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Abstract

In this paper I argue the case for the use of a network perspective in representing and
evaluating aid interventions. How we represent the intentions of aid activities has
implications for how their progress and impact can be assessed. Because our
representations are by necessary selective simplifications of reality they will emphasise
some aspects of change and discourage attention to others. The benchmark alternative
here is by default the Logical Framework, the single most commonly used device for
representing what an aid project or programme is trying to do. Five main arguments are
put forward in favour of a network perspective as the better alternative, along with some
examples of their use. Firstly, social network analysis is about social relationships, and
that is what much of development aid is about. Not abstract and disembodied processes
of change. Secondly, there is wide range of methods for measuring and visualising
network structures. These provide a similarly wide range of methods of describing
expected outcomes of interventions in network terms. Thirdly, there is also a wide range
of theories about social and other networks. They can stimulate thinking about the likely
effects of development interventions. Fourthly, network representations are very
scalable, from very local developments to the very global, and they can include both
formal and informal structures. They are relevant to recent developments in the delivery
of development aid. Fifthly, network models of change can incorporate mutual and
circular processes of influence, as well as simple linear processes of change. This
enables them to represent systems of relationships exhibiting varying degrees of order,
complexity and chaos. Following this argument I outline some work-in-progress,
including ways in which the conference participants may themselves get involved. Finally
I link this paper into its own wider web of intellectual influences and history.

Rick Davies is a monitoring and evaluation specialist, based in Cambridge, UK, and the
manager of the Monitoring and Evaluation NEWS website at www.mande.co.uk

1. The Starting Position

1.1 Theory based evaluation

The argument spelled out in this paper is situated within a theory-driven approach to
evaluation. Within this approach an assumption is made that   those spending aid
monies should, and usually do, have some sort of conceptualisation of what they are
trying to do. That is, a “theory-of-change” (ToC). In this context the role of evaluation is
to help test that conceptualisation. This can be done by drawing out the implications of
the theory of change as currently stated and looking for the evidence that the theory
says should be there.  At least some of this evidence this should already be in the hands
of the person whose theory is being tested. This is a deductive approach to evaluation. It
stands in contrast to an inductive approach, one that involves no assumptions about
prior intentions, except at the broad level of general goals. When an inductive approach
is used meaning is constructed after the event, out of reflections on past events,
including changes that may or may not be seen as achievements, and that may or may
not have been anticipated.  Both approaches can vary in the extent to which they
emphasise multi-stakeholder participation.
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I should emphasise here that I am not arguing for one approach to the exclusion of the
other. As some of you may be aware, in 1993/94 I developed and tested an inductive
method of monitoring the outcomes of participatory development projects, known as the
Most Significant Changes approach. This has since been applied in quite a wide range
of programmes and countries.

1.2 Evaluation rights and responsibilities

A second feature of my starting position, which relates to the deductive approach above,
is that it distinguishes between people’s rights and responsibilities in relation to
evaluation. In my view, those who spend aid monies have a responsibility to state their
theory of change, to assess its validity and to make information about these judgements
available to those who were the intended beneficiaries, and to others whose interests
may have been affected. It is not the responsibility of the intended beneficiaries to
assess the impact of the development activities. They do of course have the right to
express their views on the impact (or lack thereof), and on the judgements made about
impacts by those spending aid monies. I emphasise this point because of some of the
excesses of participatory approaches to evaluation, which involve an abrogation by
project implementers of any responsibility to make their own judgements (Seen in
Ethiopia in 1998), and the de factor impositions of very time consuming forms of
participatory evaluation on the intended beneficiaries of aid programmes (Seen in India
and Bangladesh in 1996).

1.3 The comparator: The Logical Framework

“Compared to what?” was Grocho Marx’s question to his friend, after his friend had
complained, “Life is difficult!” The same question can be asked of the argument I have
put forward in this paper, about the value of a network perspective. The most
appropriate comparator is the Logical Framework (and its variants), because of its global
dominance as the most commonly used framework for summarising the intentions of
development aid programmes (Gasper, 1997, 2000). There are also other similar
abstract stage based models of what is called the “program logic” used in other fields,
such as Bennett's hierarchy (Bennett, 1975) which has seven stages, and the Kellogg
Foundation's Logic Model which has 5 stages (Kellogg, 2000).

Despite the main thrust of this paper, I do not advocate the total rejection of the use of
the Logical Framework. It is useful in situations involving a small number of actors and
where outcomes within in those relationships are reasonably predictable. Not
surprisingly it often features in contractual relationships. It may also be useful strictly as
a summary device representing some of the important expected changes that can be
mapped out in detail in the form of changing network structures, which will be discussed
below.

2. What is a network?

A network is a simple concept. It consists of two things: nodes and links between those
nodes. In social network analysis the nodes of concern are people, groups and
organisations. In other areas of network analysis the nodes of concern may be pages in
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the World Wide Web, difference species in an ecosystem or different compounds in a
cell.  In social network analysis links may be social contacts, exchanges of information,
political influence, money, joint membership in an organisations, joint participation in
specific events or many other aspects of human relationships.

Figure 1: Krackhardt’s kite – used to illustrate different types of network relationships

The defining feature of social network analysis is the focus on the structure of
relationships between people (or whatever entity is of concern). This is contrasted with
other areas of the social sciences where, it is claimed, the focus has been on attributes
of actors the characteristics of people, groups and organisations, rather than the
relations between them (Scott, 2002;  Monge and Contractor, 2003).

It should be noted here that this conception of networks is very broad. It encompasses
formal hierarchical organisations, heterarchies (/matrix structures), teams, named and
unnamed “networks” and crowds. These are all distinguishable by the types of linkages
that connect their participants. This paper is not focused solely on networks that call
themselves networks, or that are called networks by others.

3. Five arguments for the use of a network perspective

3.1  Social network analysis is about social relationships.

That is what most of development aid is about. Development aid interventions are
enmeshed in social networks, formal and informal, involving individuals and
organisations. And their aim is to affect the lives of people within those networks, and
those marginal to those networks. When you explain the idea of a social network most
people can understand the basic idea quite quickly. Everyone is involved in social
networks, in any culture.  In contrast the Logical Framework is about abstract stages of
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change described as Outputs, Purpose and Goal, whose specific meaning is not always
easy to communicate across cultures, or even within the same culture (or organisation).

Describing a development intervention in terms of changes within a social network
automatically brings in a multi-stakeholder perspective. This is not present in the
structure of the Logical Framework. Donors such as DFID and others have in effect
“tacked on” a multi-stakeholder perspective through the requirement for a separate
“Stakeholder Analysis”. That guidance itself is not very sophisticated, in terms of the
types of distinctions between stakeholders and their relationships with the project1.
Stakeholders are defined into types according to their relationship with the project, but
no one else (i.e. primary, secondary and key stakeholders). The types of relationship
that are of concern are the nature of their interest, and their potential impact on the
project. Relationships between these stakeholders are not a significant concern. It is the
development aid equivalent of a pre-Copernican view of the world.  The world revolves
around the project.

A social network representation of an aid programme enables attention to be quickly
focused on who is influencing whom, directly and indirectly, up to whatever level of
complexity is required. Figure 1 shows a very early and provisional mapping of
stakeholder relationships in a multi-country Information and Communications
Technologies  (ICTs) project in Africa. Questions still to be resolved include which and
how many African organisations still need to be brought into the network (green nodes),
how long the consultants (blue nodes) will still be needed to bridge their relationships
with the Programme Manager (red nodes), how the African organisations will link further
out to poor communities and their institutions (not yet in the picture), and how the donors
(yellow nodes & DFID red node) can link up.  The purple node is the evaluation team.
The nature of their linkages is also under negotiation.

3.2 There is a range of methods for describing networks

There is a wide range of methods for describing the structure of networks, and people’s
places within those networks. This provides theory builders with a correspondingly large
number of opportunities to specify the types of changes they think will take place in
network structures (as the dependent variable), or the type of network structures that will
be associated with particular changes (network structure as independent variable). The
same methods can also be used simply to describe the current set of relationships,
before any intervention.

One means of representing networks structures is through the use of matrices showing
actors’ links with actors. These allow compact and detailed descriptions of network
relationships, but they are not easy to comprehend at a glance. They are however some
examples of such matrices being used to map relationships between actors in
development projects. Figure 2 shows a matrix describing actor linkages in an
agriculture project in Nambia (Biggs and Matsaert, 1998). Such matrices can also be
used to collate detailed textual descriptions of large sets of individual relationships, cell
by cell, as can be seen in the example of a use by Temel (2001) to describe the
                                               
1 A summary, based on DFID sources is available on the Enterprise-Impact website at www.enterprise-
impact.org.uk/informationsources/toolbox/stakeholderanalysis.shtml
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relationship between nine components in the agriculture innovation system in Azerbaijan
(See Figure 3). “Components” here are groupings of organisations with similar functions.
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Figure 2: Stakeholder linkages in an Africa ICT programme (existing and potential)
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Figure 2: Actor Linkage matrix KFSR project, Namibia, from Biggs and  Matsaert  (1998)
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Figure 3: Actor linkage matrix with text descriptions of relationships, Azerbaihan, from Temel et al (2001)
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Figure 4:  Network diagram showing linkages in Figure 2 matrix (from Biggs and  Matsaert  (1998)
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Because of the complexity of many large-scale networks a large amount of effort has
gone into developing a range of means of visually representing network structures,
making any patterns of connections easier to grasp at first glance (Freeman, 1999).  The
most well known of these is Ucinet (Borgatti, 2002), which has been used to produce
some of the network diagrams in this paper.  These are of value for more inductive
approaches to understanding networks. Figure 4 below is a network diagram of the
same set of relationships as shown in Figure 2.

Large network diagrams can also get very complex and difficult to “read”.  Associated
with visualisation software there has been a continuing development of mathematical
measures of attributes of networks, ranging from the simple and intuitive to quite
complex measure, many of which are not obviously relevant to representations of
development interventions. These are built into programs such as Ucinet. Some of these
are referred to below.

3.3 There is a range of theories about social and other networks

There is a wide range of theories available to inform thinking about changes in networks,
and this is very multidisciplinary. At the same time social network analysis is free from
dominance by any particular theoretical view as to how networks work. Monge and
Contractor (2003) have noted “The field does not have a coherent, overarching
framework for integrating conceptual, theoretical and empirical work”. While some may
see this as a limitation, it is also an opportunity. There is not yet a stifling orthodoxy. In
their “Theories of Communication Networks” review Monge and Contractor identified and
analysed five major families of theories about networks. Outside of the field of social
network analysis there are other important theoretical perspectives on networks, most
notably that of Complex Adaptive Systems (CAS), and the mathematics of networks
(Barabasi, 2002) which have prompted new forms of investigations into social networks.
These theories are a major potential resource for those thinking about how development
interventions should or might be working. Unfortunately, few development project plans,
cast into Logical Frameworks, make any reference to other theoretical perspectives on
how development projects work, or don’t. Even a recent DFID funded examination of
networks and social capital seems to have limited its references largely to the literature
within the development field (Fraser et al, 2003).

Network theories have practical value. In 2002 I was asked to help provide advice and
training on how STEPS, a network of NGO networks in Bangladesh could monitor and
evaluate its achievements. The method, which was pre-tested in a workshop with
network members, made use of Burt’s (2000) analysis of the “network structure of social
capital”. This distinguished two aspects of social capital, as it exists in network form. One
is in the form of a dense set of interconnections between network members, which is
seen as the basis of trust. The other is in the form of individual members’ own particular
linkages beyond the network, their means of brokering access to influence or resources
between the network and the wider world. Especially those linkages not available to the
other members of the same network. The actual linkages existing within and out from the
STEPS network was then documented and compared to what might be seen as an ideal
set of internal and external linkages, based on Burt’s views. Linkages within the network
were not very dense, and tended to focus on two members only. All members had their
own specific links to external resources (in the form of donors) but fewer had external
links that could be used for influencing purposes in their field. More importantly, mutual
knowledge about the existence of these links seemed more limited.
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3.5 Network can be seen, and analysed, at many scales

Network analysis has been carried out at many different scales (Barabasi, 2002). At the
smallest scale, the network structure of the human genome has been subject of
research, as have metabolic networks within human cells. On a larger scale, studies
have been made of inter-locking directorates and global alliances in corporations,
international trade networks and terrorist networks. The network structure of the World
Wide Web is a subject of continuing interest.

In contrast the usefulness of the Logical Framework and other linear logic models has
been quite circumscribed. In my experience they are rarely used at the country
programme or global levels within the same donor agencies that have promoted their
use widely for project design and management. Their most common use has been in
contractual relationships between a small number of parties likely to be working with
each other over a period of years.  Logical Framework are supposed to be able to
manage increases in scale by the method of nesting, whereby as scale increases a
number of Logical Frameworks relating to change on one level are included as
subsidiary elements within a large scale Logical Framework. For example, each Output
in the largest Logical Framework becomes the Purpose in the subsidiary Logical
Framework. However, this practice has not caught on, on any noticeable scale, unlike
the spread of the single use of the Logical Framework amongst NGOs. In contrast, multi-
level analysis of networks is common. There is even a specific technique known as
“block-modelling” which involves the grouping of actors together and treating them as a
single larger actor and then examining relations between these larger groupings of
actors. This enables the identification of larger clusters of actors, which might not be
immediately self-evident.

There are a number of developments that make scalability an important attribute of
network representations. As is now well known, in many countries DFID has been
scaling up the size of its aid investments and moving from single donor to multi-donor
support via SWAPs, Direct Budge Support and other mechanisms. Coordination and aid
harmonisation initiatives are high on the agenda. Combined together these increase the
complexity of the environment within which aid interventions have to be planned and
monitored. There are a multitude of actors whose interactions need to be taken into
account. A network perspective is increasingly relevant at this level.

There are also scale related developments within the third (NGO) sector that increase
the relevance of a network perspective. Alliances between major northern NGOs, such
as the Oxfams, the SCF’s the CAREs and World Visions all have varying degrees of
semi-autonomous network like structures, with less centralisation of authority than their
individual country components have had up to now. More visible are the special purpose
international advocacy networks involving large numbers of very diverse groups of
NGOs, around issues relating to debt, trade, HIV/AIDs and more. In addition, the funding
of network based development projects is also more common than in the past. Thinking
about how to evaluate these more network like forms of organisations has yet to catch
up with some of their important differences, when compared to traditional hierarchical
organisations. Some evaluators are still looking for common objectives around which
network performance can be assessed, and criticise their absence (Gregson, 1998).
While common objectives are to be expected within a hierarchical organisations, and
can be treated as starting point for an evaluation, in networks of semi-autonomous
actors the emergence of agreement over objectives can be seen as an achievement,
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and worth investigation in itself. Differences in levels of agreement can also be used as
the basis for predicting differences in achievements of those objectives.

It has been argued for some time that organisations are embedded in networks of larger
social processes, which they influence, and which also influence them (Granovetter,
1985, 1992). Recognising this can help us bridge links between different levels of
analyses, relating to different types of organisational entities within development aid:
projects, country programmes, and government policies. The common element between
individual projects and an aid organisation’s country programme (or portfolio) is the
partner organisations they are working with. At the project level the single most
influential decision, in terms of the likelihood of project success, is the choice of who to
work with. Not the specifics of what activities to engage in and when. Unfortunately it is
the latter that is the typical focus of Logical Frameworks, because the partner choices
are the context in which Logical Frameworks are then developed. In the Ha Tinh Poverty
Alleviation Programme (HTPAP), in Vietnam2, the key choices were between working
with province level authorities and district or commune level authorities. These effected
likelihood’s of aid funds being appropriated and the likelihood of local lessons learned
being replicated further afield. In the PETRRA rice research funding project in
Bangladesh the choice of fund manager has been seen to influence the level of
competitiveness in the fund’s research allocation process, a key part of the project’s
theory of change of how rice research could become more poverty focused.

At the country programme level aid agencies have portfolios of investments, which are
expected to be guided by country strategy statements in one form or another. Similar to
projects, they typically focus on activities, but at this level these relate to policy
development and implementation. Although these can only happen through particular
partnership relationships these choices are given a lesser emphasis. Yet again, it is
these choices that can have the biggest consequences, not the level of sophistication of
the policy analysis by country level staff. In Vietnam the decision by DFID to direct all
further investments via partnerships with multilateral aid institutions has prompted
debate about the extent to which they will be cut off from district and commune level
experience of how peoples lives are effected by policies, or not, which would come
through maintenance of some funding relationships with NGOs. In Bangladesh a
proposal that DFID should fund a single Agricultural Research Initiative has raised
questions about the risks of investing in a single solution via one main partner, versus a
plurality of partners.  In both country programmes there are also questions about
appropriate levels of connectivity between different partnerships. In Vietnam there was
arguably too little connectivity between the NGO based HTPAP and other parts of the
DFID portfolio working through multilaterals. In Bangladesh, one funding component
appears to have suffered from too much connectivity between funded partners,
lessening diversity of approaches, and the productivity of the investments as a whole.

Within the aid agencies themselves the structuring of relationships between staff is
another set of relationship choices with direct consequences for how local projects and
national policies relate to each other or not. Structure can link strategies at different
levels, or not. In Malawi DFID staff have in the past and like many other organisations,
been organised around disciplinary and skill specialisations. These did not readily link to
the contents of national policies, such as the Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS), which
DFID wants to support. More recently staff have been re-organised into three sets that
each focus on particular objectives of the PRS. Within each set of staff there are up to

                                               
2 See www.mande.co.uk/htpap/hatinh.htm for project description and documentation
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five teams of staff which then focus on more specific concerns, and which have
responsibilities for specific groups of projects.  How those projects (and associated staff)
should be grouped is still undecided, but it may be that they will each focus on PRS sub-
objectives. An important issue to be resolved is the extent to which the teams should
have overlapping membership within each set, and across the sets of teams, and who
should take on these bridging memberships. One means of identifying the appropriate
link is to identify the specific projects that most closely share the objectives of the two
teams.  Figure 5 shows the current linkages between staff teams, which are now under
revision.

Figure 5: Linkages within and between two sets of staff teams (blue and red) addressing
two PRS objectives. Each staff team is responsible for a specific set of projects

3.4 Networks are not linear

A network perspective is inherently a multi-actor perspective. Within social network
analysis one of the most basic distinctions made is between one way and two directional
linkages. Having multiple participants and two directional linkages means there can be a
substantial amount of reciprocal influencing and various forms of feedback via simple
and complex webs of connections. Complex Adaptive Systems research has highlighted
the effects on the complexity of the behaviour of networks of actors resulting from
changes in two simple network parameters: (a) the proportion of links to actors
(Kauffman, 1995), (b) the proportion of those links which are local versus distant (Watts,
1999). Varying these generates substantial differences in degree of order, complexity or
chaos in the behaviour of the network of actors. In the short term whole networks may
seem to move in a relatively linear trajectory of change, from one state to another. But
over the longer term complex networks can return to earlier states, with varying
frequencies. Recessions in market economies are probably one large-scale example.
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Much of the research into factors generating large scale complexity are probably not
immediately relevant to the construction and evaluation of relatively simple theories of
change in development projects. But what is relevant is that the possibility of complexity
and instability is built a network perspective.

It may not be very common knowledge, but there is a network-like perspective on
change processes built into an exercise that has been promoted as a necessary pre-
cursor to developing a Logical Framework (e.g. Ausaid, 2002; UNDP, 2000; ADB,
20001). This exercise involves the construction of what is called a “problem tree”. A
central problem is identified, and brainstorming activities then identify all the
consequences of this problem. These are linked to the problem, or to other
consequences arising form the problem. The focus then turns to the tree “roots” where
discussion is focused on identifying all the causes, both directly linked to the problem,
and others indirectly liked via other causes. The problem tree, especially the roots
section, is then converted into an “objectives tree” by inverting all problem statements
into objectives. These are then moved over into the Logical Framework four stages
structure, according to their stage in the perceived sequence of change. Examples of
problem trees from World Bank and AusAid guidance on the Logical Framework are
shown in Figures 6 and 7 below.

There are three problems with the use of problem trees. Firstly, the problem tree is about
a network of “problems”, rather than a network of people or organisations. They are
therefore more abstract, disembodied and difficult to verify. Where are these processes,
and whose problems are they? Where there are references to specific people or
organisations they may turn up in more than one statement on the problem tree.
Secondly, when the contents of the objectives tree version are moved into the Logical
Framework all the connecting links, visible in the problem tree diagram are removed.
The connections are lost from sight. All we have are lists of activities, lists of outputs,
sometimes lists of purposes, and lists of indicators at all levels. And in many cases the
lists with each stage of the Logical Framework are not even listed in a temporal
sequence.  Thirdly, the problem tree is as its name says, a tree. It is a branching
structure where causes come together, and consequences radiate out, but there are
relatively few loops, normally found in highly connected networks, where cause and
effect reinforce each other. In network terms the problem tree is a network with a very
low density, or level of inter-connectedness. Problem trees are also typically made up of
one-directional links, leading from one problem to another, then to a consequence, and
then another.  This is another simplification compared to the network representations
discussed in this paper, and in social network analysis more generally. Problem trees
are too simple to represent the complexity that aid projects have to deal with.

Temel  (2001) has pointed that social network analysis can help “bridge the gap between
conceptual descriptions of systems and their quantitative descriptions”. One of the
problems of attempts to use a systems perspective in the past has been the intangibility
of the systems, and the boundaries, that are under discussion.  When a network diagram
is built up out of knowledge about a set of links between actors, each of which has one
directional or bi-directional processes of influence we end up with a diagram showing
something that could legitimately be called a system. Furthermore, there are techniques
within social network analysis for the identification of clusters, showing more internal
linkages than external linkages, which is one way of defining system boundaries.   
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Figure 6: World Bank problem tree example, from
web.mit.edu/urbanupgrading/upgrading/issues-tools/tools/problem-tree.html

Figure 7: AusAid problem tree example, from
www.ausaid.gov.uk/ausguide/ausguidelines/1-annex_1.pdf
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In their analysis of the agricultural innovation system in Azerbaijan Temel et al
developed a matrix and a graph showing how different actors varied in the extent to
which they influenced others, versus were the subject of others influencing.  Similar
analysis could be developed for many multi-actor development aid settings, using
information about each actors’ reported linkages with others.  While possibly interesting
in themselves such diagrams can also generate implications for evaluations of these
systems. It could be argued, or hypothesised, that the actors with the most influencing
links (minus “being influenced” links) will be the most successful in achieving their
objectives within this system, and that their view will dominate the system. Or, it could be
argued that simply counting links is too crude, and what matters is the centrality of that
actor in the network, as well as the directional nature of their links. Both these arguments
can be specified in some detail by relevant network analysis measures (“in-degree”,“out-
degree” and “betweeness centrality”).

Another more real-time example may be of interest. In the Africa ICT programme
(mentioned above) which covers 32 countries in Africa, there are nine programme
components managed by more than 15 different organisations.  There are and will be
Logical Frameworks covering the responsibilities of each of these organisations..
Provisions are being developed by each component for the monitoring and evaluation of
their own activities and their impacts. But what is equally important, if not more so, is the
linkages between these components. If there are none then it can hardly be described
as a coherent programme or system. At this stage it does appear that there are some
dependencies between components and that there are some expected synergies. Initial
steps have been taken to get each of the component managers to identify the linkages
that should exist, and the net result is that there are probably now more linkages than
can be realistically managed by the components (See Figure 8). The next step that will
be taken is to ask the programme managers to prioritise their linkages, possibly by
identifying those they would be willing to see evaluated by the independent evaluation
team. These judgements in turn will be vetted by the overall Programme Managers,
responsible for the programme as a whole. The evaluation team will then focus its
external evaluation activities on those countries where there are the most cross-linkages
between components.  It is here where the programme will have invested the most and
where we might also expect the greatest achievements by the programme.
Figure 8: Linkages between ICT programme components – as initially identified but not
yet prioritised. [Thick red lines = strongest links, thin green = weakest]
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4. Where to next?

4.1  Developing an alternative approach

In this paper reference has been made to Logical Frameworks, Stakeholder Analysis
and Problem Trees, both their intentions and limitations. One of the questions yet to be
explored is to what extent a network perspective can be developed into a coherent
approach that addresses the purposes of these tools mentioned above, but which also
extends our expectations of how development aid interventions should be represented
and analysed.

There are three ways in which this might be done. The first is implicit in the discussion
throughout this paper. That is to give much more emphasis on ecological relationships
and less on temporal relationships. The Logical Framework is structured around a
process that is taking place over time. The relationships between activities, or outputs, at
any level of the hierarchy are effectively neglected, and the identity of who is involved is
often obscured by the expected writing style. In the network perspective the focus is on
identifiable actors and the structure of the relationships between them.

The abandonment of a stage-based representation might seem problematic to some.
How else will degrees of achievement be assessed, if there are not different levels of
progress defined in hierarchical terms such as outputs, purpose and goal? There are
however other ways of hierarchically ordering expected achievements. One is very
straightforward and already widely used. That is the use of milestones to describe
specific changes that are expected by a specific point in time.  This could also apply to
expected changes in relationships. The other is to rank order expected changes in
networks of relationships in terms of how local versus global the effects of those
changes are expected to be. In development aid interventions there has been a
continuing concern with achieving change not only locally, but also nationally, not only
nationally but also regionally and globally.

The second way forward is to bring the analysis of what is problematic back into view,
alongside what is planned, and what is actually achieved. This is especially relevant
where a development project is trying to generate knowledge about how to achieve
significant impacts, versus simply delivering them (or at least the outputs) like a
contractor with a focus on the bottom line only. With most uses of the Logical Framework
the prior analysis developed via the use of Problem Trees and the like (if used at all)
drops out of sight as soon as the Logical Framework has been approved. All that
remains of the theory of change is the hard-to-read story line connecting narrative and
assumptions columns. And because the assumptions column is often labelled
“Assumptions and Risks” these become conflated. The column often becomes a rubbish
bin for all the hard bits the project cant manage or does not want to manage. The story
line gets lost. The focus then moves to the “horizontal logic”: are the indicators
appropriate to the narrative statement and were they achieved? Myopia rather than
Utopia.

If analysis of what is problematic is brought back into the picture then evaluators would
need to make two comparisons: (a) between the analysis and the plan, and (b) between
the plan and what is achieved. This might help distinguish between failures caused by
poor implementation versus failures with more structural causes, in the form of faulty
analyses. These are not very distinguishable via the use of the Logical Framework.
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Thirdly, and perhaps most radically, a network perspective suggests a different view of
project objectives. What we have in many settings are networks of objectives, some of
which may be more and less consistent with others. Even in a tightly controlled hierarchy
agreement over objectives cannot be taken as a given. Even more so when we are
looking at networks of organisations across and within the public sector, private sector
and third sector. As most of us already recognise, to get anywhere key actors in a
network need to be enrolled into an agreed understanding of what is problematic and
what should be done. In effect, a strategy has to be grown, and this process is a
continuing one, not just confined to a “design stage”.  In this context agreement over
objectives can therefore be seen as an achievement, and this should be the initial focus
of monitoring and evaluation efforts. Next, we might expect that the more agreement
there is over an objective, relative to others, the more likely that there will be success in
achieving this objective. This view can be tested. Finally, in many network settings
information about the impact of activities undertaken by other actors cannot be
commanded. What we can do instead is examine the availability of particular types of
information as a symptom of the relationships between actors, and their views of what
the priority objectives are.

To be continued….

4.2  Common Interest Networks

This is also a work in progress…. People are connected by ideas and concerns, as well
as events and organisations. Uncovering those linkages may enable people to pursue
those concerns more effectively, through their links with those with shared concerns.

In June 2003 the participants at a REMAPP meeting in London brainstormed a list of
topics related to their individual interests in the general topic (Monitoring and Evaluation
practice within UK NGOs). . This list was then circulated by email to all the list members,
approximately 80 in all, with a request that they each identify the topics that interested
them most, with a 0 to 3 rating. Their responses were then collated in a spreadsheet and
used to generate two network diagrams, all of which were circulated to the respondents.
One diagram showed who was most closely linked to whom, in terms of shared
interests, and the other showed which topics were most closely linked to which, by being
of concern to the same people. The diagram showing topic linkages is shown below, in
Figure 9.

The most central3 topic was chosen to be the focus on the next meeting (“organisational
learning”). At the end of that meeting members then brainstormed a second list of topics
within the area of organisational learning.  A brief email questionnaire has since been
sent out to all REMAPP members asking them which two of the eight brainstormed
topics they are most interested in. The analysis of their responses will be fed back to
members, and may be used as the basis for planning the next meeting. Or it may be
decided to move the focus back out to the second most central topic identified in the first
round.  There is some similarity of this iterated process to that used in the Delphi
technique4, which seeks to develop a consensus forecasts or conclusions of some kind,
from a nominal group of experts, often in different locations. The difference is there is no
                                               
3 Organisational learning, and rights based approaches both had the highest “closeness” score, one measure
of centrality in a network.
4 www.nursing-standard.co.uk/archives/vol13-45/v13w45p3236.pdf
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intention or pressure per se on achieving a consensus, and the nature of the
connections between participants’ views are transparent to all participants.  It is also
much quicker, because of the difference in purpose.

Figure 9: Relationships between topics of interest in the REMAPP group.

An invitation to the Conference participants

1. A form will be circulated to those in the session receiving this paper. Participants are
invited to list down two items of information

• A question they have relating to network perspectives on the evaluation of
development aid interventions (the contents of this paper)

• Their email address

2. This information will be collated and converted into a very simple questionnaire sent to
all those on the list, asking them to:

• Identify the two questions on the collated list of questions they are most
interested in. This may or may not include the question they posed on the
form they completed

3. The responses will be collated and summarised into two forms
• A spreadsheet (matrix, showing who is linked to whom, by shared questions
• Two network diagrams, showing linkages between participants, and linkages

between questions

4. This information will be returned to the participants, but not to anyone else.
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5. Epilogue: This paper within the wider network

It would be ironic in the extreme if this paper on networks did not itself acknowledge the
networks of influences on its contents. My thinking here has been influenced by three
related bodies of theory and research. One is evolutionary epistemology and its
relevance to organisational learning, as spelled out in my thesis on the same subject
(Davies, 1998). Another is a continuing interest in complex adaptive systems (CAS)
research and its potential applications (Kauffman, 1995; Axlerod and Cohen, 1999). The
third is the huge field of social network analysis (Monge and Contractor, 2003), and
related studies into the structure of other forms of networks (Barabasi, 2002), including
the World Wide Web. On the side of practical applications this paper makes use of
experiences from monitoring and evaluation consultancy work in Vietnam, Bangladesh,
Malawi and Ghana, most recently. Associated with the development of this paper is a
new, but still small section on Monitoring and Evaluation NEWS at www.mande.co.uk
dedicated to the evaluation of networks and network perspectives on evaluation.

This paper also has a history. It has developed out of a paper given at the 2002
European Evaluation Society Conference in Seville, on representing theories of change
and subsequent shorter papers on partnerships and networks given at the INTRAC
conference in early 2003 and more recently a PARC seminar.
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