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Evaluation in NGO development  

cooperation:  

Room for communities of inquiry?

Tiina Kontinen 

Our partners do not really understand all this LFA-matrix stuff, even if 
they can use them. And I think we ourselves do not understand either…. 
The narratives are much more helpful for us; a narrative is something that 
everybody living a human life can understand. (…). It would be great if we 
could do a real report as an appendix to the annual report to the Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs. But it is a problem, since the Ministry report is a must, 
and it takes all the time and energy, and you are not able to do more.  
  (Member of staff of a Finnish development NGO, 3.3.2010)  

This quote illustrates the situation between the ‘rock and a hard place’ 
that a number of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) currently find 
themselves in. Since the early 1990s, NGOs have occupied increasingly 
important places in the international aid architecture (Tvedt 1998; 
Opuku-Mensah et al 2007). But with NGOs growing in importance 
and receiving increased funding, the demands for showing results of their 
work have grown as well (Mitlin et al 2008). NGOs struggle between 
increasing demands from donors to evaluate rigorously the effects of their 
work, and their limited skills and resources to conduct such activities. 
Often, the motive behind the evaluation is that of accountability to donors 
rather than learning (Chelimsky 1997). The pressures to show results 
might lead the NGOs to distance themselves from the commitment to 
ideas such as empowerment and participation (Mitlin et al 2008), and to 
commission evaluations to be carried out by experts. The Logical Fram-
ework Approach (LFA) has been a dominant framework for working in 
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development co-operation, and many NGOs have adopted it in one way 
or another (Bakewell and Garbutt 2005).  

The LFA is based on a linear and hierarchical conceptualisation of 
change (Davies 2004) which, in terms of evaluation, leads to the idea of 
before–after designs following the experimental model. Furthermore, it 
proposes that the evaluation should be based on observable and measura-
ble indicators. A crucial critique against the LFA and the experimentalist 
evaluation thinking at large has been the participatory approach advocated 
by Robert Chambers (1988; Chambers et al 2009). That approach aims 
at turning the traditional idea of expertise upside down. A participa-
tory approach states that instead of trained experts, it is the people, the 
beneficiaries themselves, who should analyse their life and identify their 
problems. Thus, the value of evaluation knowledge can be judged either 
on the basis of its objectivity by scientific standards, or by judging the 
extent of accommodation of multiple knowledges.

NGO work is often driven by a strong moral commitment to the 
promotion of the voices of the poor and of Southern partners.  How-
ever, in regard to evaluation, NGOs might struggle with the tasks of 
combining scientific rigour with value-based attitude. In this paper it is 
suggested that the Deweyan concept of ‘community of inquiry’ and its 
underlying pragmatists ideas, related to knowledge production, could 
offer an alternative way to conceptualise evaluation.  

The community of inquiry

Current administration science has testified to a ‘rediscovery’ of John 
Dewey (Snider 2000; Shields 2003). One of the implications for evalua-
tion activities of this rediscovery has been the questioning of the role of 
technocratic expertise. Rather, the Deweyan idea of inquiry as a basis for 
evaluation challenges the privilege of experts and advocates the importance 
of multiple ways of seeing the world (Evans 2000, p 309). 

Two main principles are central to inquiry; that of a democratic process 
and the analogy with scientific experimenting. However, according to 
pragmatist thinking, the inquiry is not a method of finding the truth 
but a means to reduce doubt and uncertainty. Therefore, if the core 
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problem and source for anxiety for evaluation in NGOs has been iden-
tifying the right indicators that can really measure the effects and impact, 
the pragmatist point of view could offer relief. It points out that since 
we are dealing with such complex social situations, one ‘final’ truth is 
unreachable. Rather, both evaluation and the development intervention 
itself could be conceptualised, following the pragmatists vocabulary, as 
processes of reducing the uncertainty inherent in the situation so that 
the next steps in action can be taken (Evans 2000, p 314). 

Inquiry, for Dewey, is a method of both knowing and acting. In 
inquiry, theoretical knowledge is understood as a tool that can be used 
to sort out and decide among the possible actions and consequences that 
could best resolve the experienced problematic situation (ibid, p 320). 
Thus, in evaluation a productive dialogue with academic knowledge 
might be understood as an additional, but not superior, tool for making 
sense of the situation. 

The idea of causality and attribution are central to evaluation. Cont-
rariwise to LFA, pragmatism does not conceive of causality as linear 
(ibid). Rather than the struggle to show the relationships between actions 
and effects, pragmatist thinking would suggest talking about means and 
consequences. In conducting an inquiry in a problematic situation, we 
tend to think about potential consequences of acting in the present. 
Therefore, goal setting as well is practical; according to pragmatism, the 
defining of a goal is always accompanied by a programme of action by 
which to reach it (ibid, p 315; Diggins 1994, p 241). 

Democracy and valuing everybody’s knowledge are the core of the 
Deweyan concept of community. Parallel to Sen’s concept of development 
as increasing capabilities, democracy in community refers to the moral 
commitment to use the inquiry to realise each community members’ 
potentialities. Bottom-up organising of the community and valuing the 
judgments of all are central to the Deweyan understanding of democracy 
(Zimmermann 2000, p 481; Evans 2000, p 312). For evaluation, this 
idea would mean the integration of facts and value-judgments provided 
by a variety of stakeholders. 
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Conclusion

Pragmatist thinking potentially offers a well-founded methodological 
approach for evaluation in NGOs. The idea of evaluation as a joint inquiry 
by a community of different actors, in search of reduced uncertainty 
and the identification of a better working agenda vis-á-vis problematic 
situations, supports the NGOs’ moral commitments to democratic 
relationships and the quest for learning (Kontinen 2007). The practical 
implementation of the idea of ‘community of inquiry’ will also show 
whether the approach is plausible. For instance, the way Dewey stresses 
the education of community members as a prerequisite for engaging 
in reflective inquiry may be a problematic feature. The implications of 
conducting an inquiry in North–South NGO partnerships often face 
the challenge of non-educated participants. Moreover, forming a joint 
community for inquiry with people situated over the North-South divide, 
in culturally different contexts with sometimes quite sparse communica-
tion opportunities, is a challenge. 

Lastly, whether the pragmatist view on knowledge production and 
the products of ‘community of inquiry’ – ‘real reports’ – of NGOs would 
suffice to donors committed to measurable truth poses an additional, 
and huge, challenge. 

References

Bakewell, Oliver, and Garbutt, Anne, 2005. The Use and Abuse of the Logical Fram-
ework Approach. A Review of International Development NGOs Experiences, Great Bri-
tain: INTRAC.

Van der Berg, R, 2005. Results evaluation and impact assessment in development co-
operation, Evaluation, vol 11, no 1, pp 27-36.

Davies, Rick, 2004. Scale, Complexity and the Representation of the Theories of 
Change, Evaluation, vol 10, pp 101-121.

Campbell, James, 1998. Dewey’ s conception of community, in Hickman, L (ed), 
Reading Dewey: Interpretations for a postmodern generation, Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press.

Chambers, Robert, 1983. Rural Development. Putting the Last First, Harlow: Long-
man. 



234

Session:  Civ i l  society and donor demands

Chambers, Robert, Karlan, Dean, Ravallion, Martin and Rogers, Patricia, 2009. 
Designing impact evaluations: different perspectives, International Initiative for Impact 
Evaluation, Working Paper 4. 

Chelimsky, Eleanor, 1997.  The Coming Transformations in Evaluation, in Chelim-
sky, Eleanor and Shadish, William R (eds), Evaluation for the 21st Century. A Hand-
book, Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Davies, Rick, 1994. Scale, Complexity and the Representation of Change, Evalutaion, 
vol 10, no 1, pp 101-121.

Diggins, John Patrick, 1994. The Promise of Pragmatism, Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press.

Evans, Karen G, 2000. Reclaiming John Dewey: Democracy, Inquiry, Pragmatism, 
and Public Management, Administration and Society, vol 32, no 3, pp 308-328. 

Kontinen, Tiina, 2007. Learning Challenges of NGOs in Development. Co-operation of 
Finnish NGOs in Morogoro, Tanzania, Helsinki: Helsinki University Press. 

Mitlin, Diana, Hickey, Samuel and Bebbington, Anthony, 2007. Reclaiming Deve-
lopment? NGOs and the Challenge of Alternatives, World Development, vol 35, no 
10, pp 1699-1720.

Opuku-Mensah, Paul, Lewis, David and Tvedt,Terje, 2007. Reconceptualising NGOs 
and Their Roles in Development. NGOs, Civil Society and the International Aid System, 
Aalborg: Aalborg University Press. 

Shields, Patricia M, 2003. The Community of Inquiry: Classical Pragmatism and 
Public Administration, Administration and Society, vol 35, no 5, pp 510-538. 

Snider, Keith F, 2000. Expertise of Experimenting? : Pragmatism and American 
Public Administration 1920-1950, Administration and Society, vol 32, no 3, pp 329-
354. 

Tvedt, Terje, 1998. Angels of Mercy or Development Diplomats? NGOs and Foreign 
Aid, Trenton: Africa World Press. 

Zimmermann, Bénédicte, 2006. Pragmatism and Capability Approach. Challenges in 
Social Theory and Empirical Research, European Journal of Social Theory, vol 9, no 4, 
pp 467-484. 

Author affiliation

Department of Political and Economic Studies, University of Helsinki, Finland


	Power to the people.pdf
	document-9.pdf



