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This webinar is part of the American Evaluation Association’s weekly Coffee Break Webinars program. Normally available for AEA members only, this offering is part one of a special eight-part series co-sponsored by BetterEvaluation and available to the public on AEA’s YouTube Channel.

This webinar provides an overview of the tasks involved in planning and conducting an evaluation. These tasks are grouped into 7 clusters shown in the BetterEvaluation 'Rainbow Framework'. An evaluation plan sets out how to (1) Define what is to be evaluated, (2) Frame the boundaries of the evaluation, (3) Describe activities, outcomes, impacts and context, (4) Understand Causes of outcomes and impacts, (5) Synthesize data from one or more evaluations, (6) Report and Support Use of findings, and (7) Manage the evaluation. In each webinar, the expert presenter will discuss one of the evaluation steps in the framework and outline the tasks involved, options for carrying out those tasks, and resources from the BetterEvaluation site that can assist any evaluator. Irene Guijt is the facilitator.

Transcript:

Susan: Today’s webinar is number 137 in our series, and it’s an overview of the Rainbow Framework for Evaluation. This is presented as a partnership between Better Evaluation and The American Evaluation Association. Our presenter today is Irene Guijt. She’s the director of Learning by Design. I’m going to go ahead and hand off controls now to Irene.

There you go, Irene. How are you doing?

Irene: Good morning! It’s early here, but I’m awake, which is a good start.

Excellent. Well, welcome to the first of the webinar series about the Rainbow Framework. The Rainbow Framework, which I’ll just refer to as framework to save time, is the heart of the Better Evaluation platform. And I very much encourage all of you to go and look at the website, which has got many, many resources that I’ll be walking you through over the next ten minutes.

The two key messages, really, from my overview presentation is the importance of looking systematically at all the different questions that arise before and during the evaluation process, and the second one is there is help out there to help you do that, which is the form of the Rainbow Framework. I’ll be talking you through what it does and five different ways in which you might be able to use it.

So, I bet you’ve all felt a little bit like this cat. I certainly have at many times. There’s often an overwhelming number of decisions that you face in any evaluation- at the onset and during the process as well. And though evaluation sometimes feels like it might be unraveling, the focus is really important to make sure that beforehand you’ve really looked at as many critical factors as possible. And while you’re in the process, you can go back to the framework, which has been developed to provide that focus to keep you from unraveling.

The framework helps you in making use of the enormous amount of resources that are out there. Over the past decade, there have been a phenomenal number of websites, portals that have emerged, toolkits that contain an enormous number of methods that are used for evaluation practice. However, I know that for myself, in any case, many of them have been like wading through this very rich meal- a big buffet- where I’m not quite sure exactly when to use them. And many of them have got— lack a kind of a structure that thinks from the perspective of what task you’re facing as an evaluator. So the Better Evaluation Framework adds a unique element that allows you to come to a more considered choice of when this rich offering of methods might be useful.

So, here’s the framework. And it indeed looks like a rainbow- surprise, surprise. So on the right-hand side we have six different clusters we call them, and on the left we have the seventh called Manage. Each of these will be the subject of their own separate webinar, so if you don’t grasp the essence in this one- which will be hard, given the time we have- then please do attend the other seven that are forthcoming.

I’m going to walk you through the first one, Define, in a little bit of detail to show you what the platform offers. And then I’ll be walking through the other six quite quickly. I wanted to stress that this is not a linear framework. It’s iterative- particularly Define and Frame. As I come to them you’ll see that they interact early on in an evaluation process. And this framework represents 220 resources, evaluation options, that can be used for any of these clusters.

The website was launched in October last year, so it’s a very resent newcomer. It’s a little baby in M and E portal terms. And we’re busy uploading new resources every week. So, without further ado- the first cluster area is called Define.

In the Define task, that’s when you develop a description of what the thing is- the project, the initiative- that will be evaluated, and how it works the theory of change. And on the right-hand side, you can see three tasks. So we differentiate between cluster and these three tasks. Each of these tasks have got questions attached to them in the framework.

But as we go through the framework and go down into the website, you can see that each of these are clickable and you can go down into rich descriptions of what the task entails, which leads you to a number of evaluation options. And these are methods or approaches that can help you to actually undertake that task. Here’s an example of what the description— peak experience description looks like. But there’s more. Each of these have resources attached to them that already exist online. They can be toolkits, they could be newsletters, they can be case studies, and that is what they would look like. So that’s the layering that the Rainbow Framework has on the Better Evaluation platform.

Going on to Frame- Frame is the second cluster. That will be the third webinar. And the Frame cluster is the one where you are setting the parameters of the evaluation. It’s really about defining the purposes, the key questions, and the criteria and standards that will guide the process.

The Describe cluster is the one where certainly most of us— well, I shouldn’t speak on behalf of you all, but certainly was the comfort zone for me. It’s the one where I say ah, this is where I get to collect the data. And that’s task number three. There’s many, many dozens of methods related to that particular task. But as you can see, there’s much more to consider here. It’s really the how cluster. How do you sample? How do you manage your data? How do you think you’re going to combine qualitative and quantitative? And these are— this is the cluster that will help you to answer the descriptive questions in your evaluation process.

The Understanding Causes is the one that’s— is the cluster for which there— well, probably there’s going to be quite a lot of interest. It’s become very popular with the surge of interest in impact evaluation. And it’s really to answer the explanatory questions- to look at causality, whether it’s attribution or contribution. So in this cluster, you’ll get a lot of options that allow you to look  at the counterfactuals and alternative explanations for the findings that you found in the describe cluster. 

So moving on to the Synthesis cluster- really, that’s the place which gives you a whole range of options that allow you to take the descriptive material and the causal material and look at it from an evaluative perspective. So this is the one where you’ve got options that help you to form an overall assessment of whether what you’re evaluating— what it’s worth. Whether it’s good, it’s bad, in very simple terms. And it helps you to summarize the evidence. So this is the tricky task of generalizing findings is located here.

Moving on to the sixth cluster- the one on Report and Use. It’s the one where— it’s the crowning glory cluster where the utility will really come out strong. It’s the one I know where I’ve often had a little bit of a time crunch, so I’m going to go back to that particular cluster myself to see if there’s time saving ideas or efficiency ideas. But you can see that there’s a lot more than just writing a report in there. It’s about developing recommendations. It’s about making sure that that’s accessible and linked to the needs of the audiences. So it’s how to make the sharing optimally useful, so that people can really take it up.

Right. So then we go on to the— if that’s the rainbow color on the right, then we have the core, the Management cluster on the left here. This looks a little bit overwhelming in terms of the number of tasks. But if you take a good look at it, you can see that it’s really quite recognizable. The first one is how do you have people involved? It includes issues such as the ethics that underpin the evaluation process. But also developing the plan, reviewing the quality, and making sure you have some capacity onboard. So it’s the who, the what, and some of the how, in this particular cluster.

So as I said, each of these seven clusters will have their own dedicated webinar from the team of presenters. And let me just move on to the five different applications. And what can you do with this Rainbow Framework?

The first, and probably most obvious one, is that you can actually design and plan an evaluation. It’s about getting to the best options possible for the situation and the conditions that you’re facing. For example, I’m now using it to plan an impact evaluation in the Pacific with a bilateral aid agency. And we’re finding it very useful to start to plan ahead and say ah, we considered these aspects in relation to framing. Have we considered this in relation to causal inference? And it’s helping us feel better prepared.

The second one is when you’re actually in midstride. It’s when you’ve got an ongoing evaluation. And in fact, I’ve used it afterwards to do almost like a postmortem of an evaluation, where I really can scrutinize myself or the work of the team, and say well, are we on track? Is it going as it is? And if we’re facing issues, it can really help to identify where some of the bottlenecks might be. So it helps you to make sure that it’s comprehensive, appropriate and feasible.

Moving on to the third application- we’ve got Commission and Manage. When I shared the framework with a bilateral aid agency in Europe, they said oh, good gosh, this framework can be so useful for us when we’re commissioning evaluations. Because it’s very easy to miss something off the list of what’s important to include in the terms of reference, but also when the tenders come in, it helps them to assess the quality— they said it could help them to assess the quality of the different proposals, and of course to manage the evaluation during the process. So again, it’s about getting the quality, and the focus and comprehensiveness, embedded in as a commissioner.

The fourth application that I’ve used it was with a large group of people last year when we were looking at what makes an evaluation participatory, and the default options to say well, we’ve spoken with beneficiaries, haven’t we? So it’s participatory. Well actually, a lot more can be done. So what we did is we looked at each of the different steps of the Rainbow Framework and said, who should be involved ideally in here and who can feasibly be involved in each of these different clusters and in specific tasks? So it’s about embedding participation thoughtfully in the evaluation process.

And then the fifth application- here we have our lifelong learner who keeps going around the loops. We never finish learning. It’s about developing evaluation capacity. And that can be looked at at two levels. One, it can be used by an organization to do almost like an audit of organizational capacity. So where are the strengths and where are some of the gaps in an organization, in terms of evaluation skills and knowledge? And the Rainbow Framework can help you to pinpoint that and to guide you to resources and ideas to fill the gaps. But also for yourself- I certainly know that I’m— with the impact evaluation I was mentioning, I need to brush up on my causal inference understanding. So I’ll be going back to that particular cluster area to build up my own skills. None of us— well, I can’t imagine that many of us would know all the 200+ resources, evaluation options that are on here. So that’s where it could be very useful.

So, to round off- the Rainbow Framework really, essentially is about helping people come to thoughtful choices. And are you— have you been comprehensive in thinking through what you’re doing, what’s needed for the evaluation process? Is what you’re thinking actually appropriate for the task at hand, for the conditions you face? Is it feasible? And it’s all about being transparent- for yourself, but also in your relationship with others in the evaluation process- about the decisions, the choices behind the decisions, which gives you the quality and the best fit for the context.

So, I do encourage you to go to Rainbow Framework. There’s many, many resources. And to attend the other webinars. And that’s it for me.

Susan: Thanks so much, Irene. We have time for a couple questions. And I can already see we have a few scrolling by. If the clusters in the framework are not sequential, what’s the guidance on where to start?

Irene: Well, what I’ve done is I’ve— actually, there’s two different ways I’ve done it. The first one is to start right at the top and say have I really thought through all of this, right? Because it’s not— as you can see from my last slide, it’s not an impossible list of questions to work through. But otherwise, it could well be that you’re actually faced with an immediate task and you can just start with that particular task, scroll through until you recognize what it is that you’re facing, and start to discover the riches of the resource from that perspective.

Susan: Do you curate any of the resources, check them for quality? How do you decide what is included and what isn’t?

Irene: Okay. That’s a really good question. At the moment, we are including not just speculative tools, obviously, and methods, but ones that we know have got examples of where they’ve been useful to evaluation. Because the Better Evaluation platform is really quite young, we are building up the concept of a steward - that there are individuals or organizations that will take either an evaluation option or a task, and will be able to vet more for quality. So we’re also conscious— explicitly seek feedback for people, and have space for that in the resource to say well, I tried that but it didn’t work for me because— so that people can start to understand under what conditions something does and doesn’t work. So there’s a difference between what we currently have, which is definitely those methods and tools that are known to have worked and been useful to our final vision.

[pause]

Hello?

Susan: I’m so sorry. So, here’s a related question from a couple of different people. Aside from the framework, have you developed unique evaluation tools? Or is the framework basically an organization of existing resources?

Irene: Basically, the framework is an organization of existing resources. What it does do is it points out where there are some weaknesses in our toolbox. And so it invites— there’s some that are extremely well populated, such as the Describe cluster, particularly the Collect and Retrieve Data cluster. And there are other tasks in the various clusters that are a bit more thinly populated with resources. So those are the ones where I think we can hope to see a bit more innovation over time. But the actual Rainbow Framework is the innovation itself- that we’re offering to those who are involved in evaluation.

Susan: Are there projects that are better suited to the framework over others, or is this meant to be comprehensive and appropriate to evaluation projects in any context?

Irene: The Better Evaluation site has really been set up to increase and facilitate the accessibility of the rich— well the mass of ideas that are out there, particularly for those who are not necessarily— don’t have access to training and university facilities. I work in international development a lot, so I’ve always looked at this framework and the facilities from the perspective of can it be useful, can it be used for those who are working in Africa and Asia, and the Pacifics, on a particular project? I think it is a bit more suited- the terminology is more suited to evaluation processes. I work a lot with M and E systems in organizations, and you need to make a slight translation for that. But I don’t think that there’s been any kind of evaluation processes such that would drop off the list because of the way that the framework has been structured. It goes from a very small project to impact. It’s quite a wide— it’s quite inclusive and encompassing.

Susan: And is it available in other languages?

Irene: Oh, that’s a good one. Not that I know yet. But I can certainly find out. That’s a really good one. That’s not a question I prepared for, I’m afraid.

Susan: No problem. Thank you so much. Thanks, Irene for joining us today. Thank you to Better Evaluation for the partnership. Everybody, please take a moment to take that 60 seconds to fill out the evaluation form at the end of today’s session, and join us for any of the other eight upcoming webinars. You do have to go in and register for each one separately. So go back to the AEA website. And we have a number of questions on here about whether these slides are available. They’re already available in the AEA eLibrary. So you can go to the homepage at eval.org, click through to the eLibrary- I think it’s the very first item that you’ll find, unless somebody has uploaded something in the last couple hours. If not, it will be the second or third, but I believe she’s right at the top.

Thank you today, and we hope to see you again— today’s Tuesday, we’ll see you again on Thursday. Bye bye, all.

Irene: Bye bye.
