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1. Chris has outlined, through examples, some of the problems with indicators. One of which is that it rarely seems possible to capture the desired change with a single indicator. Any given indicator always seems to leave out some other important dimension. For example, “numbers of trainees” leaves out the issue of quality of training. He gives two other examples where choices made to capture one aspect of change necessarily involve loss of ability to capture another aspect of change.

2. The problem with this criticism is that it seems to place too high a burden of expectation on any given indicator. As far as I know, there is no requirement to only use one indicator to capture a given type of change. The only reason for doing so is probably economy of effort. So if more that one indicator can generate a much better picture, maybe that effort is worthwhile. 

3. The second problem with the criticism is that it is looking at indicators at a very micro level. It is taking each indicator and examining its merit, as an indicator. The focus here is on what is called the horizontal logic of the Logical Framework (if that is the context where the indicators are being used). Does the OVI relate to the narrative description of the desired change? Another way of saying this, in non-Logical Framework language, is that the focus is solely on external validity. Is the measure (the indicator) a valid reflection of the events we are concerned with?

4. However, there is a second, more important and more macro dimension to indicators. That is how they link together, in some form of expected sequence of change. In Logical Framework terms this is the vertical logic. Do the outputs, plus assumptions, plausibly lead to the Purpose. In non-Logical Framework language, this is about internal validity. Does this whole set of ideas about change processes hang together with some coherence, based on logic and/or evidence elsewhere? In many development projects a lot of attention is paid to the horizontal logic, almost obsessively so at time. But what is often neglected is the vertical logic, the theory of change connecting all the expected individuals changes. We need more attention to theory, and perhaps a little less obsessing about measurement. “There is nothing as practical as a good theory” – it tells us where to look, amidst the many thousands of events that could be observed and measured. And a verified theory holds the potential of replicating successful processes of change elsewhere.

5. The second story, of the ants and the beetle, usefully points to the perils of obsessive measurement, at the expense of more open observation. The ants end up dragging home a beetle that had been contaminated by a pesticide. They did not notice this because they were too busy measuring their progress in pulling the beetle, and each ant’s contribution to the task. There are two potential solutions to this problem. One is that Objectively Verifiable Indicators, do not, in my view have to be measurable. But they do have to be verifiable. Many “milestones” in development projects fall into this category. Many of the most important events that happen in people’s lives are not easy to measure, but in most cases they can be verified. Look at the stories that appear at the top of the front page of any serious newspaper. There is a method of monitoring such changes, called “Most Significant Changes” monitoring
, which probably would have helped the ants detect the pesticide contamination. 

6. The paper also looks at the issue of how changes measured by indicators need to be analysed. The risks of confusing correlation with cause are highlighted, along with the need for with/without and before after comparisons, to help us tell the difference. The problem with this proposal, especially the need for a control group, is the scale of data collection required, and in some cases the ethics of measuring but not helping a control group with an intervention that is known to be useful (though not always so).  There is an alternative however. Within most large development projects there is a large degree of internal variation in the way in which interventions are delivered. For example, agricultural extension services in different districts. This contrast with laboratory research, which emphasise standardisation of the treatments provided. These differences are a learning opportunity. Implementing agency staff can be asked to hypothesise (or predict)  which locations will have more impact versus less, based on their knowledge of differences in interventions and their contexts. These predictions can then be compared against subsequent knowledge of which locations did experience more versus less impact. Ironically, it is the outliers from the expected trends (relative expected versus relative actual impact) that are the most interesting: those more successful than expected and those less successful than expected. Here case studies can throw light on the causal processes involved. 
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