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As a career-long evaluator, I’d like to put forward a heretical proposition:  Policy change should be evaluated only when there is a reason to evaluate. Regarding the question of how to evaluate policy change (a question that is in good currency lately), I am astounded by the plethora of writing about the ways to approach these evaluations.  The literature seems to cover the whole terrain of how and why one would evaluate anything whatsoever.  Recent papers address differences in the types of evaluations -- process and outcomes, indicators and benchmarks, the need for accountability, problems of attribution, how and when to use a theory of change approach and logic models..  Yet, the papers seem to add complexity rather than point to what I believe is the common sense way to consider when, why and how to assess policy-change efforts.

From my vantage point, the most important reason to evaluate policy change efforts is to see if you are on the right track. Policy change by virtue of its home in politics is essentially an emergent phenomenon and change agents need quick and quality information about what is changing and how.   Evaluations’ role within any political context is to inform the change process  
After we conduct campaigns to change public opinion, has public opinion actually changed?  After an effort to inform the press about a particular issue, does better press coverage follow?  However, we can never know if foundation actions, whether complex or simple, lead to a policy result.  After all, this is politics.  Too much happens in politics, and too much of it is “behind the scenes,” for us to know the “whys and wherefores” of change in a definitive manner.  Foundations should give up the ship in hoping for attributable change in the field of policy change efforts.  Policy change always requires many actors and many actions.  No one actor is ever fully or solely responsible in this work.  And, from a legal point of view, that is how it should be for foundations.
My position is analogous to how one might consider “evaluating” an election for public office.  The outcome is known so an outcome evaluation (of an election campaign) is unnecessary in this case.  The campaign has a strategy, which in evaluation jargon might be called a theory of change.  We would expect the campaign to commission polls and track the positions of key actors and constituencies.  As information comes in from these sources, we would not expect the campaign to stick feverishly to a strategy that doesn’t seem to be working.  We’d expect corrections.
Some change efforts have clear and discernable outcomes—legislative changes, or formal rules and regulations.  But not all settings offer such straightforward outcomes.  Campaigns to change the structure and process of entire systems, also need feedback and the outcomes of the changed system also warrant examination.  In both types of change, however, the strident embrace of logic models would disable the agility of the change process. 

We’d expect the campaign to use reasonable and incremental information as it chooses what to do next.  This makes sense.  Campaigns need data for decision making in real time, not afterward when the work is finished.  We would also expect the campaign to seek advice as to what might explain why certain results were achieved or not. 

We would not expect the campaign to conduct process studies describing what was done and why in great detail.  We would expect strategists to debrief on what worked and why so that they can improve the next campaign.   We would expect them to use the information to reflect on their work. Evaluation can support this process.
These are the same considerations for foundations supporting advocacy efforts to create policy change.  The questions that guide the information-gathering process should relate to the effectiveness of the policy change strategy as it unfolds, so that decision makers can make good choices in the middle of the action and adjust the strategy as necessary.  The questions that drive policy-change “evaluation” are the same ones that drive a strategy or campaign over time:  
· What is the nature of the opposition?
· What are the potential soft spots in the opposition’s position?

· Can the arguments be “reframed” to capitalize on the soft spots?

· What does early feedback say about how strategies are being received?
· What would we look for as an indication that things are going in the right direction? Or as an indication that things are going in the wrong direction?

· What do the polls tell us?

· What do the experts tell us?

· Where are we making progress?  Where is progress lacking and why? 

If you will, you can call this theory of change, and add in benchmarks, indicators and outcomes.  These are the wares of evaluators worldwide.  If pressed, or in academic settings, I use the terms, too.  But policy change is about political and institutional change.  For the actors in these arenas, our terminology can create distance and disenchantment with the whole evaluative process.  
An alternative is to ditch these terms.  We could talk like the advocates and strategists talk, and we could find ways to produce information which will help them become better at what they do—while they are doing it.  In this context, the most important role of a foundation is to insist on good information and to insist that it is used.  The key is to remember that the primary user is the advocate and that the foundation is second.  
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