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Abstract

The field of peacebuilding evaluation has evolved over time in response to the complex
nature of peace efforts. However, it still predominantly relies on evaluation models that aim
to measure discrete peace outcomes adhering to rigid notions of rigour. The inclusive rigour
framework presented in this article responds to this challenge, adding to complexity-aware
and epistemologically plural approaches to build credible causal explanations in conditions of
uncertainty. It identifies three interconnected domains of evaluation design and practice:
effective methodological bricolage, meaningful participation and inclusion, utilisation and impact.
Rigour here is not defined by methodological choice alone, but rather, relies on an active view
of evolving methodological choices throughout an iterative process as maximum use value and
meaningful participation are sought. Using three cases, we highlight the critical role of partnership
arrangements and associated evaluation cultures and mindsets underpinned by power dynamics
that enable or hinder the practice of inclusive rigour.
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Introduction

Navigating the multifaceted challenges of evaluation in complex settings, particularly in the
realm of peacebuilding, requires approaches that go beyond traditional, standardised evalua-
tion models. The field of peacebuilding evaluation has evolved over time in response to the
complex nature of peace efforts. However, it still predominantly relies on evaluation models
that aim to measure discrete peace outcomes and adhere to rigid notions of rigour. This pre-
sents a fundamental challenge as there is no consensus on the definition of ‘peace’ nor how to
effectively measure it. The absence of violence, often associated with negative peace, does not
fully encompass the concept of positive peace, which includes the broader set of structures,
institutions, behaviours and attitudes that sustain safe, healthy, just and peaceful societies. The
ongoing evolution of definitions further complicates the matter with more agreement on con-
flict definitions than on those of peace itself (Firchow, 2018; Gleditsch et al., 2014).
Peacebuilding interventions exist within intricate, dynamic and potentially volatile contexts,
characterised by systemic relationships involving multiple actors. These contexts do not follow
stable trajectories and frequently undergo unpredictable changes in their causal landscapes.
Moreover, peacebuilding is inherently political, influenced by factors of both local and interna-
tional origin. This complexity makes it challenging to discern, predict or measure the impact of
peacebuilding efforts. The unpredictable and highly relational nature of these causal pathways
renders most attempts to measure predefined outcomes ineffective, highlighting the need for a
more nuanced and learning-oriented approach, accompanied by new conceptions of rigour.
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Calls to reframe rigour to address complexity and foster inclusion are not novel. Inclusive
rigour (Chambers, 2015) and adaptive rigour (Preskill and Lynn, 2016) have been discussed,
with further refinements by Aston et al. (2022) and Aston and Apgar (2022) in the context
of complexity-aware evaluation. In this article, we present a framework for inclusive rigour
that builds on these advances and places participation at its core, considers appropriate
methodological choices and responds to the complexity inherent in peacebuilding interven-
tions and their evaluation. Rigour here is not defined by methodological choice alone, but
rather relies on an active view of evolving methodological choices that unfold throughout
an iterative process as maximum use value and meaningful participation are sought. The
framework has been collaboratively developed over several years through reflection and
learning within a community of practice comprising development and peacebuilding evalu-
ators, researchers and implementers.

Evaluation in complex settings

Peacebuilding interventions, set within complex and dynamic contexts, present unique chal-
lenges for evaluation. These environments, characterised by unpredictable and often volatile
change and multiple political influences, with marked power imbalances, often part of colo-
nial legacies and embedded social norms, complicate the discernment, prediction and meas-
urement of outcomes. The journey of peacebuilding evaluation has witnessed a transformation
over time, grappling with the complex nature of peace efforts (Delgado et al., 2022). Oakley
(2022) discusses the challenges posed by complexity in the evaluation of democracy, human
rights and governance programmes more broadly, underscoring the need for evaluations to be
adaptable and sensitive to the multifaceted nature of political and social landscapes. Despite
this evolution, the field continues to cling to hierarchical models and rigid notions of rigour
(Fairey and Kerr, 2020; Pearson d’Estree, 2020), often overlooking the dynamic nature of
peacebuilding (Scharbatke-Church, 2011). Standardisation of evaluation models continues to
be the norm, evidenced by Bornstein’s (2010) Peace and Conflict Impact Assessment (PCIA)
and as shown by Paffenholz (2015) and Andersen et al. (2013). This phenomenon creates a
‘rigour trap’, where established methods overshadow the adaptive nature of peacebuilding
evaluation and its interconnected utility posing a critical challenge.

It is now widely recognised that incorporating local, lived experiences of conflict-affected
communities is essential for a comprehensive assessment of peacebuilding interventions.
Paffenholz (2015) and Firchow (2018) advocate for a peace that originates ‘from below’,
firmly grounded in the community’s perceptions of peace. The Grounded Accountability
Model (GAM), as recently discussed by Urwin et al. (2023), exemplifies such an approach,
illustrating how accountability can be co-constructed between external actors and the com-
munities in conflict-affected settings, thereby enhancing localisation and programme effec-
tiveness. Participation, therefore, emerges as a pivotal theme within the evolution of
peacebuilding evaluation. Notably, there is progress in participatory methodologies, with an
emphasis on meaningful participation highlighted by the work of Firchow and Selim (2022),
who prioritise meaningful participation over mere quantitative involvement. A significant
avenue that has garnered attention is the participatory formulation of indicators in collabora-
tion with local stakeholders (Bornstein, 2010; Firchow, 2018; Urwin et al., 2023). This prac-
tice revolves around involving those directly impacted by peacebuilding efforts in the
evaluation process, enhancing the contextual relevance and sensitivity of assessments.
However, a critical question remains within these advancements: do current participatory



4 Evaluation 00(0)

approaches effectively encompass both complexity awareness and the capacity for meaningful
causal inference (Firchow and Selim, 2022)?

To address the challenges outlined, some have proposed broadening evaluation approaches
to embrace complexity-aware frameworks, akin to developments in the broader field of evalu-
ation of international development programming (Befani et al., 2015). The adoption of these
approaches, together with the attention to participation, could provide a means to overcoming
the ‘rigour trap’. In the following section, we review the evolution of the concept of ‘rigour’
in evaluation theory and practice, identifying relevant trends related to evaluation in complex
settings. Subsequently, we introduce the framework, demonstrating alignment with some of
the emerging trends. We then share our learning from applying the framework across three
distinct experiences of peacebuilding evaluation.

The contested terrain of ‘rigour’ in evaluation

Our starting point for exploring the evolution of the concept of ‘rigour’ in the broader field of
evaluation is an appreciation of evaluation as applied social research that at its core applies
evaluative reasoning (Davidson, 2013) to build understanding of the operation and outcomes
of interventions. It is about ‘valuing’ what is being achieved and how programmes work in
order to inform future programming and funding decisions (Schwandt and Gates, 2021).
Focusing on the “use value’ of the results of evaluation places attention on the quality of evalu-
ative judgements, or what is known as its ‘probative value’ (Ribeiro, 2019). This remit of
evaluation has led to a long and vibrant discussion around appropriate frameworks for assess-
ing ‘quality’ in evaluation (Downes and Gullickson, 2022).

Criteria used to assess quality in evaluation have largely been borrowed from social sci-
ences, which, given their academic origins are less concerned with use and more concerned
with disciplinary oriented framings of quality. As White (2019) categorises in his ‘four waves
of evidence’ the advance of the ‘what works’ agenda has dominated frameworks based on
knowledge and evidence hierarchies stemming from positivist epistemologies and research
designs from the medical sciences. They typically have experimental designs (with ran-
domised control trials as the gold standard) at the top. Even if we know that experimental
designs are not always appropriate, relevant, feasible, or ethical (National Institute for Health
and Care Excellence (NICE), 2012; Stern et al., 2012) particularly in the context of evaluating
changes in complex social phenomena, the primacy of knowledge hierarchies still influences
mainstream framings of quality, validity and rigour in evaluation.

As Downes and Gullickson (2022) show, conceptualisations of ‘validity’ are contested, with
over 40 different ways of interpreting quality in evaluation. When the term ‘validity’ was initially
used in evaluation, it was focused primarily on the method employed. The Campbellian validity
framework (see Campbell and Stanley, 1963) was based on validity criteria appropriate for quan-
titative methods, and remains dominant today. Evaluators often use its four forms of validity
(internal, external, construct and statistical inference) as a guiding framework (see Jiménez-Buedo
and Russo, 2021). Even when mixing of quantitative and qualitative methods is proposed, these
four forms of validity still frame conceptualisations of rigour (Maxwell, 2004; Ton, 2012).

This dominant approach has been critiqued, leading to an evolution of frameworks within
the social sciences and by extension evaluation theory. Building on constructivist criteria
(Guba and Lincoln, 1989), which are framed around the concept of ‘trustworthiness’ criteria
such as credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability today are seen to enhance
the Campbellian view of validity (Bamberger et al., 2010).
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Going a step further, some argue that reasoning and judgement in evaluation should be the
main driver of validity, rather than a focus on measurement and methods (Hurteau and
Williams, 2014; Scriven, 1995). As House (2014) puts it, there are ‘many circumstances in
which the arguments for validity via technical adequacy fall short’ (p. 13). He proposes more
useful standards to assess how reasoned, fair and convincing evaluative arguments are. This
view of validity moves from a methods-centric focus to embrace the relationship between the
‘probative’ and ‘use’ value of evaluation.

In the context of adaptive programmes that intentionally respond to complexity and acknowl-
edge political context as a key factor in evaluation, the ‘use value’ ascribed to evaluation creates
demand for ‘actionable evidence’ (Pasanen and Barnett, 2019). Notions of ‘adaptive rigour’
(Preskill and Lynn, 2016) have recently been evolved in response to complexity-aware evalua-
tion, which aims to harness such actionable learning (Aston et al., 2022). They offer the follow-
ing integrated set of criteria: reasoning, credibility, responsiveness, utilisation and transferability.
Together, they provide a new landscape for evaluators and programmers working in conditions
of complexity and seeking to build credible evidence in ways that respond to demands of mul-
tiple stakeholders, including those that tend to be excluded or marginalised. The responsiveness
criterion in particular opens the door for moving beyond evaluation as simply a technical
endeavour to embrace it as a political process involving diverse stakeholders who may not all
see eye to eye (Apgar and Allen, 2021; Roche and Kelly, 2012).

The concept and practice of rigour is likely to remain contested within the evaluation field,
reflective of the plurality of evaluation theory and practice. In the context of peacebuilding
evaluation, there is still a need to broaden beyond simple knowledge hierarchies that continue
to inform rigid views of rigour. The evolution we have outlined above related to evaluation
that can work with rather than against complexity is a useful starting point, creating the oppor-
tunity the field needs to build greater congruence between the realities of peacebuilding inter-
ventions and their evaluation. In this article, we progress this evolution by developing an
integrated framework of ‘inclusive rigour’ as one such alternative.

Co-developing an integrated framework for inclusive rigour

As peacebuilding monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL) practitioners and researchers, we
have found ourselves needing to push beyond existing frameworks and methodological approaches
commonly applied. We came together as a community of practice in 2020 to learn as we put
complexity-aware and participatory evaluation into practice, holding the question of rigour as a
central concern across evaluation design and the conditions that enable or hinder it. The framework
we present here is the result of an intentional facilitated learning process across the co-authors and
members of the community of practice, using an ‘action science’ orientation (Friedman, 2008).

Friedman describes the process of ‘action science’ as ‘creating a community of inquiry
within a community of practice and building theory through combining testing and practice
with rigorous interpretation’ (Friedman, 2008: 11). Our process has included internal moments
of reflection and learning, periods of application and testing through our empirical work in the
field, which in turn supported external moments of sharing, reflection and learning with our
broader communities of practice through engagement in three conferences (EES 2021 online,
PeaceCon@10 online 2022, EES 2022 in person).

We first grounded ourselves in sharing our different experiences of grappling with
evaluation designs to enable participation and rigour, which we discussed with the broader
evaluation community at the European Evaluation Society (EES) conference online in
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Table I. Literature on rigour in evaluation that guided learning from practice.

Elements of rigour Learning questions for exploration of rigour through our cases

From Chambers, 2015 — Canons of Inclusive Rigour for Complexity

Canon . Eclectic Methodological How do we combine and recombine methods for ‘good fit’, to

Pluralism ensure to optimise learning and adaptation?

Canon 4. Triangulation

Canon 3. Adaptive iteration What mechanisms/processes enable ongoing reflection and
iteration of methods to enable ongoing ‘good fit’?

Canon 2. Improvisation and What conditions enable improvisation (bricolage) and

Innovation innovation?

Canon 5. Plural perspectives How do we optimise participation and inclusion through our
methods?

Canon 6. Optimal ignorance and What ethical standards do we use to ensure we do not

appropriate imprecision overburden communities?

Canon 7. Being open alert and What personal and team competencies support inclusive

inquisitive rigour?

Transparent reflexivity What institutional arrangements enable reflexive teams?

From Preskill and Lynn (2016) and Aston et al. (2022)

Reasoning How does our combination of methods and processes support
critical reflection on how change happens?

Credibility Whose confidence in findings matter? How do our methods
ensure internal validity leading to high degree of confidence?

Responsiveness How do our methods and processes ensure plural perspectives
and respond to local values and needs?

Utilisation How do our methods and processes ensure learning responds

to multiple stakeholder demands?
Transferability How do we include context within methods and processes to
enable learning that is useful beyond the specific project?

Source. authors own.

2020. Having identified rigour as our central focus of co-inquiry, we then conducted a full
literature review of existing frameworks that could serve to further structure our learning
from practice (see Table 1). We focused first on the canons of inclusive rigour from
Chambers (2015) and then explored the approaches put forward by Preskill and Lynn
(2016) and Aston et al. (2022) with their comprehensive criteria of adaptive rigour. The
similarities across the three frameworks were useful starting points for our inquiry and the
focus on methodological mixing, attention to plural perspectives and a pragmatic focus on
utilisation led us to define more specific learning questions to explore rigour through our
experiences (shown in Table 1).

We created an initial framework of ‘inclusive rigour’ that informed our workshop at
PeaceCon 10, which looked across our experiences to explore if an integrated framework was
useful. We then used our critical reflections from this event to further explore the framework
as a means to intentionally learn across our experiences, approaching them as experiments in
the practice of inclusive rigour. We further evolved the framework to better specify the condi-
tions that enable or hinder inclusive rigour to take shape in practice. At the 2022 EES
Conference, we held a session that elaborated on the methodological bricolage aspects of our
evaluation designs, then returned to our practice and deepened our learning across the case
studies. In the following section, we present the resulting, evolved framework.
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Figure |. The inclusive rigour framework.

Introducing the inclusive rigour framework

The framework is shown in a visual form in Figure 1, and suggests that inclusive rigour in
peacebuilding evaluation becomes operational through three interconnected domains of
design and practice. Each of the domains has been described in evaluation literature already
and will not be unfamiliar to evaluation practitioners. In our description of these domains as
core elements of designing for and practising inclusive rigour, we illustrate the theory and
practice we are building on and highlight our specific interpretation.

Achieving effective methodological bricolage

The domain of methodological bricolage includes negotiating and making decisions about
appropriate design, methodological mixing and choices of specific methods and tools we
bring together for the purpose of understanding and evaluating causal pathways. The term
methodological bricolage has a long history in anthropology, first coined by Lévi-Strauss
(1966) and is generally understood as the practice of using a heterogeneous repertoire of avail-
able tools to solve new problems. This resonates with the pragmatic design choices and crea-
tivity often required by evaluators as they build fit for purpose designs to respond to multiple
user needs in ever evolving contexts. Yet it is only recently gaining ground as a concept in
evaluation and specifically within complexity-aware and systemic approaches, which empha-
sise learning, use and multiple forms of knowledge (Hargreaves, 2021; Patton, 2019).
Aston and Apgar (2022) describe it as

Evaluators often only adopt certain parts of methods, and skip or substitute recommended steps to suit
their purposes. The evaluator may repurpose existing tools with those of methods and tools with which
they are more familiar; or they may even combine a patchwork of relevant tools for different parts of an
evaluation or throughout the cycle of designing, planning, monitoring, and evaluating a project (p. 2).
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Chambers (2015) referred to this as ‘eclectic methodological pluralism’ agreeing that methods
chosen in evaluation must be a ‘good fit’ for the context and the users. In his view, rigour
stems from ‘scanning the range of possibilities and adapting and combining these for the spe-
cial conditions of each inquiry’ (Chambers, 2015: p. 328). Van Hemelrijck and Guijt (2016)
then added the need to balance inclusiveness, rigour and feasibility when mixing methods.
Similarly, Aston and Apgar (2022) suggest that quality in bricolage rests on careful considera-
tion of what function a particular method or part of a method serves in the evaluation process,
and how this supports rigour by enabling reasoning, credibility and transferability.

Bricolage as an intentional approach to evaluation design extends long-standing discus-
sions about methodological choice that have led to a proliferation of support tools, such as
the design (HM Treasury, 2020; Stern et al., 2012) and choice (Befani, 2020) triangles, which
suggest choice should be guided by the evaluation questions, the programme attributes and
the intended use. Central to this view of methodological selection is consideration for the
underlying, and often hidden, frameworks of causal inference and how these relate to spe-
cific evaluation questions (see Gates and Dyson, 2017; Jenal and Liesner, 2017; Lynn and
Apgar, 2024). Asking ‘how’, ‘why’ and for ‘whom’ questions, which are increasingly com-
mon in evaluation of international development and peacebuilding interventions, require
methods that use ‘generative’ and ‘configurational’ approaches to causality, in other words,
that acknowledge multiple interacting factors understood to work in specific ways in any
particular context. It is, therefore, within the methodological bricolage domain of the frame-
work, where evaluation questions are considered, that we recognise the need for design
choices that will enable appropriate causal analysis through sound reasoning (including look-
ing for alternative explanations) leading to credible evidence (with high confidence in find-
ings and causal claims) and greater potential for transferability (exploration of the role of
context within the causal claims).

Practising methodological bricolage in peacebuilding evaluation can contribute to
building rigour not through choosing the ‘right’ most ‘rigorous’ methodological design
based on a hierarchy of knowledge, but rather through combining different methods or
parts of methods as they enable credible evidence (containing strong and justified causal
claims) to be generated along unpredictable causal pathways in response to context and
stakeholder needs.

Facilitating meaningful participation and inclusion

The domain of meaningful participation and inclusivity is how we pay attention to the ways in
which our processes open up or close down space for different forms of knowledge, particu-
larly of the most marginalised, to be included meaningfully. A number of frameworks examine
the purpose and forms of participation of different stakeholders in evaluation. Some place
participation along a spectrum ranging from ‘instrumental’ to ‘emancipatory’ (Cousins and
Whitmore, 1998). Others take dichotomous views of participation as ‘instrumental’ versus
‘normative’ (Baker and Chapin, 2018) or ‘technocratic’ versus ‘participatory’ (Chouinard,
2013). Instrumental/technocratic reasons often relate to utilisation, with participation of a
range of stakeholders seen as enhancing the possibility of uptake and use. Instrumental rea-
sons can also rest on acknowledging that causal explanations of how change happens are not
value free, and triangulation across diverse experiences can support more credible causal
claims, particularly when dealing with change in complex systems.
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Normative or emancipatory approaches see evaluation as a process aiming to support trans-
formative change. This includes empowerment (Fetterman, 1994) and feminist (Brisolara
etal., 2014) evaluation, which explicitly support social justice agendas and are concerned with
questions of power. While these heuristic tools to define forms of participation are overly
simplistic, they usefully highlight a central concern around what constitutes meaningful par-
ticipation within evaluation: the need to pay attention to both ‘who’ is participating, as well as
‘how’, in order to establish at what ‘depth’ participation is desired and appropriate, to design
the participatory process accordingly.

What we are concerned with in this domain of the inclusive rigour framework, is the desire
to move practice towards ‘deeper’ forms of participation paying particular attention to pro-
cesses that enable excluded populations to engage meaningfully. In our context of peacebuild-
ing programming, there are considered attempts to practise more locally led and decolonised
evaluation (Chilisa and Mertens, 2021; Forsyth et al., 2021; Kelly and Htwe, 2023). While we
agree with critics that ‘decolonising’ is at risk of becoming an empty buzzword and should not
be used metaphorically (Tuck and Yang, 2012), we see this opening towards more radical
forms of participation within evaluation practice as an opportunity for movement towards
inclusive rigour, away from a simple hierarchy of evidence, and centering the local voices
concerned with the evaluand. For example, calls for a fifth branch to the tree of evaluation
approaches that highlight ‘context and needs’ (Chilisa, 2019) brings the ontological, epistemo-
logical and axiological foundations of indigenous knowledge systems, which have historically
been excluded, into the evaluation picture as a starting proposition and not solely as a meth-
odological conundrum. This allows us to tackle both the responsiveness and transferability
criteria head on.

This evolution of evaluation that is driven in and by context and by those closest to the
experiences of change, brings necessary precision to what has been a central theme in partici-
patory evaluation: being aware of and engaging with power dynamics makes the difference
between instrumental and transformative forms of practice. Hanberger (2022) offers a useful
framework through which to explore power ‘in’ and ‘of” evaluation, illustrating that it operates
both at the methodological and practice levels, in the doing of the evaluation, as well as at the
governance level where the power of evaluation lies in how it is used by stakeholders. We
reflect further on the power ‘of” evaluation as we describe the ‘enabling environment’ for
meaningful participation ‘in’ the evaluation process itself.

Ensuring utilisation and impact

The domain of utilisation is where we strive to respond to different stakeholder needs for
evidence and learning to inform decision-making and achieve the ultimate goal of increasing
the impact of peacebuilding programmes on the ground. The evaluation field has been dis-
cussing ways to support and overcome barriers to greater ‘use’ of evaluation for decades,
with recent reviews (Pattyn and Bouterse, 2020) illustrating a multitude of factors at play
across individual, organisational and system dynamics. Two areas are increasingly seen as
important and relate to our framing of this domain — stakeholder involvement and evaluator
competence (Johnson et al., 2009). We will explore the latter in the following section on the
enabling environment.

There are a range of potential stakeholders who can support uptake and use. The list
includes: (1) funders or commissioners who use findings to inform strategy; (2) programme
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staff, who, especially with learning-oriented evaluations, become the main users of the find-
ings, and whose proximity to the theories of change and action suggest they can support
appropriate evaluation design; (3) intermediaries and partners (such as non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) or service providers) who the programme engages with as a way of
reaching primary beneficiaries, and who are key players in the processes of change being
examined; and (4) the people whom the programme being evaluated is aiming to serve who
most directly experience the impact. These roles are often not static and can change through-
out an evaluation process and will depend on the specific evaluation parameters. And as mean-
ingful participation is deepening to support local demands, we can expect the overlapping
roles to evolve further.

Ensuring utilisation requires not just acknowledging the different positions, but crucially
navigating across, between and through them. In this vein, some argue that a focus on the
political challenge is central to impactful evaluation practice (Aston et al., 2022; Roche and
Kelly, 2012). Similar to scholarship on the politics of evidence use (Parkhurst, 2017), it is
naive to assume that decision-making around use of the evidence produced through evaluation
is merely a technical or scientific endeavour. Utilisation focused and responsive evaluation
approaches focus precisely on this aim of balancing power asymmetries that might arise
within the evaluation process and that directly influence use (Baur et al., 2010).

Stakeholders bring their different forms of power to influence the methodological choices
made (domain of methodological bricolage) as well as the extent to which marginalised com-
munities are included meaningfully (domain of inclusivity). All stakeholders can potentially
influence the extent to which an evaluation design and its implementation is credible as well
as whether the design allows for context to be considered for transferability of the results.
Local stakeholders, for example, may not prioritise transferability over their immediate use in
context, while a commissioner may wish to learn how to apply similar strategies in other con-
texts, placing transferability at the top of the agenda. Application of certain preferred methods
may be necessary to have convincing levels of credibility in the eyes of some stakeholders
while responding to local or partners’ needs may call for greater methodological innovation
and flexibility.

What becomes important in this domain, therefore, is to pay particular attention to the qual-
ity of the governance processes that can enable a deliberative space for learning across differ-
ent stakeholders. In the context of peacebuilding evaluation, in conditions of complexity,
ensuring the findings are used to adapt programme implementation on the go, places particular
emphasis on the needs of programme implementers perhaps beyond the needs of external
actors. And negotiation does not always lead to consensus, suggesting that thinking about
‘use’ in the context of inclusive rigour may require hard choices to be made to ensure maxi-
mum use where it can bring maximum impact.

Enabling environment and organisational and individual competencies

We have described the three interconnected domains of practice to operationalise inclusive
rigour. And as described across all three domains, individual peacebuilding evaluators and
evaluation teams are not working in isolation. They are part of structures, institutional arrange-
ments, broader systems of aid, evaluation and evidence use and interact within both formal
and informal spaces that together enable or hinder inclusive rigour. We highlight two salient
aspects of this broader enabling environment and expand on each in turn.
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Institutional dimensions

The power ‘of” evaluation to support all domains of practice and inclusive rigour is conceptu-
alised through the structures and policies that govern evaluation (Hanberger, 2022). Much of
the discussion about the politics of evidence in international development (see Eyben et al.,
2015) has centred on the hierarchies of aid and the flow of resources from funders down to
implementers, which drives the need for upwards accountability and the most difficult power
imbalance to shift. The role of funders remains critical to supporting methodological brico-
lage, participation and opening up to plural views of use as much peacebuilding is part of
formal funded development interventions. We do see in certain funding circles a much greater
appreciation for funding in ways that navigate power asymmetries, shift power and emphasise
new ways to partner (Gibson, 2018; Trust Based Philanthropy Project, 2023). Frameworks
that explore equitable partnerships in the context of international development argue that
appreciating historical context, which is colonial and driven from the Global-North and comes
with associated power asymmetries, should be the starting point (Fransman et al., 2021;
Snijder et al., 2023). Equitability is characterised by joint ownership, mutual responsibility,
transparency and benefit sharing for all partners (Price et al., 2021). Where these dimensions
are made explicit and inform the governance arrangements of evaluation, the conditions will
be more favourable for inclusive rigour.

But even when donors are shifting their models of partnership, the historical legacy of top-
down aid shaping most monitoring and evaluation as an instrument of control around prede-
fined results, manifests today in the cultures and mindsets that drive institutional dynamics of
partners. Throughout the development and peacebuilding systems across scales and institu-
tions at both the local and national levels, the command-and-control management practices
and associated cultures they are part of continue to be perpetuated daily. Shifting these cul-
tures towards learning is at the heart of enabling effective methodological bricolage. This
includes managing uncertainty and moving away from a control-orientation to create space,
time and budget for flexibility and iterative co-design. Those supporting adaptive manage-
ment make the case that the enabling environment requires shifts across not just evaluation but
other institutional domains such as contracting and compliance that can often become barriers
to broadening the risk landscape and embrace flexibility (Prieto-Martin et al., 2017).

Personal and team competencies

Alongside the structures and institutional cultures lie the competencies required to practise in
all three domains. A set of relational and political competencies support evaluators to act as
facilitators of learning. As Eager and Barnett (2021) show, ethics and roles of evaluators when
working in conditions of complexity shift away from assessing impact as independent agents
to becoming an integral part of achieving impact as embedded evaluators.

The competencies required to make this shift have been described within the context of par-
ticipatory evaluation and include: sound facilitation skills and reflexivity; humility and hon-
esty; balancing principles with pragmatism and understanding the political landscape (Apgar
and Allen, 2021; Podems, 2010). Understanding the political landscape enables navigating
multiple competing stakeholder demands (utilisation and impact domain) and can help evalua-
tors to decide when to push for particular methodological combinations (methodological brico-
lage domain), and when to deepen participation (domain of meaningful participation). Perhaps
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the core competency that underpins quality in bricolage is being able to balance principles with
pragmatism — evaluation is never an exact science. Chambers’ (2015) canon of ‘being open,
alert and inquisitive’ and ‘employing transparent reflexivity’ links to a call for greater humility
and honesty in embedded and facilitative evaluations. Feminist evaluators would take this even
further, to argue that evaluators who are part of the process must recognise what they are bring-
ing into that process (Patton, 2002; Podems, 2010), seeing themselves as advocates and facilita-
tors of processes aimed at empowerment (Miller and Haylock, 2014).

These individual competencies are enabled and supported through team and institutional com-
petencies. In the adaptive management field, it is acknowledged that ‘a culture and mindset that
encourages and rewards open, alert, inquisitive, anticipatory, responsive and honest approaches’
(Ramalingam et al., 2017, 2019) builds a conducive enabling environment. These competencies
can be built intentionally, but often are not all available at the outset. This raises important ques-
tions about how to balance the need for independence and expertise that remain core attributes of
evaluators, while also enabling learning and navigating different stakeholder needs.

Case studies of inclusive rigour in practice

We take a multiple case study approach (Marrelli, 2007) within which each evaluation experi-
ence is a unique case of inclusive rigour. We first provide an overview of the three cases,
through describing the evaluand in context before sharing the evaluation design and results.
All three projects were funded by Humanity United’s peacebuilding portfolio that aims to
transform the peacebuilding system by centering the agency and power of local peacebuilders,
with the potential for more enduring, resilient peace. Consequently, all of the cases showcase
applications of the framework to participatory interventions. In this context, the evaluation
and learning designs were aiming to produce credible evidence as well as directly contributing
to the transformative impact the interventions seek. All dimensions of inclusive rigour in each
case are summarised in Table 2.

Mali Vestibule de la Paix

The Vestibule de la Paix project is a US$3.5 million peacebuilding intervention operating in
Mali (2018-2024) that aims to develop and test a participatory peacebuilding methodology
based on systemic action research (SAR). SAR is a form of action research that uses peoples’
lived experience as a starting point to uncover underlying dynamics that lead to a particular
issue of concern in a system, in this case the manifestation of different forms of conflict. SAR
generates participatory evidence, as well as actions in response to this causal understanding,
with the aim of seeding change across the system (Burns, 2007). This project is the first large-
scale application of SAR for peacebuilding.

The participatory process is implemented in three localities — the first with low levels of
conflict and closer to the capital, and two with higher levels of conflict in the north. Through
the SAR process, causal dynamics of conflict were identified and depicted on a large system
map, presenting the main dynamics that action research groups chose to respond to. The action
research groups include diverse local actors who facilitated their own research process to col-
lect further evidence, and develop local-level actions.

A four-way partnership model (see details in Table 2) seeking to learn from the SAR meth-
odology led to an embedded monitoring and evaluation system, guided by an overarching
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contribution analysis design to enable adaptive management and address the main evaluation
question: ‘How does the SAR process contribute to the conditions for community-based
peacebuilding?’

Detailed causal theories of change were co-developed and an extensive process documen-
tation system was set up. A baseline and endline of all participants enabled tracking of changes
in their attitudes and behaviours on qualitative domains related to conflict mediation and local
agency, as per the theories of change. Case studies of both successful and unsuccessful action
research groups produced an in-depth understanding of if and how they worked, in context
and for whom. Participatory outcome harvesting implemented by a team of local harvesters
then captured emergent outcomes beyond the documented SAR activities, and a causal analy-
sis of all outcomes led to substantiation of claims of contribution to pathways towards sys-
temic change.

At the time of writing, evaluation was complete in Kangaba, the first of three localities,
where levels of conflict were lowest. The evidence suggests that the SAR approach, with its
emphasis on causal analysis of system dynamics, and participatory conflict mediation pro-
cesses, implemented by a research team that took time to work in contextualised ways, led to
an increase in local capacity for management of (non-armed) conflict. Participants in the
action research processes are experiencing high levels of respect and are showing signs of
greater agency to engage in conflict mediation. The outcome harvesting has also shown that
greater collaboration is leading to improved relations in some communities. The contribution
evidence gathered suggests that these changes are in part the result of a highly contextualised
design that intentionally included authoritative people from the communities in the process. It
also shows that social norms related to women’s engagement were responded to but not over-
come, leading to less meaningful involvement of women in the process despite intentional
inclusion strategies.

Colombia Co-Inspira

The Co-Inspira project is implemented by the NGO AdaptPeacebuilding, beginning in three
municipalities in Colombia in 2020. Following the signing of the Colombian Peace Accord in
2016, the country’s network of local peace councils have provided a space where peacebuilding
issues could be presented and acted upon by elite and non-elite actors at multiple levels of society.
The project design responds to factors that have hampered the peacebuilding efforts of the coun-
cils: lack of trust, political agendas influencing implementation and a severe lack of resources.

The project took advantage of two distinct funding streams to compare two alternative
approaches to revitalising the work of the peace councils. In two municipalities, an externally
designed capacity building and dialogue approach was employed, while in the third, a SAR
approach, emphasising inclusive, participatory decision-making and action-based learning,
was implemented. In the SAR approach, the timing, topics, participants, modalities and suc-
cess measures are determined by the participants themselves, rather than according to the
requirements, interests and assumptions of external actors alone. Life stories were collected
among community members, then analysed to produce collective causal loop diagrams dem-
onstrating the main challenges and opportunities to build peace in their territories. Based on
the identified dynamics and associated theories of change, participants formed action research
groups to respond to three prioritised peacebuilding opportunities: womens’ empowerment,
youth solidarity and environmental protection.
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The evaluation compared how the two approaches worked and whether discernible differ-
ences existed in how and to what extent local peace councils contributed to conditions of
‘everyday peace’. Causal pathways for how the two approaches would strengthen the peace
councils were theorised based on relevant sociological and peace and conflict literature, as
well as the empirical experience of several previous rounds of SAR for peacebuilding in
Myanmar (Fray and Burns, 2021). The causal pathways theorised how peacebuilding method-
ologies influence the collective agency and relationships between people and organisations
involved in peacebuilding. Baseline data related to these causal pathways were collected at the
outset of the project via a survey of peace councillors in three locations. Towards the end of
the project, participants reflected on the causal pathways, using an adapted outcome harvest-
ing approach, first describing any outcomes that were occurring in relationship to these, then
scoring their significance from a peacebuilding perspective, as well as describing the contribu-
tion of the project. The evaluation team then compared findings from the outcome harvesting
process with baseline data from the survey, and supplementary evidence from a sistemati-
zacion process (a Latin American process evaluation method — see Mera Rodriguez, 2019;
Pérez de Maza, 2016).

The evaluation found that the peace council that employed the SAR approach initiated
more local peacebuilding activities than other peace councils and were more widely known
among the local community. Peace councillors in this location tended to be seen as more
legitimate than in other locations. The evaluators acknowledged, however, that the 6 months
of the pilot project was insufficient to reveal a large number of significant peacebuilding out-
comes, or to comprehensively test the causal pathways. Additional data are being gathered in
2023 and will continue in 2024 after 2 years of implementation, which will allow for evidence
with higher transferability potential.

Colombia Everyday Justice

The Everyday Justice project, initiated in 2019 by the NGO Everyday Peace Indicators is
implemented in three regions of Colombia. The focus is on improving the integrated justice,
reparation and non-repetition mechanisms set up to support the implementation of the 2016
Peace Accord. The lack of coherence across national, local and community priorities and
agendas, means there is a lack of understanding around the everyday needs of communities.
Everyday Justice responded to this by exploring how the communities’ experiences of transi-
tional justice processes are affecting coexistence, feelings of justice and perceptions of insti-
tutional accountability (Dixon and Firchow, 2022).

The project includes use of participatory everyday peace indicators (EPIs). Using a commu-
nity-engaged process, participants identify and agree on a set of everyday experiences (such as
access to markets, trust in neighbours, etc.) that are meaningful to them as markers of a peaceful
life (Firchow, 2018). These EPIs then form the basis of surveys that are used to monitor change
and assess communities’ varying experiences of peacebuilding processes over time.

In two communities in each of the three regions of operation, Everyday Peace Indicators
integrated the participatory indicator process with photovoice, a participatory action
research method (Sutton-Brown, 2014; Wang and Burris, 1997). The two methods were
sequenced, with EPI indicators used as launchpads for the creation of photo stories by mem-
bers of the community inspired by specific indicators that resonated with them. Participants
took photos and wrote accompanying narratives about the significance of the indicators, to
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each individually and in groups. The resulting photo stories were refined through a collec-
tive review process, and a small selection was chosen for a public exhibit. In a final work-
shop, participants reflected on their experience of the photo story and exhibit processes.

Evaluative research conducted around the photovoice process in the first two communities
revealed that the process supported healing, enabled intergenerational dialogue, built territo-
rial identity and catalysed community peace actions (Fairey et al., 2022). Crucially, these
community impacts emerged as the photovoice process built on existing community strengths
and priorities as identified in the participatory indicator process.

Learning about inclusive rigour in practice

Table 2 presents a comparative view of the three unique cases. The emphasis of evaluation
in all three cases was, from the outset, use-oriented. The evaluations aimed to generate
learning about how approaches to peacebuilding focused on local agency were working in
context. Across all, we see that an embedded evaluation design was intimately connected to
the participatory nature of the interventions themselves, producing in-depth understandings
of the processes through which outcomes related to conflict mediation and experiences of
peace are generated, as well as directly feeding the actions taken. Furthermore, they all
combined methods to collect data on pre-defined outcomes (such as through the baseline/
endline designs in both the Vestibule de la Paix and the Co-Inspira evaluations and EPI in
Everyday Justice) with methods that explored emergent causal pathways (through photo-
voice and outcome harvesting).

Our cross-case analysis generated reflections on the relationship between the three design
and practice dimensions of the framework and how they are enmeshed in the characteristics of
the broader environment that enable or hinder inclusive rigour. Balancing across the different
dimensions is not always easy, trade-offs are common, and opportunities to reconcile in crea-
tive ways can emerge. We expand on two areas of learning that emerge from our experiences
of navigating tensions and identifying opportunities for the practice of inclusive rigour.

Institutional arrangements to navigate multiple use values

Across all cases, as we might expect, the multi-partner set-up of the projects and their associ-
ated MEL systems played a major role in how easy or challenging it became to navigate dif-
ferent use values. This, in turn, influenced the methodological choices made as well as the
levels and forms of participation they allowed.

This is perhaps most evident in the Vestibule de la Paix case, given the unique four-way
partnership, which included vastly different organisations, and the donor involved as a
partner in both governance and operational arrangements. Each of the partners brought a
different form of expertise and with it, their unique perspective on the purpose of evalua-
tion. For the Institute of Development Studies, the evaluation technical lead, the theory
building opportunity, requiring in-depth and detailed documentation based on the causal
theories of change, was particularly exciting, bringing a knowledge production emphasis.
Other partners were most concerned with building strong evidence of the contribution of
SAR towards specific peacebuilding effects to convince others of its added value. For the
local peacebuilding partner, MEL was initially understood as an instrument to manage
performance and later to demonstrate impact. Depending on the partner, the evaluation
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design and specific bricolage was either experienced as too conceptual (by those more
practically oriented) or too simple (by those more theoretically oriented) and was seen to
be too focused either on the ‘how’ or the ‘what’.

Navigating these different views was challenging for the evaluation team. Commitment to
the four-way governance model did, however, mean that the evaluation team included repre-
sentatives of the four partners, allowing the respective viewpoints to be explored in a safe
space. The team spent time on communicating and interpreting the technical nuance of what
methods could enable what type of causal evidence and how they served their respective
interests. While this supported rigour in the evolving methodological design, these dynamics
meant much of the evaluation team’s energy was turned inwards, and as a result, missed
opportunities to fully ground the purpose of evaluation with the participating communities.
For example, participants could have also been considered as active partners in discussions
about what evaluation could be used for, which might have deepened participation, or the
analysis of outcomes within outcome harvesting could have been more inclusive of commu-
nity perspectives.

In the Everyday Justice project, separate teams implemented the participatory indicators
and photovoice processes, working with local community facilitators in each place. Alongside
the operational separation were also different emphases and priorities, designed to comple-
ment and amplify each other. Given this separation, the evaluative component of the design
was delivered through the EPI method alone, while the photovoice component focused on
knowledge generation for community action. The EPI team implemented a post-project end-
line and compared it with the initial EPI baseline to detect changes in everyday peace out-
comes. Sometimes they used photos from the initial photovoice component to illustrate some
of their indicators. But an additional photovoice workshop to update on communities’ vision
of their situation post-project was not implemented. Both EPI and photovoice partners are
currently in discussion on how to strengthen their methodological bricolage for evaluation to
enhance causal inference through different forms of evidence. They acknowledge and are
actively exploring the need to build a more enabling environment for combining different
forms of evidence and appreciating quality across them.

In the case of Co-Inspira, common practice and shared learning agendas between partners
enabled the bricolage set up to respond to the different needs. It was able to build theoretical
understanding related to questions of power and agency in the causal pathways which was a
particular research interest for some. Further, the partners and the donor were all keen to learn
about the methodology (SAR) and to identify and explore emergent outcomes. Finally, the
SAR embedded design meant that participants could also learn about different levels of the
peacebuilding processes. In this case, the commitment to ongoing work with the peace coun-
cillors created the structures for the team to prioritise participant expectations in the knowl-
edge that this would allow adaptation to subsequent phases of work.

Evaluation cultures and mindsets mediating uncertainty

Behind and within the partnership arrangements sit the cultures and mindsets of evaluation.
Experiences of top-down aid are often internalised by actors throughout the peacebuilding
system and are expressed through ways of organising that assume a command-and-control
approach based on predefining all activities, outputs and outcomes. Methodological bricolage,
on the contrary, requires openness to flexibility, as well as the ability to manage uncertainties
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along outcome pathways. Our experiences show that different levels of comfort with uncer-
tainty and flexibility underpinned partners’ appetite for emergent and ongoing co-design. And
this, in turn, influenced our ability to maintain quality and intentionality with methodological
bricolage.

The Everyday Justice experience illustrates that when participation is meaningful, and
evaluation methodologies are adapted to the local context, this contextualised view drives
how methods are combined. In the communities where EPI and photovoice were implemented,
on average, half of the photovoice participants had been involved in the EPI process. In these
communities, locals did not engage with them as distinct methods, but rather, they were under-
stood as one joined up process driven by their lived experiences in spite of the separation in
operational terms. A holistic local view of what matters was driving methodological decisions
in situ. It also, however, requires a high degree of openness to uncertainty, as it is not possible
to know exactly what will emerge and where participants will drive the process.

One of photovoice’s main qualities is the physical output created by the communities them-
selves, using photographic exhibitions that symbolise different perceptions of justice and con-
flict. This open participatory aspect comes with a certain level of security risk for those sharing
photographs. In some cases, photos had to be presented in safe spaces instead of on the walls
of schools, community centres or other buildings as was originally planned. In other cases,
certain photos could not be put up at all in order to ensure protection of participants (Fairey
et al., 2022). In the context of peacebuilding, navigating emergent risk through a participatory
process is a key skill set that embedded evaluators need.

Comfort levels with emergent design were not always as high as required for smooth bri-
colage practice. In all three cases, the evaluand itself is defined by participants and so cannot
be known fully de facto. In the Vestibule de la Paix case, some partners assumed a linear
approach to management through predefined and planned activities, outputs and expected
outcomes. Lack of evaluation tools they were familiar with, such as logframes and clear
SMART predefined indicators, led to discomfort by management in some instances. In
response to this pressure, the evaluation team produced a design document with a best guess
of all methods and outputs that would be required, even as causal theories of change were
evolving on the ground. The fact that methodological bricolage was enshrined in a formal
document provided the evaluation team the means through which to share the logic of combin-
ing methods within an overarching Contribution Analysis design. This explicit and intentional
view of the design reassured some partners and provided a robust alternative to what they
were expecting.

Yet for the evaluation team, this initial high-level design was less useful when iterative
recombining and adaptation of methods was required to meet shifting demands and contextual
conditions. Approaches and choices were being revised constantly based on information com-
ing from the field and on the partners general view of what the project sought to achieve in
context. In practice, for the evaluation team, making the design explicit (and getting it agreed)
required a considerable up-front investment in time (when specifics were impossible to fully
know) for relatively low return, and served more of a pacifying function than a technical one.
The evaluation mindset of some partners had to be overcome in order to get to the work of
actually ensuring rigour in the design.

In the experience of Co-Inspira, both the donor and the implementing organisation were
appreciative of and wanting to experiment with complexity-aware participatory methods. Yet
external partners, especially the local authorities were hesitant at first to engage with the team
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and discuss the effects of the SAR methodology. Difficulties arose as it became clear that
some partners were listening for specific results that they wanted, rather than interested to find
out more about the changes that did, in fact, occur. The team found that this dynamic shifted
somewhat once the stories of change (from outcome harvesting) could be fully told and
through them contributions could be explained via the richness of local explanations and doc-
umentation sources provided by the team. Across all cases, we see that narratives of change
are powerful tools as part of the bricolage design.

Conclusion

While the field of peacebuilding is intentionally moving towards locally led, participatory and
adaptive programming, the evaluation of peacebuilding interventions is lagging behind. It has
largely remained trapped by narrow definitions of rigour, stemming from unhelpful hierar-
chies of knowledge that lead to a focus on measuring predefined indicators rather than build-
ing causal explanations. The inclusive rigour framework responds to this challenge. It builds
on existing trends in evaluation, that argue for complexity-aware and epistemologically plural
approaches as appropriate, to build credible causal explanations in conditions of uncertainty.
It identifies three domains of design and practice that need to be considered together to build
rigour throughout ongoing evaluation design and in its implementation. Rigour here is not
defined by methodological choice alone, but rather, relies on an active view of evolving meth-
odological choices that unfold throughout an iterative process as maximum use value and
meaningful participation are sought.

As we applied the framework to our own work, we learned how critical the institutional
arrangements are in creating the enabling environment that sits behind and helps to work
across the three domains. We have shown how the partnership dynamics and decision-making
mechanisms in our cases drove whether it was possible to balance different needs, spanning
accountability, learning, action and evidence and knowledge production, through using multi-
ple methods and paying attention to inclusion, and where trade-offs could not be navigated
successfully. We also show where evaluation cultures and mindsets were not aligned with a
more inclusive view of rigour, the depth and form of participation were limited as well as the
ability to practise methodological bricolage, and so to sustain credibility in building causal
explanations of emergent outcome pathways.

Underlying both of these dimensions is the implicit, and at times explicit, presence of
power dynamics. As has been described by others (Baur et al., 2010; Roche and Kelly, 2012)
underpinning the formal institutional arrangements (structures) and mostly informal (and
often hidden) values, cultures and mindsets of partners involved in an evaluation process, lie
different forms and levels of power that mediate how decisions about use, participation and
methods are made. Power asymmetries might exist along a number of lines, some embedded
in historical colonial legacies (perpetuated by top-down hierarchies of aid), others related to
different social norms embedded in context (related to gender or class for example) and yet
others link to valuing different forms of knowledge (such as valuing experimental designs
over other causal designs). These power dynamics of development and evaluation practice are
also, in fact, part of the broader systems of governance that are the focus of peacebuilding
interventions. Yet the way in which they influence both achievement of peacebuilding out-
comes, and achievement of quality in evaluation practice, are often overlooked in design and
operationalisation. In the realm of evaluation, an over-emphasis on the technical, and the
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focus of rigour as linked entirely to initial methodological choice, tends to overshadow these
more hidden dynamics.

We reflected in our cases on how navigating power is central to an inclusive rigour practice
although we did not agree to use of one particular theory of power. In both the Everyday Justice
and Vestibule de la Paix cases, there was not sufficient attention paid to power within the part-
nership, and hidden dynamics were not able to be brought out into the open to be discussed and
potentially navigated. In Mali for example, there was an attempt to use a partnership rubric to
build reflexivity on the partnership dynamic itself, but was not prioritised among competing
demands on time. It is likely that partners had no appetite for uncomfortable conversations.

In our third case, the Co-Inspira project, however, the causal theories of change that were
being tested through the evaluation included theories about how power sharing occurs in the
context of the Peace Councils. Making these theories explicit to participants during the evalua-
tion process, as a way to democratise evaluation, led to deeper insights across all partners about
how power was also showing up in their own practice. Participants reflected on this being a key
‘aha’ moment for them in their own internalisation and reflection on their power to create change,
and expanded their understanding of what the evaluation was trying to capture: the many changes
beyond the simple predefined ‘outputs’ and ‘indicators’ they were used to measuring.

This experience illustrates the potential of being intentional in creating a safe-enough con-
tainer for hidden dynamics to be surfaced and discussed. This is one way to build reflexivity,
which is a core skill set for acknowledging and then finding ways to navigate power dynamics
that might otherwise derail attempts to practise inclusive rigour. It also illustrates what we
intend the framework to do — to inspire new lines of questioning as peacebuilding evaluators
and implementers build intentionality in moving towards more helpful framings of rigour, and
ultimately, use evaluation to build credible causal explanations in conditions of uncertainty.

From the learning presented in this article, several lines of new and ongoing inquiry can
focus new rounds of action-oriented learning about how to shift the way we conceptualise and
operationalise rigour in peacebuilding evaluation: (1) how does an emphasis on credibility of
appropriate causal explanations as central to methodological choice, influence the quality of
participation and the potential for greater utilisation?; (2) how can we intentionally build
greater openness to complexity and emergence within evaluation cultures and partnerships to
enable inclusive rigour?; and related to the previous two (3) which theoretical orientations of
power (of the many possible) are helpful vehicles for operationalising real-world navigation
of power dynamics in evaluation?
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