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Why and what? Motivations for evaluating impact 

and tools for framing right question 

Why allocate some development funding to research rather than to other programming?  How 
much should be allocated to research? How should this amount be split across research disciplines 
and specific topics? Can we better manage and conduct this research to improve development 
impacts? 

We need rigorous evaluation of research impact if our discussions and decisions on these 
questions are to be evidence informed.   

As global research and knowledge production have expanded, so has interest in evidence of 
research impact. In part this relates to transparency and accountability: what do researchers 
produce in return for their (often public) funding? Which in turn leads to questions on value for 
money: what is the worth or net benefit of these research outputs? This requires evidence on the 
outcomes and impacts which flow from research and invites investigation of the mechanisms 
which enable and obstruct the successful adoption of research. While there is a risk of skewing 
research agendas towards what is more easily measured, ultimately, there is a growing positive 
aspiration to assess and understand to what extent development research enables poor people to 
safeguard and improve their lives. A broad and deep understanding could feed back effectively 
into research planning, conduct and use in order further to enhance impacts.  

There has been significant progress in our ability to evaluate the impact of research in 
international development in the last 10 or more years, with the development of new approaches 
and tools. However, it remains a challenging task to do rigorously. Impact evaluation of research 
programmes is generally labour intensive, specialist work whose findings may not be conclusive.  

The motivation for evaluating the impact of the research will influence the choice of the most 
appropriate methodologies, and exact questions to ask. For example, demonstrating impact of 
research on key indicators to secure further funding for research is likely to require different 
evaluation questions and tools from looking for intended and unintended consequences of a 
research programme to shape future programme design. 

The development of robust impact evaluation methods needs to be based on theoretical 
frameworks that recognise that the nature of research impact lies on a broad continuum, ranging 
from conceptual impacts (including informing debates, directions in thinking and culture that lead 
to developments in policy and practice) through to instrumental impacts (e.g. directly influencing 
changes in policy or practice), and capacity building impacts (through the transfer of people and 
skills across the researcher/user interface) - see ESRC’s work and Nutley et al (2007) on the 

Resources page. Some of these types of impacts are easier and less expensive than others to 
measure, so multi-dimensional approaches that assess the impact of research, data and people 
can help to provide comprehensive accounts of research impact.   

 

There are a number of tools to frame the evaluation questions: 
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Theory of Change 

Theory of Change is a structured technique for understanding how and why a programme is likely 
to contribute to long-term change in its context (political, social, relative to other 
research/knowledge).  An effective Theory of Change process will provide a conceptual model of 
impact (not a literal, linear description of change), which helps to provide a plausible story for 
research contribution, and gives a sense of purpose and momentum to research. 

Theory of Change encourages zooming out from the research programme and its outputs to look 
at different scales and influences of change, from short-term changes with a direct influence 
(partners, collaborators, immediate research users) to medium-term changes with indirect 
influence (policy shapers, knowledge networks, planners, practitioners, stakeholder groups). 

There is a strong emphasis on setting out the steps to change and spelling out the assumptions 
underpinning these.  The evidence relating to these assumptions can then be assessed and 
summarised.   

A good Theory of Change should be central to the design of a research programme, and is a strong 
basis for planning an impact evaluation of a research programme: 

 The expected pathway(s) to change are spelt out for critical examination  

 Stakeholders can be identified for engagement in the evaluation 

 Key assumptions and hypotheses are readily identifiable for testing (through the gathering 
and appraisal of relevant evidence)  

 The stated evidence base for the programme can be scrutinised.   

 In summary, specific evaluation questions can readily be identified and prioritised.  

See Isabel Vogel’s slides here and here for further information. 

  

LogFrames 

The Logical Framework Approach is a planning and management tool which aims to facilitate clear 
and specific thinking about what a programme aims to achieve, and how, and highlights factors on 
which the achievement of these objectives depends. The framework is ‘logical’ as it makes explicit 
the links between a programme’s activities, outputs, purpose and goals and the assumptions on 
which these links are based i.e. what assumptions need to be true for ‘activities’ to deliver 
‘outputs’ and for ‘outputs’ to deliver the intended ‘impact’ of the programme. 

Logical framework data are presented in a matrix and mapped against indicators of achievement, 
means of verification and risks and assumptions. (The LogFrame is a document, the Logical 
Framework Approach is a project design methodology.) 

The design methodology is a rigorous process which, if used properly, will impose a logical 
discipline on the project design team. This will reveal the quality of the design, make flaws readily 
apparent, and draw out evaluation questions. 

LogFrame matrices are used very widely for framing the impact of research programmes in 
development. However, they do suffer from some limitations, relative to using a Theory of 
Change. LogFrames can encourage a very linear/causal chain conception of impact, usually allow 

http://www.ukcds.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Isabel.Vogel.pptx
http://www.ukcds.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/TheoryofchangeelementsUKCDS_0.pptx
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for fewer steps, outcomes and impacts than a Theory of Change, and evidence summaries are not 
included. 

There are numerous online resources on logical framework approaches. This is a list of useful 
documents. 
  

Stakeholder maps 

Stakeholders are individuals or organisations that are affected by the performance of the research 
programme, or that will be affected in some significant way by the outcome of the evaluation 
process, or both. 

Most interventions, research for development included, have a wide range of stakeholders, some 
more influential than others - either because they benefit from the programme, they fund some of 
its activities, or have political interests. 

Stakeholder mapping should be carried out by researchers in order to identify potential routes for 

their programme to have impact: work from ESRC and other organisations shows that the 

development of relationships and networks between researchers and research users is a key 

enabling factor for generating impact. In addition, it can help identify the right evaluation 

questions by forcing those commissioning or conducting the evaluation to think through how the 

research programme may affect (impact on) the different communities engaged with it.  

See here for more information and resources on stakeholder mapping. 

 

http://mande.co.uk/2008/lists/the-logical-framework-a-list-of-useful-documents/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/Cultivating_connections_tcm8-25678.pdf
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/Cultivating_connections_tcm8-25678.pdf
http://betterevaluation.org/evaluation-options/mapping_stakeholders

