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Presenter biography

Jonathan A. Morell PhD (Jonny) is an organizational psychologist with extensive experience in the theory
and practice of program evaluation. His hands-on evaluation activity has involved safety programs in
industry, the organizational impact of business IT systems, automotive supply chains, health, mental
health, and education. Based on his practical evaluation experience, Jonny has been developing
theoretical contributions to the field involving evaluation methods for programs that exhibit unexpected
behaviors. His views are set out in an article “Why are there unintended consequences of program action,
and what are the implications for doing evaluation?” (American Journal of Evaluation, 2005, 26, 4), and in
his recent book: Evaluation in the Face of Uncertainty: Anticipating Surprise and Responding to the
Inevitable (Guilford, 2010). The concept of “lead time” for detecting incipient program change is an
important concept in his thinking about unexpected behavior, and has led to an interest in the integration
of agent based modeling and traditional program evaluation methods. His approach to this integration is
laid out in: “Integrating Evaluation and Agent-Based Modeling: Rationale and an Example for Adopting
Evidence-Based Practices” (Journal of Multi-disciplinary Evaluation 2010 6, 14). He has also done work on
the use of Lean Six Sigma methods in evaluation. He is editor of the journal Evaluation and Program
Planning. Jonny’'s work has been recognized by the American Evaluation Association, who awarded him
their Paul F. Lazarsfeld Evaluation Theory Award in 2010. Jonny is presently the Director of Evaluation at
the Fulcrum Corporation. More on his work can be found at his website www.jamorell.com, and his blog,
www.evaluationuncertainty.com.
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Evaluation of Unintended Consequences of Development Efforts:
Building Evaluation Capacity in Support of Development and
Democracy

Purpose and Assumptions

The focus of the proposed presentation is methodology to evaluate unanticipated and unintended
consequences of program action. It is based on an evaluation theory and a set of case studies developed
by the presenter.! The specific track for this proposal is “building evaluation capacity”, with an
immediate impact on “development”, and a longer term impact on the “building democracy” element of
the “diplomacy” theme. The proposed presentation is based on two principles.

=  Good evaluation must often depend on maintaining the integrity of an evaluation design over time. For instance,
it may be necessary to interview service recipients within a narrow window of opportunity after they received a
service, or to apply a previously validated scale over a protracted period of time, or to maintain good relations
with program staff so that observations of their work can be made.

= Inorder to assure the integrity of an evaluation’s design, scarce resources are needed to build and maintain an
“evaluation infrastructure”. To continue the previous example, it takes time and effort for evaluators to maintain
a set of agreements with program managers and policy makers, or to develop and validate scales. Once these
resources are used, there is that much less opportunity to adjust the evaluation design in the face of unexpected
program behavior.

These principles are challenged by the fact that the consequences of programs are often different from
what planners expected, and therefore, different from the outcomes that evaluators had planned to
measure. How then, to best maintain the power of an evaluation design and still be responsive to
changing needs? This is the question that the panel will address. As the answer unfolds it will have major
consequences for how research questions are formulated, strategic planning, and program monitoring.
Consequences for question formulation and strategic planning derive from unintended outcomes whose
roots are in narrow conceptualizations of program theory and outcome. Consequences for monitoring
derive from the fact that “lead time” for detecting incipient program change is a critical element in
evaluation response to unanticipated change. Good monitoring can increase lead time.

Unexpected Outcomes in Development and Democracy

The techniques to be advocated are particularly relevant in development settings because programs in
those contexts are extremely prone to outcomes that were not anticipated by planners and policy makers.
This uncertainty exists because development programs often involve rich, tight linkages that affect many
aspects of the systems in which they reside, and also because the environments in which they exist can be
unstable.

The role of unexpected program outcome is particularly important when trying to assess the relationship
between program outcome and democracy because of a mismatch between what is known about the
relationship between democracy and development on the one hand, and the causal path between a
development program and the precursors to democracy on the other. We have a good idea about what
brings about democracy:

! Morell, J. A. (2005). "Why are there unintended consequences of program action, and What Are the Implications for Doing
Evaluation?" American Journal of Evaluation 26(4): 444 - 463
Morell, J. A. (2010). Evaluation_in the Face of Uncertainty: Anticipating Surprise and Responding to the Inevitable. New
York, Guilford.
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The good news, however, is that the conditions conducive to democracy can and do emerge—and the process of
“modernization,” according to abundant empirical evidence, advances them. Modernization is a syndrome of
social changes linked to industrialization. Once set in motion, it tends to penetrate all aspects of life, bringing
occupational specialization, urbanization, rising educational levels, rising life expectancy, and rapid economic
growth. These create a self-reinforcing process that transforms social life and political institutions, bringing
rising mass participation in politics and—in the long run—making the establishment of democratic political
institutions increasingly likely. Today, we have a clearer idea than ever before of why and how this process of
democratization happens.?

From the point of view of program theory and evaluation though, any given development program may
affect any democracy precursor in many ways, not all of which will be foreseen by planners and
evaluators. Moreover, the evaluation challenge is compounded in the typical situation where many
different development programs coexist within the same system boundaries. Finally, given the many
paths and interactions that may develop, the same result may come about through many different paths.
To illustrate:

Example: Difficulty of Relating Programs to the long term goal of promoting democracy

Imagine an overly simple scenario in which two programs are operating, one whose primary goal is job training,
and one that provides affordable cell phone service in rural areas. Again to oversimplify for the sake of
illustration, we may state a program theory for each program. The job training program leads directly to
“occupational specialization”. The cell phone program increases the richness of social contact and the ability of
farmers to peg their prices to world commodity prices. These are reasonable immediate outcomes to expect, and
they do need to be justified (i.e. evaluated) as such. Understanding their consequences for democracy, however
is complicated. One problem is that many possible interactions can take place. Will the richer social networks
make it easier for people to find ways to specialize their work? Will better commaodity pricing allow more
people to take advantage of the job training? Will unequally distributed rising levels of wealth and education
support or upset the existing social structure? Might the changed social structure set in motion its own
undesirable consequences? Any of these outcomes are possible, as are many more that one could conjure with a
little bit more time and imagination. From the point of view of evaluation these uncertain outcomes are
problematic for methodological reasons. Again to take two overly simple examples. What if, after the
evaluation was established, we suspected an unanticipated interaction between occupational specialization and
social relationships? Or, we suspected that agricultural pricing in the location of the cell phone intervention was
having larger scale impact because of its contribution to a tipping point change in a region that was
experiencing the effects of other development programs? Supposing both were occurring and we cared about
their relative impact? The first example is about micro-level short term change. The second is longer term and
larger scale. They may or may not interact. What they have in common is that the original evaluation
infrastructure would be inadequate to determine the state of affairs. Different people would need to be
interviewed. Different statistical data bases would have to be queried. Different data collection timelines would
have to be worked out. Different comparison groups would be needed. None of this is cheap or easy.

2 Inglehart, R. and C. Welzel (2009). "How Development Leads to Democracy: What We Know About Modernization.” Foreign
Affairs 88(2): 33 - 49.



Methods for Evaluating Unintended Program Impact
The approach to be advocated in the proposed presentation is set out in the writing of the presenter, and
can be summarized in the graphic below.

9.4
£ ;

Theo Time frame / Past experience

Forecastina / Monitoring / sttem modeling
Retoolinﬂ theog / Agile methodology / Data choices

= There is a continuum that ranges from events that “could reasonably be foreseen” to those that are
impossible to predict because they emanate from the operations of complex systems.

= Different evaluation tools are differentially useful at different points along this continuum. For
instance applying diverse program theories is particularly useful for anticipating outcomes,
monitoring and evaluation for early detection of unexpected change, and multiple data sources to
make the evaluation more capable of measuring a wider range of program behavior.

= Itis impossible to deal with all eventualities, but there are ways to “chip away” at the problem and by
so doing to make evaluation more robust in the face of program change.

= Any design choice to make an evaluation more robust in the face of change carries its own potentially
negative consequences. Thus choices have to be made carefully. For instance the resources needed to
maintain multiple data sources may diminish resources for interaction with stakeholders, or effort
devoted to analysis.

Scope of the Presentation

We request 1 hour and 15 minutes. During this limited time the presentation will present a high level
overview of the material outlined above. The objective will be to leave the attendees with a sense of why
evaluation capacity should include sensitivity to the problem of unintended consequences, and will
demonstrate that techniques are available for doing so. For instructional reasons the session will begin
with several specific examples of development evaluations that encountered unintended program
outcomes, and will then take a step back to provide perspective on how the topic can be dealt with in a
systematic fashion.
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