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Iterative Evaluation for Protection Tip Sheet #1:  
Defining the Purpose, Establishing “Evaluability”, and Determining Criteria for “Success” 
 
In this series of tip sheets, InterAction will highlight helpful considerations, resources, and examples of good 
practice as it relates to cultivating an evaluative mindset and using evaluation to adapt interventions for 
protective impact. The first installment of this series of tips focuses on establishing “evaluability” for protection 
interventions, defining the purpose and determining the criteria for success. 
 

What does an iterative and adaptive response look like?  

 
Adaptive models of responding to complexity underscore incorporating meaningful learning and evaluation to 
inform strategic decision-making which is based on contextual developments at various steps in design and 
implementation, not only at the end of a project or program. Therefore, when planning for evaluations, it is 
important to: 
 
1. DEFINE THE PURPOSE. For example: are the evaluation findings intended to contribute to the broader 

evidence base? To inform decision-making aimed at selection, scalability, or termination of programs? To 
build trust across stakeholders? To ensure accountability to affected populations or to donors? To inform 
decision-making aimed at improvement?1 If our purpose relates to the latter -- using learning to continuously 
tweak our responses – approaches like developmental evaluation, principles-focused evaluation, and 
appreciative inquiry, for example may feed into co-creation, redesign, and learning as we go. 

                                                           
1 See the BetterEvaluation Rainbow Framework at  http://www.betterevaluation.org/en/resource/tool/be_planning_tool  

Nature of Complex Issues Traditional Model of 
Response 

Adaptive Model of Response 

Involves a wide variety of 
stakeholders who both influence 

– and are influenced by – the 
situation. 

One or a few organizations – 
usually supported by experts – 
(usually unsuccessfully) try to 

impose a solution on their own. 

Meaningfully engage key stakeholders in all aspects 
of the exploring, developing and implementing 
responses, including those with lived experience. 

 

 
The root causes of the issues are 
multiple, tangled up, and deeply 
embedded in broader systems 

and culture. 

Seek technical “fixes” that address 
only a few elements of the 

challenge. 

Zoom in to obtain insight and empathy into the 
causes and manifestation of the issue and then 

“zoom out” to identify and address systemic factors 
that produce the complex situations, including 
structures, values and behaviors within those 

systems. 
 

The challenges are context 
sensitive, defy cookie-cutter 
response, vary from place to 
place, and constantly evolve. 

 

Complete research, seek out best 
practices and develop and 

implement a comprehensive, long-
term plan. 

Continuous scale experimentation, adaptation, and 
evolution of responses to reflect diverse contexts, 

new learnings, and shifts in environment. 

Table 1. Traditional vs. Adaptive Models of Response from "Weaving Together Accountability and Learning in Complex Situations: A Wicked 
Challenge", Mark Cabaj (2018) 
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https://www.betterevaluation.org/plan/approach/developmental_evaluation
https://protection.interaction.org/webinar-principles-focused-evaluation-featuring-mark-cabaj-and-michael-quinn-patton/
https://protection.interaction.org/bog-overcoming-organisational-cultures-and-moving-towards-shared-meaning-with-appreciative-inquiry/
http://www.betterevaluation.org/en/resource/tool/be_planning_tool
http://www.evaluationcapacitynetwork.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Formatted_Weaving-together-accountability-and-learning-in-complex-situations_Cabaj_20171215.pdf
http://www.evaluationcapacitynetwork.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Formatted_Weaving-together-accountability-and-learning-in-complex-situations_Cabaj_20171215.pdf
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Figure 1. The purposes of humanitarian evaluation practice, adapted from Evaluating Humanitarian Innovation (HIF-ALNAP Working Paper, 2017). If the 
purpose of the evaluation is to learn and adapt over the course of an intervention, we should consider different types of approaches (such as those 
highlighted in the upper-left-hand box) rather than traditional end-of-program-cycle evaluations. 

2. ESTABLISHING “EVALUABILITY” AND DETERMINING CRITERIA FOR “SUCCESS”: This involves asking a 
series of questions about the main factors and variables that are likely to influence timing, feasibility, and 
readiness for determining if an evaluation can be conducted. One of the key aspects examined to determine 
whether a program can be evaluated is whether there is a causal logic underpinning the intervention.2 A causal 
logic (also known as an intervention logic or theory of change), informed by a context-specific analysis, outlines 
what an intervention is expected to achieve and the assumptions underpinning this intervention. This is 
particularly important for outcome-oriented approaches involving contributions of a diverse range of 
stakeholders to reduce risk. For evaluative inquiries focused on developing and improving the protection 
intervention, linking the evaluation criteria to the causal logic and creating context-specific indicators can help 
to capture changes to the intervention made along the way and better describe the pathway and milestones 
between the risk people are experiencing and the desired outcome of reduced risk.  For sample tools for 
establishing evaluability, see ALNAP’s Evaluating protection in humanitarian action: Issues and challenges 
(Toolkit #1). 

Iterative Evaluation in Practice: 
 Lessons from Saferworld’s Community Security Approach3 

Saferworld implements a large range of community security programming globally which promote a participatory 
approach to monitoring and evaluation over the course of the programs, with the communities themselves determining 
the dimensions to be measured and developing context-specific indicators. In Nepal, Saferworld worked with the 
communities to develop a “fear free” chart, to track the issues that their community prioritized. By using the chart to 
reflect at defined points over time, communities could see which drivers of insecurity were becoming more or less 
prevalent. This let communities not only follow how their work contributed to reduced risk but also see potential 
emerging sources of violence and plan accordingly to address them. The communities themselves asked the questions 
to stakeholders, which helped build stronger relationships at the same time as monitoring progress. It also put the 
communities in control of the information needed to make informed on-going programmatic decisions. 

 
The next installment of this series will explore specifying evaluation questions and selecting 
evaluative approaches and methods. As we continue to build our evidence base, we’d love to 
hear from you! How do you approach designing, implementing, monitoring, and evaluating 
programs in an iterative manner?  Do you have methods, tools, or stories to share? Let us 
know! 

                                                           
2 See Annex 2 “Establishing the causal logic to achieve protection outcomes” of the Global Protection Cluster (GPC) Humanitarian 

Country Team Protection Strategy Provisional Guidance Note. For more on “evaluability” of protection and components of a causal 
intervention logic, see ALNAP’s Evaluating protection in humanitarian action: Issues and challenges 
3 Saferworld (2014). Community Security Handbook 

http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/_assets/files/news_and_publications/hct-protection-strategies-provisional-guidance-final-september-2016.pdf
https://protection.interaction.org/elements-of-rbp/continuous-context-specific-protection-analysis/
https://protection.interaction.org/elements-of-rbp/design-for-contribution/
https://protection.interaction.org/elements-of-rbp/design-for-contribution/
https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/ALNAP%20Evaluation%20of%20Protection%20guide_0.pdf
mailto:kgrant@interaction.org?subject=Iterative%20Evaluation
mailto:kgrant@interaction.org?subject=Iterative%20Evaluation
http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/_assets/files/news_and_publications/hct-protection-strategies-provisional-guidance-final-september-2016.pdf
http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org/_assets/files/news_and_publications/hct-protection-strategies-provisional-guidance-final-september-2016.pdf
https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/ALNAP%20Evaluation%20of%20Protection%20guide_0.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=2ahUKEwj5lNHZuv7aAhXKdd8KHRfxBfcQFjABegQIABAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.saferworld.org.uk%2Fdownloads%2Fpubdocs%2Fcommunity-security-handbook.pdf&usg=AOvVaw17fNDPT3CewrytExrSHJmk

