. In all, this provided transparency
of my research strategy as well as how findings were informed. Lastly, the inclusion of a
CA expert further safeguarded that dependability is established.

The validity of instruments. To increase the dependability of the data collection
instruments, four explicit strategies were used to ensure that the intended constructed
were measured. First, | identified the constructs by reviewing the conceptual literature on
CA. Next, I consulted with Dr. Mayne on the constructs related to the CA and the ToC.
Ensuing was a cognitive interview with an evaluation practitioner who also has licensure
in instrument development to ensure that the items were being interpreted as intended.
And finally, all instrument protocols were piloted once approved by IRB. In all, these
strategies assisted in ensuring the quality of items (e.g., clarity of construct, sequence of
items) while getting feedback from the subject-matter expert and a representative of the
target population.

Confirmability

The last criterion for qualitative research is confirmability, which parallels
objectivity of the postpositivist paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). While the concept of
objectivity denotes that the researcher’s influence is minimized, confirmability designates
that the data and their interpretation are grounded and can be traced to their source, along
with the logic of how the interpretation was constructed (Merriam, 1988). The
triangulation of data helped constrict the researcher’s bias on the interpretation. The
corpus of data (e.g., publications, case summaries, interview transcripts, researcher log)

collected throughout this research facilitated a confirmability audit as pieces of data
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woven together in interpretation were traceable to its original source, and the logic behind
the claims and inferences made were transparent.
Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I described the methodology underlying this dissertation study. |
detailed the two-phase multi-method design that guided this qualitative study. The two-
phase design enacted by this study allowed for an in-depth examination of the theory and
practice of the Contribution Analysis approach to evaluation via a systematic review of
the literature and then an in-depth multi-case study to investigate how practice manifests.

First, through Phase | conducted a systematic review of the literature of
conceptual articles and empirical articles separately. The review of the conceptual theory
of the Contribution Analysis identified fundamental tenets of CA, which informed the
interview questions in Phase II. An interview with CA’s chief architect provided
clarification on these principles as well as clarification of key terms. The review of the
empirical literature allowed for a high-level review of trends and themes of practice and
produced propositions of practice to examine in Phase Il. This phase also yielded the
sampling pool of cases for Phase II.

Phase 1l fulfilled a key objective of the overall study and investigated the CA-
practice phenomenon via a multi-case study using secondary data (e.g., journal article)
and corroborating it with a primary source (e.g., practitioner interviews). Specifically,
this study used the CA six-step framework to guide an in-depth study of how CA
manifests in practice, specifically the evaluation process, CA tenets (e.g., development of

the ToC), stakeholder engagement. It also provided an opportunity to ascertain whether
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the trends, themes, and propositions discovered in Phase | transcended other cases, and to
probe the conditions surrounding it. Although a preliminary list of themes was examined,
this phase borrowed heavily from the case-study approach and thus was emergent and

generative. As such, it also allowed for the emergence of new themes.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

This chapter presents findings from the conceptual publications on Contribution
Analysis (Phase I) and multiple-case study (Phase I1). To begin, | present an analysis of
the current theory of CA by summarizing the historical developments, position on the
evaluation tree, ontology and epistemology, and identification of three tenets of practice
(RQ1). Next is an examination of the seven CA cases, including a description of each
case, settings, and evaluation approach, and details relevant to practitioners experience
(RQ2), Following is an analysis of how the Contribution Analysis is practice (RQ2a), and
an examination of modifications and reinforcements made to the evaluation process
(RQ2Db). Finally, a synthesis of the conditions and contextual that impact CA is practiced
is presented (RQ3). The roadmap for the findings are: (a) research questions, (b) the data
sources, (c) the overarching finding of presented, and (d) an expansion of the key themes.

Research Question 1: What is the Current Theory of the Contribution Analysis
Evaluation Approach?

This research question summarizes the findings obtained through an in-depth
review of the conceptual literature of CA, including publications by John Mayne
(APPENDIX A), as well as publications by other (APPENDIX B), and an expert
consultation with Dr. Mayne, which provided clarification on the fundamental concepts
of CA as well as more nuanced operationalization and interpretation of key terms. The

analysis of CA’s conceptual and empirical developments through 2019, was conducted to
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examine the axiological nature of CA to identify how it has developed, what were the key
changes, elaborations, and specifications that emerged in each.

Overarching Findings

Finding 1: CA is currently entering its fourth generation and becoming

increasingly refined.

e Finding 2: CA is situated on the “Methods” branch on the Evaluation Theory
Tree.

e Finding 3: CA is guided by realist ontology and relativist epistemology.

e Finding 4: Three key tenets that guide CA are: (a) theory of change

mechanism, (b) correspondence between the sphere of influence and

magnitude of the claim made, and the (c) plausibility and credibility of the

contribution story.

Finding 1: CA is Currently Entering its Fourth Generation and Becoming
Increasingly Refined

Contribution Analysis (CA) was born out of the need for the consideration of
context, conditions of complexity, and multiple interdependent interacting variables
(Mayne, 2008, as cited in Patton, 2012). CA, as we know it in the realm of evaluation,
stems from financial management and business analysis with a different meaning
(Dybdal et al., 2010), with CA’s debut in performance measurement (Dybdal et al.,
2010).

Over time, CA has been adopted in various contexts of program evaluation and
has since gathered additional proponents in Canada (Dybdal et al., 2010) and the

European Union (Delahais & Toulemonde, 2012; Leeuw, 2012; Lemire, Nielsen, &
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Dybal, 2012). There have been some recent international applications of this method,
particularly in Scotland, notably within the National Health Scotland organization (NHS)
(Craig, 2013; Wimbush et al., 2012) and Scottish Government (Scottish Government
Social Research, 2012).

Insofar, there have been three generations of CA (1990, 2001, 2011), and there is
emerging evidence that Contribution Analysis is currently undergoing a process of
reinvention (e.g., Brousselle & Buregeya, 2018; Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Mayne,
2015). The unremitting discourse surrounding CA attests to the cyclical scrutiny and
developments that it has been subject to since its introduction by Mayne in 1999. Each
rendition reflects the maturing and refining of CA as an evaluation approach, and the
dialectic relationship between evaluation theory and practice. The academic literature
reflects a healthy discourse between theory-based evaluations and CA and has
contributed to the development of the guiding paradigms of this approach (see Finding 2
and 3 in this section).

Finding 2: CA is Situated on the “Methods” Branch of the “Evaluation Theory
Tree”

To situate CA, among other evaluation approaches, | use Alkin and Christie’s
(2004) “Evaluation Theory Tree” and propose that CA is positioned on the ‘methods’
branch. The “Evaluation Theory Tree” categorizes evaluation theories based on their
primary emphasis on one of four branches, namely, use, methods, valuing, or social
justice (Alkin & Christie, 2011; Mertens & Wilson, 2012). CA’s iterative 6-Step process
allows for the constructed contribution claims to be examined and re-examined and

provides for a rigorous inquiry method. Although an argument could be made to situate
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CA as a ‘use’ approach along with participatory approaches (Alkin & Christie, 2004, p.
15) theorists classify CA as a ‘methods’ oriented approach as it is vested in
demonstrating rigor of methodology and transparency in how evaluation findings are
established.

Participatory approaches such as Cousin’s pragmatic-participatory evaluation (P-
PE), Patton’s utilization-focused evaluation (UFE), and Stufflebeam’s context, input,
process, product (CIPP) fall directly in line with the use branch as they seek utilization of
the evaluation and findings by involving stakeholders in the evaluation and uphold
pluralistic perspectives. Focused on creating value in the overall use of the evaluation and
its findings and consideration of who will use the information (Alkin & Christie, 2004, p.
14).

Despite its intense use of participants throughout the 6-step process (e.g.,
Wimbush et al., 2012) and acknowledgment of multiple realities to construct the ToC
(aligning with the subjective ontology assumptions), | counter that CA ultimately relies
on the iterative testing of the ToC, implying that some perspectives woven into the ToC
will not be upheld and will be dismissed in testing (aligning with the realism
epistemology). CA assumes a verifiable reality similar to ‘Realist Evaluation’ (Dybdal et
al., 2010).

Finding 3: CA is Guided by Realist Ontology and Relativist Epistemology
Though Contribution Analysis has undergone three generations of changes, CA is

largely underdeveloped as an approach in that there are still vital theoretical components,
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such as epistemology and ontology, that remain unaddressed (Budhwani & McDavid,
2017; Dybdal et al., 2010).

The earlier versions of CA seem align with the successionist model of causation
(Mayne, 2012), and focused on establishing causal links in the program theory to rule out
rival hypotheses through positivist-based designs (Dybal et al., 2012; Mayne, 1999).
More recent clarifications by Mayne (2015) clearly point to a generative model of
causality, which embody the intertwined “relationships between context, mechanisms,
and outcomes through situationally sensitive theories of change (Befani & Mayne, 2014;
Mayne, 2015a; Pawson, 2007)” (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017, p. 16).

Brousselle and Buregeya (2018) have contributed to the development of the
paradigms underlying CA to identify a realist ontology, based on judgmental rationality,
relative epistemology, and value that is prescriptive. The guiding philosophy
underpinning CA is centered on critical realism (Brousselle & Buregeya, 2018). The
fourth generation of CA is more aligned with generative causal models and focuses, as
CA seeks to assess underlying assumptions and risks behind causal links, and identifies
other key competitor, and is situationally sensitive ToC (Befani & Mayne, 2014;
Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Mayne, 2015a; Pawson, 2007). Generative causal models
are focused on the causal package and not on the counterfactual to prove causation (see
“Design Approaches to Causation” discussion on page 22). Meaning, a causal pathway
established through a generative model or framework (e.g., Contribution Analysis) is
meant to represent the chain of impacts and contextual factors that are likely to influence

the production of the effects (Brousselle & Buregeya, 2018; Mayne, 2012b).
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According to Brousselle and Buregeya (2018), the first two steps in the CA serve
formative purposes, while Steps 3-6 satisfy a summative inquiry. Furthermore, Step 3 has
been identified to be intentional about evaluation use, while steps 4-6 encourage

incorporation of evidence to strengthen the program theory.

Table 12

Paradigms Underpinning CA

Knowledge (Critical Realism) Use

Intended Means to
Ontology Rationality Epistemology Valuing CA Steps  Intent Types Encourage Use

Conceptual Involve different

o ! Formative Use stakeholders

= >

g g8 g 2 2

@ o < S (=% ;

= g = g 3 Summative
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Q = —_— 7]
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s ~ & Instrumental Integrapve
5 theoretical
(Steps 4-6)

6 approach

Finding 4: Three Key Tenets That Guide CA are: (a) Theory of Change Mechanism,
(b) Correspondence between the Sphere of Influence and Magnitude of the Claim
Made, and (c) the Plausibility and Credibility of the Contribution Story

A review of the conceptual literature has identified the key tenets of CA to
include: (a) the theory of change mechanism (on page 35), (b) correspondence between
the sphere of influence and magnitude of the claim made (see “Spheres of Influence and
Magnitude of Contribution Claim” on page 41), and the (c) plausibility and credibility of
the contribution story (see “CA as a Validation Framework” on page 46). These concepts

have already been covered adequately in this thesis. From both the conceptual and

empirical literature, the importance of the theory of change is prominent. The concept of
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the theory of change is undoubtedly the underpinning of theory-based evaluations, and
CA is no exception (e.g., Mayne, 2012; Chen, 2005; Coryn et al., 2011). The theory of
change mechanism has been discussed at length throughout this dissertation (see “Theory
of Change (ToC)” on page 35).

The correspondence between the sphere of influence and magnitude of claim is an
indicator of the strength and robustness of the linkages in the ToC (the “Spheres of
Influence and Magnitude of Contribution Claim” on page 41). Theory-based evaluation
approaches provide the opportunity to examine beyond the intervention’s immediate
effects (e.g., direct control) to more distal effects like impact. Therefore, | identified the
sphere of influence claimed, and the depth of CA investigated to be an indicator of the
CA quality. The plausibility and credibility of the contribution story relate back to the
validation framework (see “CA as a Validation Framework” on 46). In all, these three
tenets are CA (and effectively the quality of the evaluation approach) were used to
produce the CA scoring rubric (see Appendix I) by which the seven cases were analyzed.

Research Question 2: What Does CA Look Like in Practice?

The following describes each case represented in the multi-case study, by
detailing the evaluand, the purpose of the evaluation, and evaluation approaches used. To
be able to specify theories in the literature, it is important to understand who is using the
evaluation approach. As such, RQ2 sought to gather information on who the CA

practitioners were.
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Overarching Findings and Themes

e Finding 1: CA evaluations are traditionally impact evaluations, examining the
contribution of a variety of interventions.

e Finding 2: Participants self-identified as researchers or evaluation
practitioners, and had experience conducting various types of evaluations,
across a diverse range of contexts, across the globe.

e Finding 3: Participants saw their roles in the CA assignments as:
methodological/ technical (evaluation) advisor, critical analyst, facilitator of
local change, achiever working with program manager, educator of clients,
knowledge broker, and resource of stakeholders.

The following data sources: (a) practitioner interviews, and (b) practitioner
questionnaires, (c) interviews were used to gain insight into practitioner attributes. The
roadmap for Research Question 2 findings is detailed by the: overarching findings, case
profiles of the sample, and themes.

Finding 1: CA Evaluation are Traditionally Impact Evaluations, Examining the
Contribution of a Variety of Interventions

o Theme A: Cases reflect mostly impact evaluations (n=6).

o Theme B: CA is used in the evaluations to examine the effects of a variety of
entities (research organization, health impact assessment, evaluation policy,
monetary funds, government policy, professional development program, and

advocacy initiative).
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Table 13 summarizes the profiles of the seven evaluations represented in the
multiple case study. For the purposes of providing enough context while upholding
confidentiality of participants identity, descriptive yet generic pseudonyms of the cases

are provided.



Table 13

Summary of Case Profiles

A B C D E F G
Content  Sustainable forest .Ur.ban. . . . . . . Child nutrition
revitalizations National policy Financial Drug and alcohol Higher education ’
areas management . Advocacy
project
Professional
ObJect.of Rese.:arc.h Health impact Evaluation Policy Funds awqrds to Policy development Advocacy initiative
evaluation organization assessment (HiA) enterprises program for
teachers
Type (.)f Impact evaluation Effectlve.ness Meta-evaluation Impact evaluation  Policy/strategy Program evaluation Advoce.wy
evaluation evaluation evaluation
Impact of research Impact of policy, Impact of strategy ~ Effectiveness of Impact of
S . . Impact of funds on . . . o
activities on Impact of HiA on quality of . o on reducing harms  intervention on  advocacy initiative
Purpose e . society; Conditions . .
country across  urban revitalization evaluations . from drug and developing on the policy
of effectiveness, .
many sectors produced alcohol knowledge environment
5 . CA via .
Evaluation CA and PT CA only LGOI R O comparative case CA only e m1x§d DE and CA
approach and CA and PT e methods design

G0T
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Case A: Sustainable forest management (SFM). Case A is an impact evaluation
of a major research body’s potential contribution to the changes observed in the country
of operation. The object of the evaluation was to assess the research organization’s
impact on the observed changes in the country and how. The organization in this case is a
large international entity that is focused on research activities on sustainable forest
management (SFM) and livelihoods and has since seen the sustainable forest
management arena change dramatically, especially regarding general awareness, legal
framework, and timber practices. The evaluation used a combination of Process Tracing
(PT) with CA to better understand the underlying logic of their casual claim. The strength
of evidence was assessed using PT, followed by Bayesian probability logic.

Case B: Urban revitalization. Case B is an evaluation of the effect of a health
impact assessment (HiA) on urban revitalization (e.g., road infrastructure, parks, green
spaces, and residential housing). An HiA is a tool used to estimate the potential impact on
the health of non-health-related initiatives. Specifically, it is “a set of procedures,
methods, and tools by which a policy, program or project may be judged as to its
potential effects on the health of a population, and the distribution of those effects within
the population” (European Centre for Health Policy [ECHP], WHO Regional Office for
Europe, 1999, p. 4). The impact pathway embodied by this case engages decision-makers
in the process of adopting, implementing, and refining the intervention based on
recommendations procured from the HiA. CA was conducted using stakeholder
interviews, documents observations, and images, CA was able to link the activities

implemented in the field from the HiA to health outcomes.
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Case C: Evaluation policy reform. Case C is a meta-evaluation of a national
mandate for reform of public policies at the state level in a European country. The
objective to look at the impact of the mandate and evaluate the quality of evaluations
completed under the reform (n=80) between 2012-2017. The design was two-phased:
first, a meta-evaluation of the 80 evaluations was conducted using interviews, document
analysis, administrative decision-making. Next, CA and PT were used to build in the
confidence of contribution declared from the evaluation findings.

Case D: Financial support for large enterprises. Case D conducted an ex-post
policy evaluation of an EU policy across eight member states. The objective of the
evaluation was to outline the policy implications by assessing the basis for the
implementation of and evidence of effectiveness financial awards to large enterprises.
The policy sought effectively influence the behavior of large enterprises through the
financial support, to directly affect economic and social benefits directly (e.g., demand
for jobs, increased in product levels, etc.), and indirectly (e.g., direct job creation
improved local transport infrastructure or local spending of wages by the employee). The
evaluation assessed the extent to which resources were used, its effectiveness on the
socioeconomic impact of the large enterprises, and the factors contributing to the success
or failures of the interventions. The evaluation produced information about the
circumstances and conditions under which the offering financial support large enterprises
are most meaningful and justified.

Case E: Drug and alcohol strategy. Case E reflects an evaluation of a

government policy that sought to reduce harms related to drugs and alcohol. The policy
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targeted a set of established negative consequences of alcohol and other drug use and was
implemented nationwide in a European country. The evaluation queried, “how and to
what extent has an implementation of the strategy in the country contributed to reducing
drug and alcohol-related harms.” The evaluation sought to investigate the reduction of
harms across specific areas (e.g., prevention, provide support for substance misusers,
provide support for families). The intervention was modeled after a similar drug and
alcohol strategy policy that employed CA in their evaluation. As such, the evaluation was
commissioned with a requirement to employed CA. The ToC was retrospectively
constructed by the evaluators and then brought to stakeholders for revisions and
subsequently submitted to an advisory group. Sources of information for the ToC were
the proposal document, the modeled intervention documents,

Case F: Professional development for teachers. Case F was an evaluation of the
professional development program for the teacher in developing their leadership skills.
The evaluation sought to evaluate the degree to which the intervention was effective in
developing knowledge in the target sample. The intervention followed a panel design,
and the data reflected the repeated measures of the participants (e.g., pre and post-tests).
The cause-and-effect was already identified in the project proposal, and therefore was
effectively the ToC used in the CA. The practitioner then developed the evaluation plan
around the identified program theory in the evaluation proposal.

Case G: Child nutrition advocacy initiative. Case G evaluated the impact of an
advocacy initiative on policy change over its 9-year term. This evaluation sought to

examine the extent to which policy objectives were achieved and identify the key drivers.
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This evaluation employed Developmental Evaluation and CA sequentially. DE was used

as a framework to engage stakeholders and document the extent to which policy

objectives were met in each county, and CA was used to assess the degree to which the

policy contributed to the observed changes. The evaluation sought to examine how the

activities carried out within the advocacy imitative resulted in the policy environments

that were more supportive of nutrition.

Finding 2: CA Practitioners Tend to be Discipline-specific Researchers, Trained
Evaluators, and Had Experience Conducting Various Types of Evaluations, across a
Diverse Range of Contexts, across the Globe

o Theme A: Participants reported experienced with policy evaluation (n=5) and

o

o

program evaluations (n=4) the most, followed by needs assessment (n=3),
performance (n=2), process (n=2), effectiveness (n=1), research project (n=1).
Theme B: All participants were highly educated (minimum of master’s
degree). Self-identified evaluation practitioners (n=2) were formally trained in
evaluation, whereas self-identified researchers (n=5) tended to be subject-
matter experts in each of their respective fields and conducted evaluations to
assess interventions within their specific knowledge domain.

Theme C: The contexts in which the participants practice are diverse: health
care (n=3), public health (n=3), public policy & admin. (n=3), regional &
urban development (n=3).

Theme D: Participants tend to work in Europe (n=3), Asia (n=1), Africa

(n=1), North America (n=1), or globally (n=1).



o Theme E: Self-identified evaluation practitioners (n=2) tended to be more
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experienced than self-identified researchers in overall evaluation (as measured

by number of years) and in CA (total assignments, number of years).

o Theme F: Practitioners published empirically-based peer-reviewed CA
literature and five (n=5) published CA literature based on secondary data.

Table 14 provides an overview of the evaluation characteristics of the

respondents. Participant’s self-identified as practitioner/evaluators (n=2) or researchers

(n=5). Practitioners tended to be formally trained in evaluation, whereas researchers were

subject-matter experts in each of their respective fields and conducted evaluations to

assess interventions within their specific knowledge domain. All participants were highly

educated (minimum of master’s degree). Participants reported doing policy evaluation
(n=5) and program evaluations (n=4) the most, followed by needs assessment (n=3),

performance (n=2), process (n=2), effectiveness (n=1), research project (n=1).

Table 14

Demographics by Role Assumed in CA Assignment

Evaluator/ Researcher/
Variable Description Practitioner Consultant
Female 1 1
Gender
Male 1 4
African 1
Race/Ethnicity )
European/White 2 4
31-39 1
Age Range 40-49 1 2
50+ 1 2
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Table 14
Cont.
Evaluator/ Researcher/
Variable Description Practitioner Consultant
Master’s 1
Highest Degree Achieved Doctoral 1 4
Post-Doctoral
Canada 3
France 1
Country of Residence Germany 1
Wales 1
United States 1
Anywhere 1
Europe 1 2
Region of Work Asia 1
Africa 1
North America 1

The context of practice is diverse: health care (n=3), public health (n=3), public
policy & admin. (n=3), regional & urban development (n=3). The participants’ work
settings are academic (n=3), or private business/ consulting (n=3), and one individual
worked in multiple settings (academic and non-profit). Participants worked in Europe
(n=3), Asia (n=1), Africa (n=1), North America (n=1), or globally (n=1).

Sample demographics and characteristics. An overall summary of the sample
is presented in Table 18. Collectively, questionnaire respondents had over 48 years of
experience conducting Contribution Analysis evaluations and had conducted over 29

Contribution Analysis assignments. There was a total of five countries represented by the
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interviews, including France, England, Canada, the United States, Germany, and their
work was representative of four continents (Africa, Asia, North America, and Europe).

Of the seven, five were male (n=5), and two were female (n=2 ) (Table 14); one
identified as African (n=1), and six identified as European descent (n=6); three were over
50 years of age (n=3), three were between 40-49 years old (n=3), and one was between
31-39 years old (n=1). Self-identified evaluation practitioners had a master’s degree
(n=1) and a doctoral degree (n=1); researchers all had at least doctorates (n=4), and one
individual had a post-doctoral (n=1).

CA evaluation experience. Overall, self-identified evaluation practitioners had
more experience (both in CA assignments and total years of experience) than self-identify
researchers. Four participants had 4-6 years of CA experience, one had 7-9 years of CA
experience, and two had 10 or more years of CA experience. The individuals who
identified themselves as practitioners (n=2), each had 10 or more years of CA experience
and completed more than five CA assignments. Of the five self-identified researchers,
three individuals completed three CA assignments, and two completed five or more.

Table 15 summarizes the participants’ experience with CA: number of years of
experience, number of CA assignments, self-rated expertise, capacities performed in CA

assignments, and representation in publications.
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CA Experience by Role Assumed in CA Assignment
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Evaluator/ Researcher/
Variable Description Practitioner Consultant
4-6 years 4
Number of years of CA 9 e 1
experience
10 or more years 2
Number of CA 3 3
Assignments in Role 5 or more 2 2
Proficient 1
Self-rated level of
Expertise in CA OVEIIEL ! 2
Expert 1 2
Developing the intervention/research 3
Capacities of Designing the evaluation 2 5
Participation in CA Implementing the evaluation 2 4
Assignment Reporting the results 2 5
Managing/supervising the evaluation 2 3
Academic (e.g., conference presentations, ) 5
working paper)
Publications Peer-reviewed work (Article, book chapter) 2
(Empirically Based) Reports & memos 1
Evaluation Reports 1
Other 1
Developed a research/conceptual framework 1 2
Academic (e.g., conference presentation, 0 )
working paper)
Publications Evaluation reports/memos 1 1
(Secondary-Data) . ) )
Meta-synthesis / Literature review 0 2
Peer-reviewed work (article, book chapter) 0 2
No, I have not published 1 1
. Yes 2 3
Felt eqlflpped for CA Somewhat 5
assignment?
No

Sample self-rated CA ability and participation capacities. Both of self-

identified evaluation practitioners and three of the self-identified researchers felt well-

equipped to fulfill the requirements in their CA assignment, and two of the self-identified
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researchers said they felt “somewhat equipped” to fulfill the requirements of their role in
the CA assignment.

The self-identified evaluation practitioners rated their CA ability as advanced
(n=1), and expert (n=1). The self-identified researchers responded as in proficient (n=1),
advanced (n=2), and expert (n=2). In terms of which capacities were fulfilled by the
participants in the CA evaluation, the two self-identified evaluation practitioners both
identified all phases of the evaluation, while the self-identified researchers were almost
all involved in developing the intervention (n=3) as well as components of the evaluation.

CA publications. All participants in the sample were published works that were
empirically based: academic (n=7), journal article or book chapter (n=7), reports and/or
memo (n=4), evaluation report (n=1), and other (n=1). Five of seven individuals
published literature on ToC based on secondary data: development a research or
conceptual framework (n=3), academic item (n=2), evaluation report/memo (n=2), meta-
synthesis or literature review (n=2), peer-reviewed literature (n=2).

General evaluation experience. Table 16 displays the multi-case study sample
general evaluation experience and evaluation training. The self-identified evaluators had
15-20 years and more than 21 years of evaluation experience. Consequently, their
experience reflected in the self-rated expertise of advanced (n=1) and expert (n=1) and
received their evaluation training from on-the-job evaluation training (n=2) and through a
doctoral degree (n=1). The self-identified researchers had 6-10 year of evaluation
experience (n=3), and 11-15 years (n=2), resulting in self-rated evaluation expertise of

proficient (n=1), advanced (n=2), and expert (n=2), and receive their evaluating training
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in various ways: on-the-job training (n=3); doctoral training (n=3); informal training
(conference, webinars) (n=4); training or certification from a professional organization

(n=3); undergraduate-level course (n=2); master’s degree in evaluation (n=2).

Table 16

General Evaluation Experience and Training

Evaluator/ Researcher/

Variable Description Practitioner Consultant

6-10 years 3

Number of years of 11_15 2

evaluation

experience 15-20 1
More than 21 1

Self-rated level of Proficient 1

expertise in Advanced 1 2

Evaluation Expert 1 2
On-the-job training 2 3
Doctoral Degree 1 3
Informal training (e.g., conference, webinars) 4

. Training or certification from a professional

Type of Evaluation organization 3

Training Received Undergraduate-level courses 2
Graduate-level courses 2
Master’s degree 2
Undergraduate degree 1

Typical evaluation assignments. Table 17 illustrates the characteristic of typical
evaluation assignments for the sample of practitioners. The self-identified evaluation
practitioners typically conducted policy (n=1), program (n=2), needs-assessments (n=1),

performance (n=1), or process evaluations (n=1) varying in scale (combination of large
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and small evaluations) (n=2). The self-identified researchers typically conducted policy
(n=4), program (n=2), needs-assessments (n=2), performance (n=1), or process
evaluations (n=1), effectiveness (n=1), and research evaluations (n=1), in large (n=1),

small (n=1). Combination of large- and small-scale evaluations (n=3).

Table 17

Characteristics of Typical Evaluation Assignment

Evaluator/ Researcher/

Variable Description Practitioner Consultant
Researcher 4
External Evaluator 2
Other
Policy
Program
Needs assessment
Performance
Process
Effectiveness
Research Project
Combination 2
Scale of Evaluations  Large-Scale (ToC, large sample size,
in Typical large multi-site, multi-organization)
Assignment Small-scale (ToC, small sample size,

single site, small multi-site)

College / University
Primary Work Private Organization 1
Setting Self-employed 1
Other
Health Care
Public Health
Public Policy & Admin.
Regional & Urban Development
Environmental Initiatives
Education (K-12)
Food & Natural Resources
Higher Education 1 1
Science, Tech., Engineering, Math
(STEM)
Social Work 1 1

Primary occupation
(>80% of the time)

Types of evaluations
normally conducted

—_— = N =
W= = = = NN =

—

—_—

—_

—_— NN W W=

Sectors of Evaluation
Work

N = = =

(\9)
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Table 17
Cont.
Evaluator/ Researcher/
Variable Description Practitioner Consultant
Workforce & Economic Development 1 1
Agriculture 1
Sectors of Evaluation Health & Human Services 1
Work (cont.) Transport & Mobility 1
Community Programs 1
Nutrition 1

Primary occupation. The participants’ primary occupations were either as
external evaluators (n=2), and researchers (n=4), and one individual split their time
equally between research and academia (n=1). In terms of primary work setting, one of
the self-identified evaluation practitioners was self-employed, and the other was
employed by a private organization. Three of the self-identified researchers worked on a
university campus, one individual worked for a private institution, and one split their time
equally between college/university setting and working for the federal government.

Sector of work. The self -identified evaluation practitioners end to work in the
following sectors: public policy and administration (n=1), regional & urban development
(n=1), environmental initiatives (n=1), education (K-12) (n=2), higher education (n=1),
science, technology, engineering, and math (stem) (n=1), social work (n=1), workforce
& economic development (n=1), environmental initiatives (n=1), education (k-12) (n=2),
and transport and mobility (n=1).

The self-identified researchers tend to work in the sectors: health care (n=3),

public health (n=3), public policy & administration (n=2), regional & urban development
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(n=2), food & natural resources (n=2), environmental initiatives (n=1), higher education
(n=1), science, technology, engineering, math (stem) (n=1), social work (n=1), workforce
& economic development (n=1), agriculture (n=1), health & human services (n=1),
community programs (n=1), and nutrition (n=1).

Finding 3: Participants Saw Their Roles in the CA Assignments as: Methodological/
Technical (Evaluation) Advisor (n=3), Critical Analyst (n=2), Facilitator of Local
Change (n=2), Achiever Working with Program Manager (n=1), Educator of Clients
(n=1), Knowledge Broker (n=10), and Resource of Stakeholders (n=1)

o Theme A: Self-identified evaluation practitioners would lean towards

classifying themselves as technical expertise or methodological experts.

o Theme B: Self-identified researchers saw their roles as subject-matter

expertise rather than evaluation or methods experts.

As can be seen from Table 18, the CA practitioners saw their roles as:
methodological/ technical (evaluation) advisor (n=3), critical analyst (n=2), facilitator of
local change (n=2), achiever working with program manager (n=1), educator of clients
(n=1), knowledge broker (n=10), and resource of stakeholders (n=1). One individual is
not included in this description as they were a commissioner for the specific case. Two
additional options were provided “liaisons between stakeholders, benefactors, and
donors” and “judge of the program” were not identified by any of the participants. In one

case (G), the evaluator found their roles to shift dramatically to becoming an actor in the

intervention.
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Table 18

Evaluator Role in CA Assignment

ROLES A B C D E F G

Methodological/Technical (evaluation)
advisor

Critical analyst X X

Facilitator of local change X X

Achiever working with the program
manager

Educator of clients X

Knowledge broker X

Resource of stakeholders X

There was quite a distinction between self-identified evaluation practitioners and
self-identified researchers in how they viewed their roles in the CA assignment. While
self-identified evaluation practitioners would lean towards classifying themselves as
technical expertise or methodological experts, most of the self-identified researchers
emphasized that they provided subject-matter expertise rather than evaluation experts.

Furthermore, one of the interviewees commented:

So, the first thing [ would say is that we could not be considered ‘methods
expert.” This was the first time we were using it [ ToC], so you can’t make that
claim at all. Yet, | suspect we won the tender though because we had prior
exposure to ToC. But that’s not the same as method expert . . . Where we [the
evaluators] came in was because we had a very broad set of drug and alcohol
research knowledge and experience between us, so if you wanted to label us, we
were ‘topic experts.” And added to that, we were topic exerts with a footprint in
the locality.
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| would describe the role is as a critical analyst. We are here to make a critical

judgment. And we are the tellers, and | think we use this a lot in our report and

their story. I think we are the tellers of the performance story.

A unique role (Case G) was in the advocacy initiative evaluation, which
employed a Developmental Evaluation followed by CA. The evaluator reported a shift in
their role as the evaluation endured from an evaluator to an actor:

| found myself often involved, and so | was not completely an external person. |

was one key actor because | became the nutrition advisor of the head of the

ministry of health in the department of nutrition.
Research Question 2a: How Do Practitioners Implement CA?

The CA process is described in terms of the theory of change, specifically, how it
was developed and verified. The evaluation approaches used in these evaluations are
reported in the section on adaptions and reinforcing as often reinforced CA objectives.
The following data sources were used to produce these findings: (a) practitioner
interviews, and (b) analysis of publication.

Overarching Findings and Themes

e Finding 1: The ToC is typically developed retrospectively by the evaluators.

e Finding 2: The interpretation of the ToC was seldom conducted with the

stakeholders or intended users other than to confirm or be a source of data.

e Finding 3: The postulated theory was typical grounded (based on scientific

studies) (n=3), based on pre-existing program theories (n=2) or based on the

designer’s beliefs.
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Finding 4: There are misunderstanding of key CA terminology amongst

practitioners.

Finding 5: There is a misunderstanding of when to use CA — “Analysis of

Contribution” versus CA.

Finding 1: The ToC is Typically Developed Retrospectively by the Evaluators and

Seldom Involved Stakeholders in the Process Other Than to Confirm the

Evaluator’s Postulated ToC

o All but one (G) of the cases developed the theory of change retrospectively

o

Table 19

and therefore employed evaluation approaches that would facilitate this type

of investigation.

In all cases, the ToC was developed by the evaluator or evaluation team and

then submitted for confirmation (if that occurred).

Type of ToC Developed, Types of Postulated ToC, and Stakeholder Engagement

A B C D E F G
ToC Retro Retro Retro Retro Retro Retro In real time
Type of grounded Grgunded Based on the Grounded,
. (based on |(scientifica . . , based on new
Postulated |Pre-existing o Pre-existing |designer’s g
ToC scientific |lly based), belicfs empirical
studies) |then tested research
Stakeholder [to verify (vt . .
. ToC; as [to verify [to verify . as
involvement |ToC; as data to verify ToC ..
data ToC ToC participants
sources
sources

Note. Retro=Retrospective

Six of the seven cases developed the ToC retrospectively, and one case developed

the steps of the ToC as it emerged (Case G). The ToC was seldom built with
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stakeholders. Most cases constructed the ToC and then involved stakeholders varying in
degrees of engagement (e.g., submission for approval, formal event to negotiate the
ToC). In all cases, the stakeholders involved functioned as data sources rather than in a
participator form. Case G did, however, also engage stakeholders.

Two cases (E and G) did not have a priori intervention products on which to build
the impact pathway. Case E did not have clear intervention outcomes, and G did not have
clear identified outputs. For Case E, the evaluation of the drug and alcohol policy
strategy, the expected outcomes were not immediately clear. Consequently, the research
team effectively reversed engineered the policy to develop the intended ToC:

In a way, we had to try and establish what we thought was the aim of the strategy

in cause and effect. This is where it got complex, or really tangled rather than

tangible. We realized that, it was trying to do lots and lots of things. Moreover,
there was this really interesting moment in that when we [developed] the specific

[e.g., links in the causal chain, conditions], and we chose to go and hear from as
many stakeholders as we could, partly because we did have them earlier on.

Finding 2: The Interpretation of the ToC was Seldom Conducted with the
Stakeholders or Intended Users

Instead, once the ToC was interpreted with the collected evidence, the evaluators
would then submit it to the intended users/commissioners, and either has a discussion or
receive recommendations. In all cases, the stakeholders involved functioned as data
sources rather than in collaborators in the evaluation (n=7), and in one case (G), they
were also engaged in an (n=1) participatory manner, wherein which they participated in
building the ToC (n=1). Almost all cases used stakeholders to verify the ToC (n=6) by

member-checking or confirming the postulated ToC.
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Finding 3: The Postulated ToC is Typically Founded on Scientific Theory

Case B established the ToC of the intervention by identified impact pathways
from activities to outputs to a sequence of outcomes to impacts and developed ToC for
three sub-projects of the revitalization project.

Case C built the ToC based on scientific theory and then submitted it to
stakeholders. Stakeholders were involved in determining the steps required for the
outcomes to occur; in other words, pieces specific to program implementation.

Case F (Professional Development) did not create a ToC as it used the program
theory identified in the program proposal and was not modified. As such, the ToC was
based on the program designer’s opinions. This case used the ToC to guide
implementation and ensure implementation was as proposed and to ensure that the project
goals were met.

The child nutrition initiative (Case G) developed the ToC as it emerged, which is
impressive given that CA needs to have a ToC and expected result/outcome. However,
the nature of the intervention was such that many outcomes (both immediate and middle
effects/impact) were not known. As such, as the ToC progressively emerged, the
links/assumptions were tested.

Finding 4: There are Misunderstandings of Key CA Terminology among
Practitioners

The theory of change (ToC) has been called a lot of things: a roadmap, blueprint,
theory of action, engine of change, logic model. Beyond the initial conceptualization,
there is little consensus on how ToC is defined (Stein & Valters, 2012). The sample of

practitioners in this study reflected a similar notion. According to Mayne and the
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evaluation scholars, there is a significant difference between a logic model and a theory
of change. Whereas a logic model is a linear configuration of the inputs, activities,
outputs, outcomes, and impacts; a ToC should delineate the pathways of how the inputs
are transformed to the expected outcomes, and more importantly, it should identify
assumptions and risks to the demonstrated logic. Though the confusion of the
terminology was apparent in both the publications and interviews, almost all participants
(n=6) did understand and emphasize the significance of assumptions and/or conditions in
the postulated ToC. One practitioner had limited understanding of the ToC, assumptions,
and verifying the contribution story. This individual, does not engage in academic
dialogue (e.g., conferences, etc.):

The “testing of assumptions”, actually, | call data-driven research or something

like that. But it sounds like the same thing . . . Well, and let’s face it, people who

are professors, they got to get articles published, so they are going to make up

some new thing. That’s some old thing, but it has a different name and maybe
there’s like 1 little difference in it, you know, so that is always going on.

Finding 5: There is a Misunderstanding of When to Use CA— “Analysis of
Contribution” Versus Contribution Analysis

All but one case thoroughly articulated how the linkages of the ToC were verified
the production of the contribution claim (e.g., external influence, challenges,
triangulation). This is in alignment with the evaluation purpose and type, which was to
determine the effectiveness of the intervention on improving knowledge and skills. As
such, the evaluation considered data that were direct outputs of the intervention in order
to declare whether the intervention resulted in significant change in the participants’

knowledge. This also aligns with the role in which the evaluator described for
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themselves, which was focused on implementation, and “to make sure that the program
goals are met.” Though the intervention did intend for impact beyond the immediate
effects, this was beyond the scope of the evaluation.

For one of the cases, it was unclear what level of contribution claim was sought.
The interview queried the spheres of influence investigated. The evaluation was reported
to be a complicated/complex theory evaluation (interview).

ES: Would you say that what you were assessing was up to what, what

you have there as the shorter-term term outcomes?
Participant: For the article? Yes.

ES: And for the contribution analysis results that you have in the
article, it is reflecting up to their short-term outcomes?

Participant: Well, it is kind of short-medium. Because | am looking at did they
achieve the short term [change in knowledge], but then we looked
at whether the teachers advanced to more leadership positions.”

Per the definitions provided by John Mayne, Case F is not a CA evaluation but an
analysis of contribution and is effectively a black box evaluation.

As discussed in Chapter Il, “Spheres of Influence and Magnitude of Contribution
Claim” (page 41), investigating direct intervention outputs is a minimalist contribution
claim and is effectively a ‘black-box evaluation.” This evaluation enquiry is
fundamentally an “analysis of contribution” and not a Contribution Analysis evaluation

as intended by John Mayne.
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Specifically, the sphere of influence examined by the evaluation sought to assess
under the program’s direct control. Referring to Figure 7, the evaluation sought to

investigate the effect of the intervention up until the immediate outcomes.

Level of Influence

Direct Control

OUtPUt

Immediate
Outcomes

Intermediate
Outcomes

External Factors

Long-term
Outcomes
(Impacts)

Indirect
Influence

Figure 7. Spheres of Influence and Program Components.

Research Question 2b: What Modifications and Reinforcements are Made in the
Design of CA Evaluations?

e The following data sources were used to produce these findings: (a)

practitioner interviews, and (b) analysis of publications. The evaluation
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approaches used in these evaluations are reported in the section on adaptions
and reinforcing as this often reinforced the CA tenets.
Overview of Findings
e Finding 1: The adaptations made to the modification made on the evaluation
design include: Process Tracing and Developmental Evaluation.
e Finding 2: The Relevant Explanation Finder (REF), evidence table, and
Chronological mapping of Events are strategies used to reinforce the CA

tenets.

Table 20

Overview of Case by Purpose, Evaluation Approach, and Development of ToC

Evaluation ToC
Case Purpose Approach Development

A Impact of research activities CA & then PT Retrospective/ex-post
on country across many
sectors

B  Impact of HiA on urban CA only Retrospective/ex-post
revitalization

C  Impact of policy, quality of meta-evaluation & Retrospective/ex-post
evaluations produced then CAand PT

D  Impact of funds on society; CA viacomparative  Retrospective/ex-post
Conditions of effectiveness, case study design

E Impact of strategy on CA only Retrospective/ex-post
reducing harms from drug and
alcohol

F  Effectiveness of intervention ~ mixed method design  Retrospective/ex-post
on developing knowledge

G  Impact of advocacy initiative =~ DE & then CA Emergent

on the policy environment (development)
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Finding 1: The Adaptations Made to the Modification Made on the Evaluation
Design Include: Process Tracing and Developmental Evaluation

e Theme A: Two of the cases used CA in combination with Process Tracing.

e Theme A: Most cases employed CA in conjunction with anther evaluation
research design (meta-evaluation, Development Evaluation).

e Theme A: All but one (G) of the cases developed the theory of change
retrospectively and therefore employed evaluation approaches that would
facilitate this type of investigation.

All but one case sought to investigate the impact of the intervention, while Case F
sought to establish effectiveness. The evaluand types ranged from research organizations,
health impact assessment tools, evaluation policies, monetary awards, national
government policies, professional development programs, and advocacy initiatives. All
but case G developed the theory of change retrospectively and therefore employed
evaluation approaches that would facilitate this type of investigation. As such, two cases
used solely CA in the evaluation, one case (C) conducted a meta-evaluation on their
entire sample before accompanying the analysis with Process Tracing to verify the
linkages of the impact pathway using 8 instrumental case and case F conducted a mixed-
methods design that was highly reliant on pre and post tests on a sample of 12. As case G
aimed to capture and develop the ToC in real time, it reflects a developmental evaluation
(DE) aimed to document the intervention’s effects and applied CA towards the end of the
intervention.

Theme A: Process tracing. The use of process tracing has been extensively

discussed in the CA literature (Befani & Mayne, 2014).
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Adaptions and innovations in operationalizing CA, and | expect more to come! |
think the link with process tracing will prove useful. (Mayne, email
communication, Jan 28, 2019)

Two cases in the sample (A and C) used process tracing (PT) “to verify the causal
claims.” In particular, Case C used CA and PT to test eight cases against 10 empirical
tests to validate the developed theory of change. In the sustainable forest management
case (A) the ToC was modified over the three phases: an inception phase, which involved
the research organization, was focused on building the ToC and define assumption to test,
an exploratory phase to refine assumptions and identify areas that would require
additional clarification (based on 14 interviews and initial document analysis), and lastly,
a deepening phase which producing 3 case studies based on 51 interviews querying each
step of the ToC.

Theme B: Development evaluation. In the child nutrition initiative (G), CA was
coupled with DE. First, DE facilitated the collection of data over an extended period and
to examine the postulated ToC and facilitated triangulation through data sources and
methods. DE is a good approach to support ToC (in consideration of triangulation of
evidence). Accounted for external influences by examining their respective influence on
specific elements of the ToC. Using a DE evaluation approach proves useful in
strengthening the contribution claims.

What was particular and very good for the evaluation is we documented so much

of the innovation that we have a lot of data to also use after to strengthen our
contribution claims and enrich all the pieces of analysis that we were doing.
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While the cases that are identified as singularly using CA, it should be noted that
they all mention conducting rigorous literature reviews to identify factors of influence
before engaging in a CA.

Finding 2: The Relevant Explanation Finder (REF), Evidence Table, and
Chronological Mapping of Events are Strategies Used to Reinforce the CA Tenets

Three specific strategies were identified in the cases that reinforce CA tenets: the
Relevant Explanation Framework (REF), an evidence table, and “Chronology of Events.”

Theme A: Relevant explanation finder (REF) as a reinforcement of CA
tenets. Two cases identified the REF in their CA evaluation. In the HiA evaluation (Case
B), the REF framework was used to analyze the postulated ToC, determining degree of
influence for the HiA, and the influence of alternative and external factors in
consideration of the empirical evidence gathered.

Theme B: Evidence table as a reinforcement of CA tenets. The sustainable
management forest intervention (Case A) used an evidence table to classify the data into
three classes:

1. Not necessary—the intervening bodies contributed, but the evidence is
relevant to the causal package of interest in the research evaluation, and the
observed changes would be similar without the intervening body.

2. Necessary—the intervening body did contribute, and their contribution was
necessary (in conjunction with other factors) to generate the observed
changes.

3. Sufficient—that is, the intervening body caused the changes on their own, and

no other factors were necessary.
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This allowed for the consideration of the degree to which the evidence was part of the
causal package for which the effects were observed.

Theme C: “Chronology of events” as a reinforcement of CA tenets. Case G
attempted to use the REF framework but found it difficult to apply because of the multi-
country nature of the evaluation. Consequently, the evaluation adopted a “Chronology of
Events” strategy to map the temporality of the events and outcomes observed.

We made a “Chronology of Events,” it is not in CA, but I have continued

developing this when | use CA. A “Chronology of Events” is a prospective way

of documenting the intervention. For example, for every month we would

document what is happening, then we could do after related to different phases of
the policy process, “were they moving forward?”

Research Question 3: What Conditions and Contextual Factors (e.g., of the
Evaluation and Program) Challenge and Facilitate the Implementation of CA in the
Field?
Overview of Findings
o Finding 1: Five dimensions of context were identified to have contributed to
the complexity of the evaluation: program theory complexity, sectoral,
geographic, temporal, and effect-object.
o Finding 2: Retrospective ToC require that data sources and archives are
accessible and accurate.
Finding 1: Five Dimensions of Context Were Identified to Have Contributed to the
Complexity of the Evaluation: Program Theory Complexity, Sectoral, Geographic,
Temporal, and Effect-Object

Thematic analysis of the data revealed dimensions that seemed to contribute to

various degrees of the evaluation’s complexity. The following dimensions were identified
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to have contributed to the complexity of the evaluation: program theory complexity
(n=5), Sector complexity (n=4), Geographic complexity (n=3), Temporal complexity

(n=2), and Effects-object complexity (n=3).

Table 21

Type of Complexity Per Case

A B C D E F G
Program theory X X X X X
Sector X X X X
Geographic X X X
Temporal X X
Effects-object X X X

Note. A: Evaluation complexity= Complicated/complex, Scope=Provincial; B: Evaluation complexity=Complex,
Scope=Regional; C: Evaluation complexity=Complicated, Scope=National; D: Evaluation complexity=Complicated,
Scope=Multi-country; E: Evaluation complexity=Complex, Scope=National; F: Evaluation complexity=Complicated/
complex, Scope=Project; G: Evaluation complexity=Exponentially complex, Scope=Multi-country.

Program theory complexity is founded on the intervention itself is based on a
complicated theory of change (n=5). One practitioner (case C) reported that not fully
understanding the mechanisms of the object you are evaluating adds complications, as it
is more challenging to map the impact pathway when you do not know what the pivot
points are.

Sectoral complexity is the context and/or subject addressed by the intervention.
An evaluation that embodies sectoral complexity will affect more aspects of society
(n=4).

Exponential complexity. Because you do it in one country. So, it’s complex
already because | feel like all public health or nutrition interventions involve a lot
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of facets and so it’s never simple and complicated. This analogy with simple,
complicated, and complex. And then it is multiple exponents that | see.

The policy covered you know, a multiplicity of kind of just issues, in different

stages in the cycle of drug and alcohol use and all sorts of things like that. I could

argue that everything, but the kitchen sink was inside the strategy.

Another participant explains the context within which the evaluand takes place
affects the tangibility of the effects sought to be captured:

One of the difficulties in applying ToC in a not necessarily fully autonomous

national policy. What’s one of the problems if the, if the bubble itself is not self-
contained? I mean, that’s why we do ToC.

Other participant reported constraints in conducted impact evaluation of policies:

There is something different when you are applying this to policy evaluation as
opposed to single program evaluation. Moreover, somehow, you are not doing
things in partnership in the same way., partly because what is up for debate is
already fixed. If it is a national policy, it has been fixed by politicians and
government. The playing field is already set. There is no negotiation in that broad
playing field, there is no negotiation. You know, your negotiation is best is, what
evidence you seek, how you interpret that evidence, how are you going find
additional evidence we'll do from, but the framework is very fixed.
Geographical complexity refers to the scale of the intervention is large (ToC),
country-wide, multiple countries, or across a global region. European Union (n=3).
Temporal complexity is characterized by a prolonged period over which the
impact is expected to have occurred (n=2). However, as one of the evaluations (G) was
conducted in real-time using Development Evaluation, the practitioner reported that an

advocacy evaluation tends to be more responsive as the effect it is trying to have is

occurring in real-time.
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The effects-object complexity by the intended effect in which the change is
expected to occur itself abstract and, therefore, difficult to observe (ToC, across multiple
sectors or dimensions) (ToC, impact on policy environment) (n=3). One practitioner (G)
reported a complex evaluation as it examined the points of influence in the policy change
cycle. The object (policy cycle) of the intended effects is nebulous and complicated to
examine, and as a continuously moving context, it presented an additional challenge for
the evaluation.

What we realized is that you cannot say, ‘there is a policy change, or there is not.’

So, the complexity of this evaluation was to be able to assess the kind of

movement or influence throughout the policy cycle and the stages within it.

Otherwise, there is not much you can say. It’s so much more than that.

Finding 2: Retrospective ToC Require Accessible and Accurate Data Records

Evaluations that sought to establish distal effects of a multi-year policy or strategy
relied more on secondary data (reports, logs, memos) to verify the ToC as it was more
challenging to track stakeholders who may have participated in the intervention as more
time passed. However, it was often seen (n = 4; A, C, D, E) that the evaluators did
attempt to trace/verify the assumption made by the ToC by tracking down program
participants or implementers. In two cases (A and C), the ToC was rigorously verified
using process tracing. It should be noted that those two cases have a common evaluator,
and therefore the similarity of methods should not be considered a coincidence but
intentional.

Case D reports the difficult in synthesizing the change mechanisms across

multiple units of analysis.
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It was to understand how these interventions were designed. So, we basically
started bottom-up in each of the eight countries and programs to have a look at the
interventions. What was the input? What was the project about, or what kind of
projects were funded? What was the output? What was the expected outcome and
impact? We did that for a total of 40 - 50 ToCs. And that was driven by a set of

bottom-up work.
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Study Overview
This qualitative study explored the theoretical translation and practice of
contribution analysis, the adaptations and innovations made to CA’s distinct 6-step
process, and the conditions, influences, and factors that may facilitate or impede CA
practice. Following a sequential exploratory multi-method design, | first investigated the
conceptual theory of CA as well as empirical practice by reviewing the extent of the
literature. Conceptual literature informed the development of the CA tenets as well as the
constructs contained within the data collection instruments, while the empirical literature
identified preliminary themes of practice and procured a pool of empirical cases for
consideration in the next study. Next, | conducted a multi-case study that focused on
investigating CA in practice to characterize adaptations and innovations made to CA’s
distinct 6-step process; the conditions, influences, and factors that facilitate or impede CA
practice. This study sought to address the following research questions:
1. What is the current theory of the Contribution Analysis approach to
evaluation?
a) What are the tenets and values of CA?
2. What does CA look like in practice?

a) How do practitioners implement the approach?
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b) What adaptations, adjustments, or reinforcements are made to the 6-step
process?
3. What conditions and contextual factors (e.g., of the evaluation and program)
challenge and facilitate the implementation of CA in the field?
Overview of Findings

The following gives a sweeping overview of the (a) dissertation findings and
themes by research questions (RQ1, RQ2, RQ2a, RQ2b, RQ3), (b) an argument for the
role of Contribution Analysis amongst other evaluation approaches, and lastly (c)
methodological concerns regarding current practices of Research on Evaluation (ROE).
Research Question 1: Conceptual Development of Theory

CA has gone through a considerable evolution since its emergence in 1999.
Despite the emergence of a fourth generation of the approach, the conceptual
developments may have outpaced practice. The literature on the application of CA in
various contexts is still very limited, leaving practitioners lacking accessible and relevant
content for their specific practice (e.g., policy advocacy initiatives) (Michaud-Létourneau
et al., 2019). This study identified a very similar breadth of practice-based applications in
terms of contexts and evaluand function.
Research Question 2: CA in Practice

As was extensively discussed in Chapter 11, there is a significant degree of
variation in how CA is conceptualized and operationalized in practice. These findings of

the dissertation study support the synthesis in Chapter I1.
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Breadth in context. The findings highlight the diversity of applications and,
therefore, contexts in which CA is applied. The evaluand types ranged from research
organizations, health impact assessment tools, evaluation policies, monetary awards,
national government policies, professional development programs, and advocacy
initiatives. The content areas were wide-ranging from sustainable forest management to
urban revitalizations, from financial to drug and alcohol reduction and prevention policy,
and from higher education programs to maternal and child nutrition.

Methods in practice. Every evaluation needs to be tailored respective of its
evaluand, purpose, and context; as Mayne himself has emphasized: “there is no
prescribed way of evaluating specific intervention” (as cited in Nkwake, 2015, foreword).
Contribution Analysis (CA) is a standard analytical framework that can be adapted as
required (Budhwani & McDavid, 2017; Mayne, 2012). CA has not been linked to any
specific evaluation method. Instead, Mayne (2001, 2012) strongly advocates for the
combination of a range of methods of both quantitative and qualitative methods. Some
have come as far as to say that CA is methodologically neutral as it can be “readily
combined with other methods” (Kane et al. 2017, p. 15). Theory Based Evaluations are
‘neutral’ and “utilize all methods that might be suitable, without privileging any one of
them, and without depending on them” (Stame, 2004, p. 63). The discussion has evolved
from mixing inquiry methods to mixing CA with other evaluation approaches. For
instance, Patton discusses CA in the context of Utilization Focused Evaluation (UFE) and
supplies an example (cite). Befani and Mayne (2014) discuss the hypothetical

combination of CA and Process Tracing (PT).
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The cases reflected in Phase Il illustrate a variety of methods used to satisfy the
inquiries, which a variety of combinations (e.g., meta-evaluation, process tracing,
developmental evaluation; mixed methods). While the cases that are identified as
singularly using CA, it should be noted that all mentioned conducting rigorous literature
reviews to identify factors of influence prior to engaging in a CA. The findings from this
study are consistent with the literature, as CA is primarily seen in ex-post evaluations
(Dybdal et al., 2010), and smaller numbers for formative purposes, though a
developmental approach and CA have otherwise not been observed (e.g. case G). The
research designs (case study designs, time series, mixed methods), and data collection
methods observed in the cases are also consistent with the literature (e.g., desk reviews,
rigorous literature review, interviews, observations, and surveys).

Research Question 3: Conditions and Contextual Factors that Affect Practice

The dissertation findings illustrate the complexity of the contexts in which
evaluations take place. The study identified contextual factors related to the program
theory, sector of practice, geographic scope, temporal interval, and the effect-object.
Furthermore, the way in which the theory of change (ToCs are built (e.g., retrospective)
are ultimately dependent on factors that are completed outside of the evaluator and
intervention’s control as the amount of data and quality of data would have already taken

place.
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Reflections on Key Take-Aways

The following section is a reflection on the key-take away from this dissertation
study, specifically I contemplate whether CA is sufficient on its own as an evaluation
approach, and discuss methodological considers when conducting research on evaluation.
Contribution Analysis as an Evaluation Approach

The cases included in this study used CA in conjunction with another evaluation
approach/analytical strategy. It seems that for certain contexts and purposes, CA by itself
may not be sufficient as it not amenable for the comparison of causal packages across
contexts nor cases. Therefore, approaches like Process Tracing (PT) or Bayesian
modeling, or Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) are used to facilitate direct
comparisons of effects/influences of impact pathways from case to case. In other words,
CA is sufficient for building a reasonable argument as to whether the intervention has
contributed to observed effects, but it may not be sufficient for categorically identifying
how much more effective an intervention is on a case by case basis.

Methodological Concerns in Research on Evaluation (RoE)

As canvassed throughout this document, the CA evaluation literature is rife with
remarks on the lack of examples to exhibit just how the theory of the CA works in the
field. Contrary to the prevailing discourse, however, the present application revealed a
plethora of empirical CA applications that have been increasing over the past decade. A
significant discovery from this study is that the practice of CA appears to be increasing
and may be more widespread than is often supposed. In total, 84 publications meeting

strict criteria for inclusion were identified in the published literature during the period
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2007 to early 2020. Interestingly, over half (55%; n=44) of all CA evaluation cases were
in non-evaluation journals. This suggests that CA is practiced by discipline-specific
researchers in specific contexts and settings rather than evaluation.

Consequently, this dissertation has pinpointed a crucial weakness in conventional
research on evaluation (RoE) methodologies. More specifically, the search protocol
employed in this study expanded the scope of the literature review to go beyond the
purview of evaluation practice journals, to include international, discipline-specific,
online publications (e.g., Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research;
Drugs: Education, Prevention and Policy; Journal of Applied Gerontology; Maternal &
Child Nutrition). By expanding the scope of publications considered (Phase 1), the search
was able to identify an unprecedented number of CA cases, many of which would not be
identified under traditional inclusion criteria (e.g., publications within evaluation
journals) as they located peripherally of the traditional evaluation practitioner and scholar
research scope. Case and point, as an illustration of the seven practitioners, interviewed,
five did not primarily identify as evaluation practitioners. Consequently, the locales of
their publications were justly in journals that were relevant to their disciplines and not in
evaluation journals.

This discovery indicates that when conducting RoE, specifically when
investigating evaluation practice, one must be mindful of the degree to which the
approach is also desirable or applicable outside the immediate purview of evaluation
discipline. This finding is in line with the transdisciplinary nature of evaluation. As

aforementioned, evaluation is the methodological toolbox for every other discipline
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(Scriven, 2016). As such, we need to reflect that in our work and reflect the multi- and
transdisciplinary nature of the discipline.
Improving Evaluation Theory

Studying evaluation practice can help us understand the conditions under which a
specific approach or design would not work, “failure is often explained by factor outside
the evaluation” (Furubo & Stame, 2018, p. 4). A driving force of this dissertation was to
identify conditions upon which CA as an evaluation approach or design is not ideal or
simply would not work. The conditions identified as “not ideal” are those in which
compromise the principles fundamental to CA. These conditions were recognized using
the CA tenets and quality markers. Ultimately, these conditions were identified in cases
where the compromise on the tenets undermined the purpose of using CA (e.g., validation
process) or a theory-based evaluation approach. As such, this dissertation research sought
to identify these dimensions under which conditions of “malpractice” are high and to
identify which conditions need further exploration or explanation.

This second phase also contributes directly to the Research on Evaluation (RoE)
scholarly body by illustrating the translations of an evaluation approach from theory to
practice. Specifically, this study elucidates how the theory is understood in the field at
large, what key pillars are missing in ensuring uniform understanding, how practitioners
understand the concepts, and finally how these practitioners apply these concepts from
their given understandings. The study showed where there are gaps in practitioner

understanding of CA and provides insight into where theorists may consider illuminating,
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operationalizing, or providing conditions of which specific CA steps and pillars are
relevant.

A key finding of this study was that CA practitioners may not be formally trained
in evaluations. Findings from this research illustrated that five of seven CA evaluators
self-identify as discipline-specific researchers, who conduct evaluations as an auxiliary
part of their responsibilities. Many studies across the field have demonstrated the
nebulousness of evaluation terminology. Therefore, we cannot expect that individuals
from other disciplines will have enough clarity through self-directed learning to be able
to navigate through the confusion and nuances of the evaluation concepts when
evaluators themselves struggle with the conceptual understanding.

A prime example of the lack of consensus of terminology is the theory of change.
The ToC has been called a lot of things: a roadmap, blueprint, theory of action, engine of
change, logic model. Beyond the initial conceptualization, there is little consensus on
how ToC is defined (Stein & Valters, 2012). The sample of practitioners in this study
also reflected a lack of agreement in interpretation and use of theory of change.

According to Mayne and other evaluation scholars, there is a significant
distinction between a logic model and a theory of change. Whereas a logic model is a
linear configuration of the inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts; a ToC
should delineate the pathways of how the inputs are transformed to the expected
outcomes, and more importantly, ToCs should identify assumptions and risks to the

demonstrated logic.
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Though the confusion of the terminology was apparent in both the publications
and interviews, almost all participants (n=6) did understand and emphasize the
significance of assumptions and/or conditions in the postulated ToC. One practitioner had
limited understanding of the ToC, assumptions, and verifying the contribution story.
Recommendations for Practice

Develop corresponding guidelines and expectations for theory and practice.
While the implementation of Contribution Analysis was predominately satisfactory in the
sample represented in this dissertation study, the meaning of key terms and concepts was
occasionally the source of confusion and misunderstandings. To minimize the confusion
and provide greater conceptual clarity for practitioners, theorists should provide detailed
operational definitions of terminology and concepts, describe how they relate, and the
implications for practice. Ideally, nuances between context would be identified, as well as
potential pitfalls and misuse to prevent poor evaluation practice. In the same vein,
practitioners should echo this habit and report terms of reference (ToR), for both the
evaluation results and the evaluation process on how the findings came to be.
Furthermore, as terminology is understood differently depending on training and context
of application, a good practice is to have dialogue with evaluation team and stakeholders
to define the operational meanings of key CA and theory-based evaluation concepts. This
will not only ensure that everyone has a uniform understanding, but that expectations of
what is required to fulfill an inquiry is recognized.

Moreover, practitioners should include implications for practice, limitations of

CA, and conditions under which the generative causation logic is threatened and the
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evaluation cannot be expected to draw valid conclusions. In other words, practitioners
need to be mindful of the operating context, resources, evaluation/evaluand attributes,
and working timeline, and delineate the degree to which CA can inform on the
intervention’s contribution to the observed effects. Acknowledging limitations and threats
to the evaluation design upfront will safeguard against potentially drawing invalid and
unsubstantiated conclusions.

Simple contribution stories are more effective. Recommendations that
resounded amongst many practitioners through Phase Il was related to the presentation of
the theory of change and contribution story to stakeholders. Multiple practitioners
reported unsuccessful delivery of evaluation findings if the theory of change and more
importantly, contribution story was elaborate and detailed. Stakeholders were more
receptive to simple and concise contributions stories whereas a longer and more detailed
contribution story were often not fully digested and/or comprehended, and therefore
presented a barrier to the utility of the evaluation findings.

Contributions of the Study

This dissertation study has two key contributions. First and foremost, it
contributes to the empirical literature and evaluation practice and specific domain of
theory-based evaluation and Contribution Analysis. As such, the findings from this study
contribute to the empirical body on evaluation practice, as well as identify implications
and recommendations for further refinement of CA as an evaluation approach. Moreover,
findings from this study inform the development of CA contingency theories, which

identify conditions under which practices are effective. Approaches incorporating
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contingency theories are considered to be the strongest types of evaluation approaches as
they are buttressed by empirical knowledge of the practice (Shadish et al., 1991; N. L.
Smith, 1993). Therefore, findings produced aim to be of value to strengthen the CA’s
theoretical foundation. In all, this dissertation illuminates how theory can best be
translated into practice. For practitioners, understanding the extent to which operational
practices reflect CA’s values and tenets providing insight on where and how they might
improve practice. It also informs theorists on how they might sharpen or modify the
theory or address its limitations.

Secondly, this dissertation contributed to the methodology of research on
evaluation. As detailed in chapter 11, the methodological process enacted by this study
was appropriate to the research objectives of investigating the dialectical nature between
theory and practice. It allowed for an investigation of CA on a conceptual level, to
validate the representation of the theories’ construct in research (e.g., consultation with
expert), and subsequently apply the vetted constructs against practice to better to
understand how the theoretical notions translate into real-work tangibles.

Strengths of the Study

As detailed throughout this chapter, this dissertation study endured rigorous
qualitative methods that called upon multiple channels of information to triangulate
evidence for both Phase | (Systematic Review) and Phase Il (Multiple-Case Study). The
use of multiple data collection methods (i.e., literature review, interviews, questionnaire)
enhanced the validity of the research findings (Taber, 2008). Interviewees were provided

with selective interview transcripts for feedback and verification to “member check” the
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collected data. Furthermore, the inclusion of cognitive interviews and subject matter
experts (both in content and survey construction) safeguarded against invalid inferences
being drawn from this research. This process lessened the possibility of the researcher’s
misinterpretations of participants’ answers (Maxwell, 2005) as well as enhance the
credibility of the researcher’s interpretation of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The nature of naturalistic inquiry is such that data collection and preliminary
analysis occur concurrently and continuously inform the research landscape. Each
additional case contributed to new developments, either enhancing or diverging earlier
findings. Because | did not seek to build a generalizable theory across all cases, |
therefore was not seeking to confirm nor refute findings with evidence from each ensuing
case. Instead, my pursuit was to expand the evidence amassed to reflect the diversity of
cases and practice to best inform the development of contingency theories.

Limitations

While some interesting findings are represented in this study, the findings should
be interpreted with caution for numerous reasons. First, the cases in this study
represented a small portion (n=7) of the total number of empirical cases identified
(N=88). Secondly, in consideration of the nature of the sampling and inclusion criteria,
applications that were not peer-reviewed were excluded. Consequently, the current
sample may differ in unknown ways from the grey literature, conference presentations,
and evaluation reports.

Finally, the retrospective nature of the analysis depended on the quality and

availability of data. Although the triangulation information across sources mitigated the



148

potential of inaccurate interpretations, the nature of the study relied on publication and
practitioner’s recollection. If information was not reported in the publication and the
practitioner was not able to recall (or recalled incorrectly) then this information was not
represented or inaccurately represented.

Retrospective cases and recall bias. While the interview allowed for an in-depth
examination of CA practice for each case and provided insights into the complexity of the
intervention and its ToC, the evaluation process, and CA specific process from a (the)
primary source, an overarching limitation remains the use of retrospective assessments of
events. Interviews required that the practitioners make retrospective assessments of
contextual findings using their memory (and notes, case publication) to discuss the
evaluation process. From a temporal sense, the more recent a case, the more accurate the
extracted information is expected to have been. Consequently, this study was also as
reliant on data sources that were not necessarily intended for the purposes of the study
(e.g., case publications written for different purposes) (Morton, 2015). Taken together,
the reliance on retrospective cases may result in incomplete and/or potentially inaccurate
data and preclude any comparative analysis over time except to reflect how it was
historically recorded or recalled.

In conducting case studies, a researcher may unknowingly allude to his/her
opinions. | am not an expert on the topic of Contribution Analysis, but it has been my
primary research interest since 2016. As such, | have undertaken numerous research
endeavors focused on CA, exploring its relationship to evaluation use, complementary

aspects to collaborative approaches to evaluation, overcoming the causality dilemma, and
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how CA can be used to build validity into evaluation findings. There are many
precautions that should be taken in interpreting the findings from this research. In the
small representation of the cases to the methodological limitations of case study research,
findings are not intended to be taken out of the research’s context.

Future Directions

| argue for greater precision in the use of terminology and concepts implicated in
the CA evaluation process; development of guidelines for identifying the level of
attribution that is feasible given the attributes of the evaluand, evaluation, resources,
timeline, context, etc. This will allow for more robust curation of evidence to determine
the degree to which the interventions contribution to the observed effects, and also then
produce some sort of structure for the meta-evaluation of CA practice, and provide a
more substantial basis for improving the theory of practice. For factors implicated in
implementation processes; development of guidelines for selecting a research design and
study plans that account for practical constructs and allow for the study of mechanisms;
psychometrically strong and pragmatic measures of mechanisms; and more robust
curation of evidence for knowledge transfer and use.

As the findings have shown, there are numerous potential combinations of
methods and evaluation approaches with which CA can align and is an incredibly
attractive prospect. Since CA is entirely reliant on the quality of evidence, future research
would recommend investigating what kinds of evidence or knowledge might be most

effective in supporting CA evaluations, which conditions lend themselves well to CA as
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dominant evaluation theory, and as a secondary strategy, how CA might enhance the
evidence produced.
Concluding Thoughts

This study responded to explicit requests to probe deeper into CA (e.g., Budhwani
& McDavid, 2017; Delahais & Toulemonde, 2012; Dybdal et al., 2010; Lemire, 2010) as
well as a more general call for a systematic examination of evaluation cases in order to
generate “practical knowledge” about different approaches to evaluation (Schwandt,
2015). Therefore, the purpose of this dissertation was to examine the practice of
contribution analysis, to inform theory development, and improve practice. Specifically,
the study investigated how CA in practice compares with the conceptualization offered
by John Mayne, identified elements of effective practice by characterizing adaptations,
adjustments, and innovations, and identified conditions under which practices may be
different (e.g., evaluand, contexts, or evaluators; N. L. Smith, 1993). Though CA has
been present in the academic literature for almost two decades, only recently have
practice-based accounts surfaced with similar prominence. As such, it is an opportune
moment for a thorough and comprehensive review of the CA practice.

This study addressed a critical oversight and pursued a richer understanding of the
contexts of practice and probed deeper into the translation of theory-to-practice using
empirical evidence to develop and improve on the current understandings of CA theory.
Findings from this study inform practitioners of potential threats to evaluation design,

implementation, and practice.
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Despite the varied degrees of applications and contexts in which Contribution
Analysis is used, this thesis has identified that CA is still a promising theory of evaluation
practice primarily because of its attention to the theory of change. The findings from this
study strongly suggest that CA’s role as a guiding evaluation framework or strategy is
advantageous as it ensures a systematic investigation of the production of the program
theory assumptions, linkages, and eventual impact. John Mayne and other scholars have
made enormous contributions to the development of CA. However, as this dissertation
discovered, CA is transdisciplinary, and the reality. As such, it is my hope that research
on CA theory will continue, and that we maximize the dialectic relationship between
theory and practice and for continuous development of strong theorical base and

empirical base.
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APPENDIX F

QUALTRICS QUESTIONNAIRE

CA Practitioner Questionnaire:
Consent, Practitioner Experience, & Demographics

Consent and Screening

1.1 Thank you for your interest in my study. Your participation will include:
1} questionnaire about your background & overall CA experiences (current activity)
2) one audio-taped interview (45-60 minutes) (to occur at a later time)

It should take around 10 minutes to complete. Please review the informed consent document attached in the
invitation to begin the survey.

With full knowledge of all foregoing, | agree, of my own free will, to participate in this study. o Yes o No
| agree to have my interview audio recorded. o Yes o Mo
| agree to the use of anonymous quotations in any thesis or publication that comes of this o Yes o No
research.

| agree to paricipate in this research & understand the above statement about the research. o Yes o No

| hereby grant the researcher permission to use my responses provided in this survey for
research & publication purposes.

22.1. Contribution Analysis (CA) is a theory-based evaluation approach that seeks to probe “what works, why,
and how" by building and testing the theory-of-change (ToC) via a seven-step framework (Mayne, 2001).
Which staterment best describes your experience with Contribution Analysis within the past 10 years?

| have applied experience with CA (that is, any participation in an evaluation guided by CA).
| have conducted research on CA, but | do not have applied experience.
@Nane of these.

CA Experience
3.1, This section will ask about your general experience with Contribution Analysis evaluations.

3.2 Which statement best describes your rolefexperience with the Contribution Analysis evaluation approach?

Evaluation Practitioner Program Implementer/Staff
Consultant Policy-Maker
Researcher Other (please specify):

23.3. In which capacities did you participate (by yourself or in a team) in your role as alan) ${03.2_Response}
in the CA evaluation(s)? (Select all that apply)

developing the intervention/research managing/supervising the evaluation
designing the evaluation Other (please specify):
implementing the evaluation {#)None of these

reporting evaluation results

3.4, How many CA evaluations have you participated in your role as a(an) 5{03.2_Responss}?

1 4
2 5 or more
3
23.5. How many years of CA evaluation experience do you have in your role as afan) ${23.2_Response}?
Less than 1 79
1-2 10 or more

4-6
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23.6. How would you rate your level of expertise in CA?
Movica Advanced
Proficient Expeart

23.7. Which types of works, if any, have you writien based your empirical professional experience with CA?
(Sabact all that apphy)
Mo, | have not published Acadamic (ge.g., conf. presentations, white paper)
Pear-reviewad (2.3., jourmnal article, book chapter) Other (please specify )
Reporis & mamos

23.8. Which types of works, if any, have you writien on CA that was based on secondary data (e.3.,
imformation sourced from ocutside of your own expenence)? (Select all)

()Mo, | have not published Meta-synthesks | Literature review
Pear-reviewed (e.g., journal article, book chapter) Academic (e.g., conf. presemtation, white paper)
Developed a ressarchiconceptual framework Evaluation reports/memos

Crthar (please specify:

CA Preparation/Training
24 1. What type of evaluation training have you recened? (Select all that apply)

Undargraduate-level courses Training or certification from a professional organzation
Undergraduate dagree Informal training (e.g., conferance, webinars)
Graduaie-level courses Omn-the job training
hlasiers degrea Other |please specify):
Diocioral degres
4 2 How did you prepare (and learn) about CA for your role as {032 Responsel? (Select all that apply)
Attended conferences/workshops Sought guidance from maore expenenced CA
Other professional development evaluators
Reading relevant literature Worked directly w/' other evaluators knowledgeable
Conducted in-depth research (e.g.. literaturs review, abaut CA
thesis paper) Orher (please specify):
On the job training {applied) | didn't prepare

24_3. Do you feel you were well-equipped to fulfill tha requirements of your role as ajan) ${03 2/Respanse} in
the CA evaluation assignment?

Yes Somewhat Mo

24 4_ What additional preparation would hawe helped you o be betier equipped in assuming your robe for your
CA a==signmenti(s)7?

General Evaluation Experience
25.1. This section gueries your general evaluation practice.

2.5.2 Which types of evaluations do you most frequently conduct? [Salect all that apply)

Consumear Parsonnel Program
Curricula Paolicy Product
Meeds assessment Portfolo Proposal

Performanca Process Other {please specify)
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25.3. Inwhich sectors do you typically do most of your evaluation work? (Select all that apphy)

Agriculture Imternational & Cross-Cultural Social Work

Disaster & Emeargancy Mgmt Medicine Regional & Urban Development
Ervironmental Initiatives Organization Behavior Transport & Mobility

Education (K-12) Public Health Workforce & Economic

Food & Matural Rescurces Public Policy & Admin. Development

Health Care Science, Tech., Engineering, Other (please specify):
Higher Education Math (STEM)

Haalth & Human Services
25.4. Which of the following describas your primary work setting? (Select one)

College | University LocallRegional Agency

Private Organization Local Mon-profit organzation

School System (Pre/k-12) Intermational Mon-profit Organization {Mational, Global)
Self-amployed Other (please specify):

Federal Agency

5.5 What size of evaluations do you typically work on?
Small-scale (e.g., small sample size, single site, small multi-site)
Large-scale (e.g.. large sample size, large multi-site, mult-organzation)
A combination of large-scale & small scale

256, Which staterment best characterizes your typical position in your evaluation practice?
embedded (2.3., also entrested with design & delivery of intervention)
internal {e.g., to organization but not entnested with design & delivery of intervention)
axtamnal (ko organization)
consultant (e_g., fregmented engagement w/ evaluation)
other {please specify]:

Demographic Section
6.1 What's the highest degree that you have achieved?

Bachalor's Doctoral (e.g., PhD)
Mastar's Other (please specify):
Professional Degree (=.g., MD, JDO)

26_2 In which field did you receive your highest degrea?

Arts/Humanities Psychology

Business & Economics Science [Matural, Physical)
Education ‘Social work

Environmental Studiss Sociology

Ewaluation Quantitative Psychology | Statistics
Heatth {Public, Medicineg) Oither |please specify):

Puolitical Science/Public Policy
26.3. What is your primary occupation [=B0% of your tima}?
Intemal evaluator Rezearcher

External evaluator Professon'educator
A mix of intarval & extemal Other (please describe)



Q6.4. How many years have you conducted evaluations?
Less than a year
1 to 5 years
6 to 10 years

Q6.5. How would you rate your evaluation expertise?
Novice
Proficient
Q6.6. What is your country of residence?
United States
Canada

Q6.7. In which region do you tend to work?
North America Central America
Africa Eastern Europe
Asia Middle East
Carribbean Oceania

Q6.8. What is your gender identity?
Male
Female

Q6.9 How old are you?
Under 30
31-39

Q6.1.0 What is your racial/ethnic background? (Select all that apply)

African
African American or Black

American Indian, Native American, or Alaska Native

Asian/East Indian/Indian
Carnibbean Islander
European American, White

End Survey
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11 to 15 years
15 to 20 years
More than 21 years

Advanced
Expert

France
Other (please specify):

South America
Other (please specify)

Self-identify other
Prefer not to answer

40-49
50+

Latino
Middle Eastern European

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Prefer not to answer

Other (specify)

Thank you very much for completing the questionnaire! Your time & effort are very much appreciated! You are
welcome to leave any suggestions, comments, or add anything additional here!
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APPENDIX G

RECRUITMENT EMAIL

Dear {name]},

| would like to invite you to participate in a dissertation study focused on examining the
Contribution Analysis (CA) approach to evaluation. Specifically, this study seeks to gain insight
into practice and investigate barriers and facilitators to implementation. You have been
selected for this study because of your visible involvement and notable contributions to the
peer-review literature, and have been identified as a practitioner with professional experience
practicing the Contribution Analysis approach to evaluation.

Specifically, | will ask about your experience for the case reflected in the following article:
{citation}

Your participation will consist of participating in one audio-taped telephone interview (about
45-60 minutes) wherein you will answer and respond to prepared questions concerning your
experiences with Contribution Analysis evaluation, as well as a short demographic
gquestionnaire. You may be asked to review a transcription of the interview to verify the
accuracy of your response.

If you agree to participate, please complete this doodle {Doodle Link} to schedule the telephone
interview & you may access the short demographic questionnaire here {Qualtrics link}. I've also
included the interview questions and consent form (for your records) if you wish to participate.

Thank you very much for your consideration of this research study. If you do not wish to
participate in this study, you may respond to this email requesting no further contact.

Sincerely,

Emma M. Sunnassee

PhD Candidate, Dept. of Educational Research Methodology
The University of North Carolina at Greenshoro

Attachment: Attachment:

Consent Interview
Form Questions
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APPENDIX H

CONSENT FORM

INFORMATION CONSENT LETTER FOR PRACTITIONER INTERVIEW

Project Title: An Investigation of Contextual Factors, Facilitators, and Barriers to the Contribution Analysis
Evaluation Approach

Principal Investigator: Emma M. Sunnassee

Dissertation Advisors: Drs. Ayesha Boyce and John T. Willse

Institution/Department: University of North Carolina-Greensboro, Educational Research and Methodology

Introduction

This study offers an opportunity for you, as an evaluator, to share your experience in practicing the Contribution
Analysis approach to evaluation (Mayne, 2008, 2011, 2015, 2017, 2019) and reflection on your professional
practice. Your responses will help achieve a better understanding of the context of practice as it relates to CA, and
how specific contextual factors impact practice. The study results will directly contribute to the general
knowledge base of evaluation practice and the advancement of the Contribution Analysis evaluation approach.

What are some general things you should know about research studies?
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Your participation 1s voluntary. Details about this study are
discussed in this consent form.

What is the study about?

The purpose of this study is to examine the Contribution Analysis (CA) approach in evaluation. Specifically, this
study seeks to better understand the translation of theory into practice by querying the 7-steps described by John

Mayne and identify barriers and facilitators encountered during this process via an interview with CA evaluation
practitioners regarding their experiences. The contents will be used for the purpose of preparing and submitting a
Ph.D. (Education) dissertation thesis at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro.

Why are vou asking me?

You were selected to participate because you have been identified as an evaluator practitioner with professional
experience practicing the Contribution Analysis approach to evaluation. More specifically, 1 would like to
include you in my study because of your interest in, understanding of, and experience using CA.

What will you ask me to do if I agree to be in the study?

Your participation in the study will consist of one audio-taped telephone interview {about 45 minutes) wherein
vou will respond to prepared questions about your experience with Contribution Analysis. You may be asked to
review a transcription of the interview to verify the accuracy of your response. Onboarding for the study will also
include a brief demographic and evaluation experience questionnaire via Qualtrics.

Is there any audio/video recording?
The interview will be audio recorded using a digital recorder.

How will you keep my information confidential?

All information obtained in this study is strictly confidential unless disclosure is required by law. Digital
recordings of the telephone interviews, as well as other data collected, will be kept in a secure manner and
conserved for up to three years, at which time all materials will be destroyed.

Will my de-identified data be used in future studies?
Research findings may be used in written publications, such as journals or abstracts. Your de-identified data will
be kept indefinitely and may be used for future research without your additional consent.

Notes on Internet Research:
Absolute confidentiality of data provided through the Internet cannot be guaranteed due to the limited protections
of Internet access. Please be sure to exit your browser once completed with the Qualtrics questionnaire.
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The commercial survey tool, Qualtrics, will be used in this study. All survey information will be retained and
hosted on the researcher’s Qualtrics (third party) account. Your confidentiality will be maintained to the degree
permitted by the technology used. Specifically, no guarantees can be made regarding the interception of data sent
via the Internet by any third parties.

What are the risks to me?

The risks involved in this study include the potential that confidentiality is not guaranteed since information is
being gathered through an online questionnaire format that must contain an identifying email so that the
participants' responses after each round can be reported back to the participant. In order to maintain
confidentiality for the data gathered through the questionnaires, they will be labeled with your email. These email
addresses will be erased from the temporary account within 30 days of the final presentation of the research.

Other than the time you spend on this project there are no known or foreseeable risks involved with this study, the
Institutional Review Board at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro has determined that participation in
this study poses minimal risk to participants.

Are there any benefits to society as a result of me taking part in this research?
Findings from this study may inform Contribution Analysis practitioners on how they may plan for and improve
their practice, as well as the broader academic body of evaluation research.

Are there any benefits to me for taking part in this research study?
There are no direct benefits to participants in this study.

Will I get paid for being in the study? Will it cost me anything?
There are no costs to yvou or payments made for participating in this study.

What if I want to leave the study?

You have the right to refuse to participate or to withdraw at any time, without penalty. If you do withdraw. it will
not affect you in any way. If you choose to withdraw, you may request that any of your data that has been
collected be destroyed unless it is in a de-identifiable state. The investigators also have the right to stop vour
participation at any time. This could be because you have had an unexpected reaction, or have failed to follow
instructions, or because the entire study has been stopped.

What about new information/changes in the study?
If significant new information relating to the study becomes available which may relate to your willingness to
continue to participate, this information will be provided to you.

If you have questions, want more information or have suggestions, please contact the researcher: Emma M.
Sunnassee ((336) 848-0426; emsunnas(auncg.edu), or dissertation advisors (Dr. Ayesha Boyce at
Ayesha.boveei@uncg.edu; Dr. John Willse at (336) 446-9428 or jtwillse(@uncg.edu).

If you have any concerns about your rights, how you are being treated, concerns or complaints about this project
or benefits or risks associated with being in this study please contact the Office of Research Integrity at UNCG
toll-free at (855)-251-2351.

Voluntary Consent by Participant:

By signing this consent form/completing this survey/activity {used for an IRB-approved waiver of signature) you
are agreeing that you read. or it has been read to you, and you fully understand the contents of this document and
are openly willing consent to take part in this study. All your questions concerning this study have been answered.
By signing this form, you are agreeing that you are 18 years of age or older and are agreeing to participate, in this
study described to you by Emma M. Sunnassee.

Signature: Date:
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APPENDIX |

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

CONTRIBUTION ANALYSIS PRACTITIONERS
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

RevIEW CONTEXT & EVALUAND DETAILS

1) Can you briefly describe the evaluand, its objectives, & your role?
a) When did you join the evaluation; was the intervention already underway?
b) Were you part of an evaluation team?
¢) Who else was involved the evaluation?

2) What the motivation to use CA for this evaluation?

3) How would you describe the complexity of the intervention (e.g., simple, complicated, complex)?

STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT

4) Which stakeholder groups, if any, were involved in the evaluation (e.g., intended
beneficiaries/recipients, program developers, program managers, implementers, frontline
workers)?

SH #1: SH #2:
SH #3: SH #4:

5) Rate each of the stakeholder groups on the extent to which they participated in the evaluation tasks
from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
Evaluation Phase SH #1 SH #2 SH #3 SH #4
Program description
Developing evaluation scope & questions
Designing the evaluation
Instrument development
Collecting data & evidence
Data processing & analysis
Interpretation
Reporting, sharing & discussing findings

6) Generally speaking, who made decisions about the planning, design or conduct of the evaluation?

1 (Stakehaolders) 2 3 4 5 (Evaluators)

EvALuATOR ROLE

7) How would you describe your role in this evaluation? (e.g., Achiever working with program
manager, Educator of clients, Facilitator of local change, Judge of program, Liaison between
stakeholders, benefactors, & donors, Knowledge broker, Methodological expert, Part of the
program team, Resource for stakeholders, Shepherd for public good)

8) Is this consistent with other evaluations (where in which you did not use CA)?

Sunnassee, E. — Interview Protocol 1
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CONTRIBUTION ANALYSIS: 7-STEP PROCESS

This section seeks to understand how CA in practice. Specifically, | am interested in understanding
how each step unfolded, special concerns you had to consider (e.g. planning ahead, capacity
building to ensure data access), mechanisms that assisted in fulfilling each objectives,
barriers/challenges that you encountered & how they can be mitigated/addressed, & what, if any,
adaptions were made. Use the CA reference table provided on the next page.

An important piece of CA is the theory of change. Can you walk me through the process of
developing the theory of change? What were some barriers encountered? What mechanisms
assisted in meeting its objective?

9) Theory-of-Change
a) Step L.
b) Step2
i) Sources for postulated theory of change:
c) Step3:
i) Sources of evidence:
d} Overall, what were the biggest challenges/barriers you encountered in developing the ToC?
e)] Lessons learned/considerations for future applications regarding developing the ToC?

10) Results-chain
a) Step 4
b) Step5s
c) Challenges/barriers In developing the results-chain?
d} Lessons learned/considerations for future application?

11) Contribution Story
a) Stepb
b) Step 7 (if applicable)
c) Challenges/barriers in developing the contribution story?
d} Lessons learned/considerations for future application?

This concludes my questions for you. Do you have anything else you'd like to share about CA or the
study? Thank you very much for, your participation in this research & this interview!

Sunnassee, E. — Interview Protocol 2
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Table 1. Reference Table for CA-Specific Items

* Mechanisms e CA Steps

Step 1: Set out the cause-effect issue to be addressed
e Acknowledge the attribution problem.
e Scope the problem: determine the specific cause-effect question being addressed;
determine the level of confidence needed in answering the question
e Explore the contribution expectations
e Determine the other key influencing factors
e Assess the plausibility of expected contribution given the intervention size & reach
Step 2: Develop the postulated theory of change & risks to it
e Set out the postulated theory of change of the intervention, including: identify the
roles of the other influencing factors, identify the risks to the assumptions & links
in the theory of change, & determine how contested is the postulated theory of
change
Step 3: Gather the existing evidence on the theory of change
e Assess the strengths & weaknesses of the links in the theory of change
e Gather the evidence that exists from previous measurement, past evaluations, &
relevant research (1) for the observed results, (2) for each of the links in the results
chain, & (3) for the other influencing factors

A. Theory of Change
(ToC)

B. Results chain  Step 4: Assemble & assess the contribution story, & challenges to it
(program theory) e Set out the contribution story

e Assess the strengths & weaknesses in the postulated theory of change in light of
the available evidence, & the relevance of the other influencing factors

e [f needed, refine or update the theory of change

Step 5: Seek out additional evidence

e Determine what kind of additional evidence is needed to enhance the credibility of
the contribution story.

e Gather new evidence

C. Contribution Step 6: Revise & strengthen the contribution story
Story e Build the more credible contribution story
e Reassess its strengths & weaknesses
e Revisit Step 4
Step 7: In complex settings, assemble & assess the complex contribution story
e Develop the contribution story for each additional sub-theory of change (using
Steps 2-6)
* Develop the contribution story for any general theory of change (using Steps 2-6)

Sunnassee, E. — Interview Protocol 3
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APPENDIX J

PRELIMINARY POOL OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

General Questions

The Evaluand
1. Can you describe the evaluand (program being evaluated)?
a. Program objective details:
b. Timeline of the program (intervention, expected outcomes, long-term outcomes)
2. How would you describe the context of the program?
3. Can you describe the stakeholder groups involved in the program (organization,
program beneficiaries, etc.)?

The Evaluation

4. What is the purpose of this evaluation?

5. What is the timeline allotted to this evaluation?
a. How does it align with the program’s timeline?

6. How would you describe the complexity (e.g., cross-cultural evaluation, the
complexity of intervention and ToC, conditions of funding, etc.) of this evaluation?

Stakeholder Involvement

7. Can you describe the stakeholder groups involved in the evaluation (e.g.,
funders/sponsors, program beneficiaries, program managers)?

8. Overall, how receptive are the stakeholders in partaking in the evaluation process?
a. What barriers (e.g., time, location, scheduling) have you encountered regarding

stakeholder engagement?

b. What has facilitated stakeholder engagement?

9. Have you noticed any changes in stakeholders throughout their involvement with the
evaluation (e.g., increase in knowledge of program theory, attitudes/beliefs,
ownership of the program, long-term planning)?

Evaluator Role
10. How would you describe your role in this evaluation?
a. Is this consistent with other evaluations (wherein which you did not use CA)?
11. How involved is this evaluation for an evaluator (e.g., big workload, quick turnaround
deadlines for deliverables and information, high frequency of communication)?
a. Inyour opinion, would it require a team of evaluators?
12. How would you describe your relationship with the stakeholders?
a. How does it compare to other evaluations (those you did not use CA)?
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Contribution Analysis

13. What was the motivation to use CA for this evaluation?

14. What factors of the evaluand influenced/directed towards a CA approach?

15. What factors of the evaluation purpose influenced/directed towards CA as an
evaluation approach?

16. How would you describe the evaluation approach (e.g., a fusion of CA with other
evaluation approaches, Results-Based Management + CA, Utilization-Focused
Evaluation + CA)?

17. How was CA introduced (pitched) to the evaluation’s commissioners?

a. Did you encounter any barriers?

18. How was CA introduced to the stakeholders identified to participate in the

evaluation?

a. How did they receive it?

b. What were some barriers you encountered in introducing CA to the stakeholders?

c. How would you describe their level of understanding of CA (e.qg., distinctions
between contribution vs. attribution, types of questions CA cannot answer)?

CA 6-Step Process

Key Mechanisms of CA Steps of CA
1. Determine the cause and effect issue to be addressed
A. Theory-of-change (ToC) 2. Develop a theory of change and risks to its success

3. Generate evidence in response to the theory of change

4. Assemble the contribution story, and outline the
B. Results chain (program theory) challenges to it
5. Seek out additional evidence
6. Revise and strengthen the contribution story

C. Contribution Stor
Y *Return to Step 4 if necessary

19. Of the six outlined steps by Mayne, can you walk me through your experience and
activities that took place as the evaluation progressed?
20. An important piece of CA is the theory of change. Can you walk me through the
process of developing the theory of change?
a. What types of challenges did you encounter in this process?
b. What facilitated/enhanced the development of the ToC?
c. Lessons learned/considerations for future application regarding developing the
ToC?
21. In general, were you able to follow the 6-steps as outlined?
a. If not, why?
b. What steps did you modify, in any? Did you expect to have to make
modifications?
c. What were some barriers you encountered in following Mayne’s 6-Step process?
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d. What factors facilitated the 6-step process?

Level of CA

22. Level of CA Mayne identifies three levels of contribution analysis investigation
(minimal, indirect influence, direct influence). How would you describe the level of
CA for this evaluation?

Knowledge Management/Learning

23. Are there any mechanisms (formal or informal) that have formed to stakeholders are
new knowledge and/or facilitate learning (e.g., WhatsApp group chat, shared Google
Drive folder, etc.)?

Pro/Cons

24. What has CA facilitated/enhanced in terms of the evaluation and its purpose?

25. What has CA facilitated/enhanced in terms of the evaluand?

26. What barriers have you encountered applying CA? How do you think those could be
addressed/prevented?

27. Have you witnessed any unexpected developments (because of the application of
CA)?

28. What additional uses can you see CA enhancing/facilitating?

29. What advice do you have for evaluators seeking to apply this method?
a. Lessons learned?
b. What would you have done differently?

Theory versus Practice

30. What has aligned with what is theorized about CA versus your experience in its
application?

31. What has not aligned with what is theorized about CA versus your experience in its
application?
a. How can CA be practiced more effectively?
b. Is an emphasis on XX impeding the overall purpose?
c. Did the conditions of the evaluand and overall context facilitate the evaluation?
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CASE EXTRACTION FORM
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Categories

Codes

About the evaluand:

The types of settings of Intervention
The target population of the program:

Level of complexity of intervention (ToC):

Rationale for CA
Evaluation:

performance evaluation, evaluation capacity,
Type: evaluation practice, program evaluation, impact

evaluation

Scale of evaluation
Scope of Intervention

Purpose of the evaluation

The methodologies and research strategies
employed:

Complementary approaches to CA:
General facilitators

General barriers.:

Stakeholder involvement

About CA:

General CA process

Development of Theory-of-change
Adherence to CA tenets:

Lessons learned:

Benefits and challenges:
Facilitators of the approach:
Barriers of the approach:

Plausibility of ToC
Depth of CA - level:

Six-step Process:
Step 1

Step 6

Contextual Characteristics:

Country of evaluation
Evaluation Team:
# of team members
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Demographic variables (of Practitioner)

Education

Profession

Ethnicity

Gender

Evaluation experience (# of years)
Expertise

Evaluation training (type of degree)
Geographical location




Eval.
CJPE
AJE
M&CN
JDE
E&PP

RE
Cont.SS
IDS
1IJHPM
MT
PM&M
AEJ

AM

AS
BMC-HSR
BMC-PH
CDI-PP
Cog. SS
D&AR
DEP&P
EJA
EJHE
ES&P
EStIF

Eu Conf. on RMBMS
FS
GeoJournal

APPENDIX L

SOURCES OF EMPIRICAL CA CASES BY YEAR

2007 2008 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

2 1 5 5 11 8 9 9 4 10
6 2 2 1 1
1 1 5 2
1
1 1 1 1
1
2
2
2
2
1 1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2018
13

2019 2020

15 2
1

1
2
5

Grand
Total

84
13
10

(6]
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GHP
HPI
HRH
HRP&S
IJHR
1JPSM
JAFSCD
JAG
JBI
JMDE
NDE

Palgrave Comm.

Pflege
R&SER
SEE

2007

2008

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017
1

2018

2019

2020

Grand
Total

[N
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APPENDIX M

CA QUALITY MARKERS

Quality Markers of CA

A “Good” Theory-of-Change *(from Mayne, 20123, p. 273) includes:

Table 26

Markers of a “Good” Theory of Change

209

ToC Elements

Casel Case?2 Case3 Case4 Case5 Caseb

Case 7

A results (causal)

chain showing the
basic logic of the

intervention

The underlying
assumptions behind
the links in the
results chain

The risks to each
link occurring

Identification of
unintended effects

Identification of
possible alternative
rival explanations

Total Identified

Remarks

Note. Source: Mayne, 2012a, p. 273
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Table 27

Spheres of Influence Investigated by Case

Spheres of
Influence Casel Case2 Case3 Cased4d Case5 Case6 Case7
Direct control
Direct influence
Indirect influence
Remarks

The evidence analysis table was adapted from the REF framework to evaluate the

quality of evidence used to verify the ToC for the cases in the multiple-case study.

Table 28

Evidence Table

REF Component Explanation
1. Description
2. Type - Direct rival
- Commingled rival
- Implementation rival (factors)
3. Level (of external - Individual
influencing factors) - Interpersonal
- Institutional
- Infra-structural
4. Identifiers Specific data patterns indicating the presence of rivals
5. Degree of influence 1. Certainty
Robustness
Range
Prevalence
Generalized specificity

g 9 D

6. Implications
Note. Adapted from REF Framework.




