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Abstract 

OECD DAC criteria have become a standard framework for development evaluations. Its 
conceptual clarity and usefulness led to its adoption in development evaluations everywhere. However, 
today, with evaluation becoming a standard feature of good development assistance and practiced by a 
broad range of development actors, the criteria are increasingly applied in a mechanical manner. The 
criteria are often built into institution’s guidelines which, when applied by those whose expertise or 
primary concern is not in evaluation, often led to a template approach. 

The biggest danger in this comes from the often-observed misuse of logical framework that 
assumes as if there is a clear causal relationship between external interventions and development results. 
It assumes that external intervention would come into a static underdevelopment situation and could by 
itself change the situation for the better. This approach demands that the performance is measured by 
indicators which the intervening actors do not have much control over in reality, and requests evaluators 
to assess effectiveness of intervention from this angle. It also comes often with a hierarchy of 
performance indicators that assumesthat if successful, the intervention would trigger chain reactions of a 
predetermined path. We know that the development process is much more complex and dynamic, and in 
large part an internal process to the development actors themselves. An external intervention is only one 
of the many factors that affects behavior and decisions of the people it tries to affect. It can be successful 
one day but may not be on another day. 

This recognition is not new. Among the scholars and informed practitioners of development, the 
fact that development is a complex, dynamic and internally-driven process has been accepted for some 
time. The problem is that, with more and more institutions adopting results-based management and 
obliging their programmes and projects to be evaluated, the tendency is for institutions to adopt a 
template approach often based on the linear, static and pre-deterministic model. Based on the template, 
the practitioners who are not evaluation experts could blindly apply the criteria and commission 
evaluations without proper examination of what the real development process entails. 

This paper does not intend to deny the significance of DAC criteria as a conceptual framework. 
Rather it points out the problems associated with their application in the institutional context. It examines 
how the logical framework and DAC criteria have been wrongly applied, and suggests ways in which 
institutional evaluators could address it. It introduces the experiences of FAO Evaluation Office in 
developing new ways to design its evaluation from this perspective. 
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Introduction 

 Development thinking has evolved over the past decade towards an understanding of 
development as intertwined dynamic processes that are played out by state and non-state actors with 
different perspectives and interests. The fact is that this paradigm shift has not found its parallel evolution 
in the practice of development planning, monitoring and evaluation. Logical Framework Approaches 
(LFA), such as results-based management and project-cycle management, are still prevalent 
independently of the scale or instruments needed to attain development results.   

Development is an ever-changing complex system where interactions are nonlinear. External 
interventions designed and implemented by multilateral and bilateral development institutions are not the 
main drivers of change. Rather a change in the national development conditions emerges from pressures 
for better government, new economic opportunities or socioeconomic and political dynamics or 
technological advancement and innovation changes. 

In efforts to simplify and harmonize development interventions, the LFA has come to play a 
central role in the planning and management of development interventions, in doing so development 
interventions have a mechanistic rationale, assuming a “linear” progression of effects which takes place 
quasi-automatic, i.e. irrespective of the actors involved or contextual conditions. But for instance, 
carrying out activities as planned is by no means a guarantee that expected results let alone impacts will 
be achieved, as there are many other important (external or internal) factors. 

LFA is a formal procedure for planning projects, and in some cases also providing the base for 
the monitoring and evaluation system. The evaluation function, is therefore, reinforced as a process to 
satisfy the donor/organizational requirements rather than a means of learning from the programme by 
applying the same mechanical/theoretical performance-based assessments through applying evaluation 
criteria. 

The five evaluation criteria from the Development Assistance Committee of the Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD/DAC) have been a strong foundation for international 
development evaluation since 1991. They have been the most prominent and widely adopted criteria used 
for development evaluation by most bilateral and multilateral agencies, as well as international and 
national nongovernmental organizations. These criteria include (i) relevance, (ii) efficiency, (iii) 
effectiveness, (iv) impact, and (v) sustainability. However, scholars and informed practitioners criticism 
of the quality of evaluations are still abundant. Thus, it is reasonable to question how evaluation 
frameworks can be improved to match the complexity of the development process. This paper provides a 
critical look at the exploitation of DAC criteria in structuring evaluations and proposes major 
recommendations for changes in the application and integration of the DAC conceptual framework in 
development evaluations. 

The DAC criteria are not in themselves operational parameters, concepts such as ‘impact’ or 
‘relevance’ clearly need further explicated within the context of a particular programme – external 
intervention - to usefully structure an evaluation e.g. relevance to whom? in the context of what policy? 
impact on what? and so forth. As such, the users of DAC criteria have also required the further generation 
of parameters such as political support, socio-cultural adequacy, technological appropriateness, and 
institutional capacity to inform evaluations; as a result, users of evaluations have to undertake additional 
analysis of the analysis provided through the DAC criteria to extrapolate meaningful contributions 
towards results in favour of measuring performance that can be provided via the DAC criteria. 

The impetus for this paper is to wean the evaluation community from  overreliance on the DAC 
criteria as the operational framework for evaluations as LFA cannot be handled in a blue-print style and 
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LFA can only cope with the anticipated impacts and does not take into account unanticipated 
consequences (unintended outcomes). A number of evaluators are advancing the theory-based evaluation 
frameworks that involve developing a theory of change for the intervention showing how the specific 
intervention is intended to work, the assumptions behind it and the pathways to attain results. At the heart 
of theory-based evaluations is the development of an operational framework comprising key evaluation 
questions driven from the change/action model (are we doing the right thing? - Addressing the root causes 
and are we doing things rightly? – the appropriateness of the programme strategy). 

In parallel to the theory-based evaluation, evaluation practitioners use non-theory-based 
evaluation approaches (quantitatively or qualitatively oriented approaches) some of which are deemed 
complicated and costly such as Randomized Control Trials, some are relevant to a narrow segment of 
socio-economic interventions such as Participatory Rural Appraisal while only a few are innovative such 
as Outcome Harvesting, unlike some evaluation methods. Outcome Harvesting does not measure progress 
towards predetermined outcomes, but rather collects evidence of what has been achieved, and works 
backward to determine whether and how the intervention has contributed to the change.  

 

Genesis of logical framework and OECD DAC criteria 

Traditionally, most development work has been delivered in the form of ‘projects’ which are, 
discrete investments channeled through dedicated management structures, designed with prearranged 
process to bypass weak country systems and capacity constraints to prompt development gains. The 
project approach to development has not always yielded the expected levels of development results. A 
major reason is that development results were implemented through autonomous projects targeted at 
specific development needs using a predetermined log-frame (an explicit pathway to attain change - that 
is the core of LFA). Frequently, these projects were integrated only minimally into the larger national 
development agenda. 

The decline in using the project-approach, that is considered too ineffective (low country-
ownership, over-fragmented projects, high management cost) has been accompanied by an increasingly 
programmatic approach which today tends to be the new beacon for development approaches. The 
programme approach is a process which enables working on root causes and barriers rather than 
addressing the syndromes. The programme approach is much more than a means of collecting projects in 
a given area into a "programme"; it is a framework that integrates the processes of macro, meso and micro 
planning and management of any national development effort, the programme theory contains a number 
of hypotheses for change pathways that are regularly tested and adjusted over time. 

The typical structure of a log-frame is goal, outcome, outputs and activities. The DAC five 
evaluation criteria can be easily mapped across the log-frame. The following figure illustrates the 
relationship between the DAC five evaluation criteria and log-frame.  

 

 Relevance  Effectiveness  Efficiency  Impact  Sustainability  
Goal       
Outcome       
Outputs       
Activities       
Inputs       
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The colored cells show where to focus on in investigating each evaluation criterion: in analyzing 
relevance of a project, it is necessary to examine impacts and outcomes whether or not project purpose 
and overall goal are set in accordance with the needs of local communities, target groups and the 
government policies; in examining effectiveness of a project, it is critical to see the degree to which 
project purpose has been achieved through attainment of outputs; in analyzing efficiency, the focus will 
be on the degree to which Inputs were converted into outputs through activities; for Impact, the level of 
achievement toward overall goal in relation to the achievement level of project purpose is examined, and 
in examining sustainability, the focus is on whether or not benefits obtained by achieving project results 
and overall goal will be maintained. 

Connections between each of the adjacent levels of the log-frame and the associated DAC criteria 
are far from linear. They can often be quite complex and the various linkages may overlap leading to 
networks of relationships and linkages. The dilemma of the implicit linear causality i.e. the intervention 
logic (the results in the first log-frame column) assumes a linear means-end causality between the various 
levels and a sequence of stages over time. Although there can be several elements at each level, there is 
no meaningful way of showing how they interact within or between levels. The assumed process of 
causation is also one way and therefore circular causality (feedback) and connections between elements or 
delays are neglected. But these interrelationships are essential for understanding – and taking account of – 
the dynamic features of interventions. 

 

Evolutions in the conceptual framework for development assistance and evaluation methodology 

Furthermore, the conceptual framework based on the DAC criteria is not most suitable in 
addressing complex phenomena. It is now understood that addressing such development goals as reducing 
poverty or vulnerability require an assortment of different kinds of interventions, provided in a flexible 
manner as the situation evolves. One could not really establish causal relationships between pre-designed 
solitary interventions and development results achieved. The classical LFA is therefore not suitable in 
describing what is fundamentally complex, likewise the use of the DAC criteria based on such a classical 
model in its assessment. 

 Thus, development programming work befitted to a more analytical approach to policies, agile 
advocacy and institutional development, working within the national frameworks and context, all of 
which made development a complex and dynamic field.  

 When we intervene in multiple complex systems then we have to recognize that the same 
outcome may be generated in more than one way. So we have to find methods to identify and extrapolate 
the most plausible causal mechanisms, methods that can cope not only with complex causation, but also 
with multiple causations. In complex settings (caused by developmental or contextual issues) evaluators 
assess the plausible contribution rather than direct attribution. 

For the sake of argument and illustration, nowadays, a core area of work for development 
institutions is supporting national policy formulation or reform for a sector, region or institutions. Some 
development practitioners view policy development as a form of rational planning, relevant design and 
employing proper policy tools. Others see it as something that emerges as a consequence of bargaining 
and decisions by different policy-makers. In reality, policy development and its subsequent formulation 
are often unstructured and many layers are hidden beneath the facade of a well planned and executed 
process. In fact, many policies related decisions are taken outside the formal process and cannot be 
encapsulated in a log-frame or contained within a project. In addition a country rarely develops or 
formulates policy from scratch; there is always a history or a legacy agenda.  
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When evaluating the contributions of a policy formulation project, one should understand the 
processes and actions that instigate policy formation in the country context, many actors drive policy 
development and change such as elected officials, corporations, the scientific community, activists, 
markets, lobbyists, and many others. These groups/actors have the ability and power to inform and 
influence the development of policy compounded with a whole range of unpredictable possible triggers 
such as political/social unrest, conflict, regional concerns, acute crisis..etc. therefore, the different 
pathways that might lead to change in a policy setting are not envisaged nor controlled by the external 
intervention, at best, the external intervention benefited from the conducive circumstances to influence 
the process. The evaluation community must accept the fact that development is a dynamic process, that 
there is no single pathway to realize a change, and that it is not possible to precisely define this change a 
priori as the intended outcome in LFA.    

 Evaluators can only analyze that the particular actions are implemented and whether they have 
led to results and under what circumstances it seemed to have worked.   

 

Institutional context 

Evaluation is a management discipline that seeks to provide information to be used for evidence-
based decision making and learning. Evaluation helps to understand change, both anticipated and 
unanticipated, and plan for what happens next. It does this by establishing why the level of progress is 
being achieved, what difference is being made, what has been learned, and what to do next in the 
implementation of a policy or programme. In the past few years, evaluation has become  a core function 
in development agencies, civic and government organizations and there are increasing demands being 
placed upon government for accountability, hence we see more and more government-led evaluations, 
international, regional and country level evaluation associations established. To match this demand for 
capturing, processing and communicating evidence and development results, thousands of evaluations are 
conducted every year.   

A variety of experts are engaged in conducting development evaluations based on various fields 
of expertise but not many are evaluation experts. Evaluation is an emerging social discipline which calls 
for methodological frameworks and analytical abilities and  evaluators must have a minimum set of 
competencies to be able to probe, analyze, engage and influence.  

Due to the increased demand and the exponential increase in the number of evaluation conducted, 
nowadays, a large number of organizations outsource evaluations to subject matter experts and 
specialized technical researchers who are well positioned to debate and discuss technical approaches and 
various courses of action implemented. In other organizations, evaluations are also increasingly 
commissioned by programme managers or field-based monitoring and reporting staff who often work in 
isolation from other evaluation professionals. They usually do not have the luxury of time to fully 
dedicate themselves to developing and elaborating evaluation methodology, or feel the need to resort to 
external authority and guidance in defining the terms of reference. This has created a tendency for these 
managers and experts to mechanically apply the DAC criteria, or feel compelled to do so. Log-frame-
based evaluations are common practices and in extreme cases, evaluators face the danger of evaluating 
the log-frame instead of the actual results. Designing evaluation frameworks solely depending on using 
the DAC criteria embolden a template approach for evaluations that prescribe a definitive section-by-
section format in which practitioners who are not evaluation experts discuss in details the technical design, 
implementation modalities and management aspects, overlooking the result side of the intervention. 
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Since the focus of LFA is on achieving intended effects via intended routes, its utility for 
evaluation is rather limited. By restricting attention to these elements, the “tunnel vision” aspects are 
reinforced and effects other than those specified are systematically neglected. Even if unforeseen routes 
or unintended outcomes are taken into account, they are usually treated in an isolated manner and not 
linked to the original intervention logic, thus they have little explanatory value. 

 

FAO’s approach 

The FAO Office of Evaluation (OED) was established as a separate organizational entity 
mandated to assure the effective operation of the evaluation system in the Organization. It also plays an 
active role in UN System inter-agency discussions for strengthening and harmonizing evaluation 
approaches. 

OED evaluators utilize a range of approaches and methodologies in conducting evaluations. The 
evaluation framework mainly involves developing a theory of change for the intervention showing how 
the specific intervention is intended to work and the assumptions behind the theory associating with that a 
set of key evaluation questions of whether and to what extent the intervention has worked (i.e. has made a 
difference to the desired outcome). The application of the theory-based approach is based on the logical 
framework which focuses on outcomes, i.e. changes in specific development conditions, and FAO’s 
contribution to these in terms of strategic outputs.  The emphasis is to improve understanding of the 
outcome itself, its status and the factors that influence or contribute to its change; this kind of evaluation 
reverses the results-based, project-focused inquiry by reviewing changes that have taken place within 
outcomes or sectors. 

The evaluation frameworks are developed to encapsulate plausible causal relationships and 
interrelationships of FAO interventions and outcome level changes through incorporating the “big picture” 
elements that drive and trigger national ownership and sustainable results such as power dynamics, social 
systems and context transformations. 

The use of evaluation questions as the driver of the evaluation methodology does not imply 
discarding the widely-recognized OECD DAC criteria for evaluating development assistance, it rather 
utilizes the DAC criteria as a framing approach rather than operational framework.  

What is required is to contextualize the concepts and prioritize; instead of asking the evaluators to 
assess the effectiveness in general, one must ask for instance whether a national system for pesticide 
control has been established with FAO support and, if not, why. This will allow evaluators to focus their 
research and come up with more relevant and precise answers. It will force the evaluation designer to 
think about what needs to be done to answer this question sufficiently, and design the evaluation within 
the means in terms of cost and time. It can also help the evaluation designer tackle complex interventions, 
such as those with multiple layers of “outcomes”. It will also help non-expert readers understand the 
evaluation report.  

To conclude, interventions should not be made auditable i.e. structured in line with the need to be 
monitored to assess programme management performance. This leads to a preference for measurable 
variables and short-term effects and to the detriment of information which is qualitative and can only be 
captured in the longer term. It can also turn into a veritable obsession with indicators and their 
quantification, means of verification and frequency, forgetting that indicators are only observation tools 
and should not be confused with what they are intended to measure. But that’s exactly what happens 
when indicators are misused as substitutes for stated and achieved results. 
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DAC criteria should be used as a conceptual framework to define evaluation questions and sub-
questions. However, evaluators should resist using these criteria mechanically, all the criteria should not 
be applied automatically to every evaluation, and the evaluator should focus only on questions relevant to 
the specific evaluation. Choosing those questions well entails understanding the context of the programme, 
the community, participants, the culture of any groups involved, the history of the issue and of the social 
structure of the community and the organization. Analysis around evaluation questions provides in-depth 
insights on how things progress and what triggers changes and how. 




