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1. Introduction

It is relatively straightforward to argue in favor of cross-border
assistance provided by Northern international nongovernmental
organizations (INGOs) (Riddell, 2007; Singer, 2010). While there is
little doubt about the merits of a few providing assistance to the
multitude of the world’s poor, the dilemma around how best to
deliver and then evaluate the effectiveness of such assistance is far
more nuanced. Should a Northern INGO’s program to provide
economic opportunities to needy women in the global South
be evaluated solely on its ability to disburse funds or must it also be
assessed on its efforts to undertake a systematic analysis of how
beneficiaries may maintain the economic gains they realize? How
open must INGOs be about their own uncertainties and failures?
Similarly vexing questions should concern INGOs and all those
with a stake in their performance.

INGOs explicitly acknowledge that values such as empower-
ment (e.g., Action Aid International; Kiva; One Acre Fund; Pact),
individual advancement (e.g., Africare; Family Health Internation-
al; World Resources Institute), community well-being (e.g.,
Christian Relief Services; Haitian Health Foundation, Inc.; Eurasia
Foundation Inc.) and moral, spiritual, even religious sensibility
(e.g., Convoy of Hope; World Vision) underpin their missions.
Evaluation is recognized as a critical means for testing these claims
and thus informing organizational learning, management and
decision-making (Benjamin, 2008; Ebrahim, 2003; Grasso, 2010). A
focus on ethics, the article argues, can render evaluation practice
more realistic and accessible, especially for young, resource-
challenged INGOs that are under new pressures to demonstrate
accountability to a wide variety of stakeholders, including donors,
beneficiaries, staffs and their partners. What remains unclear is
what principles or criteria an INGO should use to order these
multiple claims. As Brown and Moore (2010) recount, INGOs can
utilize many different types of judgments in settling these claims,
namely, legal and regulatory (enforced largely by donors and
courts), prudential (based on consequences), ethical or moral, or
strategic (based on balancing legal, prudential and ethical claims).
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A B S T R A C T

The emphasis on demonstrable program results in international development work has produced
countless evaluation guidelines and numerous scholars have championed specific, ethical-based
evaluation approaches to guide international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs). Yet few studies
have examined the ethical implications of current evaluation practices among INGOs or the resulting
effects on INGO-funded programs. This article focuses on one among a growing population of young,
U.S.-based INGOs whose evaluation practices reflect limitations of time, methodological expertise and
funding. Drawing on existing principles of ethical evaluations, the author explores the circumstances
and potential implications of one evaluation performed by an INGO in the eastern Democratic Republic
of Congo and concludes that an ethically defensible evaluation exceeds the capacity of this young INGO.
Four propositions are forwarded to highlight the tensions between currently accepted evaluation
guidelines and INGO realities. Finally, to help under-resourced INGOs minimize the potential ethical
implications for their programs, the article recommends that they prioritize their limited resources to:
(1) build local capacity and decentralize evaluation tasks and responsibilities; (2) share program agendas
and solicit feedback on implementation from evaluands; (3) share field impressions with local and
expert stakeholders; and, (4) translate communications into local dialects to facilitate discussion about
structuring future programs and their evaluation.
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This article makes a case for the use of ethical guidelines as one
means to help young, resource-limited lNGOs organize and
evaluate their interventions amidst multiple, often competing,
sets of accountability demands.

What type of evaluation is ethical (if any) may be hard to
determine. What is ethical according to Rachels (2003, 19) may be
either a matter of opinion or defined by context. For Rachels
(2003), the most crucial consideration in a discussion of ethics is
not the decision itself but the reasons and principles forwarded to
support it. Hendricks and Bamberger (2010) bring a similar
understanding to the notion of ethics in development evaluation
when they observe that there are no absolutes, i.e., no good or bad,
when applying ethical measures to development evaluation. Yet,
drawing on a host of different guidelines, they (2010) conclude that
ethical evaluations must realize four values:

- provide information about the effects of programming;
- identify potential harms;
- promote equity; and,
- provide a voice to all stakeholders.

Building on these values, this article attempts to answer two
questions: (1) what ethical challenges do evaluators encounter in
evaluating programs funded by young U.S.-based INGOs? and (2)
what ethical implications do such evaluations have on the
programs these INGOs fund?

International charities based in the United States have grown in
both number and importance in the 21st century (Reid & Kerlin,
2003). According to the National Center for Charitable Statistics
(2014), the number of 501(c)(3) public charities focusing on
international, foreign affairs and national security work has
ballooned from 7,508 in May 2000, to 16,818 in December
2013. Within this set of public charities are several subsets of
organizations, including those dedicated to advocacy, cultural
exchange, emergency relief and development. The largest two
subsets pursue international relief and development.

This article pertains to a young U.S.-based public charity that
identifies itself as an international development organization and
is primarily financed by unrestricted funds.1 As a young
organization, with fewer established routines or structures
(Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999), its lack of institutionalization
offers an opportunity to examine how it may learn from errors and
interpret, integrate and organize future evaluation practices to
reflect ethical principles. Moral theorizing that is attuned to the
actual constraints of INGO evaluations can, the author argues,
provide a sounder basis for decision-making than generally
articulated rules for ethical conduct. Broad-based guidelines for
conducting evaluation, such as those supplied by the International
Development Evaluation Association (2012), the American Evalu-
ation Association (2004), the United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (2011), the United Nations Evaluation Group
(2008), African Evaluation Association (2006/2007) and others, are
useful but need to be considered in relation to exactly how young
INGOs go about evaluating the effectiveness of their work.

2. Review of literature

2.1. Evaluation in international development

INGOs are often required to complete an evaluation of their
work for donors, regulators, the general public and media. The

results of these evaluations can influence program design,
determine future funding and ultimately affect the communities
where the INGOs work. Recent initiatives like the International
Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie)2 and the Paris Declaration for
Aid Effectiveness3 reflect the heightened attention on demonstra-
ble results. Scholars of civil society have devised numerous
frameworks for how to approach and conduct evaluations. Existing
scholarly literature on the use of evaluation in international
development focuses on five dominant frameworks. Each frame-
work generates a somewhat different picture of the ethics driving
the evaluation (i.e., how evaluators make decisions about good and
bad and what falls within the moral duties and obligations of an
evaluation). These frameworks, their associated contributors and
the key values underlying each framework are summarized in
Table 1.

The most prevalent and widely documented is the logical
framework analysis (LFA). It and its many derivatives recommend
prioritizing and outlining program objectives, intended outcomes
and the causal relationships between them (Bennett, 1979; Funnell
& Rogers, 2011; Jackson, 1997; McLaughlin & Jordan, 1999;
Rockwell & Bennett, 2004; USAID, 1979). If rigidly focused on
quantification (i.e., product rather than process data), LFA can be an
inadequate tool for monitoring complex development interven-
tions (Fine, Thayer, & Coghlan, 2000). Ebrahim (2005, 86) analyzes
the use of LFA among Southern NGO grantees and finds that the
resulting efforts better meet the account-seeking needs of
international donors than the learning and decision-making needs
of Southern NGOs. The ethics of such an approach are shaped by
the upward accountability demands of donors which, if left
unchallenged, could lead Southern clients (and INGOs) to select the
most ‘‘appropriate’’ action based on what fits donors’ expectations.

In contrast to LFA’s emphasis on observable and measurable
performance data for funders, the expressive accountability
framework4 and its many derivatives incorporate data not easily
articulated but rather perceived and expressed through NGO and
community members (Chambers, 1994, 1997; Cousins & Earl,
1995; Cousins & Whitmore, 1998; Fetterman, 1994; Mertens,
2007; Uphoff, 1991). This framework privileges learning and
growth, particularly for Southern clients, by relying on process
data collected through field visits, participatory rural appraisals,
discussions with field workers, community needs assessment, and
training and evaluation (Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006; Cousins &
Earl, 1992; Cousins & Earl, 1995; O’Dwyer and Unerman, 2008;
Smillie & Hailey, 2001). This framework troubles those who see
participatory methods as imposing, not overcoming, power
relations and romanticizing local knowledge while ignoring
divisions within a community (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Leurs,
1996; Wallace & Chapman, 2004).

A third set of evaluation methods is labeled calculated impact
framework, comprising cost-benefit analysis and a host of other
techniques developed by grantmaking foundations and venture
philanthropists (see Table 1). Collectively, these methods borrow
concepts from the business world—such as costs and benefits,
internal rate of return, expected return—to monitor social and
financial returns for funders. They focus on what to measure, how
to monetize costs and benefits and whether resulting outcomes
may be attributed to the amount of funds that support the program
(Acumen Fund, 2014; Weinstein, 2009; William & Flora Hewlett
Foundation, 2008). ‘‘A key challenge in such quantification and
attribution,’’ according to Ebrahim and Rangan (2010, 8), ‘‘lies in
addressing the thorny issue of causality.’’ Since program outcomes
can be caused by factors unrelated to the program, attribution is

1 Young public charities (0-5 years old) are likely to be small-staffed and financed
by minimal unrestricted contributions from members and other individuals (Avina,
1993). The author recognizes that evaluation challenges for INGOs receiving funds
from such sources as foundations and governments may be different.

2 http://www.3ieimpact.org/en/.
3 http://www.mfdr.org/Sourcebook/1stEdition/2-1Paris.pdf.
4 This is a term borrowed from Knutsen and Brower (2010).
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easier in interventions like the provisioning of food, vocational
training and housing than in areas like human rights or gender
empowerment. Advocates of these methods hold that what gets
measured gets done.

A fourth framework for assessing program effects is random-
ized control trials (RCTs) which involves the use of a randomly
assigned treatment or control group that does not participate in
the program but is equivalent to the participants that do (Campbell
and Stanley, 1966; Boruch & Wothke, 1985; Boruch, 1997). Any
differences in outcomes between the two groups should represent
the effects of the program. Randomization utilizes chance to
determine assignments in order to reduce bias. RCTs are currently
used in evaluating international development efforts by research
organizations such as the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab
(n.d.). They are feasible and appropriate for certain types of impact
evaluation—such as clinical trials of vaccines or other tangible
health care interventions (e.g., Hallfors et al., 2011) or teacher
incentive programs (e.g., Muralidharan & Sundararaman, 2011)—
where groups can be isolated for comparison. Critics say
randomized evaluations are expensive, ambiguous and unfairly
deprive control groups of positive benefits of interventions. Some
assert that quasi-experimental methods (like pretest–posttest
design and interrupted time-series design, among others), where
groups are assigned by means other than true randomization, are a
good substitute. According to Valadez and Bamberger (1994),
international development agencies like the World Bank success-
fully apply quasi-experimental designs. Scholars caution that to
minimize the potential for bias in group selection, even quasi-
experimental methods require a thorough review of literature
prior to collecting variables to serve as statistical controls and as
the basis for statistical modeling. In reporting findings, evaluators
are urged to ‘‘advise stakeholders in advance that the resulting
estimates of program effect cannot be regarded as definitive’’
(Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004, 297).

The fifth dominant framework is the broadened, integrated or
holistic accountability framework5 which embraces the upward,
internal, lateral and downward accountability requirements facing
INGOs. International development funding agencies (e.g., Action
Aid International, 2011) and other nonprofits and global networks
(e.g. iScale, n.d.; Keystone Accountability, n.d.) have recognized the
multiple and often competing dimensions of accountability that
INGOs must address. Scholars, notably Patton (1997), Brown and
Moore (2010), Morrison and Salipante (2007), Unerman and
O’Dwyer (2006) and Ebrahim (2010), recommend that NGO leaders
deliberate and prioritize their accountability to key stakeholders.
Brown and Moore (2010) suggest that accountability be aligned
with the INGO’s guiding strategy. Thus, service delivery INGOs may
owe greatest accountability to donors and service regulators;
capacity-building INGOs may be most answerable to the clients
whose capacities they are developing; and policy INGOs may be
chiefly accountable to the targets of their advocacy. Patton (1997)
similarly calls for a utilization-focused evaluation and asks
evaluators to identify, organize and engage primary intended
users i.e., those who have a direct, identifiable stake in the
evaluation. To deepen an evaluation’s utility, evaluators are
encouraged to also identify the secondary stakeholders and
audiences of the evaluation (Patton, 1997). Since the needs of
each stakeholder group most likely cannot be fully addressed in a
single evaluation, it is often useful to identify and focus the
evaluation on the needs of one or two primary stakeholders. The
ethical basis of this framework is particularistic, with each INGO
encouraged to realize its highest values by negotiating perfor-
mance measures with its own set of key stakeholders, thus
enhancing the utility and actual use of evaluations.

Each of these frameworks provides a reasonable approach to
evaluation. But the author argues that their usefulness in

Table 1
Key frameworks in International Development Evaluation.

Framework Description of intent Contributors Key values

Logical Framework Analysis (and other
results-based management tools)

Starts with identifying problems and
analyzing them to produce and uphold
objectives; it is a structured, results-
focused approach to prioritizing objectives

USAID (1979), Bennett (1979),
Jackson (1997), McLaughlin and
Jordan (1999), Rockwell and
Bennett (2004), Funnell and
Rogers (2011)

Scientific management;
structure; cause and effect;
outcomes

Expressive accountability (and other
relationship-based methods)

Focus is on the process used to achieve the
objectives; participation and
empowerment of NGO field staff, program
participants

Uphoff (1991), Fetterman (1994),
Cousins and Earl (1995), Chambers
(1994, 1997), Cousins and
Whitmore (1998), Mertens (2007)

Reflection; participation;
self-determination

Calculated impact (cost-benefit
analysis and its variants)

Focus is on quantifying impact and cost-
effectiveness. Entails some comparison—
against expectations, over time, and across
types of interventions, organizations,
populations, or regions.

Expected Returns (Weinstein,
2009) and; Expected returns
(William and Flora Hewlett
Foundation, 2008); The Best
Available Charitable Option
(Acumen Fund, 2014)

Monetization; financial
viability; social impact

Randomized control trials
(and quasi-experimental methods)

Measures difference in outcome between
targets that receive an intervention and
equivalent units that do not. Any
difference measures program ‘‘effects’’

Campbell and Stanley (1966),
Boruch and Wothke (1985),
Boruch (1997), Abdul Latif
Jameel Poverty Action Lab (n.d.)

Quantification of impact;
reduction in (selection and
allocation) bias; internal
validity; replication,
dissemination

Broadened Accountability Encompasses objective and subjective
measures; recognizes multiple
stakeholders

Action Aid International (2011),
Keystone Impact Planning,
Assessment and Learning (n.d.);
iScale’s Impact planning,
assessment, reporting and
learning (IPARL) (n.d.). Also:
Patton (1997), Brown and Moore
(2010), Unerman and O’Dwyer
(2006), Morrison and Salipante
(2007), Ebrahim (2010)

Intended use by intended
users; prioritization;
negotiation; learning and
decision-making

Note: Adapted, in part, from Ebrahim and Rangan (2010).

5 This is a term I borrow from Morrison and Salipante (2007).
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demonstrating accountability—to upward, internal, lateral, down-
ward audiences and/or to wider groups of constituents—is limited
in the pursuit of an ethical INGO evaluation. In the last two
decades, data obtained on INGO performance show the ‘‘dark side’’
(Slim, 1997, 244) of INGOs struggling to meet the pressures and
expectations of multiple, often competing accountabilities. INGOs
are accused of failing to make a difference; of being too corporate
and professionalized; of being departmentally fragmented and of
misrepresenting community needs; of yielding to the demands of
their donors; of lacking critical internal reflection; and of having
weak downward accountability procedures (Chambers & Pettit,
2004, 137; Edwards & Hulme, 1995; Lewis and Opuku-Mensah,
2006, 668; Power, Maury, & Maury, 2002, 100; Zaidi, 1999). The
standards set by evaluation associations such as those listed earlier
are one response to pressures for tighter INGO regulation exerted
by government, donors, media and the general public. However,
the author finds it critical to distinguish between institutional
mechanisms designed to serve a regulatory function over
evaluations and efforts by membership associations and networks
to establish ethical guidelines. The latter require self-regulation
and ‘‘felt-accountability’’ (Fry, 1995) of a program evaluator whose
duties and obligations extend to other program evaluators, to those
being evaluated and to the general public.

Despite the prevailing understanding that ‘‘ethics matter’’ to
evaluation (Morris, 2003), there is little research on the nature and
effects of ethical issues in the evaluation of programs funded by a
growing number of young, resource-limited INGOs. Resource
limitations are known to have ethical implications on programs by
inhibiting an evaluator’s ability to fulfill his or her moral duties and
obligations as an evaluator (Hendricks & Bamberger, 2010). These
limitations can hinder an evaluations’ ability to justify the
decisions that follow from it; decisions that Rachels (2003) argues
carry the potential to be unprincipled. This article presents a case
study to illustrate the circumstances and potential ethical
implications surrounding the evaluation of one such resource-
limited INGO.

3. Methods

The article draws on existing research and uses a multi-method
ethnography (participant observation, interviews, focus groups,
secondary source analysis, and audio and video recordings) to
study the evaluation practices of a young U.S.-based INGO that the
author calls Women’s Resource Fund (WRF). For purposes of
confidentiality, all names used in the study are pseudonyms and
specific locations are also disguised.

Women’s Resource Fund is an INGO headquartered in a small
city in Midwestern United States. Anna, the founder, was a
graduate student of the author (from 2007 to 2009). The author
took a keen interest in the student’s efforts to start her INGO and
was later invited to create a research agenda to inform the INGO’s
evaluation practices. To start, the author observed WRF’s gover-
nance for three months. This involved participant observation of
one board meeting, one board retreat, two fundraisers and two
Program Committee meetings. The author also conducted archival
research into WRF’s grant applications, Anna’s field reports, the
INGO’s quarterly newsletters and its audited financial statements.
Semi-structured interviews were held with Anna, three members
of WRF’s Program Committee and five members of the board. These
conversations were structured to gather data on the subjects’
respective understanding of WRF’s mission, strategy and the key
successes and challenges it faced as it planned, monitored and
evaluated its programs.

The author traveled with the INGO on its evaluation trip (March
3–20, 2011) to East Africa where WRF conducted evaluations of on-
going projects in Uganda, Kenya and eastern DR Congo. This was

the INGO’s second trip to the DR Congo; the first was made in 2009
to solicit grant proposals. On the 2011 trip, Anna and a founding
WRF board member evaluated two projects in Uganda, one in
Kenya and six in eastern DR Congo. The author was a participant
observer of the evaluations and other planning activities at all nine
sites and had unique access to observe the INGO’s challenges as it
implemented evaluation and grappled with issues over organizing
its future interventions in DR Congo. The choice to concentrate on
this particular case is driven by its revelatory nature (Yin, 2003).

The subject project is located in a district in the eastern DR
Congo (Fig. 1), a vast, resource-rich country in the heart of Africa.

At the time of this visit, the district in eastern DR Congo was
emerging from a longstanding and violent conflict between two
main ethnicities, the Hemu and the Lendu. Given this context and
the INGO’s own time and budget constraints, the evaluation trip to
the district was planned to be short, from March 8–13, 2011. The
author audio recorded and occasionally video recorded all key
interactions observed between WRF and the community members
visited at the project sites, the Committee for WRF in the Congo,
and amongst the INGO leaders. These ‘‘key interactions’’ are the
embedded units of analyses of this study. A Congolese hired by the
INGO verbally translated these interactions into English for the
visiting INGO team and translated the visitors’ responses into
French or Kiswahili. Limited time and access to a translator
prevented the author from independently interviewing the
Congolese stakeholders, conversations that would have provided
a deeper, more complete understanding of the program’s
implementation and the implications of the evaluation on the
program’s future.

Upon returning to the U.S., the author continued participant
observation of WRF’s follow-up activities for the next 18 months,
consisting of archival research,6 Program Committee and board
meetings, and fundraisers. All the audio recordings collected by the
author were translated into English by a U.S.-based professional
translation firm. The case study presented here was developed into
an audio-visual teaching case later (Ramanath, 2014) and was
shown to Anna, the Program Committee and the board.

The data collected was manually coded to identify the key
ethical challenges facing INGOs as they evaluate their projects.
These key challenges were then examined in the context of the four
principles of ethical evaluations enumerated earlier.

4. The INGO and the eastern DR Congo

4.1. Women’s resource fund and entry into the DR Congo

Women’s Resource Fund (WRF) registered as a tax-exempt
501(c)(3) public charity in 2006 and began work with a three-
pronged mission to advance health, education and economic
development opportunities among the world’s 1.5 billion women
who earn less than $2 a day. Anna was the INGO’s executive
director and sole full-time paid staff.7 A portfolio of developing
country NGOs and other grantees was built almost entirely on the
basis of referrals and friendships and through networks Anna had
developed through her former work as a church volunteer and a
missions director. Grant applications were solicited online (via
WRF’s website), but mostly in person when Anna visited the host
countries. WRF’s Program Committee vetted the applications on

6 Anna wrote a field report of her March, 2011 trip to Africa which was published
in an English-language quarterly newsletter and uploaded to WRF’s website. This
was also mailed to several U.S.-based stakeholders. Anna also verbally reported to
her board on the number of women that WRF had ‘benefited’. A French-speaking
WRF volunteer translated all documents collected in Africa (evaluation reports and
new grant applications) to English.

7 In January 2012, WRF hired a part-time administrative assistant on an hourly
basis and in 2013 a part-time, hourly bookkeeper.
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the basis of participant demographics, project sustainability,
budget, other funding sources, accountability systems, the
applicant’s prior experience with WRF, and other project details.
However, the committee only seriously considered applications
from people Anna personally knew and trusted or who came
recommended by others that she knew.

WRF’s entry into eastern DR Congo followed a similar pattern.
In her brother’s church in early 2009, Anna met Edmond, an
aspiring lawyer from DR Congo who was fluent in English. His
father was a former Parliamentarian who had been President of
Civil Society of a northeastern district of the DR Congo from 2001 to
2007 (see attached map, Fig. 1).

Anna and her INGO knew little about the DR Congo beyond
some newspaper accounts about the country’s legacy of brutal rape
and abuse of women. Edmond offered to escort her there. A few
months later, in mid-August 2009, Anna headed to Africa to visit
the DR Congo, to make a follow-up visit to a WRF-funded project in
Kenya and to meet a potential partner in Uganda.

She arrived in eastern DR Congo accompanied by a founding
board member, Alicia, and her new contact, Edmond. Their entry
via Rwanda was bumpy. They were told that Americans needed
visas to enter the country and they went over-budget while
waiting three days for emergency visas in Rwanda near the border
of Bukavu, DR Congo. Three days, a boat ride (to Goma, DR Congo)
and another flight later, they reached Edmond’s family home in an
eastern district DRC city. Edmond’s father, the former Parliamen-
tarian and civil society leader, hosted them. Anna was struck by the
obvious respect he commanded within the district and by his
fluency in local dialects.

Edmond and his father escorted Anna and Alicia through
exceedingly rough terrain to visit several villages in the district. At
their first stop, about a 30-mile drive from Edmond’s home, a large
group of villagers greeted them. Anna’s team pulled aside six of the
village women for a group conversation that Edmond translated.

They shared their experiences of the 2006 war in which some had
lost their husbands and children. They also talked about the
current lack of food, work, money and education. Before leaving,
the visitors were handed three proposals from a community-based
organization (CBO) of village women, headed by someone named
Cecile, which was working to improve the conditions of local
women. The proposed projects included the purchase of a grain-
grinding mill and materials to construct a shed to house it and also
a vocational school for women.

4.2. Project selected and funds wired: September 2009–May 2010

Back in the U.S., WRF’s Program Committee8 translated the
documents from the CBO from French to English, ranked the
application on a rubric of 15 different criteria9 and then met with
Anna. In the grant application to WRF for the mill,10 Cecile
described how the CBO had created several activities designed to
improve the socio-economic situation for area women and foster
economic independence. It did not specify the nature or outcomes
of their past activities. The application ignored requirements
specifying the number of intended beneficiaries of the project and
did not state who would operate the mill or how beneficiaries
would be selected. In the application form, Cecile noted that the

Fig. 1. Map of DR Congo: The elliptical shape represents WRF’s area of work in the eastern district of DR Congo.
Source: Accessed February 2014: http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/dr_congo_map2.htm

8 Board members and volunteers were placed on six committees—Program,
Finance, Administration, Development, Marketing and Personnel.

9 Each of the 15 criteria is awarded a score from 1 through 5. The three-member
Program Committee’s scores for the mill project ranged from a high of 71 to a low of
54 out of a possible 75 points. The member awarding the lowest score had concerns
about accountability mechanisms, demographics, sustainability and budget.
10 WRF shared only the mill project proposal with the author. This proposal was
handwritten in French and included five sections: context and justification for the
project; project objectives; proposed activities and inputs required; planned
activities; and budget.
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CBO’s members would contribute funds to the project but did not
specify an amount.

The Program Committee approved the mill grant application as
an economic development project, awarding it the full $2000
requested. It also approved the CBO’s request to fund a vocational
school for women to the extent of $2000 but made that funding
contingent on a positive appraisal of the CBO’s performance in the
mill project.

In March 2010, WRF signed a Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) with three Congolese volunteers designated as the
Committee for WRF in the Congo. WRF and the committee
mutually agreed that the latter would receive no remuneration
from the INGO other than payments for expenses incurred in
administering and monitoring the program.11 These three, who
were put in charge of the project and its accountability, were
Edmond’s father, selected as the committee representative; a male
medical doctor that Edmond’s father recommended as WRF’s
health coordinator in DR Congo; and a female NGO professional
also well-known to Edmond’s father who was assigned as project
coordinator for this and five other WRF-funded projects in villages
throughout the district.

Upon signing the MOU with WRF, the Congolese team also
signed an MOU with the CBO’s president and the deputy leader in
July 2010. This second MOU was in French and titled the mill
project somewhat differently: Installation of a Mill and Agriculture
and Livestock.12 The MOU with the CBO did not mention WRF’s
major accountability demand, namely, the number of women to be
impacted by the project. Anna handed responsibility to what she
believed was an able team of experienced professionals who were
trusted by the locals. They received a $280 stipend for expenses to
be incurred in monitoring and administering the mill project.
Funds for the mill project, totaling $2280, were wired to a bank in
eastern DR Congo in May 2010 and the project began as scheduled
in July 2010.

4.3. Evaluating the mill project: March 10, 2011

Less than a year after wiring the money to the Committee for
WRF in the Congo, Anna prepared to visit the mill project site to
evaluate progress and, if satisfied, disburse the promised funds for
the vocational school project and even consider potential new
proposals from the CBO (and other groups). This occurred early in
the grant cycle but Anna was eager to get data that she could use as
evidence to buttress further fundraising appeals for other projects
in this region.

Although Anna’s team had a smoother arrival into eastern DR
Congo this second trip, other tensions soon surfaced. On this visit
Anna did not have the advantage of a skilled translator like Edmond.
She had hired Edmond’s friend, Chris, and was disappointed to find
that he had no experience translating, was more fluent in French and
Kiswahili than English and did not speak the language used in
Cecile’s village. In addition, Edmond’s father, Anna’s trusted,
volunteer Congolese representative, had developed throat cancer
and could only whisper. Neither of the other two members of WRF’s
DR Congo team could attend the site visit. Before going there to meet
the CBO, Edmond’s father showed Anna a written report of all the
expenses incurred in purchasing the mill and constructing the

surrounding shed. Though detailed, it mentioned neither the
number of women who benefited from the project nor the extent
and nature of their involvement. Anna asked Chris to tell Edmond’s
father and the rest of the Congolese team:

We have to know the number of people helped. . . Also, how
they are going to count who is helped. They have to start
predicting, have to set goals. Makes a big difference. Five people
with $5000 or 5000 people with $5, must know. The reason we
ask this is because of the cost-benefit factor: how much did the
project cost and how many people were helped? That they need
to project.

Complications over the costs of renting a jeep, a driver, a
translator and accommodations made Anna worry that her trip
would go over-budget. The site visit thus began with concerns
about trip expenses, the translator and the absence of information
on the extent and nature of the CBO women’s involvement in the
mill project. The team allocated three to four hours for their visit to
the village. There they were warmly greeted by local women who
had assembled in a church along with a sizeable number of men,
including Edmond’s father, Chris, WRF’s designated driver
(Edmond’s brother), the village chief, and other men and boys
who trickled in throughout the meeting.

Cecile began by leading a prayer song and remained standing to
read a lengthy account of all the expenses incurred. She spoke in
French and Chris verbally translated into English (Image 1). Cecile
stated that expenses had consumed almost all of the $2000 from
WRF. Transporting materials was very expensive, she reported, and
seasonal fluctuations had caused other problems. She said the
grain seeds had been attacked by insects.

This confused Anna since WRF had not approved the purchase
of seeds, only of a mill and a shed. She was told that besides
purchasing a grinding mill, the money had been used for an
agricultural project. Cecile’s report raised additional questions and
revealed that the grinder was being operated by a man who was
given a small, unspecified sum of money. Anna grew visibly upset
as she requested clarifications and got no answers to her questions
about who was benefiting from the mill, whether the women were
using it for free or how they were using it. At this point, she loudly
remarked, ‘‘So basically no one benefits from the mill?’’ (Image 1)

Even without a full translation of all of Anna’s comments, the
tension in the church was palpable. Cecile was quivering and
mostly mumbled her answers to the translator who prodded her to
speak up. The secretary and the treasurer of the CBO did not speak.
Amidst all this, Anna accused the translator and Edmond’s father of
coaching the women and of interrupting the flow of her
conversations with them.

4.4. Maybe we should go see the mill!

Before things degenerated further, Anna suggested taking a
walk to the mill with some ‘‘beneficiaries,’’ including the secretary

Image 1. Chris translates Anna’s question for Cecile: ‘‘So, basically no one benefits
from the mill?’’
Photo: Primary author, 2011.

11 The MOU specified that the committee was to attend the first visit of each
project when funds would be distributed, to accompany the WRF team on
monitoring visits, and to visit each site near the end of the project to verify
completion and to fulfill their administrative responsibilities.
12 Agriculture and livestock were not mentioned in WRF’s records nor was the
creation of a fund for mothers. These items were mentioned in the original French
version of the application submitted by the CBO, but apparently did not make it into
the English translation in which the project is entitled simply, ‘‘the mill project to
benefit area women.’’
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and the treasurer of the CBO, five other women and three men.
During the 30-min walk (Image 2), the secretary told Anna that
about 450 women across the area were targeted to benefit from the
mill, but lack of rain had kept crop yields and mill usage low.

Closer scrutiny of this tape-recorded exchange between Anna,
the secretary and the treasurer revealed that many of Anna’s
questions about the CBO (how it functioned, what it did and how it
distributed benefits) remained poorly answered. When the group
reached the mill, repeated attempts to start the grinder failed,
raising further suspicion. To Anna’s visible relief, the driver who
had accompanied the group took over and managed to jump-start
the grinder (Image 3).

Returning to the village church to deliver concluding
remarks, Anna again asked how many had benefited from the
mill. Five women in a church packed with at least 60 women,
men and children raised their hands. She then asked how many
of them were likely to use the mill once there was grain to grind.
A substantial number of hands went up (roughly 20 women, four
men and three young boys). Anna declared herself satisfied with
the project’s outcome and announced that WRF would fund the
CBO’s second proposal to start a vocational tailoring project for
women. She noted that she would return in 2012 to assess how
the tailoring project had influenced area women.

After returning to the U.S., Anna reflected further on her
decision to fund the second project proposed by the CBO. Anna
told the author that on her walk to the mill, she asked the women
how many children they had. The CBO secretary told her she had
15 but 5 had died in the war; another said she had 10 but 4 had
died. Anna concluded that life for them was difficult. She felt that
Cecile lacked leadership abilities but had accomplished the
stated goal of setting up a mill. Anna therefore saw no reason to
back out of the tailoring project13 and she handed $2000 to the
CBO for that project immediately after her speech at the church
(Image 4).

Anna returned to the village in March 2012, as part of a
routine yearly trip that she makes to visit WRF’s project sites
around the world, and found that Cecile was gone.14 She had
been replaced as president of the CBO by the former secretary
who had accompanied Anna to the mill the year before. Since that
visit, Anna has not found time to revisit the grinding mill or
inquired about its use. Anna got no answers from CBO members
to her inquiries about Cecile’s whereabouts or the reason for the
leadership change.

5. Evaluation circumstances, ethical implications and future
actions for resource-limited evaluations

Resource constraints plague all types of evaluations, particu-
larly those of international development projects whose evaluators
may not fully comprehend or be aware of the complex contexts
surrounding the work and may lack time and funds to visit or
communicate with the project site. That an evaluation in a remote
and troubled area such as eastern DR Congo would be difficult on a
young INGO such as Women’s Resource Fund is not surprising.
Instructive, however, is an examination of how decisions are made
in light of these challenges, what ethical implications they may
carry for the program and what measures might help minimize the
ethical challenges evaluators face under resource constraints.15

Drawing on Hendricks and Bamberger’s (2010) framework, the
author summarizes the challenges of conducting evaluations, their
ethical implications and some future steps for organizing and
implementing INGO evaluation in Table 2. Column 1 contains the
key challenges encountered in the course of planning for and
evaluating the program. Column 2 describes how the INGO
struggles to realize the four ethical values in the context of each
stage of evaluation. Challenges in meeting these values, and the
resulting ethical implications, can arise during any stage of the
evaluation. Each value is then articulated in a proposition,

Image 2. Anna on her walk to the mill with select members of the CBO and Chris
(her translator).
Photo: Primary author, 2011.

Image 3. Anna expresses delight at seeing the grain grinder start.
Photo: Primary author, 2011.

Image 4. Anna hands $2,000 to Edmond’s father who, in turn, hands the money to
Cecile.
Photo: Primary author, 2011.

13 WRF committed to disburse $2000 to the CBO for a vocational training project
by November 2010. Since WRF did not visit DR Congo in 2010, there was a four-
month delay in delivering on this promise. Soon after Anna’s March 10, 2011 speech
in the church, MOUs were signed (between her Congolese team and WRF and
between the Congolese team and the CBO) and $2000 in cash was handed to Cecile.
14 Between March 2011 and 2012, WRF’s chief liaison in the Congo (Edmond’s
father) had fallen seriously ill. WRF, as a result, had no advance information on the
progress of the mill project and the status of the recently funded vocational training
project.

15 The case study INGO’s evaluation struggles reflect its project planning and
design challenges. The author also recognizes that the case can be analyzed through
multiple lenses, including the tensions between upward (donor-driven, quantified)
and downward (context-based, culturally sensitive) accountability, or between
connoisseurship evaluation (personal judgment) and criticism (verifiable informa-
tion) (Eisner, 1976) or the dilemmas and consequences of using internal versus
external evaluators (Mathison, 1999; Torres et al., 1997). The author acknowledges
the value of other prisms but argues that an ethical framework helps identify the
potential implications of the tensions observed and improvements for conducting
future INGO evaluations.
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Table 2
Applying a framework to identify and address ethical implications of INGO-led evaluations.
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concluding with a summary of suggested strategies (Column 3) to
better align a young INGO’s capacity with the demands to produce
an ethically sound evaluation.

5.1. Proposition 1

If the evaluation has limited resources to research all relevant data
and documents in advance, then the program may struggle to gather
valid and useful information on its effects.

Evaluators are often called upon to make explicit the underlying
assumptions about how programs work—the program theory—and
then use this theory as the foundation of a systematic evaluation
(Rogers et al., 2000). Knowledge of this theory helps identify and
prioritize key evaluation questions and guides the selection of data
collection and analysis techniques (Birckmayer & Weiss, 2000;
Donaldson, 2007; Wholey, 1987). However, if the evaluator does
not have the time, the methodological expertise or the financial
wherewithal to design an appropriate evaluation, then the
evaluation may never answer such critical questions as whether
the program works or if the pilot should be extended. Some
scholars believe there is nothing inherently wrong with treating
one’s program as a ‘‘blackbox’’ (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010), but the
author finds that this carries potential ethical implications for the
program (see Column 2, Table 2).

While WRF’s Program Committee favorably evaluated the grant
application for the grinding mill, one reviewer had expressed
concerns about the project’s accountability, demographics, budget
and sustainability. Typical of WRF’s culture, Anna prevailed upon
the committee and exercised what Eisner (1976) terms ‘‘con-
nosieurship’’ to judge the proposal’s merit.16 The INGO wired funds
for the mill project to DR Congo and Anna made an evaluation visit
to the village in 2011 to test her judgment. She expected to find a
mill both operated by and benefiting women. The day before her
site visit Anna received a report from her local representative
accounting for expenses but including no data on how many
women had ‘‘benefited’’ from the mill. The site visit also does not
yield all the needed information along the logic chain: from
outputs (a purchased mill) to desired impact (economic empow-
erment of women). Lacking information about how a program
should work obviously hampers Anna’s ability to design a full and
realistic appraisal. It raises questions such as: Is it fair to subject the
community to a summative evaluation on the program’s ability to
impact women when there is no relevant data on the level and
nature of their involvement? Are women of the CBO, in fact,
operating the mill? Did the MOU clearly articulate the nature of
women’s involvement in the mill? Is the program, therefore, ready
to be evaluated for impact on women? What types of evaluation
might be most suitable at this early stage of the program (such as
participatory reflection, an institutional theory approach)?

In order to design an ethically justifiable evaluation for WRF, it
may be critical to develop a design in dialog with the INGO’s Congo
Committee and with the CBO participating in the process. As
evaluator, Anna cannot know what data to collect without
systematically analyzing what was agreed upon in the first place,
i.e., without a careful scrutiny of what the grantee asked for, why
the INGO approved the grant and the subsequent terms of the
award. Failure to examine these fundamentals has ethical
implications for WRF’s program because as the evaluator, Anna
struggles to find what she wants to observe, subjecting the local

stakeholders to questions that run the risk of being answered
incompletely or even inaccurately, simply to please the evaluator.
At the church, Anna runs into two pitfalls that highlight the INGO’s
research limitations: (1) Anna mistakenly believes that the INGO
only supported a mill program and is surprised about the purchase
of seeds with the awarded funds; and (2) she has no details about
how the CBO operates, let alone how it utilizes the mill, and
unsuccessfully presses for a response about the nature and number
of CBO beneficiaries. When Anna makes her spontaneous walk to
the mill with other CBO leaders, they inform her that 450 women
are targeted to benefit from the mill. Anna accepts the number
prima facie and, upon returning to the U.S., includes the number in
her estimate of nearly 1000 women that she declares were
‘‘positively impacted’’ by WRF’s projects in Uganda, Kenya and the
DRC.17

To avoid these pitfalls, WRF’s Program Committee and the local
Congolese Committee for WRF team might corroborate such
details prior to a site visit. This would require building knowledge
of WRF’s mission and imparting evaluation capacity in Anna, the
Program Committee and other local stakeholders including the
translator and CBO leaders. The connoisseur (Anna) needs to
engage the critic (Program Committee) to examine the antecedents
of grantmaking and design a system to monitor and evaluate the
grant. This system must also incorporate input from the CBO and
the Committee for WRF in the Congo. Such a collaboration has the
potential to provide a stronger foundation for organizational
learning and continuous improvement (Fetterman, 1996), which is
discussed in more detail later. However, cultivating capacity
among lay members of the community could be costly, requiring
the Committee for WRF in the Congo to periodically travel to
monitor developments in the program site (a responsibility WRF’s
stipend was intended to cover). Holding local partners accountable
for every detail also runs the risk that future programs may
deliberately or unconsciously be orchestrated to show results that
please the INGO (Fowler, 2000, 23–24).

At a minimum, the INGO must build the evaluation capacity of
its local partners so that they can be held accountable for
monitoring progress (and feasibility) toward the INGO’s intended
outcome of benefiting local women. WRF’s Congolese team (and
the CBO) could be trained to present and document their own
account of the successes, challenges and support received.
Photographs and storytelling might be used to gather context-
rich details not captured in dry technical assessment renditions
(Davies & Dart, 2005; Denning, 2005). Although such an
institutional theory approach (Herman & Renz, 1999; Murray &
Tassie, 1994) might require a longer time frame, it would allow
host country stakeholders to drive the evaluation process in a
manner that better suits their context and minimizes ethical
implications.

5.2. Proposition 2

If the evaluation has limited resources to undertake a systematic
field visit, then the program may not acquire a full understanding of
the harms and benefits it is distributing.

Evaluators are called upon to conduct systematic, data-based
inquiries (American Evaluation Association, 2004). However, if the
program’s context includes complicated religious and ethnic
issues, and if the evaluation is incapable of detecting these
distinctions, then the program will not learn about the complexi-
ties or be able to act on them. The meeting in the village began with
CBO President Cecile’s formal account of expenditures. As both
evaluator and executive director of the INGO, Anna was eager to
find out how many women had benefited from the mill. Her

16 Connoisseurs, according to Einser (1976, 140) ‘‘appreciate what they
encounter.’’ Such appreciation could be tantamount to liking what one encounters
but is defined by Einser as an awareness and understanding of what one has
experienced. This awareness then forms the basis of the judgment. Theoretically,
connoisseurship is distinguished from criticism which is more technical and
scientific. Einser (1976, 141) writes: ‘‘Effective criticism requires the use of
connoisseurship, but connoisseurship does not require the use of criticism.’’ 17 The sum is highlighted in WRF’s summer newsletter.
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repeated efforts to get an answer did not elicit a response from any
of those present. Anna had only a few hours to spend in the village.
She yelled in frustration, ‘‘So, basically no one benefits from the
mill?’’ to a room full of intimidated evaluands and a translator not
proficient in their local dialect. Cecile stayed largely quiet despite
repeated queries from the funder, the translator and Edmond’s
father.

This encounter left the INGO with a series of unanswered
questions with serious ethical implications for the program. Are
the women confused over what Anna means by the term
‘‘benefits’’? Is some meaning getting lost in translation? Are
men co-opting the mill? Is Cecile a legitimate leader or simply a
cipher? Is there a village hierarchy that is inhibiting some women
from voicing their opinion about the mill? (As noted earlier, the
village chief, and other men and boys were present throughout the
meeting at the church.) Why does a man operate the mill? Who is
he, what has he done and how much is he being paid? How much
do they charge for grinding? Are the profits distributed to the local
women’s CBO, and how? In a militaristic culture of tremendous
male exclusivity and a deep-rooted sense of patriarchal entitle-
ment like in the DRC (Farwell, 2004; Yuval-Davis, 2004), questions
like these beg for answers.

Rigorous data collection is expensive to undertake. Yet, a
combination of approaches can help control costs. Where harms
and benefits are not immediately observable, data can be obtained
through a more representative sample of primary and secondary
stakeholders (Patton, 1997), for instance from female members of
the CBO other than its leaders and other female non-members;
information can be triangulated from sources such as the INGO’s
Committee in the Congo who might inform judgments about the
program’s progress; or the site might be independently evaluated
by a skilled board member or a volunteer instead of a founder-
leader. Broadly stated, INGOs and their evaluators must be aware
of the ‘‘dark side’’ of INGO work, explained in a previous section,
and must reveal how their evaluation methods influence what is or
is not shared by those they seek to evaluate.

5.3. Proposition 3

Superficial data analysis results in an incomplete understanding of
the elements influencing performance and thus runs the risk of
perpetuating the very inequities the program sets out to address.

In this case, Anna, as executive director and evaluator, takes sole
responsibility for undertaking a task that tests her capacity to carry
out a careful inquiry. Alicia, the accompanying board member, is a
silent witness and plays no direct role in the course of the site
evaluation. Anna grows irritable over not fully comprehending the
cause for Cecile’s fear and silence and, above all, is vexed that no
one will articulate how the program is tangibly benefiting village
women.

Faced with a complex situation, decision-makers simplify the
task. Wright (1974) points to several simplifying strategies that
decision-makers use. In the months following the trip, Anna
justified her decision on the grounds that, ‘‘There was, after all, a
fully functional mill, wasn’t there? I was making inroads into a new
community.’’ Once she witnessed the grinder working, Anna
excluded from consideration certain data about mission-related
work (namely, details about its benefits to women), even though
she considered this important input under less trying conditions.
She intentionally limited her data intake by repositioning the focus
of her evaluation to a more positive aspect of the mission, namely,
that the community had purchased a working grinding mill. The
money, she told herself and her board, was used for the designated
purpose and that $2000 was such a small sum.

Besides deciphering the task environment that compelled
Anna’s adaptation, it is necessary to make explicit how her

adaptive strategies influence the distribution of equity in the
INGO’s program area. Deeper analysis of the socio-political and
economic context within which the women are called upon to
operate (and benefit from) this mill is critical. The site of this
program was the epicenter of a bloody, eight-year conflict (1999–
2007) between two tribes, the Hemu (powerful livestock keepers)
and the Lendu (majority impoverished agriculturists) over land
disputes. An uneasy calm has prevailed since 2011 amidst sporadic
militia activity, high crime levels and deep inter-ethnic distrust.
Militia leaders continue to recruit combatants, supply weapons
and commit human rights abuses (Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs, 2007, as cited in Pottier, 2010, 30).

The INGO was aware of the continued presence and effects of a
severe ethnic conflict. The death toll and the loss of children and
livelihoods consumed Anna’s conversation with the CBO secretary
and treasurer en route to the mill. But how these deep-seated
conflicts may influence performance, and vice versa, remains
poorly examined. Addressing this ethical implication requires
careful and potentially time-consuming and expensive data
analysis which could stall or even end the program in this district
altogether. To minimize the ethical implications, the slightest
misgivings about implementation and consequences must be
shared and deserve to be brainstormed within the INGO, between
the INGO and its Committee in the Congo and, also between the
Committee and the CBO. They are the primary stakeholders of the
evaluation and may contribute to a deeper understanding of the
context shaping the INGO’s work in this region (Patton, 1997). Yet
even those measures cannot guarantee that resource-challenged
INGOs like WRF will produce effective evaluations. Local elites may
have their own vested interests and resist discussion of deep-
seated divides, particularly with fly-by evaluators. Here INGOs
may benefit from the judgments of ‘‘experts’’ who ‘‘are knowl-
edgeable about NGOs and sympathetic to their aims’’ (Horton,
2011, 41): displaying characteristics such as relevant training and
experience, familiarity with relevant literature and data and more
general traits of intelligence and insight.

5.4. Proposition 4

If the evaluation is limited in its capacity to report its findings to all
stakeholders, then the program is less likely to have learned about
itself and more likely to be driven by the agenda of a few.

Evaluators are expected to know exactly what data to collect
and how to analyze them. They also must have a plan for the
presentation of those data and the results that simply and
accurately answers the evaluation questions. Ideally, the report
would be customized for various audiences to read, provide
feedback and learn from the findings. Minus such a report,
including a description of the scope, focus and methods of the
evaluation, it is difficult to understand the basis for decisions that
follow from the evaluation, potentially undermining the project
itself. Even elaborate reports cannot guarantee that those
producing them will know how to use their findings to change
behavior (Ebrahim, 2005; Tassie, Murray, & Cutt, 1998). Limited
resources make it tempting for NGOs such as Women’s Resource
Fund to look no further than easily measurable components of
their work, such as the tangible output of a functioning mill,
limiting the value of the evaluation and the project.

A joint assessment, involving WRF, its Congolese Committee
and the CBO (the primary stakeholders), of how a mission to
advance the economic empowerment of women can be achieved is
critical for learning and capacity building. This is particularly
crucial considering two developments following the March 2011
site visit: (1) WRF has not reexamined the performance of the mill
and (2) the CBO leader was replaced without explanation. To
minimize potential ethical implications, the INGO needs to address
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questions such as: How far do INGO commitments extend—to the
successful completion of the program? Should more money be
allocated to get the mill off the ground since Cecile reported that
the initial $2000 was nearly all used up? What happened to CBO
President Cecile? Is the new leader still responsible for the mill
project? What happens if the mill goes unused or if weather again
does not cooperate? Does Anna’s involvement in the project end
completely and the CBO assume sole responsibility? Could the mill
become a white elephant, a symbol of abandonment or of
unfulfilled potential or promises? Does the INGO have a
responsibility to know more about the CBO and its competence,
particularly in light of the puzzling leadership change?

If the purpose of evaluation is to build capacity for organiza-
tional and sustained community change, then how should the
decisions stemming from such evaluations be reported and acted
upon—particularly within the communities and groups they seek
to support? A report does not have to be elaborate or expensive,
but it must clearly communicate why the INGO is doing its current
activities (Torres, Preskill, & Piontek, 2005). Reports can take
numerous forms (including videos, photographs, role-plays and
stories) that can be shared with the program participants, in this
case the Committee for WRF in the Congo, the CBO, and WRF’s staff,
volunteers and board. Evaluation thus becomes a means to more
broadly inform the decision-making and learning processes that
should follow.

6. Lessons learned

This study displays some well-known intricacies of develop-
ment evaluation. The case, in which a young Northern INGO is
both the funder and evaluator, provides a rich point of departure
for further examination of ethical implications generated by
resource-challenged evaluations. For young Northern INGOs,
such as Women’s Resource Fund, evaluation is complicated by
resource deficits and by how INGOs fulfill their missions. Most
Northern INGOs do not implement projects by themselves but
work, largely or wholly, through local ‘‘partners’’ such as
Southern NGOs and CBOs. Women’s Resource Fund, the subject
of the case, works with CBOs and other trusted hosts comprised
of local elites and translators to implement its projects. To
comprehensively and ethically evaluate its activities, it therefore
must evaluate these local partners as well, while remaining
mindful that excessive INGO demands on host country partici-
pants may run the risk of complicating local agendas and
explicitly or implicitly cause them to engineer reports to merely
please the INGO.

The article argues that evaluations undertaken through an
ethical lens can more adequately capture and reconcile the INGO
demands of accountability with the needs of host country
evaluands. Ethical frameworks offer INGOs and their evaluators
the structure they need to better understand themselves and the
context of their host country, justify the decisions that follow from
evaluation, and move forward. Evaluation frameworks (Table 1)
and national and international ethical codes offer INGOs a starting
point. Moving beyond the standard tenets of ethical conduct—that
an evaluation must be respectful of others, serve others, be just,
honest and build community—the author explores how challenges
in evaluation affect the actual conduct of the program evaluation
and raise concerns about potential effects and sustainability.
Evaluation challenges of time, methodological expertise and
funding hamper organizations’ ability to obtain valid and useful
information, identify harm, promote equity and give voice to all
those affected (Table 2). Applying these four values of ethical
evaluation, the author suggests the following strategies to help
minimize the ethical implications that resource-challenged
evaluations can have on programs:

Proposition 1. Build capacity in and devolve responsibilities to
local stakeholders (Southern NGOs and CBOs) and develop evalu-
ation designs in dialog with them;

Proposition 2. Share the program’s agenda with those being eval-
uated and allow them to trustingly provide information on the
program’s successes and challenges;

Proposition 3. Document field impressions and seek feedback
from local and expert stakeholders on the validity and reliability
of these impressions and their effect on program performance;

Proposition 4. Translate program-related communications into
local languages, disseminate reports (perhaps utilizing videos,
photographs or other nontraditional methods of data-collection)
of evaluation findings and conduct focus group discussions with
stakeholders that encourage feedback on how to structure future
evaluations and reporting.

The action steps the author suggests are strategies intended
to reduce the ethical implications for programs subject to under-
resourced evaluations. They require evaluators to gather highly
contextualized knowledge about who the local agents of change
might be, how effective they are and how they might be best
supported. Resources, including time and money, typically spent
on travel could be redirected toward building an infrastructure
to support methodological expertise, program design and the
development of ethically sound evaluation practices.

Fundamental to an ethical evaluation is the creation of an
individual, organizational and sector-wide culture that values it
as a necessary means to realize organizational growth and
development. An INGO’s efforts to ease tensions between what it
should do (based on avowed principles) and what it can do
(based on resources) are likely to fail if the consequences of such
tensions are not recognized and acted on. And while young
INGOs, with their scarce resources, may not explicitly articulate
their challenges in evaluation or the resulting ethical implica-
tions for their programs, the article proposes that the use of an
ethical evaluation adapted to their own and their evaluands’
limitations offers them the best means to satisfy accountability
demands and mitigate or avoid potentially serious, even fatal,
errors. With the persistence of severe poverty and other
conditions that will continue to motivate financial aid through-
out the developing world, it behooves both Northern INGOs and
their attendant stakeholders to continually examine how their
well-intentioned programs conform to the moral imperatives of
development work.
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