Logical frameworks: Limitations and variations to improve their quality

Over the last decades, the Logical Framework Approach (LFA) has become universally known and has assumed a key role for planning and managing development interventions (projects or programs). LFA, however, is not uncontroversial and the approach has been subject to criticism, concerning both its theoretical foundations and practical use. Despite these criticisms LFA’s position has not been fundamentally weakened and while many donors acknowledge its limits and weaknesses, they maintain (some would say impose) its use as a planning and monitoring tool. 

In this presentation I will focus on the experience gained with the LFA, notably it´s utility for evaluators and whether it stands against Leslie Cooke´s framing of quality: Beauty, Truth and Justice. And I will explore some variations that were developed in order to improve its quality. 
It is important to distinguish right from the start between the Logical Framework (‘logframe’) –and the Logical Framework Approach (LFA): 

· the Logical Framework is a matrix that integrates two types of logic: 

i) a vertical logic as a hierarchy of objectives – activities deliver outputs, which contribute to outcomes, which help bring about the overall goal; 

ii) a horizontal logic showing how progress against each objective can be assessed (indicators and means of verification) and the external factors (assumptions and risks) which might affect the achievement of objectives at the next level. 
	HIERARCHY OF OBJECTIVES
	INDICATORS
	MEANS OF VERIFICATION
	ASSUMPTIONS & RISKS

	Goal

Longer-term project impact
	Measurable indicators for Goal
	Data sources for verifying status of Goal-level indicators
	Assumptions/risks between (project) Goal and Overall Goals

	Outcomes

Short-term impact and direct effects of the project
	Measurable indicators for Outcomes 
	Data sources for verifying status of Outcome -level indicators
	Assumptions/risks between Outcomes and Goal

	Outputs

The deliverables of the project
	Measurable indicators for Outputs
	Data sources for verifying status of Output-level indicators
	Assumptions/risks between Outputs and Outcomes

	Activities

Work packages and resources needed to accomplish each Output
	Activity Plans

Budget Summary
	Data sources for verifying status of budget and Activities
	Assumptions/risks between Activities and Outputs


Figure 1: A late 1990s version of the logical framework (matrix)
· The Logical Framework Approach is concerned with the procedures of problem analysis, the development of objectives and indicators, and the identification of risks and assumptions, which feed into the matrix. In general, this process should be a participatory one, involving key stakeholders in order to reach consensus on an intervention, which is then summarised in a logical framework. 

Thus the LFA is more than the logframe, but there are many variations using (or combining) these two aspects. In practice, LFA can be used to produce a logframe (i.e. the ideal type described in the literature), but there are also cases where logframes are established without LFA (i.e. a participatory process) or LFA takes place without a logframe (i.e. fitting the agreements reached into a matrix format).

LFA definitely has a series of advantages: It helps to think about and conceptualize interventions in a structured manner. It imposes a uniform way of thinking and demands a formalized way of representing an intervention that everyone who has been initiated into the method can read and understand. By providing a common terminology, it can facilitate discussion and exchange between the various stakeholders. 

The beauty of the logframe lies in the simplicity: It provides a convenient overview of the main features of an intervention, as well as the information needed for monitoring and evaluation. This overview is particularly useful for (senior) officials, funders or supervisors, who require – and prefer – clear and simple descriptions of an intervention. And they value the beauty of ‘logframes’ that provide them with the illusion of coming to terms with messy realities! 
This aspect of ‘beauty’ has to be seen in the context for which LFA was originally intended (in the 1960s): It reflects a management style marked by strong (central) authority and control, based on few but precisely structured and quantifiable objectives, assuming that the actors dispose of all the relevant information - and operate in rather stable environments. But in development aid it is difficult and dangerously misleading to assume – or attempt imposing – this sort of clarity and order: differences in opinion among stakeholders are likely to exist, which makes the assumption of consensual objectives difficult and often highly problematic. A single centre of authority rarely exists and – in practice – clearly agreed to objectives are rare to find. 

When it comes to truth, the LFA requires reaching consensus on one theory of change, one logical path from activities to goals. And it is usually the path that is most acceptable to donors which dominates! Whatever attempts were made to make the LFA participatory and flexible, it seemed unable to change as quickly as the environment within which it has been placed. Because the more people participate in developing the logic and completing the matrix, the more difficult it is to revise this consensus later on during implementation and adapt an intervention to changes in the environment. 
This requirement of one single truth or logic leads to several recurrent failings that inhibit the potential of the approach from being fully exploited. The most prominent ones are:

· “logic-less frame”: When the use of logframes is imposed by donors, they are often invented after a project has been prepared. Thus only an illusion of logic is provided because the logframe format is used to accommodate a pre-existing design, rather than to help create a logical design in an appropriate format. 

· “lack-frame”: The logframe is frequently too simple and omits vital aspects of an intervention, as not everything of importance can be captured in one table. And it ignores that there may be alternative paths to get to the same goal.
· “lock-frame”: after a logframe has been prepared, it tends to be fixed and not up-dated, thus blocking learning and adaptation. Therefore oversimplified plans (matrices) are treated as blueprints - and as a control tool to ensure that it is implemented. 
As a result, LFA often fails to reflect the messy realities facing development actors, thus producing confusion rather than clarity. Terminology and language that is context dependent and far from universally applicable further aggravates the situation: It is often difficult for different actors to agree on terms like output or outcome, and it is particularly difficult to communicate this way of thinking to actors with different logic or cultural backgrounds.
These shortcomings concerning truth are closely connected with the third quality aspect, justice:

· Often LFA is imposed externally (e.g. by donors), and then tends to be applied in an over-standardized, rigid and top-down manner. Donors in particular tend to consider the logframe (matrix) as something definite against which aid recipients can be held accountable, often turning “lack-frames” into “lock-frames” – against all logic. 

· Power imbalances, low trust and existential distances between “partners” in aid programmes have contributed towards the lock-frame syndrome, fearing a loss of accountability and control if receivers are allowed to modify what has earlier been agreed. 
· Use in cross-cultural contexts has often led to the domination of an external concept and the development ideology on which it is based. Local management traditions or skills have been neglected and participation in the use of the approach has been severely hindered due to cultural alienation. 

Although logframes are intended for assessing progress towards objectives and often used as a tool for monitoring and evaluation they are not well suited for these purposes:  

· Utility for monitoring & evaluation is rather limited, since the focus is on achieving intended effects via intended routes. By restricting attention to these elements, "tunnel vision" is reinforced, interventions are dissociated from their context and effects other than those specified are systematically neglected. And the mechanistic rationale assumes a “linear” progression of effects which takes place quasi-automatic, i.e. irrespective of the actors involved or contextual conditions. 
· The ‘accountability bias’ reflects fundamental assumptions of perfect advance knowledge and full control of implementation - despite the existence and conceptual importance of the Assumptions & Risks column. But this part is usually taken the least seriously, especially if compared to outputs and indicators. 

· The audit focus reinforces a climate of control and under such conditions care is taken that interventions are made auditable. Preference is given to measurable variables and short-term effects - to the detriment of information which is qualitative and can only be captured in the longer term. It can also lead to an obsession with indicators and their quantification, (mis)using them as substitutes for stated objectives. 

· Logframes can become a serious hindrance in situations where unintended effects or routes are crucial for understanding – and assessing – interventions. Or when the relations between an intervention and its context are entangled and hard to foresee, intended routes are not well understood or based on prior experience. In short, when situations become increasingly complex and innovative solutions are required. 

As a consequence, logframes are inherently easy to misuse and an essential skill in dealing with them is to know when not to use them - or when to supplement them with other methods!

Awareness of the need for different formats and styles within LFA has increased throughout the 1990s and attempts were made to adapt it in various ways: 

· At the most basic level, the terminology was adapted to fit better with the specific conditions.

· Some have made changes to the matrix, for instance by adding additional rows to reduce the size of steps between levels in the objective hierarchy. 

· Others have used nested logframes to break down large programme frameworks into smaller parts. 

But while such adaptations make it easier to map the reality of development programmes, they do not tackle any of the more profound objections to LFA. 
Another, more radical adaptation was to abandon the matrix altogether, while retaining the basic elements. This has the possible advantages of avoiding the ‘box’ format or allowing for better visualization, as is the case with Logic Models, which moved from a tabular (matrix) structure to diagrams. Using Logic Models, which already began in the 1970s, has become quite popular with the rise of theory-based evaluations. Although there are some methodological differences, Logic Models use a similar hierarchy of objectives and linear sequence of events. 

Last, but not least several variations were conceived with the intention to overcome some of LFA’s shortcomings and render it a more effective management tool. 
The first one is Project Cycle Management (PCM), which was developed early on as a reaction to initial critique of LFA. It is based on three principles:
1. Express the project purpose in terms of sustainable benefits for the target group, which allows making a clear distinction between the project and the people affected by it. 

2. Structure an intervention by using a 'basic format' that contains the criteria that must be observed if a project is to achieve sustainable benefits (e.g. Background, Assumptions, Sustainability factors) 
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Devise a mechanism to guide sound decision-making throughout the entire project cycle, conceptualized in five phases:

Whereas the duration and importance of each phase will vary for different projects (depending on their scale, scope and operating modalities), three main principles are to be followed:

· Decision making criteria and procedures are defined at each phase (including key information requirements and quality assessment criteria);

· The phases in the cycle are progressive – each phase should be completed for the next to be tackled with success; and

· New programming and project identification draws on the results of monitoring and evaluation as part of a structured process of feedback and institutional learning.

The logframe was retained as one of PCM's three technical tools. But its use is limited to project design, and the importance of the LFA (as a participatory process) is much more emphasized. PCM differs – at least in theory – from LFA due to a mutual learning philosophy, a more participatory approach and a positive debating culture. It should facilitate the management of larger, complex interventions and allow implementing them in a more flexible manner. 

But in PCM practice the logframe is often given a (too) dominating role, which leads to overly rigid applications and overrides some of the benefits expected from PCM. As a consequence, when applying PCM some of the weaknesses associated with LFA become even more visible and acute (e.g. rigid planning, problem orientation, linear causality). 
Two other variations have emerged over the past years to deal appropriately with complicated or complex situations, which link LFA with methods that have been developed more recently.  

· LFA and Social Network Analysis (SNA)

SNA is a method for analyzing social systems that offers a variety of techniques (e.g. matrices, network graphs) for visualizing, measuring and simulating relationships. The UK based evaluation and monitoring consultant Rick Davies suggests using an SNA perspective to overcome some of the problems with logframes: 

· He points out that the connections between each of the adjacent levels of the Logical Framework (and the associated types of actors) are far from linear. They can often be quite complex and the various linkages may overlap leading to networks of relationships. 

· The same holds true for the indicators in the Means of Verification column. It is useful to conceive them as inter-connected networks, rather than as a series of parallel one-to-one linkages because there are usually several indicators found at each level. 

· He proposes several SNA-based models of change. The first and foremost is to use SNA for moving from Logical to Social Frameworks. A network perspective replaces the stages in time of Logical Frameworks (e.g. from Activities to Goals) by a sequence of actors, connected by their relationships (e.g. intended beneficiaries, partner organization, and project staff). This can be seen as a potential impact pathway along which influence, information, money or material objects can pass.:

	New view: Actors who are part of a pathway
	Old view: Stages in time
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	Super-Goal

	
	Goal



	
	Purpose



	
	Outputs



	
	Activities



	Nodes = Actors, or categories of actors 

Lines = Relationships (to other actors and amongst members of a category of actors 

Thick line = Main relationship documented in the Social Framework 

Thin line = Other relationships that are expected to be important, described under Assumptions


Fig 2: Relationships between rows in Social vs. Logical Framework view of ALNAP

Source: Davies, R. (2009), p. 9

SNA can also be used to move beyond simple logic models, e.g. by connecting events which take place at different levels. For instance, complex causal relationships can be represented by linking output (indicators) and results (respectively objectives) and by assembling the expected contributions of each output. In this way, SNA tools can be used alongside logframes or logic models and applied to aspects that cannot be easily captured by the logframes or logic models. And SNA tools can be used for developing new methods of participatory and decentralized planning or evaluation, in situations that involve a diversity of objectives and actors. 

· LFA and Outcome Mapping (OM)

OM was developed in response to the weaknesses of existing monitoring frameworks in complex change processes. It is an approach for planning, monitoring, and evaluating social change initiatives, which consists of a set of tools and guidelines for identifying and achieving desired change. Its originality lies in the shift away from assessing the development impact of a programme toward changes in the behaviours, relationships, actions or activities of the people, groups, and organizations with whom a development programme is working directly and seeking to influence (‘boundary partners’).

OM differs from other logic models in several ways: Foremost, it recognizes the importance of perspectives, i.e. that actors operate within different logic and responsibility systems. It is not based on a linear cause–effect framework but assumes that multiple (often nonlinear) causes lead to change. And it departs from the notion of attributing that change to specific intervention(s), but assumes that only contributions are made – and tracks these by looking at the logical links between interventions and behavioural change. 

Recently some attempts were made towards a fusion of LFA and OM, in order to address the gaps that are perceived in each approach. Such a fusion can integrate LFA´s results-oriented focus with OM´s process-oriented learning pathways. The focus consists of orientation towards an overall goal and explicit consideration of changes in behaviour of project partners. The fusion model makes it possible to determine and display the distribution of roles and responsibilities of development actors directly in the logic model. 
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Figure 3: The Fusion Model at a Glance

Source: Ambrose and Roduner (2009)
These variations can be used to improve some of the quality problems associated with LFA: Beauty can be enhanced by integrating non-linear and multiple inter-relationships. Truth by incorporating different perspectives and learning-orientation. And justice by improving conditions for wider stakeholder participation or acknowledging the value of various views/skills.

In development aid this is of utmost importance, because it appears that LFA continues to be useful for many people and organisations, especially those under pressure to demonstrate performance, assure effectiveness and accountability. Although deeply flawed conceptually, LFA seems to provide some degree of certainty amid the messy realities and insecurity of aid delivery. Despite numerous attempts no other approaches have been sufficiently convincing to aid managers to replace LFA as alternatives for planning and monitoring. And until now few organisations have managed to make a radical departure from LFA. 

The use of LFA is least controversial in simple situations, where interventions can rely on proven tracks and can be modelled in a linear, mechanistic manner – although even under such conditions it should not be handled in a blue-print style. In complicated situations, involving multiple actors or dynamic contexts, however, LFA can only be applied with much caution and should be complemented with other methods that are better suited for these conditions. Furthermore, in complex situations, displaying recursive causality or emerging outcomes, LFA is best not used at all, as its fundamental assumptions are not appropriate and LFA will not work under such conditions. 

Therefore it should be possible to base the utilization of LFA on rational choice and sound evidence. And nowadays sufficient variations would be available to avoid inappropriate application. In other words: a frame exists for a more ‘logical’ use of logframe - provided this frame is noticed and used.
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