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Theory-based evaluations have helped open the ‘black box’ of programmes.
An account is offered of the evolution of this persuasion, through the works
of Chen and Rossi, Weiss, and Pawson and Tilley. In the same way as the
‘theory of change’ approach to evaluation has tackled the complexity of
integrated and comprehensive programmes at the community level, it is
suggested that a theory-oriented approach based on the practice of realistic
cumulation be developed for dealing with the vertical complexity of
multi-level governance.
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Black Boxes and Evaluation Deficits
Since its inception with the ‘War on Poverty’ programmes in the US, evaluation
has been plagued with the ‘black box’ problem. The black box is the space
between the actual input and the expected output of a programme. Moved by
the need to tackle serious social problems, programme designers often gloss over
what is expected to happen, the how and why, when an input is put in place; and
evaluations do the same concentrating on measuring outputs, whilst attributing
the observed difference to the input. All this is hardly informative for a policy
design wishing to build upon previous experience. However, for a long time
evaluations have coexisted with black box programmes, and have tried to cope
with similar shortcomings by developing sophisticated methods for measuring
the distance between objectives and results.
Nowadays the evaluation community has become more and more concerned
with the challenge of how to understand ‘what works better for whom in what
circumstances, and why’ (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) to improve policy decisions
and public sector practice. Theory-oriented approaches reproach the previous,
method-oriented approaches for being ineffective, given their inability (or
unwillingness) to ‘open the black box’. In recent times, theory-oriented
approaches have flourished, most notably of the ‘theories of change’ kind
(Kubisch et al., 1995), with respect to the evaluation of complex programmes.
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And while the black box of programmes is being opened, a further missing
dimension is moving centre-stage: the ‘evaluation deficit’ at state and EU levels.1
The evaluation deficit refers to the unsatisfactory situation in which most evaluations, conducted at local and other sub-national levels, provide the kind of information (on output) that does not immediately inform an analysis of effects and
impacts at higher levels, i.e. whether global objectives have been met. Or
conversely, impact assessment is not corroborated by an understanding of the
working of programmes. Consequently, evaluations are under-utilized or not
utilized at all. Although this has not been diagnosed as a black box problem, the
vertical predicament shares many points in common: generalizations are not
easily drawn and it is not clear how lessons learned at the local level can be useful
at the higher level. There is an even more striking similarity: the issue keeps
being tackled as if it were either a matter of a lack of government capacity or of
bad quality evaluations in terms of methods.
The aim of this article is to explore whether it would be possible to deal with
the evaluation deficit at the EU and state level by utilizing the experience of
theory-based evaluation at the programme level. The article is divided into two
parts. The first part examines the way theory-oriented approaches have tackled
the black box problem at the programme level. The second part highlights the
problem of the evaluation deficit and tries to understand how current ideas
stemming from the theory-oriented movement can contribute solutions. This
part will draw also on personal experience in evaluating the European
Community Initiative ‘Urban’.

Method v. Theory
Evaluation was born when the first programmes of the US War on Poverty were
launched. Yet, its relationship to programmes is still far from being settled.
Programmes encompass actions with desired outcomes. Although the latter are
shaped by values, programmes present themselves as the best way to reach those
outcomes, hence as ‘rational’ actions, unfolding along a chain of ‘objectives –
means (inputs) – outcomes’. At the same time, policy makers do not adopt
programmes solely because of theories tested by social researchers. They also
follow their own bias, opinion-polls, assumptions, and the fad of the moment,
which it is taken for granted will work. Of course, the situation is not always so
bad. The accumulation of knowledge about the working of programmes has
increased the chances of good programmes being repeated and of bad ones being
improved: the spread of ‘integrated’ programmes, and of ‘flexible’ procedures is
witness to this.
The ‘original sin’ of mainstream evaluation (that with a positivist imprint) lies
in choosing to play a low-key role. Neither wanting to enter into the ‘value’
problem (thanks to a value-free stance), not wanting to discuss the theoretical
implications of programmes, evaluators have concentrated their efforts on
developing a methodology for verifying the internal validity (causality) and
external validity (generalization) of programmes.2 No wonder so much energy
has been spent not only in developing evaluative methods in general (the pride
of the profession), but methods suited to test programmes framed in that way,
59

05 043135 (bc/t)

2/4/04

3:18 pm

Page 60

Evaluation 10(1)
i.e. randomized experimental designs3 that, according to Chen and Rossi
(1989: 301) ‘fail to formally or explicitly specify theory’.4
There were several consequences of this low-key inception of programme
evaluation.
1. Not discussing programme theories amounted to warranting programmes
with ‘absolute rationality’ (assuming that needs are known, decision makers
are informed about the risks and opportunities implied in each option,
decisions are taken with the aim of maximizing the gains from existing
resources) at a time when most policy analysis had accepted bounded
rationality and incrementalism as its new paradigm (Etzioni, 2001).5
2. If programmes could be regarded as ‘rational actions’, then politics was
seen as a disturbance or interference and the political context itself never
became an object of inquiry.
3. Concentrating on verifying the validity of programmes whose theoretical
implications were not questioned, led evaluators to believe that the
outcome of evaluation would be ‘instrumental’ use: saying that something
worked or did not work. This provided the commissioner with a clear
answer about ‘go/no go’ and the decision maker would then follow suit.
Why did evaluators dismiss their responsibility as social scientists even in a
country where the pragmatist tradition of Dewey was still widespread?6 Homage
to a badly understood idea of practice? A too strict separation from other disciplines (like policy analysis, organization theory, etc.) thanks to an ill-conceived
idea of disciplinary specialization?
Indeed these issues were discussed even before the emergence of theoryoriented approaches.7 ‘Responsive evaluation’ (Stake, 1980), ‘fourth generation’
evaluation (Guba and Lincoln, 1989), and the ‘reformist’ approach of Cronbach
et al. (1980), have all in their own way addressed the search for generalization,
and have advocated that evaluations should consider the context in which
programmes are enacted, and the different interests and views of stakeholders.
For his part, Scriven proposed that evaluations should be ‘goal-free’, and his ‘logic
of evaluation’ reintroduced values, in a pragmatic fashion.8 It is true however,
that, for different reasons, none of them thought programme theory crucial: they
have mainly fought against positivist approaches on methodological grounds.9
And here enters theory. Theory-oriented evaluations present themselves as a
new wave vis-à-vis method-oriented evaluations. In this new wave, what changes
is the attitude toward methods. There are no more paradigm wars that are immobilizing the field; nor contention about pre-planned multi-method evaluations.
All methods can have merit when one puts the theories that can explain a
programme at the centre of the evaluation design. No method is seen as the ‘gold
standard’. Theories should be made explicit, and the evaluation steps should be
built around them: by elaborating on assumptions; revealing causal chains; and
engaging all concerned parties in this exercise. It is expected that theory-oriented
evaluations will help build capacities in the public sector, and educate the public
to have a better understanding – and mastery – of the political process in which
programmes unfold.
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No Theory, Many Theories, and Actors
Theory-oriented approaches, in their turn, have taken different paths, and have
addressed the black box problem from different angles.
Chen and Rossi: theory-driven evaluation Chen and Rossi, who first raised the
flag of theory-driven evaluations in 1980, have proposed a kind of manifesto
(1989), whose main tenet is that black box programmes are such because they
have ‘no theory’, goals are unclear, and measures are false, with the result that
evaluations are ‘at best social accounting studies that enumerate clients, describe
programs and sometimes count outcomes’ (1989: 299). The black box is an empty
box. And theory-driven evaluations should provide such programmes with,
among other things, good social science theory. The manifesto goes on providing
steps to be followed in an evaluation: studying treatment; discussing stakeholders’ and evaluators’ views on outcomes; examining why and how a programme
fares as it does (following both normative and causal theories).
The thrust is more to provide a programme’s missing theory than to discuss
the way programmes exist in the world of politics. In this way, it seems that the
absence of theory is seen to account for the usual way politics works; and that
the deficit of politics could be corrected by a strong dose of social science theory.
In this way, evaluation could make positive suggestions to policy makers and
programmes would then work better.
Carol Weiss: theory-based evaluation (TBE) Weiss has addressed the problem
in a different way. Programmes are necessarily confused because of the way
decision making takes place; hence, insisting on aiming for ‘instrumental’ use is
pointless. Rather, evaluators should come to terms with the way decisions are
made, and try to influence decision making in a more indirect way. Good programme theory is not theory that is unaffected by politics, but a good theory of
how politics works in practice. Hence, Weiss’s warning: ‘evaluation is a rational
activity in a political environment’ (Weiss, 1987). Weiss has pursued this insight
in many different, and path breaking, ways: her interest in the multiple relationships between research and politics; her attention to evaluation utilization, and
her understanding of cognitive use as something that is eventually conducive to
better programmes.10 It is only recently however that she has taken these arguments so far as to compare Campbell unfavourably to Lindblom and March – a
stance that could be considered anathema by most evaluators. She has written
(Weiss, 2000a) that Lindblom and March, with their theories of ‘muddling
through’ and incrementalism, did more for evaluation than Campbell, the father
of all methodologists.
Contrary to Chen and Rossi, then, for Weiss programmes do have theories,
although as confused as a level of muddling through permits. The black box is
full of many theories. She calls them ‘theories of change’ (Weiss, 1995): they take
the form of assumptions, tacit understandings, etc.: often more than one for the
same programme. In a remarkable effort (Weiss, 1995: 74), she lists seven
assumptions, and many more sub-assumptions, that could underlie a programme
on the provision of services in comprehensive community initiatives. There are
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also the many ideas that implementers, stakeholders and concerned parties have
about how the programme should work. All these ‘theories’ have to be brought
to light in order to reach a consensus on which deserve to be tested (Weiss, 2000b).
In this way, Weiss suggests how to make programme theories the kernel of
evaluation. Theories of change have two components: ‘implementation theory’,
which forecasts in a descriptive way the steps to be taken in the implementation
of the programme; and ‘programmatic theory’, based on the mechanisms that
make things happen. ‘The mechanism of change is not the program activities per
se, but the response that the activities generate’ (1997: 46). TBE should make
these mechanisms clear, break down a programme in its subsequent mechanisms,
and use data of different kinds to test them. In that way, TBE helps generate
new theories.
Pawson and Tilley: realistic evaluation A further attack on method-oriented
evaluation comes from Pawson and Tilley’s ‘realistic evaluation’. The characteristic of this approach is to stress what the components of a good programme
theory should be: context (C) and mechanism (M), which account for outcome
(O). Evaluation is based on the CMO configuration. Programmes are seen as the
opportunities that an agent, situated inside structures and organizations, can
choose to take, and the outcomes will depend on how the mechanism that is supposed to be at work will be enacted in a given context. Mechanisms are not infinite
in number, and programmes can be grouped in relation to the mechanisms
around which they are built (naming and shaming, incentives, etc.). Nor are contexts limitless, but vary according to certain characteristics (density, marginality,
etc.). Contexts and mechanisms are part of middle-range theories.
. . . the basic idea of middle-range theory is that these propositions do not have to be
developed de novo on the basis of local wisdom in each investigation. Rather they are
likely to have a common thread running through them traceable to [a] more abstract
analytic frameworks [. . .]. (Pawson and Tilley, 1997: 123–4)11

According to Pawson and Tilley, the problem of the ‘black box’, and of the
failure of experimental designs of evaluation in opening it, lies in the ‘successionist’ theory of causality on which experiments are based. According to this,
we cannot know why something changes, but only that something has changed
from status ‘a’ (without stimulus, without programme) to status ‘b’ (with
stimulus, with programme) in a given case. And that is why it is so difficult to
say whether the change can be attributed to the programme. The realist approach
is based on a ‘generative’ theory of causality: it is not programmes that make
things change, it is people, embedded in their context who, when exposed to
programmes, do something to activate given mechanisms, and change (Pawson
and Tilley, 1997: 32–4). So the mystery of the black box is unveiled: people inhabit
it. This makes for a completely different design of evaluation. The evaluator elaborates how the mechanism could work in a given context and asks the people
who could know about it to provide evidence. Different views are not obtained
through consensus (as for Weiss) but through ‘adjudication’, a judicial metaphor
for establishing what may be more worthy.
62

05 043135 (bc/t)

2/4/04

3:18 pm

Page 63

Stame: Theory-based Evaluation and Types of Complexity
Summing up, there are differences and similarities among theory-oriented
approaches. Among their similarities, theory-oriented approaches:
• base the evaluation on an account of what may happen, as understood by
actors and/or interpreted by evaluators: values are accounted for in the way
they help frame the actors’ views, and are not ignored;
• consider programmes in their context, which includes actors’ environments
(embeddedness) and public service culture and behaviour;
• utilize all methods that might be suitable, without privileging any one of
them, and without depending on them;
• are clearly committed to internal validity (they indeed look for causality),
but nonetheless allow for comparisons across different situations.
The differences refer to the role attributed to theory. For Chen and Rossi good
theories should substitute for no theory; for Weiss, better theories should substitute bad ones; for Pawson and Tilley, theories become good thanks to what actors
do about them. Another difference refers to the role of context: in realist evaluation this means the sociological characteristics of an environment; the other
authors conceive it as contingent.

Complexity and Multi-level Governance
Theory-oriented evaluations have helped open the black box of programmes and
break the resistance of method-oriented evaluations. The latter were often
requested by commissioners who did not want the programme’s assumptions to
be questioned, and were performed by evaluators who had found their niche in
methodological expertise. Theory-oriented evaluations began to be used with
‘simple’ programmes, where they helped clarify that either programme theories
were ‘too simple’ (when the black box hid a mono-causal theory that proved to
be wrong), or that there was something good in programmes that had yet to
become apparent Indeed this happened often, because people have ideas about
how to turn programmes to their own advantage, in their own context.
Recently theory-oriented evaluations have flowered under new conditions:
where ‘complex’ programmes were being implemented, and commissioners were
aware of the failure of so called gold standard methods. Weiss (1995) argues that
when it is not possible to do experiments, TBE can be sufficiently compelling.
The Aspen Institute Roundtable on Comprehensive Community Initiatives
(Kubisch et al., 1995) has been able to offer a new platform for theory-based
evaluations, in a version of ‘theories of change’ evaluation that follows on from
the work of Weiss.12
But what exactly is ‘complexity’, and how can theory-oriented evaluation cope
with it? In a sense, it is reality that is complex because:
• it is stratified, and actors are embedded in their own contexts; and
• each aspect that may be examined and dealt with by a programme is multifaceted.
Therefore it is always difficult to say whether a single input (an incentive, a
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service) caused a given output: an input never works alone. This is however,
rarely considered in programmes that often ignore the simplest propositions of
social science, and treat each programme aspect separately. Take the relationship between the individual, the family and the community.13 Programmes
address one or other aspect, but rarely take into consideration that individuals,
families and communities may be in relationships of conflict, that there is a
dynamic between them.14
Now we turn to the main issue: the complexity of programmes. Since policy
makers have realized that reality is complex, ‘integrated’ programmes have been
designed – in which people are expected to act in partnerships and networks –
that tackle various aspects of a problem simultaneously. Typically, a community
programme has economic, social, health and education components. Complex
programmes aim at creating ‘synergies’ that will produce results that single
initiatives would not have brought about in isolation. This is the philosophy
behind most of the Comprehensive Community Initiatives in the US,15 of
Communities That Care and joined-up government in the UK (Sullivan et al.,
2002), or the law for integrated social services in Italy (law 382/00). There are
many implementers (public, private, third sector), different beneficiaries, and
different activities of the same beneficiaries, brought together in ‘partnerships’.
There is yet another kind of complexity, given that integrated programmes are
implemented within a system of multi-level governance. The European Structural Funds, or similar European programmes are an example of this. This
system is consistent with ideas of the New Public Management, especially ‘principal/agent theory’. According to this, the ‘implementer-agent’ pursuing his/her
own interests acts in such a way as to do what the ‘government-principal’ aimed
at, but had not the information to plan, nor the competence to implement.
National governments, or the EU, encompass diverse constituencies – even the
most detailed planning could not take account of local specificities, and preferences. So at the higher levels (EU and national governments) goals are set,
objectives are articulated (for which indicators are sought) and public resources
allocated; but means or ways of attaining results are not anticipate. Recently
Romano Prodi, the President of the EC, said: ‘the Commission states goals, it
does not state means’, implying that means are up to nation states, thanks to
decentralization. It is local authorities that in their turn decide upon operational
programmes, distributing resources to given sectors of intervention, and
choosing actions to be implemented among those for which projects had been
submitted.
This multi-level system means governments can hand over the delivery of
many services to non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or other third-sector
groups. It may allow good local projects to come forward, but can also result in
project implementers at the local level proposing a kind of activity they are
already competent at, or are used to, but that is not necessarily good for the
overall programme purpose. And it is up to the decentralized planning system
(and to evaluation) to show whether those activities fit inside a given goal-axis,
i.e. whether they have a bearing on general goals, or are just undertaken in the
interests of the implementer.
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Taken together, one could say that integrated programmes deal with complexity at a given level of the hierarchy, while multi-level governance deals with the
hierarchy itself. If what mattered in integrated programmes was ‘synergy’, what
matters in vertical complexity is ‘subsidiarity’, meaning that the higher level does
not do what the lower levels can do. In the former case, evaluation will assess
what characteristics of what partnerships have worked better, and why. In the
latter case, evaluation will assess the roles of the different levels.16 Subsidiarity,
after all, is not a steady state, but a mutual relationship, that needs to be actively
implemented if one is to elicit the latent potentialities of beneficiaries and
programme operators, and thus contribute to global goals.17
The problem with multi-level governance is that while this system has been
conceived of as a ‘rational’ device (it is more convenient to leave the details to
the lower level implementers), it admits an even larger black box than the old
programmes. Now goals can be obtained in many different ways, and there may
be as many ways of filling the black box. Two main problems become relevant
here.
• How can changes that occurred at the global level (i.e. in the score of indicators of objectives) be attributed to the effectiveness of any programme, if
there were so many different programmes, and if programmes were integrated?
• How can outcomes be attributed to partners at a given layer, if so many
actors were involved in an action?
These are typical problems of micro, meso and macro relationships, for which
explanatory theories have to be worked out.18

Multi-level Governance and Multiple Hierarchies
Contrary to what happens with integrated programmes, in multi-level governance programme planners and evaluation commissioners have not yet become
familiar with theory-oriented evaluation approaches. Vertical links have been
variously taken into account, for example through:
• multi-layered institutional arrangements for commissioning evaluations;
and
• evaluation guidelines proposing ways of dealing with causality.
My contention is that the former do not help the circulation of knowledge needed
for assessing success along the vertical dimension, and the latter are unable to
deal with this kind of complexity.
To take the institutional arrangements first. EU Structural Funds are evaluated through a vertical, multi-layered evaluation architecture (EU, 2000). At the
EU level, ex post evaluations are contracted out to independent evaluators who,
presumably, will be asked to assess what changes took place in score of indicators
of global objectives (global impacts). At the state level, evaluations are
contracted out to independent evaluators and whose main focus is on attainment
of intermediate impacts, and performance on process indicators. At the local
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level, nothing is officially stated, but it is assumed that the implementation of
single projects is monitored, and self-evaluation will assess outputs. Each level is
self-contained; evaluations take place at different times, and are performed by
different professionals with different methods. There is a risk that the findings
at each level are not communicated upwards or downwards, such that it may be
hard to attribute outcomes or impacts to any one actor or mechanism.
The aim of the best known guidelines for the evaluation of the EU Structural
Funds, the MEANS guides (vol. 1: 93–5) is to take the complexity of multi-level
governance into account. There is an attempt to understand causal links, through
the combination of the ‘hierarchy of objectives’ and of the ‘logical diagram of
expected impacts’ (MEANS, 1999, vol. 1: 93–5), and a search for generalizability, via ‘best practices’.
The ‘hierarchy of objectives’ works top-down, and de-composes global objectives at the higher level into specific objectives of lower levels, cascade-like. The
‘logical diagram of expected impacts’ works bottom-up and re-composes the
results obtained at the lower level of interventions to the higher level of global
impacts.19 Evaluations are expected to find out how single projects implemented
at the local level fit into this ‘ladder’. What is proposed is the articulation of the
official programme theory into a series of virtuous linear chains linking the
results of a local intervention, its effects on the performance of a national
programme, and the latter’s contribution to the impact of EU policies. ‘Best practices’ in their turn are ways of acting at a local level that are proposed as models
for generalizations in a further virtuous and linear chain.
How do these approaches address the problem of ‘establishing goals not
means’? It can be argued that they allow for two alternatives: either the evaluator is only concerned to measure global impacts, regardless how they are
attained, or s/he has to find out how results can be attributed to different means.
If evaluators concentrate on objectives, they will measure the situation over
time, and will be bound to assume that improvements (if there were any) are
attributable to the global impact of total monies spent, and not attributable to
specific interventions. In this case, however, no practice (neither the ‘best’ nor
the ‘worst’) can be considered responsible for the impact. This is, by the way, the
alternative that fits best with the institutional arrangements that we have
described above.
If, on the contrary, the evaluator considers that what is important is to know
how impact has been attained and why, s/he is bound to consider that means
(what Vedung [1998] calls the policy instruments) are relevant. Evaluation is then
concerned with different ways of reaching objectives, and tries to judge which
policy instruments, in isolation or in combination, and in what sequence, are
better suited to the actors situated in given contexts.20 It will not be possible to
identify one single linear chain, or establish best practices. Rather, global policy
impacts will be the result of the mix of policy instruments, to be accounted for
in their combination and sequence.
Take the example of services for employment. The hierarchy of objectives
could be seen to work as follows. The European objective is to raise the employment rate; the state passes a law for the creation of new Employment Centers;
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local agencies deliver ‘orientation’ services to the unemployed based on knowledge of the labour market. The logical diagram of expected results, in its turn,
works as follows. These services are supposed to improve the chances of being
employed (employability), in order to create a better matching between demand
and supply, which in its turn should favour employment. But will it operate the
same way everywhere? Since each location has a different labour market (tight
or loose; a balance of manual/clerical jobs offered or demanded; the
presence/absence of an informal or irregular economy), the impact of raising the
employment rate can be brought about in different ways. There will be a combination of activities and implementation pathways, and different ‘partnerships’
will be created in each case, with more or less tight links. What is at stake at the
global level, is the appropriateness of the mechanisms utilized in the different
contexts to reach consistent effects that can fulfill the global objective of raising
the employment rate. So, unless the evaluation works out a theory of why something works better or worse in any given context, and the opposite in other
contexts, it is meaningless to aggregate the global data of employment and
declare the programme a success or failure depending on whether impacts were
close to expectations. Nor is any best practice identifiable in terms of how a
center is organized, or of whether it fulfils legal requirements, as if all the situations were alike, only some better and some worse along the same dimension.21
This leads us to models and best practices that are proposed as ways of generalizing local results across the board: in other words, what is proposed is to do
the same things everywhere. There is a misplaced belief in ‘best’ as an absolute
concept, one propose for all, while what we would need is something ‘better’, i.e.
relative to particular situations (See Patton, 2001; Perrin, 2003). Furthermore,
what is proposed is some ‘thing’ (an activity or a product), that can be compared,
and not the actions and reactions that any situated actor may deem appropriate
to a given mechanism offered by a programme. Instead, we need to compare
different situations in order to understand why what fits in one case does not fit
elsewhere, and vice versa. Such comparison, of course, would allow for better
understanding of existing alternatives and the replication of examples that might
appeal to the situation and favour flexible adaptation.
Take, for instance, micro-credit as a way to alleviate poverty. Many are now
familiar with the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh (Yunus, 1999), and micro-credit
has become a recipe for poverty alleviation everywhere. But it is rarely acknowledged that what made for the success of that experience was that poor Muslim
women, working at home, were more responsible than their husbands, and that
their morality pushed them to repay the debt, thus putting in place a real credit
system, based on trust and co-operation. Where these conditions do not hold,
micro-credit will be considered yet another subsidy, that people react to in a
different way according to their own contexts. In those circumstances, other
kinds of devices should be envisaged to foster trust and co-operation, before
micro-credit is introduced.
In summary then, logical diagrams and best practices are attempts to utilize a
theory of action that falls short of coping with the complexity of multi-level
governance, because they do not address the crucial element of multiple means
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to reach given goals. For this purpose, we propose instead to turn to theoryoriented evaluation. Weiss’s theory-based evaluation offers to test the many
theories of different implementers and stakeholders in similar situations. This
could help investigate the way means are chosen and implemented in order to
attain the desired goals. Pawson and Tilley’s matrix of middle-range theory
suggests finding a theory that can cope with the different outcomes of similar
mechanisms. We refer in particular to the authors’ concept of ‘realistic cumulation’ (Pawson and Tilley, 1997: 117), now expanded in Pawson’s ‘realist synthesis’ (Pawson, 2002). According to the latter, evaluation should not set to itself
‘the task of discovering whether a set of programmes works and ‘aggregating’
the results’, rather its task is to ‘test, refine and adjudicate the middle-range
theories’. It is a process of abstraction, by which ‘we move from one specific
empirical case to a general theory and back to another case, and so on. What are
transferable between cases are not lumps of data, but set of ideas’ (Pawson and
Tilley, 1997: 120). Sticking to our examples, evaluation should give to itself the
task of demonstrating what employability mechanisms work in different ways for
different labour market situations, how credit mechanisms work for different
constituencies, and how different policy instruments could be combined for such
situations.
It is clear that all this requires that the various institutional evaluation levels
communicate among each other. If the institutional levels of evaluation do not
communicate, it is impossible to relate outcome to impacts, or lower level
programme results to higher level goals. If, however, they do communicate, it
will be clear that many more alternatives exist than linear, virtuous, best practice,
and evaluation has to account for them all.

Evaluating the ‘Urban’ programme
In this section, I will present a personal experience of the evaluation of a
programme implemented inside a system of multi-level governance. It is a story
of a voyage toward theory-oriented approaches, and a realization that for each
step taken at the lower level, a counterpart at the higher level was needed and
even now is missing.
The ‘Urban’ programme is a European Community Initiative, which promotes
complex programmes similar to what are called ‘Comprehensive Community
Initiatives’. It is aimed at reducing social exclusion in urban areas by integrated
projects of social inclusion in such different areas as urban infrastructure, health,
education, employment and citizenship. It is run by the state, and money is allocated to local government which chooses an area among those eligible by reason
of high scores on indicators of exclusion and which then contracts-out projects
which may be urban, physical, economic or social (including education and
health).
Having worked as the co-ordinator of a project called ‘observatory of social
initiatives’22 in the Urban programme implemented in Rome (in the Tor Bella
Monaca neighborhood), I and my colleagues started asking how the various
projects fitted into the whole programme, i.e. how specific project objectives
related to global goals. As we used to ask ‘what has the toy-library got to do with
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inclusion?’.23

social
Indeed, we spontaneously started with the ‘hierarchy of
objectives’ framework in mind.
To our dismay, we soon realized that nothing of the kind was expected in the
evaluation architecture on which the programme insisted.24 The risk of vertical
non-communication was serious. Being located at the project level, we were
expected to deal only with outputs (activities, courses, meetings, etc.). There was
surprise when we started asking the implementers questions that referred to the
hierarchy of objectives (‘why are you doing what you do?’ ‘What happens when
you do it?’ ‘What is it that you consider a good result?’) or to the integration
between same-level projects (‘what do you do best in co-ordination with other
actors, that you could not do alone?’). At the beginning most implementers
thought they were right in just being interested in running their toy-library, their
laboratory on school attendance, their day-centre for disadvantaged people.
They did not consider they were contributing to social inclusion. After all,
according to the principal/agent theory they work in their own interests, why
should they bother with what the programme wants to attain?25 They expected
to be evaluated for their own work with their own beneficiaries, not for the cooperative effort nor for contributing to the area’s social inclusion. If they were
carrying out their (local) ‘practice’, why should they bother with any (higherlevel) ‘theory’?
We decided to exploit as much of the knowledge that we were extracting from
the local situation as we could, following theory-oriented approaches. We
followed Weiss in distinguishing between implementation theory and programmatic theory. We realized that the operators might be familiar with implementation theory (which speaks to their activity) but not with programmatic theory
(which speaks of the results of that activity), although they had many ideas about
the latter. So, we started questioning the programme theory as it was written in
documents, and we compared it with the theories held by implementers and
stakeholders, and with what we ourselves were beginning to think.
The ‘official’ Urban programme theory offers two examples of logical
diagrams of expected impacts. The first is a typical black box programme, indeed
a ‘complex black box’. Social exclusion is defined as a multi-dimensional problem
because poverty overlaps with educational deficits, with personal disadvantage,
drug addiction, etc. Hence, integrated programmes are called for to attack simultaneously the same area from multiple perspectives. The second is a mono-causal
explanation: in poor neighborhoods, the cost of services is so high that local
municipalities have withdrawn from them so that firms went away and jobs
disappeared. If services were reintroduced by the programme, jobs will again be
available thus recreating conditions for a healthy life.26
These pieces of theory, however, did not seem to properly account for what
was going on. First of all, to describe the situation. It was clear that social indicators did not offer a fair picture of the area, which was very diverse. It was true
that in some high-rise public housing, where it had been easier to get in if a handicapped person was a family member, there were concentrations of disadvantage.
But other areas were better off, and the real challenge was how to bring the
different sections of the neighborhood closer. Some projects were aimed at one
69

05 043135 (bc/t)

2/4/04

3:18 pm

Page 70

Evaluation 10(1)
or other part of the population, and this might have aroused the jealousy of the
part not involved.
Then, it was not clear how converging attacks on social exclusion could be
successful, nor what they could produce. Every implementer was thinking of
his/her own small target. However, each of them had ideas about what they were
doing, and many other insights came out during the interviews and the focus
groups we held with them. There was a clear understanding that collaboration
between different groups was indeed possible, even if it was not taking place.
Collaboration could work well under certain conditions: among third sector
implementers only in very specific and serious cases; between local public
servants (in the schools or in the local health agency) and third-sector implementers in cases in which a specific competence was needed by local public
servants (e.g. in deciding whom to admit to day-centres). During the evaluation,
people felt confident to develop their ideas about networking and collaboration,
starting from what they thought were the positive points of their own actions.
As for the ‘monocausal theory’, it was simply ignored. There was no speculation about jobs returning in the future, as a path to social integration. Indeed,
this piece of theory did not fit the local situation. There had never been jobs to
loose, or – more likely – there were many irregular jobs, not accounted for by
the official theory.
The prospect of a socially integrated future (the expected impact), however,
is a more serious question, because it has to do with the long term, but everybody saw that there would not be any long term: the programme lasted three
years, and it was clear that after this period most of the services would disappear. So we started inquiring about sustainability of the programme which led to
a further surprise. When something was seen as a good outcome, people did not
want to loose it. They organized in order to keep it going, sometimes in a cooperative way. We felt this very important in developing theories of empowerment.
We have come to fill the black box of the programme in a participatory way,
by identifying ways of obtaining synergies, and mechanisms that had worked at
least in a single project.27 Among these mechanisms were:
• doing instead of getting: if a climate of trust is created between people, civil
servants or NGO operators, then people do not blame absent services, but
work together with the public sector to make them work (e.g. the employment centre);
• learning basics and trying it alone: people are taught basic technicalities,
and then apply it to whatever situation they see the need (e.g. the rights
centre)
• favouring mediation: working in group helps develop mediation capacities
in places where individualism and conflict are endemic (e.g. the centre for
disabled people and the multi-cultural educational laboratory)
• being pulled along: when something is felt to be good, then other people
not directly involved want to take part in it.
Now, turning to the evaluation architecture, what will happen to these
70

05 043135 (bc/t)

2/4/04

3:18 pm

Page 71

Stame: Theory-based Evaluation and Types of Complexity
findings? Will they be utilized in evaluating the whole programme? The terms
of reference required that they be diffused (which has been done, in a proper
publication: Urban Sottoprogramma Roma, 2001), but this does not mean that
they will be assimilated in any way, nor that there is any guarantee that they will
climb up in the programme’s evaluation ladder.
At the level of national government, evaluation is managed by the Ministry of
Public Works which has contracted it out to an independent evaluator.28 Regardless of the so-called ‘integrated policy’, this is because public works of renovation and infrastructure building take the lion’s share of these programmes. At
the EU level, where the goals are stated and resources are allocated to states,
there will be an ex post evaluation, undertaken by independent evaluators. What
will it do? Assess the state of indicators of exclusion/inclusion? Count new jobs
and consider them as an indicator of a good level of living, as the official
programme theory would suggest?
Data on course attendance, number of actions taken, or square meters of
public space improved, taken from various sites in Italy may be added up; some
‘best practices’ may be described (indeed even from Tor Bella Monaca there will
be some examples). However an evaluation deficit is the least that can be
expected if the evaluation system does not incorporate the most valuable results
that can be found on mechanisms of improvement in collective life, and in
collaboration between the public sector and the third sector.

Conclusion: How Can Theory-based Approaches Help
Remove the Evaluation Deficit?
While theory-based approaches have helped open the black box of ‘complex’
programmes at a community level, programmes enacted through multi-level
governance seem to suffer from a double kind of evaluation deficit: on the one
side, under-utilization of lower level evaluations and, on the other, impact assessments unable to offer an explanation of why and how outcomes occurred.
This situation stems from the difficulty of reconciling a system of planning
according to which the higher level seeks ‘goals not means’ with the search for
linear causality chains and ‘best practices’. Indeed, ‘stating goals not means’ is a
way of coping with the complexity of reality, and of allowing each context to fully
exploit its own abilities to move toward the accomplishment of global goals.
Evaluation should match this by comparing the use of various means and assessing the way they worked in different contexts.
Theory-based evaluation approaches offer some clues to address this set of
problems. Considering the beneficiaries of programmes as actors situated in a
stratified reality in which they will act and react, theory-based approaches allow
for different ways of conceiving how particular means and policy instruments will
work to produce good outcomes. The latter should not therefore be seen as the
result of the homogeneous implementation of some practice, nor should they be
added up, to establish who fared well, who fared average and who fared the
worst. Instead, the higher policy level should have the ability to recognize the
potentialities of the lower levels, and of admitting to a multiplicity of means to
be adapted to any given situation.
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But the adoption of approaches like these would be meaningless, if institutional evaluation hierarchies like the one existing for evaluating Structural
Funds programmes were not rethought. Given the separation between evaluation levels, theories emerged in the delivery of a programme do not bear on the
understanding of effects and impacts up the ladder. It is more than a simple lack
of communication. It is as if what actors have decided to do were not relevant to
understanding how global impacts are achieved.

Notes
An earlier draft of this article was presented at the Fifth Conference of the European
Evaluation Society at Seville. I have benefited from the comments that were offered there,
especially by Elliot Stern, Petri Virtanen, Mauro Palumbo and Tassos Bougas. Thanks are
also due to two anonymous referees who generously commented.
1. I take this definition from the programme of a conference on evaluating local development organized by OECD/LEED, Vienna, November 2002.
2. Scriven originally raised this point. His pragmatist approach proposed goal-free evaluation in which a judgement was reached on criteria decided upon by stakeholders with
the evaluator’s contribution (see Scriven, 1993). On the fact–value dichotomy, see
House (2001: 313).
3. Of course, not all evaluations of the method persuasion were of an experimental type;
more often they were simply descriptive, and limited to some technical device. But
although rarely achieved, the experimental model remained the standard.
4. However, one could contrast Chen and Rossi’s criticism with Campbell’s idea of
discarding ‘plausible rival hypothesis’ (Campbell, 1988).
5. There are mixed feelings about evaluation among policy analysts. Some policy
analysts (Regonini, 2002) feel that evaluation can only account for the ‘top down’
approach and would reserve the ‘bottom up’ approach for themselves. Other policy
analysts, among them the spokesmen for the implementation approach, include evaluation in the process of implementation (see Wildavsky, 1993: 213; Mazmanian and
Sabatier, 1983: 9).
6. For an interesting debate about this, see Snider (2000). I discussed this in Stame
(2001a).
7. I use the term ‘theory-oriented evaluation’ as a conventional way to group the three
approaches I am considering, and I leave other expressions to those who invented
them: ‘theory-driven evaluation’ to Chen and Rossi, ‘theory-based evaluation’ to
Weiss. For an account of different evaluation approaches see Stame (1998) and Stame
(2001b).
8. However, Scriven would not like to be considered a precursor to theory-oriented
evaluation (see his ideas on ‘minimalist theory’ [Scriven, 1998]).
9. See how Chen and Rossi (1989) refer to this lack in Guba and Lincoln.
10. Note that Weiss introduced the utilization issue by maintaining that the ‘utility test’
should be as important as the ‘truth test’; and once the centrality of utility had been
grasped, she has indicated the importance not only of instrumental use, but also cognitive use.
11. See how Pawson (2000) evaluates a programme of training for inmates, utilizing
Merton’s middle-range theories of reference groups.
12. Weiss is a contributor to the Aspen Roundtable (Weiss, 1995).
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13. Kubisch (1995: 4) calls this relationship a ‘vertical complexity’.
14. In the Urban programme, we found this aspect notably absent, and we suggested
greater attention to it in the future.
15. See O’Connor (1995) for an excellent review of the Comprehensive Community
Initiatives programmes.
16. This problem refers also to other arenas of multi-level governance, like the development strategy of the Comprehensive Development Framework, that is the master
plan of the World Bank (see Hanna and Picciotto, 2002). It states that in a given
country the co-ordination is sought of various agents (international, national, local)
acting in different sectors: it is not a division along the lines of level/competence, but
a special mix that is created in any situation, where responsibilities are shared.
17. The concept of ‘active subsidiarity’ has been utilized in the experience of local
development policies in Italy (Meldolesi, 2003). An analogous concept is that of
‘mutual responsibility’ worked out by Behn (2001).
18. See Coleman (1990), and how it has been elaborated for evaluation purposes by
Virtanen and Uusikyla (2002) in a paper presented at the EES conference in Seville.
19. The MEANS guides (MEANS, 1999) are confusing on the relationship between the
two logical schemes; on p. 94 it states that the objective tree cannot be used to identify
causal links, whereas on p. 148 it states that the logical framework describes the
sequence of effects, and that the column of statements of expectations is a theory of
action. On this discrepancy, Palumbo (2001: 219–23) maintains that the objective tree
and the causal tree do not live in the same forest.
20. ‘How one thing leads to another’, to follow Hirschman’s strategy of economic
development (1958).
21. This is, however, what has been mainly researched in the monitoring of Employment
centres in Italy, see ISFOL (2002).
22. The Observatory was run by a group of researchers of the Department of Social
Research of the University of Rome-La Sapienza. We intended to evaluate, and not
simply to monitor, as the name would suggest. We were lucky to find agreement on
this from the local office of the municipality who had commissioned our work.
23. The toy-library is a place where children spend their leisure time playing, under the
supervision of a team of co-ordinators. It is considered a good initiative for how it is
run, and for the novelty of such a thing in a place where children are usually unsupervised, either staying at home watching television or playing in the streets.
24. I am not raising here the problem of how projects were selected, and I am not
assuming that some projects should not have been selected, although this was a hot
political issue, especially among those who had been kept out. I want to make it clear
that whatever project is selected it has to show its contribution to multi-level governance; and there must be a way of theorizing what this contribution is like.
25. This is why implementers fear the evaluation and accept control. They deal with the
known, i.e. what they agreed to do, while evaluation may ask for the unknown, i.e.
what might be expected. However, those who understand that evaluation can help
them develop under utilized resources do not ignore this opportunity.
26. See the Terms of Reference for the programme Urban (94/C 180/02), especially
section 1: ‘Scope and Objectives’.
27. In this evaluation, we have thought of mechanism in the way Carol Weiss uses it (see
above). At the time, we were less aware of the link between mechanism and context,
as in realist evaluation. This could have helped better accounting for outcomes of
projects implemented in the different sections of the neighbourhood. For a fuller
discussion on mechanisms, see Hedstrom and Swedberg (1998).
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28. See Università di Roma 3 (2002); this is mainly devoted to the physical side of urban
regeneration and very little to integration among projects. The national evaluators
have followed a top-down, hierarchy-of-objectives approach; they have commented
on our activity, but have not taken into account our evaluation results.
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