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The Causal Pathways Initiative

Making visible the "black box" of philanthropic and
systems change strategies, helping us collectively
see how systems are (or are not) changing

An international network of evaluators, methodologists,
philanthropic leaders, and more.

Focused on supporting philanthropy, other funders and their
evaluation partners to open-up the black box of strategy and
systems change by building awareness, will, and skills to use
evaluation approaches that can make sense of causal
relationships without depending on more traditional experimental
and quasi-experimental approaches.
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‘ Who are we?

Marina Apgar, J

Institute of

Development Tom Aston,
Studies & Centre Independent

for Development
Impact



‘From trees to forests to metro lines
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How do you choose appropriate methods?

Go to Menti.com
Enter Code: 1291 3294



What does ‘good’ look like?

Axiology Ontology Epistemology Methodology Methods Sources
|
What do we
value? What's out
there to know? What and how
can we know How can we go
about it? oy
about acquiring that
knowledge? What precise

procedures can
we use 1o acquire it?

Which data

we collect?

What do you value?

What is your strategy and context?
What questions do you want to answer?
What are appropriate methods?
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What criteria do you use to judge quality of
evidence?

Go to Menti.com
Enter Code: 1291 3294



Redefined rigor

e Quality of the thinking  Reasoning
* Credibility and legitimacy . Credibility

f the claim i
or the claims * Responsiveness

* Cultural responsiveness y

. o e Utilization ,
and contex "
e Transferability -

. lit d val f th
Quality and value ofthe 1 ot ol 2021)

learning process
(Preskill and Lynn, 2016)
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‘Either/or Impact evaluation guidance exists
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https://www.bond.org.uk/resources/evaluation-methods-tool/
https://www.bond.org.uk/resources/evaluation-methods-tool/

An array of causal methods available

- While causal analyses in
complex, systems-change
examples do not seek to create
replicable program models that
can be implemented regardless
of setting, they help to build a
better body of knowledge
about what has worked,
when, and why than
descriptive studies alone can
achieve.

Lynn, J., Stachowiak, S., & Coffman, J. (2021). Lost Causal:
Debunking Myths About Causal Analysis in Philanthropy. The
Foundation Review, 13(3). https://doi.org/10.9707/1944-
5660.1576
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TABLE 1 Monexperimental Causal Designs and Methods

Approach Basis for Making When and Why
PP a Causal Claim to Use It

+ Contribution analysis
Process tracing
Realist evaluation

General elimination
methodology

Qualitative impact
assessment protocol

Multiple lines and levels
of evidence

Innovation history

Theory-Based
Approaches

Most significant change
Outcome harvesting

Collaborative outcomes
reporting

Participatory

Approaches
+ Collaborative yarning
+ Rapid outcome
assessment
Case-Based « Within-case
Approaches + Across-case

Causal link monitoring
+ Causal loop
diagramming
Statistically created
counterfactual

Systems-Based
Approaches

Source: Gates & Dyson, 2017

In-depth theoretical
analysis of causal
processes or mechanisms
in context

Validation by participants
that their actions and
experienced effects

are “caused” by the
intervention

Analysis of causal
processes within a case or
across multiple cases

Building a conceptual
model of the causal
relationships at work, and
verifying it with empirical
data for each variable,
mathematical formula, or
computer simulation

When there is a strong
theaory of change
When differences in
context are likely to
matter

When it is important
to examine effects for
specific groups

To capture multiple
understandings of
change and unintended
consequences

More timely and
affordable

Sample size is small

To identify causal factors
across cases when
effects are known

To example multiple
interdependent causal
and nonlinear feedback
processes


https://doi.org/10.9707/1944-5660.1576
https://doi.org/10.9707/1944-5660.1576

Combining parts of methods

Knowing what _
criteria you value

can helpyouto =

combine the best

bits of different
methods to maximise
guality and rigor.
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‘ Example - CLARISSA

Table 1: Overview of impact pathways, intervention modalities, evaluation questions and
approaches/methods/tools

Core Evaluation and learning Key Section in
intervention | questions evaluation paper
modality approaches/

evaluated methods/tools

1 Evidence- Systemic Action = What outcomes does participating * Realist evaluation Evaluating
and Research in life story collection and analysis » Process Systemic
Innovation- processes contribute for children? documentation Action
generation = How, in what contexts and for whom = Within-Action Research as
does it generate these outcomas? Research participatory
» How, in what contexts and for whom evaluation Intervention
does Participatory Action Research = Outcome
generate effective innovations? evidencing

PLAUSIBILITY
REPRESENTATIVENESS
TRIANGULATION
<3 TRANSPARENCY
y C:}\;;'E%P’* UNIQUENESS

DESIGN NOTE 2

CLARISSA’S QUALITY
OF EVIDENCE RUBRICS

Y/
%

\/
L4

Realist evaluation to
include context in
programme theory - and
support refinement of
theory that allows for
plausible explanations of
how AR works and for
whom

Within AR participatory
exploration of outcomes
builds on lived
experience

OH to pick up and
substantiate emergent
change



Iterative co-design for causal analysis

Getting Ready: Are you asking
causal questions? Are you
focused on learning?

Applying to a Systems Change
Strategy: How will causal
findings help you iterate your
systems change strategy?

Supporting Inclusive
Experiential Learning: Are you
designing for power and
participation throughout the

learning process?

uilding the Core Design:
What methods are you selecting?
How will you design with rigor in
mind and define your causal
analysis strategy?

esign to explore further
while considering power and

participation? How will you apply the

findings to strategy?
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Bricolage

- Bricolage is a way to combine (or triangulate) the best
bits of methods
Attempt to reuse a heterogeneous repertoire of
available materials to solve new problems (Lévi-
Strauss, 1968)

- A patchwork or mosaic combining appropriate
materials
Not new, but gaining prominence in recent years
(Patton, 2011; Hargreaves, 2021; Aston et al. 2021;
Aston & Apgar, 2022)
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https://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/levistrauss.pdf
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Developmental-Evaluation-Applying-Complexity-Concepts-Innovation/dp/1606238728
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ev.20460
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13563890211053028
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/the-art-and-craft-of-bricolage-in-evaluation/

What does this look like in your practice?

Table | How functions support rigour criteria through methods

What opportunities and
challenges can you see
to combine methods In
ways that support
rigour and quality In
your own work?
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Useful resources

Aston & Apgar, 2022. The Art and Craft of Bricolage in
Evaluation CDI Practice Paper 24
Aston et al. 2021. Monitoring and Evaluation of Thinking and
Working Politically. Evaluation 28(1).
Befani, 2020. Choosing Appropriate Evaluation Methods.
CECAN

e Quadrant Conseil (2017), How can impact be evaluated? A tree
of impact evaluation approaches.
Lamire 2020. Evaluation Theory Metro Map.
Preskill and Lynn, 2016. Redefining Rigor blog.
Stern et al. 2012. Broadening the Range of Designs and
Methods for Impact Evaluation. DFID Working Paper 28
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https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/the-art-and-craft-of-bricolage-in-evaluation/
https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/the-art-and-craft-of-bricolage-in-evaluation/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13563890211053028
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13563890211053028
https://www.cecan.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Final_Choosing-Appropriate-Evaluation-Methods-1.pdf
https://www.quadrant-conseil.fr/ressources/ArbreImpact.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338980883_Theory_Metro_Map
https://www.fsg.org/blog/redefining-rigor-describing-quality-evaluation-complex-adaptive-settings/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67427/design-method-impact-eval.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67427/design-method-impact-eval.pdf

Resources from the

Causal Pathways Initiative
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Presentations &
trainings to build
understanding and will

American Evaluation
Association

Available to attend other
events by request

Virtual 101 level training
available on request

www.causalpathways.org

>

5 &

Resources to support
understanding and action

Pending:
BetterEvaluation.com
updated resource hub on
causal pathways

Case studies to provide
overall stories and more
detailed examples

Learning and acting
together with support

Brain Trust to help funders
work through tough
questions with field experts

Pending: Peer learning
spaces and early career
support

carolina@causalpathways.org



http://www.causalpathways.org/
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