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Abstract of Dissertation  

 
The Institutionalization of Monitoring and Evaluation Systems within International 

Organizations: a mixed-method study 

 

Since the late 1990s, Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation  (RBME) systems have seized the 

development discourse. They are institutionalized, and integrated as a legitimate managerial and 

governance function in most International Organizations. However, the extent to which RBME 

systems actually perform as intended , make a difference in organizations' performance, and their 

roles in shaping actors' behaviors within organizations, are empirical questions that have seldom 

been investigated.  

 This research takes some steps towards addressing this topic. Drawing on an eclectic set 

of theoretical strands stemming from Public Administration theory, Evaluation theory and 

International Organizations theory, this study examines the role and performance of RBME 

systems in a complex international organization, such as the World Bank. The research design is 

scaffolded around three empirical layers along the principles of Realist Evaluation: mapping the 

organizational context in which the RBME is embedded; studying patterns of regularity in the 

association between the quality of project-level monitoring and evaluation and project outcome, 

and eliciting the underlying behavioral mechanisms that explain why such patterns of regularity 

take place, and why they can be contradictory..   

 The study starts with a thorough description of the World Bank's RBME system's 

organizational elements, and its evolution over time . I identify the main agent-based driven 

changes, and the configurations of factors that  influenced these changes. Overall, the RBME 

institutionalization process exhibited key traits of what Institutionalist scholars call "path 

dependence." The RBME system's development responded to a dual logic of further legitimation 

and rationalization, all the while maintaining its initial espoused theory of conjointly promoting 

accountability and learning, despite some evidence of trade-offs.   
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 The second part of the study uses data from 1,300 World Bank projects evaluated 

between 2008 and 2014 to investigate the patterns of regularity in the association between the 

quality of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) and project performance ratings as institutionally 

measured within the organization  and its central evaluation office.  The propensity score 

matching results indicate that the quality of M&E is systematically positively associated with 

project outcome. Depending on whether the outcome is measured by the central evaluation office 

or the operational team, the study finds that projects with good quality M&E score between 0.13 

and 0.40 points higher—on a six-point outcome scale— than similar projects with poor quality 

M&E. The study also concludes that the close association between M&E quality and project 

performance reflects the institutionalization of RBME within the organization and the 

socialization of actors with the rating procedures.  

 The third part of the inquiry uses a qualitative approach, based on interviews and a few 

focus groups with operational staff, managers and evaluation specialists to understand the 

behavioral factors that explain how the system actually works in practice. The study found that, 

like in other International Organizations, the project-level RBME system was set up to resolve 

gaps between goals and implementations. Yet, actors within large and complex IOs are facing 

ambivalent signals from the external stakeholders, that may also conflict with the internal culture 

of the organization; and organizational processes do not necessarily incentivize RBME. 

Consequently, the RBME system may elicit patterns of behaviors that can contribute to further 

decoupling goals and implementations, discourse and actions. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

"If organizational rationality in evaluation is a myth, it is still a myth that organizations recite to 

themselves as they seek to manage what they officially think is reality." 

(Dahler-Larsen, 2012, p. 43) 
 

In the ambitious 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the development community has 

committed to multiple sustainable development goals and targets. The resolution that seals this 

renewed global partnership for development reiterates the importance of monitoring and 

evaluation (M&E) by promoting reviews of progress achieved that are "rigorous and based on 

evidence, informed by country-led evaluations and data which is high-quality, accessible, timely, 

reliable and disaggregated" (UN, 2015, parag74). In parallel, the year 2015 was declared the 

official International Year of "Evaluation," giving place to multiple celebratory events around the 

world to advocate, promote, or even preach evaluation and evidence-based policy making at the 

international, national and local levels.   

 While many acclaim the practice of Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME), 

still others decry the way the "results agenda" has been institutionalized, denouncing "a results 

agenda that does not need to achieve results to be championed and implemented with ever-greater 

enthusiasm" (Ramalingam, 2011). Surely, beyond the divergence of opinions and advocacy 

battles there is scope for theoretical and empirical reflections on the topic. Yet, empirical studies 

that seek to understand the role and assess the performance of RBME systems within complex 

international organizations remain scarce.  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

Two faces of the "results agenda" have emerged in the international development arena. On the 

one hand, over the past twenty years there has been mounting demand from national 

governments, civil societies, and public opinions around the world to address the question “does 

aid work?” These concerns were reflected in international development policy decisions—such as 

the 2002 Monterrey Consensus on Financing for Development, the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid 
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Effectiveness, and the 2008 Accra Accords—that sought to increase the efficiency and 

effectiveness with which aid is managed. Many development actors have thus adhered to the 

"results agenda" and subscribed, at least discursively, to the practice of Results-Based 

Management (RBM). The term has been used to characterize two different types of agendas. The 

first, and most widespread, is premised on the idea of using results to justify aid to increasingly 

skeptical taxpayers whose premise is to ensure that governments and civil societies get "good 

value for money." A second agenda has to do with using results to improve development 

programs and delivery. Evidence about what works, for whom, in what context is sought out to 

ultimately allocate resources to the interventions with the biggest impact, instead of spreading 

themselves too thinly.  

 As RBME becomes increasingly ubiquitous in development organizations, its practice is 

also increasingly institutionalized and embedded in organizational processes, norms, routines and 

language (Leeuw and Furubo, 2008). Three phenomena are testament to this increasing 

institutionalization of the practice of evaluation. First, since the early 2000s most international 

organizations, bilateral agencies, large NGOs, and foundations have been equipped with internal 

evaluation functions that are federated in larger professional networks such as UNEG, ECG, 

IOCE or IDEAS
1
. The networks are in part responsible for developing monitoring and evaluation 

norms and standards in order to harmonize the practice of development evaluation. Second, 

developing countries themselves have created their own national and regional evaluation 

associations. In the past decade, evaluation societies have mushroomed across the world. For 

instance AfrEA, created in 1999, federates more than fifteen national associations existing all 

over the African continent (Morra-Imas and Rist, 2009). Third, much effort is poured into 

                                                             
1 Respectively: The United Nations Evaluation Group, The Evaluation Cooperation Group, the International 
Organization for Cooperation in Evaluation and the International Development Evaluation Association  
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building the capacity of and professionalizing development evaluators, notably with the creation 

of IPDET
2
 in 2001 as cooperation between the World Bank and Carlton University. 

 On the other hand, there is also mounting critique about how the results agenda has been 

institutionalized in development organizations. Nongovernmental organizations, academics, and 

most recently independent bodies such as the UK Independent Commission for Aid Impact, have 

bemoaned how the results agenda unfolds in practice, creating a "counter-bureaucracy" that 

disrupts, rather than encourages results on the ground (e.g., Radin, 2006; ICAI, 2015; 

Ramalingam, 2011; Carden, 2013; Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff, 2015). Amongst the most 

common critiques, one can find: the tendency to focus on short-term results that can be achieved 

and measured in a given reporting cycle at the expense of longer-term improvements in 

institutions and incentives; and the tendency to hide situations of failures, generate perverse 

incentives, and demand a degree of control on development processes that is not in keeping with 

what is known about how development works—i.e., iteratively, incrementally and through a 

process of trial and error (OIOS, 2008; OECD-DAC, 2001; ICAI, 2015). 

 In the growth of RBME thus also lies a paradox: while the evidence on "what works" in 

development is steadily growing thanks to monitoring and evaluation, it is somewhat incongruous 

that the role and performance of RBME in promoting programmatic and organizational change is 

not subject to the same level of rigorous evaluative inquiry. Pritchett et al. (2012) summarize this 

paradox: "evaluation as a learning strategy is not embedded in a validated positive theory of 

policy formulation, program design or project implementation" (p. 22). 

 While a tacit understanding among development evaluators about RBME's theories of 

change  in development practice does exist, these theories remain to be validated empirically. For 

instance, Ravallion (2008) implicitly draws the contours of how evaluation is intended to 

contribute: "ex ante evaluation is a key input to project appraisal, and ex post evaluation can 

sometimes provide useful insights into how a project might be modified along the way, and is 

                                                             
2 IPDET stands for the International Program for Development Evaluation Training.  
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certainly a key input to the accumulation of knowledge about development effectiveness, which 

guides future policymaking" (p. 30).  Thomas and Luo (2012) spell out a more detailed list of 

RBME's contribution to the development process:  

Evaluation can promote accountability relating to actions taken by countries and 

international financial institutions, and contribute to learning about development 

effectiveness. It can influence the change of process in policy and institutional 

development. It can especially add value when it identifies overlooked links in the 

results chain, challenges conventional wisdom, and shines new light to shift behavior 

or even ways of doing business ( p. 2).  

 This citation illustrates the three main functions generally attributed to RBME in 

international organizations: ensuring accountability for results, supporting organizational and 

individual learning, and promoting change at various levels— behavioral, organizational, policy 

and practice— to ultimately ensure better performance. To date however, the literature that has 

directly studied RBME's theory of change, in particular in international organizations, is rather 

scarce. Since the 1980s, evaluation theory has focused on the utilization of evaluation studies, 

primarily in the US federal government and local non-profits (Cousins and Leithwood, 1986; 

Johnson et al., 2009) with three main limitations:  

 First, most of the work on evaluation usage is decidedly "evaluation-centric" (Hojlund, 

2014a). Hitherto, the evaluation literature has concentrated on studying the notion of evaluation 

use and influence of particular evaluative studies. Critical organizational and institutional factors 

therefore usually lie at the periphery of the theoretical frameworks and as a result do not receive 

the empirical treatment that they deserve (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 2014a). Yet, evaluative 

practices do not take place in a vacuum but are embedded into complex organizational processes 

and structures; understanding the role of RBME thus requires a broader, systems perspective 

(Furubo, 2006; Leeuw and Furubo, 2008; Hojlund, 2014).  
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 Additionally, theoretical work on evaluation use that is grounded in the development 

arena is rather limited. Only in the past decade have some scholars started to combine insight 

from evaluation theory and International Organization theory (Bamberger, 2004; Marra, 2004; 

Weaver, 2010; Pattyn, 2014; Legovini et al., 2015). Finally, existing theories of evaluation use 

are underpinned by models of rational or learning organizations that largely ignore issues of 

institutional norms, routines, and belief systems (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Sanderson 2000; 

Scwhandt, 1997; 2009; Van der Knaap, 1995; Hojlund, 2014a; 2014b). These assumptions are 

only partially suited to complex and bureaucratic organizational forms such as international 

development organizations (e.g., Barnett and Finnemore, 1999; Weaver, 2007).  

 

TOWARDS A WORKING DEFINITION OF RBME SYSTEMS 

 

Research studies that have investigated the role of RBME in the development field, and other 

fields, have been confronted by a tenuous operationalization of the key constructs of monitoring 

(also known as performance measurement) and evaluation, as well as what distinguishes 

‘implementation-focused’ from ‘results-based’ monitoring and evaluation. In this section, I define 

each concept.   

 While there are several definitions of "results" in the development arena, many 

definitions gravitate around a similar understanding which is now widely shared by development 

actors. In this research, I rely on the United Nations Development Group definition of results as " 

The output, outcome or impact (intended or unintended, positive and/or negative) of a 

development intervention" (UNDG, 2003). 

 Conversely, there is still an ongoing debate about what qualifies as "evaluation" (e.g., 

Deaton, 2009; Ravallion, 2008; Bamberger and White, 2007; Rodrick; 2008; Leeuw and Vaessen, 

2009) and whether it fundamentally differs from "performance measurement" or "monitoring" 

(Hatry, 2013; Newcomer and Brass, 2015; Blalock and Barnow, 1999). While some scholars 

place monitoring (performance measurement) on a continuum with program evaluation, claiming 
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that both play a complementary role (e.g., Hatry 2013; Nielsen and Hunter, 2013; Newcomer and 

Brass, 2015), others caution against viewing monitoring as a substitute for evaluation (Blalock 

and Barnow, 1999), and some consider the two as fundamentally different enterprises on the 

grounds that they serve different purposes (Feller, 2002; Perrin, 1998).  

 In the development arena monitoring and evaluation are often thought to play 

complementary roles and are uttered in the same breath as "M&E." Table 1 summarizes the 

complementary roles between the two as conceived in two main development evaluation 

textbooks.  

Table 1: Complementary Roles of Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation 

Monitoring Evaluation
3
 

Clarifies program objectives 
Analyzes why intended results were or were 
not achieved 

Links activities and their resources to 

objectives 

Assesses specific causal contributions of 

activities to results 

Translates objectives into performance 

indicators and sets targets 
Examines implementation process 

Routinely collects data on these indicators, 

compares actual results with targets 
Explores unintended results 

Reports progress to managers and alerts them 

to problems 

Provides lessons, highlights significant 

accomplishment or program potential, and 

offers recommendations for improvement  
Source: Kuzek and Rist, 2004; Morra-Imas and Rist, 2009 

 Key characteristics of monitoring that are often found in the literature are : routine, 

regular provision of data on a set of indicators ongoing, internal activity (Kuzek and Rist, 2004; 

Morra-Imas and Rist, 2009). The OECD-DAC's official definition of monitoring is:  

Monitoring is a continuing function that uses systematic collection of data on 

specified indicators to provide management and the main stakeholders of an ongoing 

development intervention with indications of the extent of progress and achievement 

of objectives and progress in the use of allocated funds. (OECD, 2002, pp 27-28) 

                                                             
3
 Here the term evaluation is used generically but further differentiation within the large field of 

evaluation is possible. There are many types of evaluations, such as process, outcome, and impact 

evaluations.  
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 There is no consensus on the concept of ’evaluation,’ or on what constitutes 

"development evaluation" (Morra-Imas and Rist, 2009; Carden 2013).  While on the one hand, 

there are those who equate evaluation with "impact evaluation" (e.g., CGD, 2006), others reject 

such narrow conceptualizations, highlighting among other things the need to inquire various 

aspects of an intervention, including its process, and the underlying mechanisms that help answer 

fundamental questions such as "what works, for whom, in what context and why" (e.g., Pawson, 

2006; 2013; Stern et al., 2012; Leeuw and Vaessen, 2009). A common denominator across 

varying definitions is the idea that evaluative studies include the concept of making a judgment 

on the value or worth of the subject of the evaluation (or evaluand) and the most widely used 

definition of evaluation in the development context remains the OECD DAC
4
 Network on 

Evaluation's conceptualization as:  

The systematic and objective assessment of an on-going or completed project, 

program or policy, its design, implementation and results. The aim is to determine the 

relevance and fulfillment of objectives, development efficiency, effectiveness, 

impact, and sustainability. An evaluation should provide information that is credible 

and useful, enabling the incorporation of lessons learned into the decision making 

process of both recipients and donors. (OECD 2010, p. 4) 

 In addition, a distinction between "Implementation-Focused" and "Results-Based" 

monitoring and evaluation has been introduced in the literature (Kuzek and Rist, 2004). The 

former focuses on the mobilization of inputs, the completion of the agreed activities and the 

delivery of the intended outputs. The latter provides feedback on the actual outcomes and goals of 

an organization, on whether the goals are being achieved, and how achievement can be enhanced. 

Results monitoring thus requires baseline data to describe the situation prior to an intervention, as 

well as indicators at the level of outcomes. RBME also attempts to elicit perceptions of change 

                                                             
4 OECD-DAC stands for Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development-Development Assistance 

Committee 
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among key stakeholders and relies on systemic reporting with more qualitative and quantitative 

information on the progress towards outcome than implementation-focused M&E.  Ideally, 

results-monitoring is done in conjunction with partners and captures information on both success 

and failure  (Kuzek and Rist, 2004, p. 17). 

 In parallel, a more resolutely organizational and institutional view of RBME is necessary 

(Hojlund, 2014a), moving away from the narrow notion of monitoring activities and evaluation 

"studies," towards comprehending evaluative "systems" (Furubo, 2006; Leeuw and Furubo, 2008; 

Rist and Stame, 2006; Hojlund, 2014a; 2014b). The concept of system is helpful in moving 

towards a more holistic understanding of RBME’s role in international organizations. It provides 

a frame of reference to unpack the complexity of RBME's influence on intricate processes of 

change. Hojlund (2014b) proposes a useful characterization of evaluation systems: "An 

evaluation system is permanent and systematic formal and informal evaluation practices taking 

place and institutionalized in several interdependent organizational entities with the purpose of 

informing decision making and securing oversight" (Hojlund, 2014b, p. 430). 

Within the boundary of such systems lie three main components: 

 Multiple actors with a range of roles and processes linking them to the evaluation exercise at 

different phases (e.g., planning, implementation, use, decision-making); 

 Complex organizational processes and structures;  

 Multiple institutions (formal and informal rules, norms and beliefs about the merit and worth 

of evaluation).  

Ultimately most of these questions and definitional conundrums are better solved empirically and 

depend on the organizational context. Nevertheless, clarifying terms with some level of precision 

is a necessary preliminary step. Colliding these four sets of definitional elements, I therefore 

suggest the following definition of RBME system:  

A Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) system consists of the permanent and 

systematic, formal and informal monitoring and evaluation practices taking place and 
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institutionalized in several interdependent organizational entities, with the purpose of tracking 

progress and achievement of objectives at the outcome level, incorporating lessons learned into 

decision-making processes, and securing oversight. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Paramount to improving RBME's contribution to effective development processes is a better 

understanding of the role that RBME systems currently play in donor organizations, which in turn 

has important ramifications for how other actors in the development field operate. Three 

overarching research questions (and three corollary case questions) guide my inquiry. They are 

meant to elicit a broad perspective, and leave ample room for examining the underlying 

assumptions about the role of RBME in international organizations: 

1. How is an RBME system institutionalized in a complex international organization such as 

the World Bank?  

2. What difference does the quality of RBME make in project performance?  

3. What behavioral factors explain how the RBME system works in practice?  

ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION  

The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows: In Chapter 2, I conduct a literature 

review on the factors that can account for the role and relative performance (or dysfunction) of 

RBME within a complex international organization, such as the World Bank. To engage in proper 

theory-building across two broad disciplines (evaluation theory and international organization 

theory), I start by laying out a simple theoretical framework that distinguishes between four types 

of factors accounting for international organizations' performance: internal versus external, and 

cultural versus material.  I subsequently use this framework as a backbone to classify the ten 

literature strands that have a direct bearing on my research. 

 In Chapter 3, I describe the research questions and the design that I developed to answer 

them. The research design follows the key principles of Realist Evaluation research insofar as it 

centers on three important constructs: context, patterns of regularity in a certain outcome, and 
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underlying behavioral mechanisms. Each research question calls for a different research strategy, 

systems map, quantitative analysis and qualitative analysis. For each of these approaches I 

describe the source of data, sampling strategy, the data collection and analysis methods, and I 

discuss possible limitations to the study and how I addressed them.  

 Chapter 4 tackles the first research question and presents my analysis of the 

organizational context in which the World Bank's RBME system is embedded and 

institutionalized. I first trace the historical roots of the RBME system's basic institutionalization. I 

subsequently identify the key actors involved in the RBME system and how they are functionally 

interrelated. I conclude with a description of the main logics underlying the ongoing 

institutionalization of RBME within the World Bank: rationalization, legitimation, and diffusion. 

 In Chapter 5, I lay out my quantitative analysis and findings on the association between 

the quality of project-level M&E and the performance of World Bank projects to answer the 

second research question. I provide details on the Propensity Score Matching estimation strategy 

and the various modeling decisions. I present and interpret the results of each model. 

 In Chapter 6, I tackle the third research question. I provide a detailed analysis of each 

major theme stemming from interviews and focus groups. These themes are articulated into four 

major dimensions of the World Bank's RBME system: external and internal signals, 

organizational processes, and behavioral mechanisms. A graphical representation of the emerging 

empirical characteristics of the RBME system is provided at the outset of the chapter and guides 

the progression of the chapter.  

 Chapter 7 synthesizes the findings and lays out a number of policy recommendations for 

the World Bank. I conclude with tracing a number of pathways for future research on the topic. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

INTRODUCTION  

In Chapter 1, I introduced the phenomenon of Results Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) 

in international development organizations, and provided a working definition of the main 

concepts. I also articulated the challenge of understanding RBME systems' role and performance 

within a complex international organization, such as the World Bank. In this chapter, I seek to 

show that as it currently stands, evaluation theory alone does not provide a sufficiently robust 

framework to effectively study RBME systems in international development organizations. 

Rather, I contend that it is necessary to bridge some of the existing gaps by resorting to important 

conceptual contributions stemming from other fields and disciplinary traditions, in particular 

International Organizations (IO) theory, a distinct sub-field of International Relations theory.  

 The current evaluation literature's limitations thus delineate the contours of this 

dissertation's theoretical contribution. First, in evaluation theory, the study of evaluation's role 

and performance is found in theories of "evaluation use" and "evaluation influence," which are 

decidedly "evaluation-centric" (Hojlund, 2014a). Critical organizational and institutional factors 

tend to lie at the periphery of the theoretical frameworks, and as a result, do not receive the 

empirical treatment that they deserve (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 2014a; 2014b). Second, the 

findings of the research literature on the use of evaluations lack sufficient scientific credibility for 

engaging in proper theory-building, with little methodological diversity and rigor (Johnson et al., 

2009; Brandon & Singh, 2009).  Third, theoretical and empirical work on the use and influence of 

evaluation that is grounded in the international development arena remains relatively scarce. On 

the other hand, the ‘grey literature
5
’ on evaluation use in development agencies has been quite 

prolific, driven among other things by processes of institutional (peer-) reviews of evaluation 

functions mandated by the OECD-DAC network of evaluation (for bilateral agencies), the United 

                                                             
5
 By "grey literature," I mean the literature produced at various levels of government, academics or 

organizations which is not published through commercial publishers. In this research, the grey literature 

consists of technical reports, evaluation reports, policy reviews, and working papers 
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Nations Evaluation Group (for UN agencies), and the Evaluation Cooperation Group (for 

International Financial Institutions).  

 Finally, existing theories of evaluation use and influence implicitly rely on a set of 

fundamental assumptions about the nature of processes of change (ontology), the nature of 

knowledge (epistemology) and the nature of the link between knowledge and action (praxis) that 

go largely unexamined. For instance, most of these theories are underpinned by models of 

rational organizations (Dahler-Larsen, 2012) that largely ignore issues of institutional norms, 

routines, and belief systems. These assumptions are only partially suited to complex and 

bureaucratic organizational forms such as international development organizations (e.g., Barnett 

and Finnemore, 1999; 2004; Weaver, 2003; 2007; 2008).  

 Some scholars have combined insights from evaluation theory and organization theory to 

better grasp the role and performance of RBME systems (e.g., Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 

2014a; 2014b; Weaver, 2010; Andrews et al., 2013; Andrews, 2015; Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff, 

2015). More work is however necessary to fully comprehend mediating factors of RBME 

influence on development practice. Chief among these are the tensions between internal 

bureaucratic pressure and external demands by member states and civil societies (Weaver, 2010).  

 This chapter seeks to bridge some of the identified gaps and further engage in theory-

development by weaving together insights from two theoretical strands: evaluation theory and the 

international organization theory that is concerned with explaining international organizations' 

performance. The chapter proceeds as follows: First, I build on Gutner and Thompson (2010) and 

Barnett and Finnemore (2004) to propose a simple theoretical framework to organize the various 

strands of literature and identify factors that shape the role that RBME systems can play in 

complex international organizations. The framework distinguishes between four categories of 

factors: internal-material, internal-cultural, external-material and external-cultural. In the 

subsequent sections, I review the literature that I find particularly relevant to feed into each of 

these categories. For each body of literature, I explain the main theoretical groundwork and 
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review empirical findings. The last section is dedicated to a succinct overview of the literature on 

the World Bank's operational culture.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

A framework to explain international organization's performance and dysfunction 

To date there is no single body of literature that can satisfactorily explain the role and 

performance of RBME in international organizations. Broadly defined, two main strands of 

literature are useful theoretical foundations for this research. On the one hand, there is an eclectic 

literature on evaluation use and influence, stemming from the disciplines of evaluation and public 

administration. On the other hand, there is a body of literature that is concerned with explaining 

international organizations' performance, stemming from political science and international 

relations studies.   

 However, there is little dialogue between the different disciplines and each strand sheds a 

different light on the issue of understanding the role and performance of RBME systems. 

Anchoring the different bodies of literature in a common framework is an important step in 

theory-development. In this chapter, I propose to build on Gutner and Thompson's (2010) 

framework on the sources of International Organizations performance to organize the literature 

review. This framework was itself inspired by Barnett and Finnemore's classification of theories 

of international organization dysfunctions (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999, p.716). As illustrated in 

Table 2, the authors suggest four possibilities for thinking about the factors shaping the 

performance of International Organization (Gutner and Thompson, 2010, p. 239): 

 Internal-Cultural factors: comprised of cultural factors and leadership; 

 Internal-Material factors: related to issues of financial and human resources, as well as 

bureaucratic and career incentives; 

 External-Cultural factors: stemming from the competing norms and lack of consensus on 

key challenges among the organization's main stakeholders; and 
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 External-Material factors: comprising issues of power competition between the principals 

(member states) of the organizations, ambivalent mandates and material challenges in 

field operations. 

 I proffer that these dimensions can be usefully applied to understanding the role and 

performance of RBME systems within international Organizations. Such a framework helps bring 

together relevant literature from various disciplines and ultimately sheds a more comprehensive 

light on a complex system. For instance, Weaver (2010) applied a version of this framework to 

assessing the performance of the International Monetary Fund's independent evaluation office.  

Table 2: Factors explaining IO performance and dysfunctions 

 Internal  External 

Material - Staffing, resources 

- Career interest 

- Bureaucratic politics 

- Power politics among member 

states 

- Organization mandates 

- On-the-ground constraints and 

enabling factors 

Cultural - Organization culture 

- Type of Leadership  

- Competing norms 

- Clashing ideas among principals  

 Source: Adapted from Barnett & Finnemore, (1999; p. 716) Gutner and Thompson (2010; p 239) 

 Gutner and Thompson (2010) emphasized that this typology is useful for analytical 

purposes, but that empirically the various factors often overlap. For the purpose of this chapter, 

two other caveats are in order.. First, there is a myriad of literature strands that potentially have 

something relevant to say about RBME in international organizations, which can be quite 

overwhelming. As a result, I focus on ten theoretical strands that have a direct bearing on this 

research and are laid out in Table 3. Second, each of these ten bodies of literature cover a lot of 

theoretical ground, some of which lie outside the boundaries of this research. In the remainder of 

this chapter, I focus my review on the texts that directly speak to one or more elements of Gutner 

and Thompson's framework (2010).  

 My research is thus situated at the interstice of multiple branches of literature. In the 

remaining of the chapter, I drill further into each quadrant of the framework. The first section 
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reviews two branches of literature that primarily focus on internal-material factors: Public 

Administration literature underpinning the Results-Based Management movement, and the theory 

of evaluation use. In the following section, I summarize the insight of two other bodies of 

evaluation literature that shed light on internal-cultural factors—the mid-range theory of 

evaluation influence, and of evaluation for learning organizations. The third section turns to the 

analysis of external factors, surveying the theory of RBME use for accountability and on the 

political economy of RBME. The fourth part examines the literature strands that take a 

comprehensive and integrative look at all of the factors—internal and external, material and 

cultural—together. The four groups of literature stem from different disciplines but embrace a 

common paradigmatic understanding or organization as embedded institutions (Dahler-Larsen, 

2012; Barnett and Finnemore, 1999; 2004; Weaver, 2008). The four groups of literature reviewed 

are: sociological theories of International Organizations' power and dysfunctions, evaluation 

systems theory, the politics of performance, and the politics of RBME.    

Table 3: Summary of the literature strands reviewed 

 Factors of performance and dysfunction 

Bodies of literature Internal-
Material 

Internal-
Cultural 

External-
Material 

External-
Cultural 

1. Public Administration literature       

2. Theory of evaluation use      

3. Theory of evaluation influence       

4. Theory of evaluation for learning 

organizations 
      

5. Theory of RBME use for 

accountability  
      

6. The political economy of RBME      

7. Sociological theories of IO power 
and dysfunctions  

        

8. Evaluation systems theory         

9. The politics of performance         

10. The politics of RBME         

INTERNAL-MATERIAL FACTORS 

In this section, I review two bodies of literature that are focused on the instrumental use of RBME 

for improving organizational effectiveness, and therefore speak primarily to internal-material 
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factors. I start with a succinct review of the Public Administration literature underpinning the 

Results-Based Management movement. I then proceed with reviewing the theory of evaluation 

use that identifies the necessary elements for the use of evaluative evidence in decision-making.   

Aspiring to formal rationality: tracing the historical roots of RBME in Public 

Administration literature  

The literature on Program Evaluation and Results-Based Management (RBM)— commonly 

nested under the umbrella of "New Public Management" — is anchored in a long-standing 

tradition in Public Administration theory that attempts to rationalize organization through 

enhancing their effectiveness and efficiency. Moreover, the practice of M&E at the World Bank 

started in the 1970s. It is thus important to go back in time and understand the paradigmatic 

prevalence of the era to make better sense of the early institutionalization of M&E. In this section, 

I build on classic public administration theories to identify the core assumptions on which the 

idea of RBME is premised.  

 A number of assumptive and normative threads traverse the literature from which RBME 

is imbued. The practice of evaluation itself was born at a time of optimism about achieving a 

better world through rational interventions and a form of social engineering (Vedung, 2010; 

Pawson, 2006; Hojlund, 2014a, 2014b). The very idea of RBME can indeed be traced back to the 

perennial challenge in the field of Public Administration—how to render public bureaus more 

efficient and effective. The issue of efficiency largely defined the agenda of public administration 

reformers for the first part of the 20th century and motivated the formulation of the politics–

administration dichotomy that henceforth defined the field. Wilson, Goodnow, and White, among 

others, posited the strict separation between the realm of policy formulation and political affairs 

(politics) on the one hand, and the sphere of technical implementation of programs 

(administration) on the other (Goodnow, 1900; White, 2004; Wilson, 2006). By leaving public 

administration bereft of its political nature, the reformers transformed it into a neutral, and largely 

technical. In other words, if the essence of public administration was no longer its relation to 
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politics, then management became its core, and the concern for efficiency its overarching 

purpose. The "Scientific Management" movement of the early 1930s epitomizes this trend in 

public administration. The movement sought to discover the one-best, universal, way of 

organizing and performing tasks in any type of collective human endeavor, no matter the ultimate 

purpose, with important ramifications from the private to the public sectors (Gulick & Urwick, 

1937). 

 In the early 1970s, the emphasis on rationalizing decision-making processes in public 

organizations gained particular traction with the advent of Planning Programming Budgeting 

Systems (PPBS) developed by the RAND corporation (DonVito, 1969) and quickly adopted by 

the United States Department of Defense under McNamarra's leadership. PPBS was cast as a 

management system that places emphasis on the use of analysis for program decision-making: 

The purpose of PPBS is to provide management with a better analytical basis for making 

program decisions, and for putting such decisions into operation through an integration 

of the planning, programming and budgeting functions.... Program decision-making is a 

fundamental function of management. It involves making basic choices as to the 

direction of an organization's effort and allocating resources accordingly. This function 

consists first of defining the objectives of the organization, then deciding on the 

measures that will be taken in pursuit of those goals, and finally putting the selected 

courses of action into effect. (DonVito, 1969, p.1)   

In its seminal paper on the PPBS approach, the RAND corporation emphasizes a number of 

necessary factors for PPBS to be instrumental to decision-making. All of these factors are 

essentially internal material and procedural elements; to cite only a few: a precise definition of 

organizational objectives, an output oriented program structure, data systems, clear accountability 

lines within organizational units, a clearly delineated decision-making process, and policy 

analysis that are timed to feed into the budget cycle (DonVito, 1969, p 8-10).  
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   In many ways, the New Public Management, and its outgrowth of the Results-Based 

Management, is reminiscent of the  "Scientific Management Movement" and the "PPBS" era that 

characterized the life of bureaucratic organizations between the late 1930s and 1970s. Although 

the advent of the NPM was partly founded on a rejection of the classical model of bureaucracies 

—large, centralized, driven by procedural considerations— its rupture with the Classical era was 

only based on form, not on principles (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2003). NPM clearly embraced the 

fact-value and politics-administration dichotomy that underpinned Scientific Management and 

PPBS. Both movements relied on a rational paradigm, whereby performance measurement 

(including evaluation) contributes to solving business (or societal) problems by producing neutral 

scientific knowledge that contributes to the optimization of political and managerial decision-

making.  

 The raison d'être of NPM was to remedy government failures. To do so, NPM scholars 

advocated for "enterprise management"(Barzelay & Armajani, 2004), that is, strengthening 

management and measurement, promoting client orientation, and introducing competition among 

agencies as well as within bureaus between departments, for funding (Niskanen, 1971). By 

applying these principles, a public organization could purportedly mimic a firm and become a 

"competitive," "client-oriented," "enterprising" and "results-based" agency (Osborne and Gaebler, 

1992). 

 Various forms of performance measurement were introduced to complement evaluative 

studies, together with a faith in results-driven management (Bouckaert & Pollitt, 2000). As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, some authors make a clear distinction between performance 

measurement and other forms of evaluation (e.g., Vedung, 2010; Blalock & Barnow, 1999), while 

others place performance measurement on the evaluation continuum (e.g., Hatry, 2013; 

Newcomer et al., 2013). In the international development arena, monitoring (which corresponds 

to performance measurement) and evaluation were introduced almost concomitantly. RBME was 

introduced as a management process that would allow objective, neutral and technical judgment 



19 
 

on the worth of operations. In the international development arena, the "results-agenda" includes 

most of the doctrinal components of NPM, counting greater emphasis on management, 

accountability, output control, and impact-orientation, explicit standards to measure performance, 

and the introduction of competition across units in organization (Mayne, 1994, 2007; Rist,1989, 

1999, 2006; OED, 2003).  

 Attempts to move beyond the NPM orthodoxy both theoretically and in practice, are well 

underway in the public sector management of a number of developing and developed countries, 

as well as—although more timidly—some donor agencies. Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff highlight 

that "the epistemic bubble surrounding NPM...has burst" (2015, p. 223). The authors identify four 

literature strands that have emerged in the past five years or so, to complement or confront the 

NPM paradigm. The first strand focuses on institutions and incentives structures and has heavily 

relied on the ubiquitous application of political economy analysis in all key aspects of 

development interventions. 

  The second strand, seeks to overcome the pitfalls of isomorphic mimicry by privileging 

functions over forms and "concentrat[ing] on politically informed diagnosis and solving specific 

performance problems" (Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff, 2015, p 225). The third strand is imbued 

with the principles of iterative and adaptive reform processes, and seeks to move away from 

blueprint models of reforms and interventions. I further discuss this strand below as it also points 

to an innovative way of thinking about organizational learning from evaluative evidence. The last 

strand challenges NPM's conception of binary principal-agents relationships where citizens are 

customers of governments' services. Instead it conceives of governance and public management 

interrelationships in terms of collective action issues, where multiple sets of actors seek to act 

jointly in their collective best interests (Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff, 2015, p. 226). Nevertheless, 

the authors also note that the pressure to demonstrate value for money constrain international 

donor agencies to maintain the core of the NPM bundle of principles, while proposing an 

espoused theory of public sector management that has moved beyond NPM.  
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Aspiring to formal rationality: explaining evaluation use  

While the branch of Public Administration literature that upheld principles of NPM, was 

primarily prescriptive, another branch of literature sprang out of the concern of understanding 

empirically what factors are necessary for evaluative evidence to actually be used in decision-

making (Weiss, 1972; 1979; Cousins and Leithwood, 1986). The literature on evaluation use was 

unsurprisingly inspired by an overarching logic of evaluation that was inherently rational 

(Sanderson 2000; Scwhandt, 1997; Van der Knaap, 1995; Hojlund, 2014b). This body of 

literature is rooted in a positivist understanding of behaviors, closely related to classical economic 

theory of rational choice. Agents, no matter their circumstances, are utility-maximizing 

(Sanderson, 2000). The societal model that underpins this type of thinking about the role of 

evaluation is one of "social betterment" and progress through the accretion of knowledge (Mark 

and Henry, 2004).  

 In the most common and generic conception of evaluation, it is defined as "a systematic 

inquiry leading to judgments about program (or organization) merit, worth, and significance, and 

support for program (or organizational) decision-making" (Cousins et al., 2004, p. 105). The idea 

of evaluation use for decision-making thus lies in the very definition of evaluation. Evaluation is 

often distinguished from other types of knowledge-production activities (such as research) by the 

very idea that it has a practical purpose, it is meant to be "used." More broadly, RBME is meant 

to have a cogent effect on decision makers and implementing institutions (Alkin and Taut, 2003). 

 Consequently, a decisive factor for evaluation to make a difference is that it produces 

useful information that is then being used--ideally instrumentally--to improve policy, processes 

and structures. The three most cited "uses of evaluation" in the evaluation literature appear to be: 

accountability, knowledge creation, and provision of information for program or policy change 

(Chelimsky, 2006). In the "Road to Results" an influential textbook on development evaluation, 

Morra-Imas and Rist (2009, p.11), present the main functions of evaluation in the development 

context slightly differently. They put forth four primary purposes:  
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 Ethical purpose: reporting to political leaders and citizens on how a program was 

implemented and what results it achieved; 

 Managerial purpose: to achieve a more rational distribution of resources, and improve 

program management; 

 Decisional purpose: to inform decisions on continuation, termination or reshaping of a 

program;  

 Educational purpose: to help educate agencies and their partners. 

Within the World Bank, and other development organizations, these various purposes are often 

explicitly presented as the "two faces of the same coin" (OED, 2003): accountability, which 

serves primarily an external purpose, and learning, which serves an internal purpose.  

 Evaluation use is one of the most researched topics in evaluation theory and it has been 

the object of much conceptual work since the early 1980s. This typological work has culminated 

in two well-established frameworks. The first describes the various types of evaluation use, 

distinguishing between use of findings and process use (Alkin & Taut, 2003). Within these two 

main categories lies a range of possible usage, instrumental, conceptual, informational and 

strategic (Leviton, 2003; Weiss, 1998; Van der Knaap, 1995). 

 The second typology lists key factors that contribute to enhancing usage. This typology 

emanates from the conceptual framework proposed by Cousins and Leithwood (1986), the basis 

for a large number of empirical studies on usage (e.g., Hojlund, 2014a; Ledermann, 2012; 

Balthasar, 2006) as well as a set of reviews and synthesis (e.g., Johnson, et al. 2009; Brandon & 

Singh, 2009; Cousins, 2003; Cousins et al., 2004; Shulha & Cousins, 1997).  

 Cousins and Leithwood (1986) conducted a systematic analysis of the empirical research 

on evaluation use carried out between 1970 and 1986. They identified 65 studies that match their 

search criteria and code the dependent variable (evaluation use) and the various independent 

variables (factors enabling use) in each article. They subsequently conducted a factor analysis to 
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assess the strength of the relationship between the dependent variable and each independent 

variable, allowing them to develop a typology of enabling factors. Cousins and Leithwood’s 

(1986) framework is reproduced in Figure 1. It refers to twelve specific factors that can determine 

evaluation use and are divided into two categories: factors pertaining to evaluation 

implementation and factors pertaining to decision and policy settings. These factors are primarily 

internal to organizations. The authors subsequently built a quantitative index that weighed the 

number of positive, negative, and non-significant findings for each characteristic and built a 

"prevalence of relationship index." They concluded that the factors most highly related to use 

were: evaluation quality, evaluation findings, evaluation relevance, and users' receptiveness to 

evaluation.   

 Johnson et al. (2009) conducted the most recent systematic review of the empirical 

literature on evaluation use, which tested Cousins and Leithwood's framework against the 

evidence stemming from 41 studies. These studies conducted between 1986 and 2009 were 

deemed of sufficient quality for synthetic analysis, after a thorough screening process. Johnson et 

al. (2009) validated Cousins and Leithwood's findings but found the strongest empirical support 

for one particular factor that was outside the scope of the 1986 framework. Indeed their findings 

highlighted the importance of stakeholders' involvement, engagement, interaction and 

communication between evaluation clients and evaluators as key to maximize the use of the 

evaluation in the long run (Johnson et al., 2009; p. 389).  These findings stemming from a 

comprehensive review of the evaluation use literature, give credence to the idea that internal-

material factors alone are not sufficient to explain the role and performance of RBME systems, 

cultural factors should also be taken into account, which I turn to in the next section.  
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Figure 1. Factors influencing evaluation use 

Source: Adapted from (Cousins and Leithwood; 1986) 

INTERNAL-CULTURAL FACTORS 

In this section, I review two specific subsets of evaluation theory that emerged in the late 1990s 

and paid closer attention to the internal-cultural factors that are necessary for evaluation to make 

a difference in decision-making and organizations. There are many definitions of organizational 

culture in the literature. For the purpose of this study, I adopt the definition put forth by Weaver 

(2008): " Organizational culture is simply and broadly defined as a set of 'basic assumptions' that 

affect how organizational actors interpret their environment, select and process information, and 

make decisions so as to maintain a consistent view of the world and the organization's role in it" 

(Weaver, 2008, p. 37). Organizational culture is made up of belief-systems about the goals of the 

organization, norms that shape the rules of the game, incentives that influence staff's adaptation to 

the signals sent by the organization and its environment, meaning-systems that underpin the 
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internal communication and make up a common language, and routines that consist of behavioral 

regularities in place to cope with uncertainty.  

The first strand that speaks more clearly to internal-cultural factors is  a more nuanced theory of 

"evaluation influence" went beyond the "evaluation use" theory in identifying particular internal-

cultural mechanisms that needed to be in place for evaluations to influence processes of change 

(Kirkhart, 2000; Henry & Mark, 2003; Mark & Henry, 2004; Hansen, Alkin & Wallace, 2013). 

For example, Mark & Henry's theory of change emphasizes three sets of mechanisms— 

cognitive, motivational and behavioral—operating at three levels—individual, interpersonal and 

collective (2004). Second, the advent of the literature on evaluation for organization learning 

(e.g., Preskill & Torres, 1999a; Preskill & Torres, 1999b; Preskill, 1994; 2008; Preskill and 

Boyle, 2008) pushed the evaluation field even further into looking at what individuals and 

collective processes of sense-making that evaluation ought to take into account. 

Theory of evaluation influence 

Since the early 2000s, the evaluation literature has reconceptualized the field's understanding of 

its own impact. Scholars tend to view evaluations as having intangible influences at the level of 

individuals, programs and organizational communities (Alkin & Taut 2003; Henry and Mark, 

2003a; 2003b; Kirkhart, 2000; Mark & Henry, 2004; Mark, Henry, and Julnes, 2000). This 

literature uses the term "evaluation influence" as a unifying construct, and attempts to create and 

validate a more complete theory of evaluation influence, which lays out a set of context-bound 

mechanisms along the causal chain, linking evaluation inputs to evaluation impacts (Kirkhart, 

2000; Henry & Mark, 2003; Mark & Henry, 2004; Hansen, Alkin & Wallace, 2013). Kirkhart 

(2000) was among the first to break with the notion of evaluation use or utilization, which 

assumes purposeful actions and intent, and prefers the term evaluation "influence," allowing for 

the possibility of "intangible, unintended or indirect means" of effect (Kirkhart, 2000).  

 Building on Kirkhart's work, Mark & Henry (2004) laid out a full-fledge theory of 

evaluation influence, which emphasizes three sets of mechanisms— cognitive, motivational and 



25 
 

behavioral—operating at three levels—individual, interpersonal and collective. Their theory of 

change is displayed in Figure 2. As one can see in the figure, Mark & Henry (2004) did not go 

into great details about the context factors that mediate the influence of evaluation. Other authors, 

attempted to unpack contextual factors to enrich this theoretical framework (Vo ,2013; Vo and 

Christie, 2015). They distinguished between contextual factors pertaining to the historical-

political context, and contextual factors stemming from the organizational environment. In the 

latter category Vo included the size of the organization, resources, values, and the organization's 

stage of development.  

 Taken together, Mark & Henry's (2004) model and Vo's (2013) classification of 

contextual dimensions, constitute the most sophisticated model of evaluation influence to date. 

While they both include passing reference to the organizational environment, the concept of 

culture or values, it remains that these constructs are quite peripheral to the theory of evaluation 

influence they propose. To paraphrase Barnett & Finnemore (1999), "the social stuff is missing."  

 The scholarly literature that sheds empirical light on Mark & Henry's framework is 

sparse, especially in the field of international development (Johnson et al., 2009). I have 

identified two studies that speak directly to the concept of "evaluation influence." First, 

Ledermann (2012) researched the use of 11 program and project evaluations by the Swiss Agency 

for Development and Cooperation. Through a qualitative comparative analysis (QCA), she 

assesses whether the conditions identified by Mark and Henry (2004) are necessary for the 

occurrence of evaluation-based change, which she defines as "any change with some bearing on 

the program" (e.g. change of partner, termination, reorientation, budget reallocation). The author 

finds that the perceived novelty of the evaluation findings, as well as the quality of the evaluation 

and an open decision setting are preconditions for use by the intended audience. However she 

concludes that no individual condition is either sufficient or necessary to provoke change 

(Ledermann, 2012, p.169). 
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(Source: Mark & Henry; 2004, p.46)  

  Ledermann's (2012) inconclusiveness is mirrored in much of the empirical work 

conducted over the past forty years on evaluation utilization. By focusing its lens on factors 

pertaining to methodological choices, evaluation processes, and decision-makers characteristics, 

this research stream has largely left organizational culture unexplored. Moreover, most of the 

theoretical and empirical research on evaluation use has relied on assumptions of rationalism 

without fundamentally questioning these assumptions.  

 Second, Marra's (2003) study gives some empirical credence to the underlying change 

mechanisms of Henry and Mark's (2003) model. In four case studies of evaluation reports by 

OED, she traces how evaluation-based information can become a source of organizational 

Figure 2. Mechanisms of Evaluation influence 
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knowledge through the processes of "socialization," "externalization," "combination" and 

"internalization." More specifically, she found that different evaluation methods worked through 

different influence mechanisms to create new knowledge that can ultimately be useful for 

decision-making. For example, she found that participatory studies work through a socialization 

process, helping organizational members to ultimately share a similar mental model about an 

operation and its success. She also found that theory-based evaluation design help externalize 

implicit and intuitive premises that managers hold in their practical dealings with the operation. 

Thirdly, she found that evaluation designs that rely on indexing, categorizing, and referencing 

existing knowledge, make "evaluation a combination of already existing explicit sets of 

information enabling managers to assess current programs, future strategies, and daily practices" 

(Marra, 2003, p. 172). Finally, she found that the internalization of evaluation recommendations 

is a gradual process of learning and changed work practices that cannot be accomplished through 

a single evaluation study, but takes multiple evaluative experiences and a broader set of 

organizational factor to coalesce in strengthening an evaluative culture.  

 On the other hand, the grey literature on the influence of the evaluation function in 

international organizations has been quite prolific in the past ten years, under the umbrella of 

(peer) review processes of the OECD/DAC, UNEG, and the ECG, as well as external review by 

oversight bodies such as the Joint Inspection Unit. In Table 4, I summarize the findings of recent 

reviews in the three types of development networks. What emerges from this literature is a 

common set of findings: the institutionalization of evaluation functions has been primarily driven 

by accountability concerns. Especially at the project level, evaluations remain under-used and are 

not embedded in an organizational learning culture. While the reviews emphasize the need to 

align incentives with a results-orientation and taking evaluation seriously, most of the 

recommendations focus on improving processes and internal-material factors.  
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Table 4: Findings of (Peer) Reviews of Evaluation Functions 

Organizatio

ns reviewed 

Source Main findings Factors enabling/hindering use and influence 

UN Systems 

(28 UN 
organization

s)  

JIU 

(2014) 
 The function has grown steadily but the level of 

commitment to evaluation is not commensurate with 

the growing demand for evaluation.  

 The focus has been on accountability at the expense of 

developing a culture of evaluation and using 

evaluation as a learning instrument for the 

organization, which limits the added value of 
evaluation.  

 UN organizations have not made "evaluation an 

integral part of the fabric of the organization or 

acknowledged its strategic role in going beyond 

results or performance reporting" (p. vi).  

 "Organizations are not predisposed to a high level of 

use of evaluation to support evidence-based policy 

and decision-making for strategic direction setting, 

programmatic improvement of activities, and 
innovations. " (p. vii). 

 "The use of evaluation reports for their intended 

purposes is consistently low for most organizations" 

(p. viii). 

 The quality of evaluation systems depends on 

size of the organization, resources allocated to 

evaluation and structural location of the 
function.  

 "Low level of use is associated with an 

accountability-driven focus. The limited role of 

the function in the development of the learning 
organizations" (p. viii). 

 "Use of and learning from decentralized 

evaluation is limited by an organizational 

culture which is focused on accountability and 

responsiveness to donors" (p. xi). 

 "The generally low level of evaluation capacity 

in a number of organizations hinder the ability 

of the evaluation function to play a key role in 

driving change in the UN system" (p. x).  

 "The absence of an overarching institutional 

framework, based on results-based 

management, makes the decentralized 

evaluation function tenuous."  
 

Lessons 

from peer 

review of 
Bilateral aid 

agencies 

OECD-

DAC 

(2008) 

 A strong evaluation culture remains rare in 

development agencies. A culture of continuous 

learning and improvement requires institutional and 

personal incentives to use and learn from evaluation, 
research and information on performance, which 

requires more than changing regulations and policies.  

 Not enough attention is paid to motivate staff, 

ensuring that managers make taking calculated risks 
acceptable. Policy makers should also accept that not 

all risks can be avoided and be prepared to manage 

these risks productively.  

 Development agencies that adopt an 

institutional attitude that encourages critical 

thinking and a willingness to adapt and 

improve continuously are more effective in 
achieving their goals.  

 "A learning culture involved being results-

oriented and striving to make decisions based 

on the best available evidence. It also involves 
questioning assumptions and being open to 

critical analysis of what is working or not 

working in a particular context and why" 
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 Some agencies do not have adequate human and 

financial resources to produce and use credible 

evaluation evidence, which include having evaluation 
competence in operational and management units.  

 "Not everything needs to be evaluated all the time. 

Evaluation topics should be selected based on a 

clearly identified need and link to the agency's overall 

strategic management."   

 Evaluations systems are increasingly tasked with 

assessing high-level impacts in unrealistically short 

time frames, with insufficient resources. "Too often 

this results in reporting on outcomes that are only 
loosely, if at all, linked to the actual activities of 

agencies. In the worst case, this kind of results 

reporting ignores the broader context for development, 

including the role of the host government, the private 
sector, etc. as if the agency was working in a vacuum" 

(p.25).  

(p.13). 

 "The use of evaluation will be strengthened if 

decision-makers, management, staff and 
partners understand the role evaluation plays in 

operations. Without this, stakeholders risk 

viewing evaluation negatively as a burden that 

gets in the way of their work rather than a 
valuable support function" (p. 18). 

 A strong evaluation policy sends a signal that 

the agency is committed to achieving results 

and being transparent. 

 Program design, monitoring performance, and 

knowledge management systems complement 

evaluation are prerequisites for high quality 

evaluation (p.23). 

 

IFAD peer 
review 

ECG 
(2010) 

 Independent evaluation is valued in IFAD, with the 

recognition that its brings more credibility than if 
operations were the sole evaluator of their own work.  

 There has been some notable use of evaluations, with 

some affecting IDAD corporate policies and country 

strategies.  

 The Agreement at Completion Point (ACP) is unique 

among MDBs in that written commitments are 
obtained from both Management and the partner 

country to take action on the agreed evaluation 

recommendations. 

 Project evaluations are used by operational-level staff 

if there is a follow-on project in the same country. 

However these evaluations are of limited interest to 

Senior Management and many operational staff.  

 IFAD management should develop incentives 

for IFAD to become a learning organization, so 
that staff use evaluation findings to improve 

future operations.  

 The independent evaluation office should 

improve the dissemination of evaluation 

findings.  

 "To strengthen the learning loop from the self-

evaluation system, Management should work 

on self-evaluation digests."  
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Theories of evaluation for the learning organization  

Historically, two main internal purposes of RBME have been recognized in the literature: 

performance management and learning (Lall, 2015). These two concepts are quite amorphous 

and have often been used interchangeably in evaluation policies of development organizations. 

For example, the World Bank's operational policy on RBME reads:  

Monitoring and evaluation provides information to verify progress toward and 

achievement of results, supports learning from experience, and promotes accountability 

for results. The Bank relies on a combination of monitoring and self-evaluation and 

independent evaluation. Staff take into account the findings of relevant monitoring and 

evaluation reports in designing the Bank’s operational activities (World Bank, 2007). 

 The authors that consider performance management as a distinct function from learning 

tend to describe performance management as an ongoing process during the project 

implementation cycle, whereas learning comes at the end of the design, implementation and 

evaluation cycle (Mayne, 2010; Mayne & Rist, 2006). Performance management thus consists of 

measuring performance well, generating the right responses to the observed performance, and 

supporting the right incentives and an environment that enables change where it is needed while 

the project is unfolding (Behn 2002; 2014; Moynihan, 2008; Moynihan and Landuyt, 2009; 

Newcomer, 2007). Whereas traditionally, learning from evaluation is seen as a by-product of the 

evaluation report and process, that requires active dissemination of the findings and mechanisms 

to incorporate the "lessons learned" into the next cycle of project design (Mayne, 1994; 2008). 

 Nevertheless, other authors tend to question the validity of the conceptual distinction 

between performance management and learning, relying instead on a distinction between two 

forms of organization learning. For instance, in their article Leeuw and Furubo (2008) assert that 

evaluation systems produce routinized information that caters to day-to-day practice (single-loop 

learning), but that is largely irrelevant for a more critical assessment of decision processes 

(double-loop learning) (Leeuw & Furubo, 2008, p. 164). The conceptual distinction between 
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single and double loop learning that they borrow from Argyris and Schon (1978; 1996) is useful 

to understand the potential contribution of evaluation to organizational learning processes. While 

"single loop" learning characterizes performance improvement within existing goals, "double 

loop" learning is primarily concerned with the modification of existing organizational values and 

norms (Argyris & Schon, 1996, p. 22).   

 There is thus a rich literature on how evaluation can contribute to organizational learning. 

Given that the primary lens of this dissertation is to think of RBME systems within organizational 

systems, I synthesize the literature on evaluation and organizational learning by paying close 

attention to the distinct underlying organizational learning culture into which evaluation is 

supposed to feed. Albeit, overly schematic, I distinguish between four types of organizational 

learning cultures that have been described in the literature, and often coexist: a bureaucratic 

learning culture, a culture of learning through experimentation, a participatory learning culture, 

and an experiential learning culture (Raimondo, 2015).  

 The Bureaucratic Learning Culture 

First, evaluation systems that are currently in place in bureaucratic development agencies 

(principally multilateral and bilateral development organizations) tend to rely on a rather top-

down and technical perspective of organizational learning. The focus is on organizational 

structures, and how to create processes and procedures that enable the flow of explicit 

information within and outside an organization. This literature strand considers that learning takes 

place when the supply of evaluation information is matched to the demand for evidence from 

high-level decision makers, and when the necessary information and communication systems are 

in place to facilitate the transfer of information (Mayne, 2007, 2008, 2010; Patton, 2011).  

 The emphasis tends to be less on the evaluation process as a learning moment, and more 

on the evaluation report as a learning repository. In this model, the primary concern remains to 

preserve the independence of the evaluative evidence, while the close collaboration between 

program managers and evaluators is seen as tampering with the credibility of the findings, and 
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thus the usefulness of the information (Mayne, 2014). Thus, internal evaluation functions are 

better located in decision-making and accountability jurisdictions (i.e., far from program staff and 

close to senior management) (Mayne & Rist, 2006). Evaluators are invited to play the role of 

knowledge brokers to high-level decision makers. This literature tends to proffer to organization 

top-down control on information flow and particular attention is paid to structural elements of the 

evaluation system, also called organizational learning mechanisms, including credible 

measurement, information dissemination channels, regular review, and formal processes of 

recommendation follow-up (Barrados & Mayne, 2003; Mayne, 2010). Recommendation follow-

up mechanisms range from simple encouragement to formal enforcement mechanisms, 

tantamount to audit procedures. Here, learning from evaluation must be an institutionalized 

function of the organization decision processes, similarto planning (Laubli-Loud & Mayne, 

2014). 

 This model has been critiqued from various angles. As Patton (2011), among others, 

makes explicit, tensions can emerge between a somewhat rigid and linear planning and reporting 

model, and a need for managerial and institutional flexibility, especially when dealing with 

complex interventions and contexts. Reynolds (2015) argues that RBME systems are designed to 

provide evidence of the achievement of narrowly defined results that capture only the intended 

objectives of the agency commissioning the evaluation. The author further argues that this rigid 

RBME system, for which he coined the term "the iron triangle of evaluation" are ill-equipped to 

address the information needs of an increasingly diverse range of stakeholders.   

 The Experimentation Learning Culture 

A second type of organizational learning culture has surfaced in development organizations. This 

model pursues the principle of learning from experimentation with an emphasis on impact 

evaluation and characterizes organizations such as J-Pal, IPA, 3ie, and the World Bank's 

departments dedicated to impact evaluations such as DIME and SIEF. In this model, learning 

comes primarily from applying the logic of scientific discovery by testing different intervention 
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designs and controlling environmental factors, through the application of randomized controlled 

trials (RCTs) or quasi-experimental designs. RCTs require close collaboration with the 

implementation team, since the evaluation is part and parcel of the operation.    

 Some authors went as far as seeking to demonstrate that the process of conducting an 

impact evaluation could improve project implementation process. Recently, Legovini et al. (2015) 

tested and confirmed the hypothesis that impact evaluation, can help keep the implementation 

process on track and facilitate disbursement of funds.  The authors specifically look at whether 

impact evaluations help or hamper the timely disbursement of Bank development loans and 

grants. Reconstructing a database of 100 impact evaluations and 1,135 Bank projects between 

2005 and 2011, the authors find that projects with an impact evaluation are less likely to have 

delays in disbursements.  

 In the experimentation model, single studies on a range of development issues are 

implemented in various contexts, and their results are bundled together either formally through 

systematic synthesis or more informally in “policy lessons,” or "knowledge streams" (Mayne & 

Rist, 2006). These syntheses are intended to feed into a repository of good practices, stocked and 

curated in clearing houses, and tapped into by various actors in the organization according to their 

needs (Liverani & Lundgren, 2007). In this model, the key learning audiences are both decision-

makers and the larger research community, wherein evaluators play the role of researchers. 

 The Participatory Learning Culture 

A third type of organizational learning culture is less likely to be found in organizations like the 

World Bank--but rather in foundations or NGOs--relies on participatory learning processes 

(Preskill & Torres, 1999). In this theoretical strand, the focus is on the social perspective of 

individual learners who are embedded in larger systems, and participate in learning processes by 

interpreting, understanding and making sense of their social context (Preskill, 1994). Here, 

learning starts with the participation in the evaluation process as laid out in the theory of 

Evaluative Inquiry for Learning Organizations (Preskill, 2008). It naturally unfolds from this 
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participatory learning model, that the possibility of learning from evaluation is conditioned upon 

fostering evaluation capacity (King, Cousins, & Whitmore, 2007; Preskill & Boyle, 2008).  

 Learning is assumed to occur through dialogue and social interaction, and it is conceived 

as “a continuous process of growth and improvement that (a) uses evaluation findings to make 

changes; (b) is integrated with work activities, and within the organization's infrastructure; . . . 

and (c) invokes the alignment of values, attitudes, and perceptions among organizational 

members” (Torres & Preskill, 2001, p. 388). The purview of the evaluator is thus no longer 

restricted to the role of expert, but expands to encompass the role of facilitator, and evaluative 

inquiry is ideally integrated with other project management practices, to become equivalent to 

action-research or organizational development. 

 Referring back to Marra's study of the World Bank's independent evaluation function 

(2003), she found that participatory evaluation designs (which at the time of her inquiry were rare 

in IEG), were by far the most effective in catalyzing change and resulting in actions taken by 

management to address some of the operational shortcomings unearthed by the evaluation reports 

(Marra, 2003, p. 182). In particular her four case studies of OED evaluation studies show that 

"participatory methods promote the socialization of evaluation design, data collection process and 

analysis, eliciting tacit knowledge from the day-to-day work practices of organizational members, 

who come to share opinions, skills, and perceptions during the evaluation process" (Marra, 2003, 

p. 182) 

 The Experiential Learning Culture 

Most recently, the literature has started to question the basic premise of both the bureaucratic 

learning model and the experimentation model, which assumes that the evaluation results are 

transferable across projects and context and will feed into a body of evidence that decision 

makers can draw on when considering a new project, scale-up, or replication (Andrews, Pritchett, 

and Woolcock, 2012).  By definition these models require a high level of external validity of 

findings, an evidence-informed model of policy adoption, and a learning process that is primarily 
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driven by the exogenous supply of information. However, the empirical literature shows that 

when interventions are complex, and when organizations are dynamic, these three assumptions 

tend not to materialize (Pritchett & Sandefur, 2013). A model of project design, implementation 

and evaluation, based on the principle of experiential learning, has thus emerged as a complement 

for other forms of learning from evaluation described above (Khagram & Thomas, 2010; Ludwig, 

Kling, & Mullainathan, 2011; Patton, 2011; Pritchett, Samji, & Hammer, 2013). One of the most 

well known versions of this model is the "Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation" PDIA  (Andrews, 

Pritchett & Woolcock, 2012; Andrews, 2013; 2015) and its associated M&E practice, coined 

Monitoring, Experiential learning, and Evaluation (MeE; Pritchett et al., 2013). 

 Some of the common necessary conditions for continuous adaptation identified in these 

models include innovations, a learning machinery that allows the system to fail, and a capacity 

and incentives system to distinguish positive from negative change and to change practice 

accordingly. There are currently two main versions of this approach: a more qualitative version 

with Patton's (2011) developmental evaluation and a more experimentalist version with Pritchett 

et al.'s MeE model (2013). In both versions, evaluators play the role of innovators. However, 

PDIA and MeE also tend to clash with conventional results-based management as it promotes 

"reforms that deliberately avoid setting clear targets in advance and that depends upon trial-and-

error processes to achieve success, [which] mesh poorly with RBM" (Brinkerhoff and 

Brinkerhoff, 2015).  Table 5 below recapitulates the main features of the four models of learning 

from M&E.  
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Table 5: Four organizational learning culture 

Learning culture Main features 

Bureaucratic 

learning 
 Primary target learning audience: high-level decision makers 

 Formal reporting and follow-up mechanisms 

 Focus is more on evaluation report than evaluation process 

 Emphasis on independence of evaluation function 

 Evaluators as knowledge brokers 

Experimentation 

learning 
 Primary target learning audience: research community 

 Evaluations feed into larger repository of knowledge 

 Focus is on accuracy of findings rather than learning process 

 Dissemination channels through journal articles and third-party 

platforms 

 Evaluators as researchers 

Participatory 

learning 
 Primary target learning audience: members of operation team and 

program beneficiaries 

 Focus on evaluation process as learning moment 

 Tacit learning through dialogue and interaction 

 Capacity-building as part of learning mechanisms 

 Close integration with operation 

 Evaluators as facilitators 

Experiential 

learning 
 Primary target learning audience: members of operation team 

 Continuous adaptation of program based on tight evaluation feedback 

during program cycle 

 Emphasis on learning from failures and allowing an innovation space 

 Evaluators as innovators 
Source: Raimondo (2015, p. 264) 

EXPLORING EXTERNAL FACTORS  

This section turns to the analysis of external factors that condition the role and performance of the 

RBME systems within IO. Two main strands of research have specifically studied the impact of 

power politics among member states, competing norms and the lack of consensus on the 

importance of RBME: the literature concerned with studying RBME as an accountability system, 

and articles on the political economy of evaluation.  

 In both groups, the influence of external factors on the functioning of the RBME system 

has primarily been looked at through the lens of Principal-Agent theory. In fact, the rationale 

behind RBME in international organizations is premised upon the idea that principals (primarily 

member states and civil societies) need to check the behavior of agents (primarily IO staff and 

management) to ensure that they do not shirk stakeholders' demands (Weaver, 2007). RBME is 
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thus an important oversight mechanism in the hand of the principal to monitor IO activities and 

devise sanctions when necessary. The regular monitoring and self-evaluation of the entire 

portfolio of investment lending project at the Bank, corresponds well with what McCubbins and 

Schwartz (1983) coined "police-patrol oversight." In addition, given that RBME has also been 

accompanied with a push for transparency, the results of monitoring and evaluative studies can 

also be seized by third parties, such as watchdog NGOs,  in a "fire-alarm" style of oversight 

(McCubbins and Schwartz, 1983).  

Theory of RBME use for accountability  

In the development context, the practice of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) has historically 

been dominated by the need to address the external accountability requirement of the donor 

community (Carden, 2013). The main questions that have motivated the institutionalization of 

M&E in development organizations have been: Are the development funds spent well? Are they 

having an impact? Can we identify a contribution to the development of a given country or sector 

from our  interventions? As a result, M&E frameworks that ensured consistency across projects 

with the view of looking across portfolios and say something about the overall agency 

performance were developed. In fact, monitoring, but above all evaluation, have often been 

conceived as an oversight function. Morra-Imas and Rist (2009), place evaluation on a continuum 

with the audit tradition, both providing information about compliance, accountability and results.  

 Development evaluation originated first and foremost as an instrument to smoothen the 

complicated and multifaceted principal-agents relationships embedded in the very notion of 

development interventions. Development projects—that are undertaken by development 

organizations, funded primarily by wealthy countries, and serving primarily middle or low-

income client countries— are inherently laden with issues of moral-hazard, asymmetry of 

information and adverse selections, that development evaluation was set up to partially solve.  

 The accountability agenda for evaluation was reinforced in the 2005 Paris Forum's 

Declaration on Aid Effectiveness. The forum established the principle of "mutual accountability" 
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and delineated a specific role for RBME as the cornerstone of the accountability strategy (OECD, 

2005; Rutkowski & Sparks, 2014). Building the RBME capacity of recipient countries is also 

presented as necessary to make them account for results of policies and programs (OECD, 2005, 

p.3). RBME is also called upon to uphold the accountability of the Forum to meet its own goals.  

 A large and influential strand of the literature on development M&E is thus focused on 

improving evaluation practice to satisfy a public organization's accountability demands (e.g., Rist, 

1989; Rist, 2006; Mayne, 2007; 2010; Laubli-Laud and Mayne, 2014). A central tenet of this 

literature is thus to develop "results-oriented accountability regime" within development 

organizations (Mayne, 2007; 2010). To hold organizations accountable for results, managerial 

accountability is necessary (Mayne, 2007). Managers and public official thus ought to be 

answerable for carrying out tasks with the view to maximize program effectiveness, where the 

results-based management (RBM) and the evaluation agenda collide.  

 Nevertheless, as several authors have pointed out (e.g., Carden 2013; Ebrahim, 2003, 

2005, 2010; Reynolds, 2015) there appears to be, in general, a vague understanding of the 

concept of public accountability and what mechanisms ought to be in place for evaluation to 

uphold the accountability of an organization. Accountability can be generically defined as 

follows: "It is a social relationship between at least two parties; in which at least one party to the 

relationship perceives a demand or expectation for account giving between the two" (Dubnick 

and Frederickson, 2011, p. 6). Accountability has conventionally been associated with the idea of 

a requirement to inform, justify and take responsibility for the consequences of decisions and 

actions. In a bureaucracy, accountability responds to a “…continuous concern for checks and 

balances, supervision and the control of power” (Schedler, 1999, p. 9).   

 That said, accountability remains a nebulous concept unless the subject, object, and focus 

of the account giving relationships are defined (Ebrahim, 2003, 2010). Who is held accountable 

to whom and for what? is a question that is rarely answered in the evaluation literature. Given that 

development organizations face several, sometimes competing accountability demands, 
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determining what demand evaluation can answer and through what accountability mechanism is 

crucial.     

 That the notion of accountability for results is at the core of the practice of RBME in 

development organizations further specifies the "object" of account. The Auditor General of 

Canada (2002, p. 5) proposes a useful definition of performance accountability as: "…a 

relationship based on obligations to demonstrate, review and take responsibility for performance, 

both the results achieved in light of agreed expectations, and the means used."  

 In turn, Ebrahim (2010, p. 28) shows that account giving can take several forms and he 

provides a useful heuristic to frame various accountability mechanisms:  

 The direction the accountability runs (upward, downward, internally);  

 The focus (funds or performance); 

 The type of incentives (internal or external); and  

 How they operate (tool and processes). 

 In the World Bank, as in other multilateral organizations, account giving has historically 

been directed upward and externally to oversight bodies. However, overtime, accountability 

relationships have become more complicated in development organizations. With the Paris 

Declaration for instance, organizations are increasingly accountable to multiple principals: 

upwards to funders, downwards to clients, and internally to themselves. They operate through 

different tools and processes, including monitoring and evaluations--when the focus of 

accountability is performance, and investigations by the Inspection Panel--a Chief Ethics Officer, 

and an Office of Institutional Integrity, when the focus of accountability is funds, processes or 

compliance with internal policies.   

 In an effort to further specify the concept of "accountability," the literature identifies a 

number of core components, or necessary conditions, of accountability (Ebrahim and Weisband, 

2007; Ebrahim 2003, 2005, 2010):  
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 Transparency: collecting information and making it available for public scrutiny; 

 Answerability or justification: providing reasoning's for decisions, including those not 

adopted, so that they may reasonably be questioned;  

 Compliance: through the monitoring and evaluation of procedures and outcomes, and 

transparency in reporting these findings; and 

 Enforcement or Sanctions: for shortfall in compliance, justification or transparency.  

 More recently, evaluation itself has started to be considered, not merely as an instrument 

of accountability, but as a principle of accountability, in development organizations. For example, 

One World Trust, a think tank based in the United Kingdom, which assesses the accountability of 

large global organizations, including intergovernmental agencies, classifies evaluation as one of 

four principles of accountability (along with transparency, participation and response handling. 

Evaluation is thought to play two key roles in the accountability of international organizations:  

First it provides the information necessary for the organization and its stakeholders to 

monitor, assess and report on performance against agreed goals and objectives. Second, it 

provides feedback and learning mechanisms which support an organization in achieving 

goals for which it will be accountable. By providing information on an ongoing basis, it 

enables the organization to make adjustments during an activity that enable it to better 

meet its goals, and to work towards accountability in an inclusive and responsive manner 

with stakeholders. (Hammer & Loyd, 2011, p. 29) 

 In one of the most advanced efforts to assess how well evaluation upholds the principles 

of accountability that I could find, One World Trust has devised a scorecard with semantic scales 

to rate organizations on how well their evaluation practice and structure contribute to the 

overarching accountability of the organization (Hammer & Loyd, 2011, p. 44). This scorecard is 

then used to rate and rank international organizations on an "accountability indicator." Their 

multi-criteria indicator framework contains several dimensions as described in Table 6.  
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 Table 6: Rating evaluation as an accountability principle 

 

Indicators Explanation 

 Evaluation policy and 

framework 

Extent to which the organization has a public policy on when and 

how it evaluates its activities 

 Stakeholder 

engagement, 

transparency, and 

learning in evaluation.  

Extent to which the organization commits to engage external 

stakeholders in evaluation, publicly disclose the results of its 

evaluations, and use the results to influence future decision-making 

 Independence in 

evaluations 

Extent to which the organization has an independent evaluation 

function  

 Levels of evaluation  Extent to which the organization has a comprehensive coverage of 

project, policy, and strategic evaluations 

 Stakeholder 

involvement in 

evaluation policy  

Extent to which internal stakeholders were involved in developing 

the organization's approach to evaluation                          

 Evaluation roles, 

responsibilities and 

leadership 

Extent to which there is a senior executive in charge of overseeing 

evaluation practices within the organization  

 Staff evaluation 

capacity 

Extent to which the organization is committed to building its staff 

evaluation capacity 

 Rewards and 

incentives  

Extent to which the organization has a formal system to reward and 

incentivize reflection and learning from evaluation and for acting 

upon evaluation results  

 Management systems  Extent to which the organization has a formal system in place for 

monitoring and reviewing the quality of its evaluation practices, 

and following-up on evaluation recommendations 

 Mechanisms for 

sharing lessons and 

evaluation results  

Extent to which the organization has mechanisms in place for 

disseminating lessons and evaluation results internally and 

externally 

Source:  Adapted from Hammer & Loyd, 2011, p. 29 

In addition, in her study of the Bank's independent evaluation function, Marra (2003) proposes a 

typology of various types of internal and external accountability lines upheld inter alia by the 

evaluation function. She distinguishes between three objects of accountability—for finances, 

fairness, and performance and results. She also distinguishes between three accountability 

audiences: "bureaucratic accountability," which is formally imposed through organizational 

hierarchy, "professional accountability," which is informally imposed by the members of the 

organization itself, through their expertise and standards, and "democratic accountability," which 
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is directed to the international public (Marra, 2003, p.126). Figure 3 illustrates her reconstruction 

of the Bank's accountability lines. 

 

Figure 3.Accountability Lines Within and Outside the World Bank 
Source:  Marra (2003) p.132 

The political economy of RBME  

Another strand of literature focuses on explaining the relative lack of evaluation usage in 

international development by focusing on the incentive systems for the supply and the demand of 

rigorous evaluative evidence. This literature is imbued with the spirit of Public Choice and 

borrows from the political science literature on the market for information in politicized 

institutions. It applies principal-agent theory to IOs, assuming that if institutions are not achieving 

a desirable course of action (such as producing and using evaluations) delegated by a their 

principals (member states), it is because the staff (the agents) are seeking their own self-interest, 

which can deviate from their principal's own interests (Martens, 2002).  
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 Pritchett (2002) and Ravallion (2008) both lament the under-investment in the creation of 

reliable empirical knowledge about the impact of public sector actions. Pritchett's main claim is 

that advocates of particular issues and programs—both among program managers and 

representatives of Member States— have an incentive to under invest in knowledge creation 

because credible estimates of impact of their favorite program may undermine their ability to 

mobilize political and financial support for its continuation. Ravallion (2008) echoes this 

diagnosis, and contends that "distortions in the 'market for knowledge' about development 

effectiveness leave persistent gaps between what we know and what we want to know; and the 

learning process is often too weak to guide practice reliably. The outcome is almost certainly one 

of less overall impact on poverty" (2008, p. 30).  

 To explain why rigorous evaluations of development interventions remain in relative 

short supply, Ravallion (2008) builds on the idea that there are systematic knowledge-market 

failures. First, he argues that there is asymmetry of information about the quality of the evaluation 

between the evaluator and the practitioner. Given that less rigorous evaluations are also less 

expensive, they tend to drive rigorous evaluations out of the market. Second, he describes a 

noncompetitive feature of the market for knowledge about development effectiveness. Oftentimes 

project managers or political stakeholders decide how much money should be allocated to 

evaluation. Yet, their incentives are not well aligned with knowledge demands. Consequently, the 

overall portfolio of evaluations is biased towards interventions that are on average more 

successful (Clements et al., 2008). Thirdly, there are positive externalities of conducting rigorous 

evaluation, given that knowledge has the properties of a public good, those that bear the cost of 

evaluation cannot internalize all the benefits.  

 Woolcock (2013) puts to the fore additional political factors that might contribute to the 

rather limited contribution of evaluation to development processes. First, he highlights member 

states’ short political attention spans, as they do not focus on issues of program design. Second, 

he emphasizes that the traditional donor countries are putting increasing pressure on development 
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agencies to demonstrate results, and to ensure that their tax-payers—who themselves have been 

going through difficult economic times since the 2008 crisis— are getting 'good bang for their 

buck.' Finally, the move of the international community towards achieving high level targets, 

such as the MDGs, tends to distort the industry's incentives towards programs that bring "high 

initial impact," at the expense of programs that don't have a linear and monotonic impact 

trajectory, but are more amenable to responding to the needs of developing countries, e.g., 

institutional reforms, governance (Woolcock, 2013). 

 More generally, the literature on IO performance highlights that poor performance is 

inevitable when the incentives of staff do not match the incentives of leadership, including both 

internal management and member-states representatives. There are multiple, nested principal-

agent relationship which are interlocked to guide and confuse staff behavior. In her study of the 

IMF self-evaluation system, Weaver shows that good self-evaluation largely depends on the 

professional incentives and culture of the organizations (Weaver, 2010).  

 McNulty (2012) specifically looks at the factors explaining symbolic use of evaluation  in 

the aid sector. He characterizes symbolic use as "an uncomfortable gap that has emerged between 

evaluation practice and rhetoric that exists in the aid sector" (McNulty, 2012, p.496). His broad 

definition if Symbolic use is as follows:  

What is symbolic use? Broadly, it is the use of evaluation to maintain appearances, to 

fulfill a requirement, to show that a programme or organisation is trustworthy because it 

values accountability (Hansson, 2006; Fleischer and Christie, 2009) or to legitimize a 

decision that has already been made. (McNulty, 2012, p.496) 

 A strand of authors, e.g., McNulty (2012), Jones, (2012), Carden, (2013) present 

instances of symbolic use as a threat to the very legitimacy of evaluation. In McNulty's words 

"this is a situation that threatens to present evaluation as simply an expensive bureaucratic 

addition to business as usual" (McNulty, 2012, p. 497.) At the same time, he rightfully points out 
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that symbolic use may have an important legitimizing function and open a policy window for true 

change to happen. In other words, symbolic use may not be bad in all circumstances.    

 McNulty (2012) identifies a number of factors that can explain the gap between discourse 

and action in the use of evaluation findings and recommendations: multiple nested principle-agent 

relationships, misaligned career incentives, favoring immediate symbolic use with quick returns 

over more distant and uncertain returns on actual usage of evaluation findings to change the 

course of action. 

LOOKING ACROSS FACTORS 

In this section, I review four bodies of literature that have integrated the four types of factors—

internal and external, material and cultural— in their analysis of organization or RBME 

performance. While these four theoretical strands pertain to different discipline, they share a 

common paradigmatic understanding of organizations as embedded institutions. I start with a 

succinct review of Barnett and Finnemore's sociological approach to analyzing IO's power and 

dysfunctions. I then turn to the most recent evaluation literature that builds on institutionalist 

theory to study evaluation systems. Finally, I turn to two types of literature respectively 

concerned with the politics of IO performance, and the politics of RBME within organizations.  

Sociological theories of IO power and dysfunctions 

Stepping outside of the boundaries of evaluation theory and into IO theory is necessary to 

understand the combination of factors that determine international organizations' performance 

and dysfunctions.  In this section, I succinctly review one specific theoretical strand in the rich 

and diverse theory of IO that is particularly enlightening for the purpose of this research. Barnett 

and Finnemore (1999) are amongst the first IO scholars to look at the issue of IO behavior and 

performance from the perspective of the internal bureaucratic culture and how it intersects with 

external power politics among member states. They introduce a sociological lens to study the 

behaviors of IO and rely on Weberian thinking to contend that IO are bureaucracies made up of a 
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thick social fabric, and act with a large degree of autonomy from the states that created them in 

the first place.  

  In order to identify the sources of performance (that may be better defined as power in 

this particular strand) or lack of thereof (dysfunctions or pathologies), understanding 

organizational culture and its potential tensions with outside pressures is thus critical (Barnett and 

Finnemore, 1999; 2004; Weaver, 2003; 2008; 2010).  The influence of organizational culture on 

its members' behavior is critical to grasp insofar as:  

Once in place, an organization's culture... has important consequences for the way 

individuals who inhabit that organization make sense of the world. It provides 

interpretive frames that individuals use to generate meaning. This is more than just 

bounded rationality; in this view, actors' rationality itself, the very means and ends that 

they value, are shaped by the organizational culture. (Barnett and Finnemore, 1999, p. 

719)  

Keeping with this framework, an RBME function within IOs can become powerful and legitimate 

by the manifestation of its functional and structural independence, neutrality, scientific, and 

apolitical judgment on programs worth. Actors operating in the name of a "results-based 

decision-making process" seek to deploy relevant knowledge to determine the worth of 

organizational projects, and indirectly of the organization and its staff. Ultimately, evaluation 

criteria may become the new organizational goals (Dahler-Larsen, 2012, p. 80) and new rules 

about how goals ought to be pursued are set. A second source of power, intimately linked to the 

first, is the displayed monopoly over expertise, developed and nourished through specialization, 

training, and experience, that is by design not made readily available to others, including other 

staff members within the organization. 

 Nevertheless, it is also important to understand the sources of organizational dysfunctions 

in order to analyze whether the RBME system—which was set up to measure and improve 

organizational performance—does not fall prey of the very issues it is supposed to address. The 
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crux of the argument laid out by Barnett & Finnemore (1999) is that "the same internally 

generated cultural forces that give IOs their power and autonomy can also be a source of 

dysfunctional behavior" (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999, p. 702).   They introduce the term 

pathologies to describe the situations when the lack of IO performance can be traced back to 

bureaucratic culture. A key source of pathology for IO is that "they may become obsessed with 

their own rules at the expense of their primary missions in ways that produce inefficient and self-

defeating outcomes" (Barnett and Finnemore 2004, p. 3). They highlight three manifestations of 

these IO pathologies that are highly relevant to this research, and will be empirically studied in 

Chapter 6. Here, I simply sum up the substance of the argument:  

 Irrationality of rationalization: when bureaucracies adapt their missions to fit the existing 

rules of the game;  

 Bureaucratic universalism: when the generation of universal rules and categories, inattentive 

to contextual differences, result in counterproductive outcomes;  

 Cultural contestation: when the various constituencies of an organization clash over 

competing perspectives of the organization's mission and performance.  

Evaluation systems theory 

As M&E becomes increasingly ubiquitous in development organizations, its practice is also 

increasingly institutionalized and embedded in organizational processes, norms, routines and 

language (Leeuw & Furubo, 2008). Consequently, a few evaluation scholars have proposed to 

shift the lens—away from single evaluation studies and the study of internal-material factors that 

influence use—to a more resolutely organizational and institutional view of evaluation use, which 

links both internal and external factors (Hojlund, 2014a). This theoretical and empirical body of 

work has been termed "evaluation systems theory" and heavily relies on organizational 

institutionalism (Furubo, 2006; Leeuw & Furubo, 2008; Rist & Stame, 2006; Hojlund, 2014b).  

 The concept of system is helpful in moving towards a more holistic understanding of 

evaluation’s role in development organizations. It provides a frame of reference to unpack the 
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complexity of evaluation's influence on intricate processes of change. The definition proposed by 

Hojlund (2014b): highlight these characteristics "an evaluation system is permanent and 

systematic formal and informal evaluation practices taking place and institutionalized in several 

interdependent organizational entities with the purpose of informing decision making and 

securing oversight" (Hojlund, 2014b, p. 430). Within the boundary of such systems lie three main 

components: 

 Multiple actors with a range of roles and processes linking them to the evaluation 

exercise at different phases, from within or outside an organization;   

 Complex organizational processes and structures;  

 Multiple institutions (formal and informal rules, norms and beliefs about the merit and 

worth of evaluation).  

 One of the primary purposes of this strand of evaluation thinking is precisely to explain 

instances of evaluation non-use, misuse, or symbolic use: "it seems unsatisfactory to empirically 

acknowledge justificatory uses of evaluation and widespread non-use of evaluations—and to call 

it a 'utilization crisis' —while not having a good explanation for the phenomena" (Hojlund, 

2014a, p. 20). For these authors one should question the conception of evaluation as necessarily 

serving a rational function. Rather, they recognize that organizations adapt to the practices that 

are legitimized by the  task and authorizing, environment in which they operate (Meyer and 

Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Powell and DiMaggio, 1991). It follows from this 

that symbolic and political uses of M&E, or even the very practice of M&E can be explained by 

the need for organizations to legitimize themselves in order to survive as organizations, whether 

or not evaluation actually fulfills its instrumental function of informing decision-making (Dahler-

Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 2014a; Ahonen, 2015).  

 The various strands of literature presented hitherto converge on the core assumption that 

RBME's raison d'être is to enhance formal rationality, such as efficiency, effectiveness and 

ultimately social betterment (Ahonen, 2015). Whether it is through organizational learning, or 



49 
 

external accountability, the rationale of M&E is to optimize development processes, proceeding 

to find the "best" possible way forward (Dahler-Larsen, 2012). This overarching conception of 

RBME has been criticized by institutional organization theorists for ignoring relations of power, 

politics and conflicts of interest, as well as the fact that, independent of whether M&E actually 

improves performance, some evaluation practices simply support the legitimation of the 

organization (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 2014; Ahonen, 2015). The institutional literature 

breaks down the optimistic lens of the accountability and learning model to highlight more 

"problematic aspects of evaluations as they unfold in organizations" (Dahler-Larsen, 2012, p. 56). 

A fundamental point of cleavage between the institutional theory and the literature reviewed 

above is that not everything in organizational life is reducible to purpose and function.  

 As usefully summarized by Dahler-Larsen (2012), institutional theories highlight that 

cultural constructions within organizational life, such as rituals, belief-systems, typologies, rating 

systems, values and routines can become reified. According to Berger & Luckman (1966), 

"Reification is the apprehension of human activity as if it was not human" (Berger and Luckman, 

1966, p. 90). For the authors, objectivism bears the seeds for reification: by imagining a social 

world that is "objective" i.e. existing outside of our consciousness, cognition of it, we authorize 

for a social world where institutions or organizations are also reified by bestowing on them an 

ontological existence outside of human activity. Institutions thus have their own logic, and power 

to maintain themselves and the reality they constitute, responding to a logic of meaning, rather 

than a logic of function (Dalher-Larsen, 2012). March and Olsen (1984) also note that institutions 

are characterized by inertia, they change slowly, and are thus often "functionally behind the 

times" (March and Olsen 1984, p. 737).  

 Institutional theorists of M&E (e.g., Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 2014; Sanderson, 

2006; Schwandt, 2009)  build on March and Olsen (1984) to characterize human behaviors on the 

basis of a "logic of consequentiality" (demand for material resource)— rather than according to a 

"logic of appropriateness" (demand for legitimacy). Actions are carried out because they are 
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interpreted as legitimate, appropriate and worthy of recognition, rather than because they are 

functionally rational (March and Olsen, 1984). Some authors thus conceive of evaluation as an 

"institution" in itself (Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 2014a). They build on a well-established 

definition of institution—as multifaceted, durable, social structures, made up of symbolic 

elements, social activities, and material resources (Hojlund, 2014a, p.32)—to show that the 

practice of evaluation fits this definition. Evaluation is taken for granted in many organizations, 

and it has a certain degree of power of sanction and meaning-making, independent of whether it 

achieves the objectives for which it was introduced in the first place. This leads, Dahler-Larsen to 

consider evaluation as a ritualized "organizational recipe." Evaluation has become a "way of 

knowing that is institutionally sanctioned" (Dahler-Larsen, 2012, p. 64). Stated differently by 

Hojlund (2014a), "evaluation has become a de facto legitimizing institution—a practice in many 

cases taken for granted without questioning" (Hojlund, 2014a, p. 32).   

 Where the literature has made most stride in presenting evaluation as an institution is 

around the idea that evaluation criteria can become goals in themselves, and can have unintended 

and constitutive consequences (van Thiel and Leeuw, 2002; Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Radin, 2006; 

Lipsky, 1980). Organization theory has a rich literature showing how agents' behavior is affected 

by what is being measured regardless of whether the measurement is dysfunctional for the 

organization (e.g., Ridgway, 1956). Proxy measures for complex phenomena can become reified 

and guide future performance. Dahler-Larsen (2012, p.81) lists three mechanisms through which 

evaluation criteria and rating can become goals in themselves: 

 Organizational meaning-making: People interpret their work, assess their own status, and 

compare themselves to others in light of the official evaluation systems;  

 Reporting systems mandate upward and outward reporting based on evaluation criteria, with 

strong incentives for actors to integrate criteria as objectives, even if they do not consider the 

criteria fair, relevant or valid;  
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 Reward systems: if the scores on evaluation criteria are integrated in organizational formal 

and informal rewards, then they will become symbols of success, status, reputation and 

personal worth.  

He concludes that: "As organizations repeat and routinize particular evaluation criteria, transport 

them through reporting, and solidify them through rewards, they become part of what must be 

taken as reality" (Dahler-Larsen, 2012, p.81). 

The politics of performance 

The development evaluation literature has paid little attention to the issue of the politics of 

performance. To find a useful framework to study the legitimizing role of M&E, I thus turn to the 

literature on International Organization (IO), and notably a special issue of the Review of 

International Organizations published in July 2010 and dedicated to the topic of the politics of IO 

performance. In one of the articles of the special issue, Gutner and Thompson (2010) emphasize 

that given the stark criticism that IOs have to face with regards to the democratic deficits of their 

processes and governance system, they claim that "performance is the path to legitimacy" for IO 

(Gutner and Thompson, 2010, p. 228).  

 The literature recognized that conceptualizing and measuring performance in IOs is 

particularly challenging for three principal reasons. First, IOs' goals are ambiguous and variegate, 

and assessing them is a difficult and politicized task. Gutner and Thompson (2010) emphasize 

that "there may be different definitions of what constitutes goal achievement, reflecting the 

attitudes of various participants and observers toward the organization's results and even 

underlying disagreement over what constitutes a good outcome" (p. 231). IOs inevitably seek to 

achieve multiple, and sometimes discrepant goals, and they are inherently pulled in multiple 

directions by stakeholders with different stakes and power relations. This leads the authors to 

observe that "goals are political, broad or ambiguous in nature, and by definition the achievement 

of these goals is difficult to measure objectively. As a result, in the real world, outside neat 

conceptual boxes, defining performance for IOs is especially messy and political" (p. 232). 
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Consequently, the authors note, "it might be impossible to come up with an aggregate metric of 

the performance of a body that has so many disparate parts and goals" (p. 232).  

 Second, the multi-faceted nature of IOs mandates and goals invariably triggers what 

Gutner and Thompson label the "eye of the beholder problem." The perception of IOs 

performance varies depending on who assesses it, depending on their own interests, leading to 

"starkly opposed perceptions on the performance of virtually any major IO" (p. 233).  

 A third challenge to IO performance analysis described by Gutner and Thompson (2010) 

has to do with the fact that the main source of performance information comes from IOs 

themselves, and their internal evaluation systems, with obvious issues of conflict of interests. 

Gutner and Thompson lay out three potential sources of conflicts of interest stemming from 

performance self-evaluation within IO. First, staff members have their own self-interests and may 

use evaluation as a way to justify past decisions or shed a particularly favorable light onto their 

work. Second, IOs staff also have an incentive to be overly optimistic in how they assess the 

performance of their own organizations, in a context of increasing competitions by other 

development actors. Third, the external pressure to demonstrate and quantify results, lead to goal 

displacements and managers tend to devise performance indicators on aspects of the program that 

are easily measurable, even when other aspects would be more meaningful and a more accurate 

representation of actual performance (Kelley, 2003; Radin, 2006).  

 Applying a similar institutional lens, Weaver (2010) traces the creation of the 

independent evaluation office at the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and discusses the impact 

of evaluation on the IMF's own performance and learning culture. She points to four key issues 

facing the evaluation office in its efforts to be performing well. First, the evaluation function is 

confronted with a tension between the need to preserve its independence and the necessity of 

being integrated into the wider organization both to obtain information and to impact decision-

making processes. The degree to which the evaluation office is actually independent depends, 
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among other things, on its staffing, and the obligation of balancing internal expertise with 

impartiality (Weaver, 2010, p. 376).  

 The nebulous nature of IO's mandates and mission is another obstacle to the evaluation 

function's performance that Weaver highlights. Coming up with metrics to assess such a vast and 

somewhat ill-defined portfolio, unavoidably implies a degree of subjectivity, judgment and 

ultimately can be perceived as lacking credibility and subject to interference, interpretation and 

bias (Weaver, 2010, p. 377).  

 A third issue relates to the stipulation to cater to various constituencies (principals) with 

different stakes and agendas. Weaver (2010) draws a distinction between  pressures emanating 

from donor countries on the one hand—who advocate for independent evaluation and results-

based management—and borrower countries whose credibility on credit market could be hurt by 

publicly-disclosed evaluative evidence (Weaver, 2010, p. 378). The evaluation function also 

largely depends on the willingness of internal staff and management to disclose information and 

be candid in their own assessment of IMF activities. The author notes that "impediment to 

candor" or "watered-down" input hamper lesson-learning for future operations (Weaver, 2010, p. 

379).  

 The fourth key challenge for performance evaluation that Weaver (2010) emphasizes is 

influencing organizational behavior and change. Building on an external review of the evaluation 

office, Weaver describes the task environment for the evaluation function in these terms "the IEO 

must work within a hierarchical, conformist and technocratic bureaucratic culture in which core 

ideas are rarely challenged" (Weaver, 2010, p. 380). She also notes, that although the evaluation 

function has been successful in prompting formal policy changes, spontaneous transformation in 

organizational practice stemming from formal changes are rare to materialize. All in all, the 

performance of the evaluation function, at the IMF, as well as in IOs in general hinges on both 

internal and external factors. Chief among these factors are: acceptance by internal staff to ensure 

proper feedback loops, and the trust of external stakeholders to ensure continued legitimacy.  
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The politics of RBME 

Several authors have questioned the assumption that RBME was a politically neutral instrument 

initiated by principals to steer implementing agents, instead claiming that RBME also steers 

principals and what is politically achievable (e.g., Weiss 1970; 1973; Bjornholt and Larsen, 

2014). Performance measurement and evaluation are presented as instruments of governance. 

Weiss (1973) was among the first to explicitly present evaluation as an eminently political 

exercise. RBME can have several forms of political use: contribute to public discourse in a 

deliberative democracy perspective (Fischer, 1995); it can be used tactically or strategically to 

avoid critique or to justify a decision already taken. RBME is an eminently political enterprise in 

IO precisely because IOs have multiple objectives, and because both external and internal 

stakeholders have their own conception of what constitutes "success" or "failure," and about what 

evaluation unit is the right level of analysis. The "eye of the beholder" problem introduced by 

Gutner and Thompson (2010) sets evaluators up for having their value and worth judgment 

contested. 

 A number of symbolic uses of RBME were already mentioned above, but the 

sociological-institutionalist lens brings further insight into understanding symbolic usage. Dahler-

Larsen (2012) emphasizes that evaluation and performance measurement are linked to symbols of 

modernity. Organizations engaging in RBME picture themselves as inherently modern and 

efficient, open to outside scrutiny and potential criticisms and change, independent of whether 

RBME is actually used to achieve change (Vedung, 2008; Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Bjornhold and 

Larsen, 2014).   

  An additional political dimension of RBME in the field of international development 

relates to the role that key organizations, such as the OECD and the World Bank have played in 

promoting a global agenda for evaluation, the universalizing of evaluation standards and criteria. 

RBME is thus increasingly positioned within a global governance strategy that seeks greater 

influence for IOs (Rutkowski and Sparks, 2014). Through a detailed critical analysis of actual 
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policy texts, the author Schwandt (2009) explains that "evaluation is not longer only a contingent 

instrument of national government administration, but links to processes of global governance 

that work across national borders" (p79).  

 A number of organizations (most notably the OECD and the World Bank) and networks 

(e.g., The DAC Network on Development Evaluation, The Evaluation Cooperation Group, the 

United Nations Evaluation Group, and the Network of Network on Impact Evaluation) interact in 

a complex multilateral set of relationships to "define the terms that assess good development by 

defining good evaluation" (Rutkowski and Sparks, 2014, p. 501). RBME as envisioned in this 

complex multilateral structure is not merely a tool to assess the merit of projects or programs, but 

also as a way to institutionalize roles, relationships and mandates among a large development 

constituency (Rutkowski and Sparks, 2014, p. 502).  

 Rutkowski and Sparks lay out two main diffusion mechanisms for RBME: the "soft 

power of global standards" and "evaluation as global political practice." First, through the 

establishment of evaluation standards, and the diffusion of these standards through soft power, 

IOs and their networks rely on the "ability to set 'standards' with the idea of force yet with no 

'real' tools of enforcement, [which] aids in legitimization of the newly formed complex 

structures" (Rutkowski and Sparks, 2014, p. 503).  Second, RBME is also a component of 

broader political strategy where international organizations attempt to enmesh national economies 

within the global market (Taylor, 2005). Rutowski and Sparks, 2014 emphasize that in studying 

the role of evaluation in international organization, one should never forget the backdrop of a 

"complex, uneven political terrain" where "supranational organizations are able to arrogate a 

certain measure of sovereignty in global space" but "where the relative power among nations 

working through them remains a key dimensions of the international development enterprise" 

(Rutkowski and Sparks, 2014, p. 504). 

The possibility of loosely coupled evaluation systems 



56 
 

Sociological institutionalism tends to define organization, very differently from other theories. 

Building on a long theoretical tradition (Downs, 1967a; 1967b; March and Olsen, 1976; Weick, 

1976; Meyer and Rowan, 1977), Dahler-Larsen (2012) uses the institutionalist's terminology to 

describe institutionalized organization are "loosely coupled system of metaphorical 

understandings, values, and organizational recipes and routines, that are imitated and taken for 

granted, and that confer legitimacy" (2012, p. 39). Simply put, "loose coupling" takes place when 

there are contradictions between the organizational rules and practices assimilated because of 

external coercion, legitimacy, or imitation, and the organization's daily operations and internal 

culture (Weaver, 2008; Dahler-Larsen, 2012).  In other words, loose coupling means that there 

are only loose connections between what is decided or claimed at the top, and what is happening 

in operation. It manifests itself when inconsistencies between discourse and action surface or 

when goal incongruence between multiple parts of the organization go unresolved.  

 As skillfully explained by Weaver (2008), in the case of an organization like the World 

Bank, loose coupling, or what she defines as "organized hypocrisy" is a coping mechanisms when 

facing the cacophonic demands from an heterogeneous environment, while retaining stability in 

some core organizational values and processes. Building on resource dependency theory and 

sociological institutionalism, the author explains that loose-coupling is an almost unavoidable 

feature of organizations as they depend on their external environment to ensure their survival 

through material resources or the legitimizing effect of conforming with societal norms (Weaver, 

2008, p. 26-27). When the pressures from both the external material and cultural (or normative) 

environment clash with the internal material or cultural fabric of the organization, "decoupling," 

"disconnect" emerge as buffer to cope with the various and divergent demands; hence the 

possible gaps between goals and performance, discourse and action, formal plans and actual work 

activities.  

 The practice of M&E in international organization finds its roots in the willingness the 

external principals of IOs to  remedy loose coupling. By checking that the agreed upon outputs 
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are delivered, and by empirically verifying whether the organizations achieve the results that they 

purport to advance, M&E is an accountability mechanism in the hand of the various principals 

within and outside an organization.  Nevertheless, the practice of M&E is itself underpinned by 

internal and external pressures (Weaver, 2010). Chief among these are: competing interests about 

evaluation agendas tensions between the twin goals of promoting learning and accountability, and 

resistance to evaluation and symbolic use of its findings and recommendations. Dahler-Larsen 

(2012) highlights instances of loose-coupling all along the evaluation process: "evaluation criteria 

may be loosely coupled to goals, and stakeholders to criteria, and outcomes of evaluation to 

evaluation results" (Dahler-Larsen, 2012 p. 79). Table 7 lists all the possible types of evaluation 

use that have been identified in the literature.  

Table 7:Typologies of evaluation usage, including misusage. 

Direct intended use 

 Instrumental use 

 Conceptual use 

 Process use 

Longer term, incremental influence 
 Influence 

 Enlightenment 

Political use 

 Symbolic use 

 Legitimative use 

 Persuasive use 

 Mechanic use 

 Imposed use 

Misuse 

 Mischievous misuse 

 Inadvertent misuse 

 Overuse 

Non-use 

 Nonuse due to misevaluation 

 Political nonuse 

 Aggressive nonuse 

Source: Patton, 2012 

CONCLUSION 

The literature reviewed in this chapter covers ten strands of research from two broadly defined 

fields: (1) evaluation theory; and (2) International Organization theory. In turn these two broad 

fields have provided both conceptual and empirical insights into four main categories of factors 
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that can account for the role and relative performance (or dysfunction) of RBME within a 

complex international organization, such as the World Bank. In Figure 4, I populate the four 

dimensional framework with the key factors intersecting these various bodies of literature.  

While these four categories of factors are useful from an analytical point of view, one needs to 

keep in mind that empirically they are not so neatly distinct.  Conversely, as Weaver has 

demonstrated in the case of the World Bank, the internal culture and the external environment are 

intrinsically enmeshed and co-evolving: 

The 'world's Bank' and the 'Bank's world' are mutually constituted. Distinct bureaucratic 

characteristics such as the ideologies, norms, language and routines that are collectively 

defined as the Bank's culture have emerged as a result of a dynamic interaction overtime 

between the external material and normative environment and the interests and actions of 

the Bank's management and staff. Once present, dominant elements of that culture shapes 

the way the bureaucratic politics unfolds and, in turn, shapes the way the Bank reacts and 

interacts with its changing external authorizing and task environment. (Weaver, 2007, p. 

494) 

 In Chapter 6, I propose an alternative framework that emerges from this research’s 

empirical findings. The framework does not rely on a stringent distinction between internal and 

external, cultural and material factors. In the meantime, the present framework served as a 

backbone to derive a set of methodological approaches that I used in my empirical inquiry. In the 

next chapter, I describe these methodological approaches
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Figure 4. Factors influencing the role of RBME in international organizations 

Rational vs. legitimizing function 
of RBME 

Possibility of loose coupling 

Political role of RBME  

Internal-Cultural 

 Maturity of results-culture 

 Maturity of learning culture 

 Bureaucratic norms and routines 

 Existing cultural contestation  

 Complexity of decision-making 

processes 

 Biases of development professionals 

and evaluators 

 

Internal-Material 

 

 Resources (financial and human) for 

RBME  

 Time dedicated to RBME 

 Formal and informal reward and 

incentives to take RBME seriously 

 Evaluation capacity of producers and 

users 

 Knowledge-management systems 

  External - Cultural 

 

 Competing definition of "success" 

among key stakeholders 

 (Lack of) consensus on mandate 

 Conflicting norms or values among 

different constituencies 

 

External - Material 

 

 

 Relative power of donor and client 

countries in determining Bank's 

accountability for results 

 M&E capacity of client countries 

 Formal and informal incentives for 

principals to learn about results 

 Market failures in the 'market for 

evidence' 

 



60 
 

CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DESIGN  

INTRODUCTION 

In his astute observations of development projects, Albert O. Hirschman, had already noticed in 

the 1960s that some projects have, what he called, "system-quality." He observed that "system-

like" projects tended to be made up of many interdependent parts that needed to be fitted together 

and well adjusted to each other for the project as a whole to achieve its intended results (such as 

the multitude of segments of a 500-mile road construction). He deemed these projects a source of 

much uncertainty and he claimed that the observations and evaluations of such projects 

"invariably imply voyages of discovery" (Hirschman, 2014, p. 42). The field of "systems 

thinking" reiterates this point and invites researchers to look at systems through multiple prisms, 

challenging linear way of approaching the research subject.  

 As usefully summarized by Williams (2015), systems thinking emphasizes three key 

systems aspects that warrant particular attention: mapping dynamic interrelationships, including 

multiple perspectives, and setting boundaries to otherwise limitless systems. While the literature 

on systems is eclectic both in its prescriptions and models, there is broad consensus around the 

importance of looking at complex phenomena through multiple lenses and via a range of methods 

(e.g.,; Byrne & Callaghan, 2014; Byrne, 2013; Pawson, 2013; Bamberger, Vaessen & Raimondo, 

2015).  The main questions underlying this research, and the methodological design that tackled 

them, were aimed at eliciting various realities about the World Bank results-based monitoring and 

evaluation (RBME) system.  

RESEARCH AND CASE QUESTIONS  

The main research questions that underpinned this dissertation were meant to provide a scaffold 

around the RBME system of a large international organization, and to make incremental 

analytical steps from description to explanation. They were articulated as follows:  

1. How is an RBME system institutionalized in a complex international organization such as 

the World Bank?  
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2. What difference does the quality of RBME make in project performance?  

3. What behavioral factors explain how the RBME system works in practice?  

 The first question, which is primarily descriptive, was meant to elicit the characteristics 

of the institutional and organizational environment in which the RBME system is embedded. An 

important first step in making sense of complex system was indeed to engage in a thorough 

mapping of the various dimensions of the system, including its main actors, administrative units 

and processes; how they relate to each other; and how they were shaped overtime. The 

corresponding case question was thus "How is the World Bank's RBME system 

institutionalized?" 

 The second question brought the analytical lens from a wide organizational angle to a 

meso-angle, focusing on the project. It was meant to generate a direct test of the main theory 

underlying results-based monitoring and evaluation in development organizations. The related 

case question was: "What difference does good M&E quality make to World Bank Project 

performance?"  

 The third question set forth a micro-level lens and sought to understand the mechanisms 

underlying the choices and behaviors of agents acting within the system. The resultant case 

question was: "Why does the World Bank's RBME system not work as intended?"   

 Table 8 below synthesizes the main research and case questions, the corresponding sub-

research questions (two left panels) as well as the source of data and the main methods of data 

analysis.  

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH DESIGN  

Each research question prompted a different research strategy and the overall research design was 

motivated by two foundational ideas. First,  it followed Campbell's idea of the "trust-doubt ratio" 

(Campbell, 1988: 519). Given the infinite number of potential influences on the performance of 

RBME systems and the infinite array of theories to account for these influences, my inquiry 
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proceeded by taking some features of the system on trust  (for the time being) and opening up the 

rest of the research field to doubt.  

 Second, it followed Pawson's scientific Realism  (Pawson, 2013) and its anchor in 

explanation building:  

Theories cannot be proven or disproven, and statistically significant relationships don't 

speak for themselves. While they provide some valuable descriptions of patterns 

occurring in the world, one needs to be wary of the fact that these explanations can be 

contradictory or artefactual.  Variables do not have causal power, rather the outcome 

patterns come to be as they are because of the collective, constrained choices of actors in 

a system [and] in all cases, investigation needs to understand these underlying 

mechanisms. (Pawson, 2013: 18) 

The research design was thus developed to address the three key elements of Realist Evaluation: 

context, patterns of regularity and underlying mechanisms (Pawson and Tilley, 1997; Pawson, 

2006; 2013). Figure 5 schematically presents how the three steps of the research were articulated.  

Scope of the study  

Although this research was deliberately developed with a view to elicit multiple perspectives and 

study the RBME system through multiple angles, it also has clear boundaries that I explicitly lay 

out here. Boundary choices are important considerations, not only to understand the 

methodological decisions that were made in this dissertation, but also when taking into account 

the context-bound generalizability of the findings. The study thus lies within the following 

boundaries.  
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Table 8: Summary of research strategy 

Main research 

questions 

Main case 

questions 

Corresponding Sub-research Questions Source of data Methods of 

data analysis  

1. How is an 

RBME system 

institutionalized 
in a complex 

international 

organization 

such as the 
World Bank?  

 

How is the World 

Bank's RBME 

system 
institutionalized? 

What are the main components of the 

RBME system (type of monitoring and 
evaluation activities, purpose of the 

system, main intended users) ? How are 

these components organizationally linked?  
Who are the main institutional agents (both 

internal and external) in the RBME 

system? What is their role and how do they 

influence the system? 
How has the RBME system been 

institutionalized within the World Bank? 

Review of archives and retrospective 

documents on the history of M&E at 
the World Bank 

Official World Bank documents 

(corporate scorecard, Policy 
documents, Executive Board and 

CODE reports)  

Systematic review of past Results 

and Performance Reports  
World Bank detailed organizational 

chart 

Review of relevant OED/IEG 
evaluations 

 

Analysis of 
document 

feeding into a 

broader 
Systems 

mapping 

2. What 

difference does 

the quality of 
RBME make in 

project 

performance? 

What difference 

does good M&E 

quality make to 
World Bank 

Project 

performance? 

How is M&E quality institutionally 

defined? What characteristics tend to be 

associated with high quality M&E? with 
low quality M&E?  

What effect does the quality of M&E have 

on the achievement of project objectives? 

Official rating protocol and 

guidelines 

IEG review of each project 
"Implementation Completion and 

Results Report" and assessment of 

M&E quality (N=250 text 

fragments)  

Project performance database (N = 

1385 projects) 

Systematic 

content analysis; 

Regressions and 
Propensity Score 

Matching 

3.What 

behavioral 
factors explain 

how the RBME 

system works 

in practice?  
 

Why does the 

World Bank's 
RBME system not 

work as intended? 

 How is the RBME system used and by 
whom?   

To what extent is it used for any of its 

official objectives (i.e. Accountability, 
Organizational Learning, Performance 

Management)?  

How do signals from within and outside 

the World Bank shape the evaluative 
behaviors of actors? 

How is the use of the RBME system 

shaped by existing incentive mechanisms? 

Interview transcripts of World Bank 
staff, Observation and transcripts of  

focus groups   

Participant Observations Review of 
past evaluations  

Systematic 
content analysis 

(with MaxQDA 

software) of 
interview 

transcripts. 
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 First, the research focuses on a very specific part of the World Bank's overarching 

evaluation system: the "decentralized" evaluation function (called the self-evaluation systems 

within the World Bank) and its interaction with the "centralized" evaluation function (called the 

independent evaluation systems within the World Bank, and embodied by IEG) through the 

process project-level independent validation. The self-evaluations are planned, managed and 

conducted outside the central evaluation unit (IEG). They are embedded within projects, and 

management units are responsible for the planning and implementation of self-evaluations. It is 

important to highlight that the World Bank has many other evaluative activities, notably impact 

evaluations (carried out by the research department and by operational teams) as well as thematic, 

corporate, country evaluations (carried out by IEG). Because these types of evaluations are 

organized and institutionalized differently, the findings of this research may not apply to these 

other forms of evaluation.  

 I chose to focus on this particular subset of  RBME activities because this part of the 

system  involves a large range of actors e.g., project managers, RBME specialists, clients, 

independent evaluators, and senior managers, as well as external consultants. Moreover, the 

project-level monitoring, self-evaluation and validation activities concern most staff within the 

World Bank, not simply independent evaluators, and as such is at the nexus of complex 

incentives and behavioral patterns.  

 Finally, this part of the system  is the building block for other evaluative activities taking 

place within the World Bank (thematic evaluations, regional and portfolio assessments, cluster 

project evaluations, corporate evaluations, etc.) and  it  intersects the three main objectives 

usually attributed to evaluation: accountability for results, learning from experience, and 

performance management. In addition, the research focuses on one main type of evaluand (or 

evaluation units): Projects Investment lending of the World Bank (IBRD or IDA), which 

represents about 85% of the lending portfolio of the World Bank. The research focuses on actors 

within the World Bank, as opposed to external actors. In that sense, the primary perspective, 
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voiced in the qualitative analysis, is  that of World Bank staff and managers working in Global 

Practices or Country Management Units. The perspective of IEG evaluators is also solicited, but 

to a lesser extent.  

 

 

Figure 5. Schematic representation of the research design  

Source: Adapted from Pawson and Tilley (1997, p. 72) 

SYSTEMS MAPPING 

 In order to effectively describe the complex RBME architecture of the World Bank, I relied on a 

two-tiered systems mapping approach. In a first phase (Chapter 4), I focused on mapping the 

organizational features of the RBME system within the World Bank, guided by the three 

following sub-questions:  
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 What are the main components of the RBME system (type of monitoring and evaluation 

activities, purpose of the system, main intended users)? How are these components 

organizationally linked?  

 Who are the main institutional agents (both internal and external) in the system? What is their 

role and how do they influence the system? 

 How has the RBME system been institutionalized within the World Bank? 

In a second phase (Chapter 6), I delved into the institutional make-up of the RBME system, with 

a particular focus on incentives and motivations shaping the behavior of key actors within the 

system. The sub-research questions guiding this second phase were:  

 How is the RBME system used and by whom?   

 To what extent is it used for any of its official objectives (i.e. Accountability, Operational 

Learning, Performance Management)?  

 How do signals from within and outside the World Bank shape the evaluative behaviors of 

actors? 

 How is the use of the system shaped by existing incentive mechanisms? 

In order to get a sense of the social and institutional fabric of evaluation within the Bank I 

followed common criteria of qualitative research (Silvermann, 2011): the cogent formulation of 

research questions; the clear and transparent explication of the data collection and analysis; the 

theoretical saturation of the available data in the analysis; and the assessment of the credibility 

and trustworthiness of the results.  

 System mapping is an umbrella term to describe a range of methods aimed at providing a 

visual representation of a system. System mapping helps identify the various parts of a system, as 

well as the links between these parts that are likely to change (Williams, 2015; Raimondo et al. 

2015). System maps are closely related to theories of change (TOC) but they differ from the 
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majority of TOC and logic models by doing away with the assumption of direct causal 

relationships and are focused on laying out complex and dynamic relationships.  

  In Chapter 4, I draw an initial system map, with a primary focus on the organizational 

aspects of the World Bank's RBME system. In Chapter 6, I present a refined version of the map 

with a particular focus on agents' behaviors within the RBME system. The evidence supporting 

the map stemmed from a large number of sources that are described in further detail below.  

CONTENT (TEXT) ANALYSIS 

The research relied on an extensive review of a large number of primary and secondary sources of 

information, as detailed below:  

 A review of an extensive number of secondary sources on the World Bank with a particular 

focus on understanding the evolution of the evaluation system since its inception in the early 

1970s was conducted; 

 A content (text) analysis of an extensive amount of primary materials including, but not 

limited to, the annual Results and Performance Reports (RAP) written by IEG, the World 

Development Report, Proceeding of the World Bank Annual Conference, relevant corporate 

and thematic evaluations, a wide range of working papers published by the World Bank 

research groups (DEC and DIME);  

 A review of project level documents spanning the entire project cycle, from approval (with 

the Project Approval Document-PAD) through monitoring (Implementation Status Reports-

ISR) and self-evaluation (Implementation Completion Report-ICR) along with their 

validation by IEG (Implementation Completion Report Review- ICRR) which were available 

on the World Bank public website.  

 An analysis of the World Bank detailed organizational charts before and after the major 

restructuring that the WBG underwent in 2012-13. 
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 In addition, a systematic text analysis was conducted on a sample of Implementation 

Completion Report Reviews (ICRR) with the objective of unpacking the main variable used in 

the quantitative portion of the research described below, which is the quality of project 

monitoring and evaluation (M&E) rated by IEG. Given that the main independent variable of the 

regression model was a categorical variable ( rated on a four point scale) stemming from a rating 

that was associated with a textual argumentation, there was an opportunity to dig deeper in the 

meaning of the independent variable that goes beyond the simple Likert-scale justification.  

 To maximize the variation, only the sections for which the M&E quality was rated as 

negligible (the lowest rating) or high (the highest rating) were coded. All projects evaluated 

between January 2008 and 2015 with an M&E quality rating of negligible or high were extracted 

from the IEG project performance database. There were 34 projects with a 'high' quality of M&E 

and 239 projects with a 'negligible' rating. Using the software MaxQDA, a code system was 

developed iteratively and inductively developed on a sample of 15 projects in each category and 

then applied to all of the 273 text segments in the sample. The coding system was organized 

among three master code "M&E design," "M&E implementation" and "M&E use" to reflect IEG 

rating system. Each sub-code captures a particular characteristic of the M&E process.  

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 

Interviews 

First, I built on rich evidence stemming from 60 semi-structured interviews of World Bank staff 

and managers between February and August 2015. and systematically coded the interview 

transcripts gaining in-depth familiarity with each interview. The interview participants were 

selected to represent diverse views within the  World Bank . Three main categories of actors were 

interviewed. First, project leaders (called Task Team Leaders, TTL at the World Bank) were 

interviewed as the primary "producers" of self-evaluations. Second, Managers (including Global 
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Practice
6
 managers and directors, as well as Country managers and directors) were consulted as 

primary "users" of the project evaluation information. Third, a broad category of RBME experts 

were interviewed as they play a key role in the project evaluation quality assurance and validation 

processes. Table 9  presents the sample of formal interviewees.  

Table 9: Interviewees 

Institution 

  
                       

Profile 

Project leaders 

and producer 
of self-

evaluation 

Managers and 

users of self-
evaluation 

Development 

Effectiveness 
Specialists 

Total 

World Bank 18 19 23 60 
Notes: 

1. Project leaders are called Task Team Leaders or TTL within the World Bank  

2.Managers interviewed were either Global Practice Managers or Directors, or Country Managers and 

Directors 
3. Development Effectiveness Specialists are staff that are M&E or impact evaluation experts working in 

the Global Practices or in the Country Management Units, or in the World Bank Research Group and its 

Affiliated laboratories on impact evaluation.  

Focus Groups 

Three focus groups were organized with a total of 23 World Bank and IEG staff. Table 10 

summarizes the number of participants.  The focus groups specifically targeted the elicitation of 

incentives and motivational factors underlying the production and usage of evaluative evidence 

within the organization.  

 I was a participant-observer in one user-centric design workshops, that was facilitated by a 

team of consultants from outside the World Bank. Ten World Bank staff members 

participated with me in the workshop, that was meant to identify the challenges that World 

Bank staff experience with their day-to-day interaction with the RBME system. Another goal 

of the workshop was to come up with an alternative to the current system. 

 I was also a participant-observer in one game-enabled focus group, that was facilitated by a 

game designer from outside the World Bank. Eight World Bank staff participated in the 

                                                             
6 "Global Practice" is the name of the main administrative unit within the World Bank after the 

restructuring of 2013-2016. In December 2015 there were 14 Global Practices, united into three 

overarching Groups. There were also three Cross-Cutting Strategic Areas (CCSA), Jobs, Gender 

Equality and Citizen Engagements.  
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session, which was meant to reproduce the RBME cycle and simulate staff decisions in a 

low-risk task environment.  

 I facilitated one Focus Group discussion with 8 staff members of the Independent Evaluation 

Group who had a long experience working on the independent validation of project self-

evaluations.  

Table 10: Focus Group Participants 

Institution 

 

                  

Profile 

Project leaders 

and producer 

of self-

evaluation 

Managers and 

users of self-

evaluation 

Development 

Effectiveness 

Specialists and IEG 

staff 

Total 

World Bank 5 5 13 23 

Notes: 

1. Project leaders are called Task Team Leaders or TTL within the World Bank  

2.Managers interviewed were either Practice Managers or Directors, or Country Managers and Directors 

3. Development Effectiveness Specialists are staff that are M&E or impact evaluation experts working in 

the Global Practices or in the Country Management Units, or in the World Bank Research Group and its 

Affiliated laboratories on impact evaluation.  
 

 The rich qualitative data stemming from these various collection methods were all 

systematically coded using a qualitative analysis software (MaxQDA). An iterative code system 

was developed using an initial representative sample of interviews (N=15). Once finalized, the 

code system was systematically reapplied to all the transcripts. When theoretical saturation was 

reached for each theme emerging from the data, the various themes were subsequently articulated 

in an empirically grounded systems map that was constructed and calibrated iteratively and is 

presented and described in Chapter 6. 

Potential Limitations 

This research is confronted with the following potential biases, commonly associated with 

qualitative methods of data collection and analysis:  

Credibility:  

Social Desirability  

A general concern with qualitative approaches is the possibility that the interviewees provide an 

answer to questions, not because they are accurate representations of their thoughts or past 
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actions, but because it is the answer that they believe they should give. To address this challenge, 

the interview questions were neutrally worded, and all of the interviewees were assured of 

confidentiality. Staff members were also engaged in game-enabled processes that helped with 

participants' cognitive abilities in a relaxed, pressured-free environment. It was used to tap into 

staff members' experiential knowledge and to better understand group dynamics when 

operationalizing complex tasks and faced with challenging decisions.    

Confirmability:  

Researcher bias 

The second set of risks to validity stem from my own positionality as researcher and thus primary 

research tool. As described by Hellawell (2006), there is a spectrum between insider and outsider 

to a social phenomenon. In this research I stood somewhere in the middle. On the one hand, I 

tried to immerse myself into the organization over a period of nine months to be able to 

understand as much as possible the characteristics of the organizational culture. On the other 

hand, I also made my status as a researcher crystal clear to all the interviewees and participants. 

While this allowed me to maintain a more neutral stance on the topic I was researching, the 

interviewees and staff members definitely considered me as an outsider, which may have affected 

their answers, as well as my own interpretation of their answers.   

Traceability: 

The transparency of the analysis and interpretation of qualitative data is a critical element of their 

credibility. In order to maximize traceability, I used a qualitative content analysis software, that 

allowed me to trace back every single theme and finding emerging from the data, to their original 

source in the interview transcripts.  

Depth: 

The World Bank is a large and complex organization and I do not purport to having reached a 

sufficient level of depth to fully grasp all the nuances of the organizational culture. At time, I may 

have mis-interpreted the interviewees' accounts. In order to remedy this, I proceeded with careful 
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inductive coding of all of the transcripts and in the spirit of grounded theory, I , I made sure to 

reach theoretical saturation on every theme that I mentioned in my final analysis. Theoretical 

saturation is the point at which theorizing the events under investigation is considered to be 

sufficiently comprehensive, insofar as the characteristics and dimensions of the theme and its 

account  are fully described and that there is sufficient evidence to capture its complexity and 

variation. Finally, I took a break from my review of the literature when I started the process of 

data collection and analysis and only returned to it when the inductive findings were  formulated 

and ready to be put in dialogue with the literature (Elliott and Higgins, 2012). 

Generalizability: 

The transferability of the findings stemming from a qualitative inquiry relies on two criteria: the 

representativeness of the interviewees and the extent to which their experience would resonate 

with other contexts. While the sample of interviewees and participants in focus groups remains 

small given  the size of the World Bank, the  number and variation of experiences of participants 

allowed me to get a picture of the system from diverse lenses. Moreover, I explained below I 

sought  to reach theoretical saturation for every theme, ensuring that each theme was well covered 

by various participants. In addition, as further described in Chapter 4, the RBME system of the 

World Bank has been widely emulated in other multilateral development banks, with agents 

facing similar types of pressures from the environment. Consequently, I do expect that some of 

the findings of this study are analytically generalizable in a context-bound way (Rihoux & Ragin, 

2009).  

REGRESSIONS AND PROPENSITY SCORE ANALYSIS 

To answer the second research question, I set out a number of quantitative models to measure the 

association between M&E quality and project performance. Estimating the effects of M&E 

quality on project performance is particularly challenging. While a number of recent research 

streams point to the importance of proactive supervision and project management in explaining 

the variation in development project performance (e.g., Denizer et al., 2013; Buntaine & Parks, 
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2013; Geli et al., 2014; Bulman et al., 2015), to date studies that directly investigate whether 

M&E quality also makes a difference in project performance are scarce. In particularly, the 

direction of the relationship between M&E quality and project performance is not straightforward 

to predict. On the one hand, if good M&E simply provides better evidence of whether outcomes 

are achieved, then the relationship between good M&E and project performance could go either 

way: good M&E would have a positive relationship with project outcomes for successful projects, 

but a negative relationship for failing projects.  

 On the other hand, if M&E also improves project design, planning and implementation, 

then one anticipates that, everything else held constant, projects with better M&E quality are 

more likely to achieve their intended development outcomes. Finding a systematic positive 

relationship between M&E quality and project performance would give credence to this argument 

and justify the added-value of M&E processes. Moreover, one should anticipate that the 

association between M&E quality and project performance is not proportional. It may indeed take 

a really high M&E quality  to make a significant contribution to project performance. One of the 

estimation strategies used in this study seeks to capture non-proportionality.  

 Estimating the effect of M&E on a large number of diverse projects required a common 

measure of M&E quality and of project outcome, as well as a way to control for possible 

confounders. Given that a robust counterfactual which could rule out endogeneity issues was not 

a possibility, I developed an alternative, second-best, approach  that exploited data on the 

portfolio of 1,385 World Bank investment loans projects that were evaluated by IEG between 

2008 and 2014, and for which both a measure of M&E quality and of project outcome were 

available. I thus tested the following hypothesis:  

H:  Holding other project and country characteristics constant, projects 

that have a high quality of Monitoring and Evaluation are likely to 
perform better than similar projects that do not.  
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Sample description 

IEG (and formerly OED) has rated project performance since the early 1970s, but it only started 

measuring the quality of M&E in 2006. The dataset of project performance rating was leveraged 

to extract projects for which a measure of M&E quality was available (N=1683). The database 

contained two types of World Bank lending instruments, investment loan projects and 

development policy loans (DPL).The two types of loans
7
 are quite different, among other things,  

in terms of length, repartition of roles between the Bank and the clients, and the nature of the 

interventions. Moreover, over the past two decades, investment lending has represented on 

average between 75% and 85%  of all Bank lending. Given the lack of comparability between the 

two instruments, and the fact that there were many more data points for investment loans, the 

dataset was thus limited to the latter and spans investment projects that have been evaluated by 

IEG between January 2008 and December 2014
8
. The final sample contained 1,385 rated projects. 

Table 11 describes summary statistics for the sample.  

Dependent Variables 

The dependent variable was a measure of project outcome rated on a six-point scale from highly 

satisfactory to highly unsatisfactory
9
. Two versions of the dependent outcome variable were 

included: (    was the rating of project outcome stemming from IEG's independent validation of 

                                                             
7 The World Bank offers a range of lending instruments to its clients. Two of the main instruments are 

Investment Project Financing and Development Policy Financing. While the former finances governments 

for specific activities to create the physical or social infrastructure necessary for reducing poverty; the latter 

provides general budget support to a government or a sector that is not earmarked for particular activities 

but focuses on policy or institutional reforms. 
8 I chose to include a lag time of two years after  IEG introduced a systematic rating for M&E (in 2006) to 

ensure that the rating methodology for M&E had time to be refined, calibrated and applied systematically 

across projects.   
9 The six-point scale used by IEG is defined as follows: (1) Highly satisfactory: there were no shortcomings 

in the operation's achievement of its objectives, in its efficiency or in its relevance; (2) Satisfactory: there 

were minor shortcomings in the operation’s achievement of its objectives, in its efficiency, or in its 

relevance; (3) Moderately Satisfactory :there were moderate shortcomings in the operation’s achievement 
of its objectives, in its efficiency, or in its relevance; (4) Moderately Unsatisfactory: there were significant 

shortcomings in the operation’s achievement of its objectives, in its efficiency, or in its relevance; (5) 

Unsatisfactory: there were major shortcomings in the operation’s achievement of its objectives, in its 

efficiency, or in its relevance; and (6) Highly Unsatisfactory: there were severe shortcomings in the 

operation’s achievement of its objectives, in its efficiency, or in its relevance. 
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the project (labeled IEG); (    was the rating of project outcome captured in the self-evaluation 

of the project by the team in charge of its management and encapsulated in the Implementation 

Completion Report (labeled ICR)
10

.   

Table 11: Summary Statistics for the main variables 

Evaluation year (2008-2014) N=1384 observations 

Variables Mean  Std Dev. 

Outcome Variables 

  IEG Satisfactory (1)/ Unsatisfactory (0) .71 .45 

IEG 6-point scale  3.93 .97 

ICR Satisfactory (1)/ Unsatisfactory (0) .83 .37 

ICR 6-point scale  4.29 .89 

Treatment Variable 

  M&E quality 2.14 .69 

Project Characteristics 

  Number of TTL during project cycle 3.08 1.3 

Quality at Entry (IEG rating) (1=bad-6=good) 3.79 1.03 

Quality of Supervision (IEG rating) (1=bad-6=good) 4.18 .96 

Borrower Implementation (IEG rating) (1=bad-6=good) 4.05 1.003 

Borrower Compliance (IEG rating) (1=bad-6=good) 3.94 1.045 

Expected project duration   6,5 2.26 

Natural log of project size 17.60 1.42 

Country Index average score (1=bad-6=good) 3.62 .483 

 

 The first outcome variable was used to measure the effect of M&E quality on the 

outcome rating as institutionally recognized by the World Bank Group and as displayed in the 

corporate scorecard. The second outcome variable was used to measure the effect of M&E quality 

on the way the implementing team measures the success of its project.  Since 2006, the 

methodology has been harmonized between the self-evaluation and the independent validation. 

That said, the application of the methodology differs, leading to a "disconnect" in rating.  A 

discrepancy in rating was to be expected given the different types of insight into the operation, 

                                                             
10 The identification strategy used in this research requires the transformation of ordinal scales into 

interval scales, which poses a number of challenges. In order to remedy some of these, I used models 

that used the least stringent assumptions in terms of the normality of the distribution of data (e.g., o-

logit, c-logit functions) 
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incentives, and interpretations of rating categories that may exist between  self-rating and external 

validation.  The issue of possible biases for both of these measures is discussed below.  

Independent Variables 

The independent (or treatment) variable was the rating of M&E quality done by IEG at the end of 

the project. The rating was distributed on a Likert-scale taking the value 1 if the quality of M&E 

is negligible, 2 if modest, 3 if substantial and 4 if high. This rating captured the quality of design, 

implementation and utilization of M&E during and slightly after the completion of the project. 

M&E design is assessed on whether the project was designed to collect, analyze and inform 

decision-makers with methodologically sound assessment, including of attribution. Among other 

things, this part of the rating captures if objectives are clearly specified and well measured by the 

selected indicators, whether the proposed data collection and analysis methods are appropriate, 

including issues of sampling, availability of baseline data, and stakeholder ownership. M&E 

implementation is assessed the extent to which the evidence on the various parts of the causal 

chaine (from input to impact) was actually collected and analyzed with methodological rigor. 

Finally, M&E use is assessed on whether M&E information were disseminated to the involved 

stakeholders and whether they were use in informing implementation and resource decisions.  

Control Variables 

To account for factors that may confound the relationship between a project's quality of M&E and 

its outcome rating, I relied on the  idea of balancing, which is at the core of Propensity Score 

Matching (described below). Concretely, the model sought to factor in the conditioning variables 

(i.e. covariates) that are hypothesized to be causing an imbalance between projects that benefit 

from a good quality M&E (treatment group) and projects that do not (comparison group). To 

estimate the conditional probability of benefiting from a good quality M&E, a number of controls 

for observable confounders were introduced: project-specific characteristics, country-specific 

characteristics and institutional factors.   
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 First, the model controlled for project-specific factors such as project size. Projects that 

are particularly large may benefit from higher scrutiny, as well as a higher dedicated budget for 

M&E activities. On the other hand, while large projects have a potential for higher impact, they 

are also typically constituted of several moving parts that are more difficult to manage, and may 

invest more in M&E because the projects needs additional scrutiny and support, in that case 

projects with good M&E may fare worse. Thus, following Denizer et al. (2013), I measured 

project size as the logarithm (in millions of USD) of the total amount that the World Bank has 

committed to each project. I also accounted for expected project duration, as longer projects may 

have more time to set up good M&E framework but also more time to deliver on intended 

outcome.  

 Additionally, Geli et al. (2014) and Legovini et al. (2015) confirmed the strong 

association between the project outcome ratings  and, the identity of project managers, as well as 

the level of managerial turnover during the project cycle, estimated to be 0.44 managers per 

project-year (Bulman et al., 2015). These two factors may in turn influence the quality of M&E, 

as some project managers have a stronger evaluation culture than others, and as the quick 

turnover in leadership may be disruptive of the quality of M&E as well as of the quality of the 

project. Consequently, I added the number of project managers during the life of the project as a 

control variable.   

 As described below, one modeling strategy also attempted to measure the influence of 

M&E on project performance within groups of projects that shared the same project manager at 

one point during their preparation or implementation. The literature on M&E influence has long 

highlighted that the quality of M&E depends on the signal from senior management and may 

differ substantially by sector (now Global Practices). Certain sectors are also known to have 

better outcome performance for a range of institutional factors. I thus included a full set of sector 

dummies in the model.  
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 Finally, country-characteristics were also possible confounders. Countries with better 

governance and implementation capacity are more likely to have better M&E implementation 

potential. They are also more likely to have successful projects (e.g., Denizer et al., 2013). In 

order to capture client countries' government effectiveness, the model included a measure of 

government's performance and implementing agent performance, both stemming from the project 

evaluation dataset. It also included  one of the indicators of the Worldwide Governance Indicators 

(WGI), which assesses government effectiveness a measure of government effectiveness
11

. Given 

that projects require several years to be fully implemented, the indicator measured the annual 

average of the performance index in the given country where the project was implemented, over 

the years during which the project was underway.  

Model Specification  

The main estimation strategy consisted in creating groups of comparable projects that differ only 

in their quality of M&E by using  Propensity Score Analysis. This approach had a number of  

desirable properties. First, given that it is not parametric, it does not rely on stringent assumptions 

about the shape of distribution of the project population. Most notably, it relaxes the assumption 

of linearity, which is better when dealing with categorical variables.  

 Second, given the multitude of dimensions that can confound the effect of M&E quality 

on project outcome, including both project-level and country-level characteristics, a propensity 

score approach consists of  reducing the multidimensionality of the covariates to a one 

dimensional score, called a propensity score. Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) showed that 

propensity scores can balance observed differences between treated and comparison projects in 

the sample. 

                                                             
11 The Government effectiveness indicator is defined as such "it captures perceptions of quality of 

public services, and the quality of civil service and the degree of its independence from political 

presses, as well the quality of policy formulation, implementation and the credibility of the 

government's commitment to such policies (Kauffman, Kraay and Mastruzzi, 2010).  
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 Additionally , propensity scores focus the attention on models for treatment assignment, 

instead of the more complex process of assessing outcomes. This was particularly compelling in 

the study, as treatment assignment is the object of institutional choice at the World Bank, while 

project outcome is determined by an array of actors in a more anonymous and stratified system 

(Angrist & Pischke, 2009, p. 84).  This strategy constituted a rather rigorous statistical approach 

to rule out part of the endogeneity inherent in this type of data. However, given the wide range of 

not directly observable, or quantifiable factors that make the relationships between M&E quality 

and project outcome ratings endogenous, PSM does not allow causal attribution. 

Propensity score matching:  

The main estimation strategy, Propensity Score Matching (PSM), relied on an intuitive idea: if 

one compares two groups of projects that are very similar on a range of characteristics but differ 

in terms of their quality of M&E, then any difference in project performance could be attributable 

to M&E quality. The PSM estimator could measure the average treatment effect of M&E quality 

on the treated (ATT) if the following two sets of assumptions were met. First, PSM relies on a 

Conditional Independence Assumption (CIA): assignment to one condition (i.e. good M&E) or 

another (i.e. bad M&E) is independent of the potential outcome if observable covariates are held 

constant
12

. Second, it was necessary to rule out any automatic relations between the rating of 

M&E quality and the rating of project outcome. Given that IEG downgrades a project if the self-

evaluation does not present enough evidence to support its claim of performance due to weak 

M&E, I used two distinct measures of project outcome, one rating by IEG where the risk of 

mechanistic relationship was high; and one rating by the project team where such risk was low, 

but where the risk of over-optimistic rating was high.  

 Based on these assumptions, matching corresponds to a covariate-specific treatment vs. 

control comparisons, weighted conjunctly to obtain a single average treatment effect (ATE) 

                                                             
12 The original PSM theorem of Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983), defined propensity score as the conditional 
probability of assignment to a particular treatment given a vector of observed covariates. 
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(Angrist & Pischke, 2009, p. 69). This method essentially aims to do three things: (i) to relax the 

CIA by considering estimation that does not rely on strong distribution and functional forms, (ii) 

to balance conditions across groups so that they approximate data generated randomly, (iii) to 

estimate counterfactuals representing the differential treatment effect (Guo & Fraser, 2010, p. 37). 

In this case, the regressor (M&E quality) is a categorical variable, which is transformed into a 

dichotomous variable. Given the score distribution of M&E quality centered around the middle 

scores of "modest" vs. "substantial," the data are dichotomize at the middle cut point
13

.  

Modeling multivalued treatment effects:  

M&E quality was rated on a four-point scale (negligible, modest, substantive and high), which is 

akin to having a treatment with multiple dosages. To preserve the granularity of the data, I also 

developed a second estimation strategy, which consisted of modeling multivalued treatment with 

multiple balancing scores that were estimated by a multinomial logit model.  In this 

generalization of the propensity score matching theorem of  Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983), each 

level of rating had its own propensity score. The inverse of a particular estimated propensity score 

was then defined as sampling weight to conduct a multivariate analysis of outcome (Imbens and 

Angrist, 1994).  

Controlling for project team leader identity:  

I also relied on past literature that found that the identity of project's manager (Task Team leader 

in the WB or TTL) (Denizer et al., 2013; Legovini et al., 2015) and the performance of the TTL 

(Geli et al., 2014) was a very powerful predictor of project outcome rating and, more importantly 

may incorporate a range of unobservable characteristics that would determine both the level of 

M&E and the level of project outcome rating.  My third modeling strategy was thus to use a 

conditional logistic regression with fixed effects for TTL. Essentially, this modeling technique 

looked at the effect of independent variable (M&E quality) on a dummy dependent variable 

                                                             
13 The rating of M&E quality as negligible or modest are entered as good M&E =0 and the rating of M&E quality 
as substantial or high are entered as good M&E =1.  
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(project outcome rating dichotomized as successful or not successful) within a specific group of 

projects. The model grouped projects by the unique identifier of their Task Team Leader. In other 

words, the estimation strategy teased out the effect of M&E quality on projects managed by the 

same TTL but which differed on their outcome level. 

Potential Limitations 

The inherent caveats with the rating system underlying these data were addressed in details by 

Denizer et al. (2013) and Bulman et al. (2015).  I share the view that, while there is certainly 

considerable measurement error in the outcome measures, this dataset represented a meaningful 

picture of project performance from the perspectives of experienced development specialists and 

evaluators over a long period of time. That being said, the interpretation of the results ought to be 

done in light of the following limitations. 

Construct Validity:  

Issue with the operationalization of key variables 

One general concern was that IEG and the World Bank share a common, objectives-based project 

evaluation methodology that assesses achievements against each project's stated objectives 

(called Project development objectives or PDO). However, the outcome rating also takes into 

account the relevance and feasibility of the project objectives based on the country context
14

. It is 

thus possible that part of the variation in project outcome ratings is due to differences in ambition 

or feasibility of the stated PDO, rather than to a difference in the magnitude of the actual 

outcome. That being said, as explained by Bulman et al. (2015, p. 9), this issue is largely 

unavoidable given the wide variety of Bank projects across sectors. Ratings on objectives provide 

a common relative standard that can be applied to very different projects. Finding an alternative 

absolute standard seemed unlikely.  

                                                             
14 The rationale for an objectives-based evaluation model is that the Bank is ultimately accountable for delivering 
results based on these objectives that were the basis of an agreement between the bank and the client country. 
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 Secondly, the measures of project performance captured in the dataset are not the object 

of outcome or impact evaluations. Rather they are the product of reasonably careful 

administrative assessments by an independent evaluation unit, which helps to minimize conflict 

of interest and a natural bias towards optimism inherent in self-evaluations by project managers. 

The scores provided are proxies for complicated phenomena that are difficult to observe and 

measure. While there are inherent limitations with this type of data, the rating method has been 

quite stable for the period under observation and it has been the object of reviews and audits. It 

relies on thorough training of the raters, and is laid out in much detail in a training manual. 

Moreover, when an IEG staff has completed an ICR review, it is peer-reviewed by another expert, 

and checked by an IEG coordinator or Manager. Occasionally, the review can be the object of a 

panel discussion. It thus represents the professional judgment of experts on the topic. All in all, 

the IEG rating carries more institutional credibility due to the organizational independence of the 

group expertise. 

Internal Validity:  

Endogeneity issues 

A third caveat is that using the project performance rating system exposes the research to a 

number of endogeneity issues, as well as rater effects in the process of having a single IEG 

validator retrospectively rate a project on a range of dimensions. For example, since 2006 IEG 

guidelines apply a "no benefit of the doubt rule" to the validation of self-evaluations. In other 

words, IEG is compelled to "downgrade" the outcome rating if the evidence presented is weak
15

. 

Consequently, IEG project outcome ratings can at time collapse two different phenomena, poor 

results (i.e., severe shortcomings in the operation's achievements of its objectives) and the lack of 

evidence that the results have been achieved.  

                                                             
15 IEG coordinators and managers ensure that the guidelines are applied consistently. For instance, if an IEG 
validator were to deem the quality of M&E as low, but the outcome rating as high, this would raise a 'red flag' for 
inconsistency by one of the subsequent reviewers. However, the opposite would not be true, there can be very good 
M&E quality showing important shortcomings in outcome achievements. 
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Rater Effects 

 A related issue is that there can be important rater effects in the process of having a single IEG 

evaluator retrospectively rate a project on a range of dimensions. One of the clearest 

manifestation of  this is that IEG project outcome ratings can at time collapse two different 

phenomena, poor results (i.e., severe shortcomings in the operation's achievements of its 

objectives) and the lack of evidence that the results have been achieved. Indeed, IEG is compelled 

to "downgrade" the outcome rating if the evidence is poor. For example, if an IEG validator 

deems the quality of M&E as low, but the outcome rating as high, this may raise a 'red flag' for 

inconsistency by one of the subsequent reviewers. However, the opposite would not be true, there 

can be very good M&E quality showing important shortcomings in outcome achievements.  That 

said, while poor evidence is unavoidably correlated with M&E, the two are not to be equated. 

Indeed it would be possible to have a good M&E rating but lack evidence on some important 

aspect of the outcome rating, such as efficiency.  

 The strategy to partially mitigate  these risks of  mechanistic relationships between M&E 

quality rating and project outcome rating—the main source of bias that may threaten the validity 

of the empirical analysis in this paper—relies on the use of a second measure of project outcome, 

produced by the team in charge of the project. This modeling strategy seeks to reduce the 

mechanistic link between M&E quality and outcome rating in two ways:  

 M&E quality rating and ICR outcome rating are not rated by the same raters, thereby 

diminishing rater effects.  

 ICR outcome ratings are produced before a measure of M&E quality exists, as the latter 

is produced by IEG at the time of the validation
16

. 

                                                             
16 The model relies on the assumption that the ICR outcome rating is not mechanistically related to the M&E 
quality rating. There is some anecdotal evidence that the ICR outcome raters may at times try to anticipate and 
game IEG rating. However, there is no evidence that this is done systematically, nor that this is done primarily 
based on an anticipated measure of M&E quality.  That said, this issue definitely adds to the noise in the data.  
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 Nonetheless, this strategy does not resolve an additional source of endogeneity, which 

stems from  the fact that IEG outcome ratings are not independent of ICR outcome ratings. There 

is evidence that IEG validators use the ICR rating as a reference point, and are generally more 

likely to downgrade by one point, especially when this downgrade does not bring a project below 

the line of satisfactory performance
17

. 

 A better way to sever these mechanistic links would have been to use data from outside 

the World Bank performance measurement system to assess the outcome of projects or the quality 

of M&E. However, these data were not available for such a large sample of projects. While the 

use of a secondary outcome measure does not fully resolve endogeneity and rater effects issues, it 

constitutes a "second-best" with the available data.    

Omitted Variable Bias:  

Finally, the potential for unobserved factors that influence both M&E quality and outcomes needs 

to be considered. For instance certain type of projects may be particularly complex and thus 

inherently difficult to monitor and evaluate, and inherently challenging to achieve good 

outcomes. The control for sectors may partly have captured this inherent relationship, but not 

fully.  

External Validity: 

Common Support:  

One of the key assumptions of Propensity Score Matching is that the groups of projects are 

comparable within a given strata of the data with common support. In order to ensure common 

support, the data was trimmed and some of the findings may not be generalizable to the projects 

that did not fall into the area of common support.   

Selection Bias:  

                                                             
17 While the ICR and IEG outcome measures are rated on a 6-point scale, the corporate scorecard dichotomizes the 
scale into “satisfactory” and “unsatisfactory." A project rated “moderately satisfactory” or above by IEG is 
considered “above the line” in the corporate scorecard.  
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The sample of projects used for this analysis is based on data collected from the IEG database on 

World Bank project performance for investment lending projects evaluated between 2008 and 

2014, and may not be representative of the broader population of World Bank projects, such as 

Advisory projects, Development Policy Lending, or projects that were evaluated before the 

harmonization of criteria taking place in 2006. Moreover, the rating strategy that underlies the 

data takes into consideration the particular context of the World Bank, and I would caution 

against generalizing broadly to other institutions from the analysis carried out in this study. That 

being said, there is some indication of the possible transferability of some of the findings to other 

multilateral development banks, that I have adopted a monitoring and evaluation system that is 

very similar to the World Bank's. Indeed, Bulman et al. (2015), carrying out a comparative study 

on the macro and micro correlates of World Bank and Asian Development Bank Project 

Performance, found striking similarities between the two organizations.  

Statistical Conclusion Validity:  

As laid out in Chapter 5, I conducted basic assumption-checks to address possible issues with 

multicolinearity and other threats to statistical conclusion validity. I do not detect any issues on 

these basic assumptions. Moreover, the robustness of the statistical significance and magnitude of 

the effect was tested multiple times through a large range of specifications and matching 

algorithm. Finally, the sample size of more than 1,300 gives credence to the findings on effect 

size. However, it subjects the study to a risk of Type I error.   

Reliability:   

The measures of project performance captured in the dataset are not the object of outcome or 

impact evaluations. Rather they are the product of reasonably careful administrative assessments 

by an independent evaluation unit, which helps to minimize conflict of interest and a natural bias 

towards optimism inherent in self-evaluations by project managers. The scores provided are 

proxies for complicated phenomena that are difficult to observe and measure.  
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 While there are inherent limitations with this type of data, the rating method has been 

quite stable for the period under observation and it has been the object of reviews and audits. It 

relies on thorough training of the raters, and is laid out in much detail in a training manual. 

Moreover, when an IEG staff has completed an ICR review, it is peer-reviewed by another expert 

, and checked by an IEG coordinator or Manager. Occasionally, the review can be the object of a 

panel discussion. It thus represents the professional judgment of experts on the topic. All in all, 

the IEG rating carries more institutional credibility due to the organizational independence of the 

group expertise.  

CONCLUSION 

The research design described in this chapter enabled me to address each research question, 

leveraging the most appropriate theoretical paradigm and methodological principles. Taken 

together, the various methods allowed me to explore the RBME system of the World Bank in a 

complexity-responsive manner, taking due account of divergent perspectives, addressing 

emerging paradoxes, and digging deep into complex behavioral mechanisms. The systems 

mapping allowed me to get a sense of the "big picture" of the system as a whole, describing the 

organizational structure, the contextual environment, and identifying the main actors within the 

system, as well as their relationships. The quantitative approach in turn, helped me identify 

patterns of regularity in the association between M&E quality and project performance. The 

qualitative approach was necessary to shed light on the mechanisms that underlie these patterns of 

regularity and on the paradoxical findings that emerged from the quantitative analysis. In the 

following chapters, I present the findings from the systems mapping, the quantitative and 

qualitative analyses.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 

 
Organization history is not a linear process, especially in a large and complex institution 

subjected to a wide range of external demands. Ideas and people drive change, but it takes time 

to nurture consensus, build coalitions, and induce the multiplicity of decisions needed to shift 
corporate agendas and business processes. Hence, inducing change in the Bank has been akin to 

sailing against the wind. One often has to use proactive triangulation and adopt a twisting path 

in order to reach port 

 (R. Picciotto, former Director of Evaluation, 2003) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The practice of Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) is not taking place in a 

vacuum, but is rather embedded within organizations and their institutional contexts. As 

explained in Chapter 2, the literature has identified a number of organizational factors that 

significantly affect whether monitoring and evaluation are influential or not (e.g., Weaver, 2010; 

Mayne, 2007; Preskill & Torres, 2004).  In this chapter, I answer the first question underpinning 

this dissertation: How is an RBME system institutionalized in a complex international 

organization, such as the World Bank?  

   Mapping the RBME system consists of describing its structure, identifying the 

multiplicity and diversity of stakeholders involved, and describing their functional relationships. 

Naturally, the characteristics of the World Bank's RBME system today are the product of a long 

process of institutionalization. It is thus prerequisite to go back in time and lay out the main 

milestones of this institutionalization process. An important concept from complexity and 

systems thinking is indeed the notion of path dependence, that is when contingent decisions set 

into motion institutional patterns that have deterministic properties (Mahoney, 2000; Dahler-

Larsen, 2012).  

 In order to study the institutionalization of RBME within the World Bank, this chapter 

follows the precept of sociological institutionalism, substantially elaborated by Meyer and Rowan 

(1977) and applied to the evaluation context by inter alia Dahler-Larsen (2012), Hojlund (2014a; 

2014b), and Ahohen (2015). The chapter focuses on three key aspects of institutionalization:  
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 The examination of the roots and processes of basic institutionalization (requiring an 

historical perspective on the system);  

 The focus on 'agency' as the capacity of the actors within the institutional system to act 

and change some of the systems' features; and 

 The three push factors of institutionalizations: elements that support the rationalization, 

the legitimation, and the dissemination of the evaluation system (Ahohen, 2015). 

 The chapter follows this investigative map and is organized in three main sections. First, I 

describe the basic institutionalization of evaluation within the World Bank, tracing its evolution 

from its inception in the 1970s through today. Second, the chapter lays out how the World Bank's 

RBME system grew overtime, and how the push to mainstream monitoring and evaluation led to 

the proliferation of evaluative agents within the organization. Third, I describe three factors that 

influenced the institutionalization process of the evaluation system within the World Bank: 

rationalization, legitimation, and diffusion. 

BASIC INSTITUTIONALIZATION 

The roots of the evaluation system 

An examination of the roots and processes of basic institutionalization requires an historical 

perspective, covering the RBME system's inception, and instances of agent-driven changes. To do 

so, I draw heavily on a retrospective history of evaluation at the World Bank compiled by OED in 

2003, other historical literature, such as Kapur, Lewis and Webb's history of the World Bank's 

first half century (1997), as well as on archived documents. I also build on multiple informal 

conversations with retirees from the World Bank who currently work as consultants with the 

Independent Evaluation Group, and have a long institutional memory, for some, dating back to 

the 1980s. The milestones of this basic institutionalization process are graphically represented in 

Figure 6. 
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 Since its creation in the mid-1940s, the World Bank had incorporated some basic 

elements of monitoring and evaluation (M&E). Until the early 1970s however, this decentralized 

M&E functions were clearly in their infancy: basic data collection and analysis were ad hoc, 

carried out inconsistently without a clear mandate nor a policy framework. The formalization of 

the M&E function can be traced back to 1970 under the leadership of the World Bank's president 

at the time, Robert McNamara. When he joined the World Bank, McNamara instigated many of 

the principles of the Planning, Programming and Budgeting System (PPBS), which he had 

introduced at the US Department of Defense in the 1960s. At the World Bank, he started a series 

of Program and Budgeting Papers and staff timesheets to increase the World Bank's efficiency 

and get a better picture of costs.  

 McNamara rapidly turned his focus to measuring the organization's outputs, and set up a 

small unit in his presidential office to devise a system that would capture project achievements. 

This was the advent of what would soon become a fully-fledged central evaluation function. At 

the time, evaluation primarily served as an instrument of quality assurance for the World Bank's 

loans to financial markets. By looking retrospectively at what projects had actually achieved, 

rather than simply focusing on economic rates of return that had been estimated at the time of 

project appraisal, McNamara believed that the organization could enhance its credibility (Kapur 

et al., 1997). A dedicated institutional unit was introduced the same year, called the Operations 

Evaluation Unit. The unit reported directly to McNamara, and was housed under the larger 

umbrella of the Programming and Budgeting Department (OED, 2003). 

 In parallel to McNamara's internal initiative, the World Bank was also pressured by the 

U.S Government Accounting Office (GAO) to rapidly embark on institutional reforms to 

systematically incorporate evaluation in all projects. GAO started conducting evaluations of bank 

projects on its own, applying evaluative criteria that were used in evaluations of the Great Society 

programs e.g., effectiveness, efficiency, and economy (Kapur et al., 1997). Concomitantly, the 

U.S. Congress passed an amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act that required the 
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establishment of an independent evaluation unit for the Bank, to avoid any actual, or perceived, 

conflicts of interest. This unit, thereafter called the Operations Evaluation Department (OED), 

was established in 1973, and was separated from the Programming and Budget Department. It 

was put under the supervision first of a vice president without operational responsibilities and, in 

1975, of a Director General accountable only to the Board of Executive Directors, and no longer 

to the President of the Bank (OED, 2003).  

 In 1976, a general policy was introduced by the World Bank's board of directors, 

mandating that all operating departments should prepare a Project Completion Report for all 

projects within one year of completion. In McNamara's view, such standard was necessary both 

to ensure the accountability of staff to their principals, and to gauge the performance of the World 

Bank, which did not have a unique measure of success, like "profit" in a corporation (OED, 

2003). To ensure accountability, OED was to independently review each report before submitting 

it to the Board. This basic principle of self-evaluation independently validated by OED (now 

IEG), remains the basic building block of the World Bank's RBME system today. While several 

attempts at reshaping the system have been tried out over the years, the key standards, elements, 

and processes of project-based evaluation employed by operational staff and IEG evaluators have 

hardly changed, indicating a strong tendency for path dependence (OED, 2003; IEG, 2015). 
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Figure 6. Timeline of the basic institutionalization of RBME within the World Bank 

Source: Adapted from OED (2003) 

Agent-driven institutional change 

After the inception period of the 1970s, the World Bank's M&E system did not undergo any 

major change until the 1990s. Beginning in 1990 however, the World Bank was embroiled in a 

controversy over alleged lack of compliance with its own environmental and social safeguards 

(Weaver, 2008; Kapur et al., 1997). "From all quarters, reform was advocated and the Bank was 

urged to become more open, accountable, and responsive," noted Picciotto in the retrospective of 

his mandate as head of the evaluation department (OED, 2003, p. 63). To react to the external 

critiques, in 1992 the World Bank President, Lewis Preston, ordered a study by the Portfolio 

Management Task Force headed by Willi Wapenhans, who gave his name to the "Wapenhans 

report." The report highlighted important shortcomings to the organization's managerial and 

M&E system at the time. Its conclusion was that the World Bank did not pay enough attention to 

the implementation and supervision of its loans. The report underlined, among other weaknesses, 

the lack of staff incentives with regards to the quality of performance management, the greater 

visibility and prestige attached to project design rather than implementation, and the push to 

prioritize disbursement over proper performance management (OED, 2003).  
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 Following the report, the World Bank's senior management— at the behest of the board 

of directors—initiated a series of reforms to the organization's oversight system, including the 

evaluation system, over the course of a decade. Three important oversight bodies were created. 

First, in 1993, with the push of major international NGOs, an Inspection Panel was formed to 

ensure that the World Bank complies with its own operational policies and procedures.  

 Second, the Quality Assurance Group (QAG) was introduced in 1996. The QAG played 

the role of ex-ante evaluator, measuring projects’ quality at entry and assessing the risks during 

implementation (OED, 2003). This additional internal oversight mechanism was developed to 

hold managers and teams accountable for their actions at the design and implementation stages of 

an intervention. The QAG stopped functioning in the second half of 2000s, and IEG is now in 

charge of retrospectively assessing quality at entry in its ex-post validation of projects' self-

evaluations. 

  Third, in December 1994, external oversight mechanisms were also strengthened with 

the creation of the Board of directors' Committee on Development Effectiveness (CODE). One of 

CODE's main missions is to oversee the organization's evaluation system and manage the board's 

oversight processes connected to development effectiveness. 

  In 1995, the instruments of project self-evaluation and independent validation were 

renamed: the self-evaluation report became known as the Implementation Completion Report 

(ICR), and its review by IEG, the ICRR. Moreover, the processes around them were made more 

stringent; for example, a mandatory bi-annual report, including a rating of how likely projects are 

to achieve their intended outcome, was introduced and called the Implementation Supervision 

Report (ISR). Additionally, a set of flags were introduced, allowing project managers to formally 

fire the alarm in case of challenges with disbursement, delivery of outputs, procurement or even 

the quality of monitoring and evaluation. 

 Another landmark was the World Bank's adoption of the espoused theory of "results-

based management" (RBM) in the late 1990s, early 2000s, turning the "Implementation-Focused" 
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M&E system into a Results-Based M&E system. As is often the case in the World Bank's history 

of reform, the International Development Association (IDA) replenishment cycle
18

 was an 

important push-factor in anchoring the results-agenda. The World Bank adopted a results 

measurement system for the 13th replenishment of the IDA in 2002, and enshrined in the IDA 14 

agreement (signed in February 2005). A series of systematic indicators, derived from the 

Millennium Development Goals, were introduced to monitor development progress and link 

measured outcomes to IDA country programs. The agreement stated:  

Participants welcomed the enhanced results framework proposed for IDA14 (see Section 

IID), which aims to monitor development outcomes and link these outcomes to IDA 

country programs and projects. This is a challenging but necessary task, as a better 

linking of development outcomes to government policies and to donor interventions will 

ultimately benefit the poor and increase accountability for the use of donor resources. To 

address existing data deficiencies and enhance countries' efforts to collect and use data, 

an important IDA objective is to build a stronger focus on outcomes into its country 

strategies, and to enhance direct support for efforts to build capacity to measure results. 

(IDA, 2002, IDA 14 agreement section G "impact and monitoring results," paragraph 37), 

An emphasis on transparency of processes was also central to IDA 14, which stated that: 

Transparency is fundamental to development progress in three ways. It draws more 

stakeholders, supporters and ideas into the development process; it facilitates 

coordination and collaboration among development partners; and it improves 

development effectiveness by fostering public integrity and accountability for results. 

Just as IDA urges transparency and openness in the governance of its client countries, 

IDA should aim to meet the highest standards of transparency in its operations, policies 

and publications, and recognize a responsibility to make available as rich a range of 

                                                             
18 IDA is the part of the World Bank whose mandate is to lend money on concessional terms to the World's poorest 
countries (currently 77 eligible countries). While the other branch of the World Bank (IBRD) raises funds primarily 
on financial markets, IDA is funded through contributions of rich country governments. Every three years, IDA 
goes through a replenishment of its core resources, which opens a window for negotiations, and change in policies.   
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information as possible for poor countries and the international development community. 

(IDA, 2002, IDA 14 agreement, section H "transparency and accountability," paragraph 

38) 

 The second branch of the World Bank, the IBRD, followed suit in 2010 with the adoption 

of a new policy for access of information. The introductory paragraph makes repeated 

connections between transparency, accountability and the achievement of results:  

The World Bank recognizes that transparency and accountability are of fundamental 

importance to the development process and to achieving its mission to alleviate poverty. 

Transparency is essential to building and maintaining public dialogue and increasing 

public awareness about the Bank’s development role and mission. It is also critical for 

enhancing good governance, accountability, and development effectiveness. Openness 

promotes engagement with stakeholders, which, in turn, improves the design and 

implementation of projects and policies, and strengthens development outcomes. It 

facilitates public oversight of Bank-supported operations during their preparation and 

implementation, which not only assists in exposing potential wrongdoing and corruption, 

but also enhances the possibility that problems will be identified and addressed early on 

(World Bank, 2010, paragraph1). 

 The policy enshrined the principle of transparency by "allow[ing] access to any 

information in its possession that is not on a list of exceptions." As none of the self-evaluation 

documents were on the list of exceptions, the Implementation Supervision Reports, The 

Implementation Completion Reports and their validation by IEG are all disclosed publicly online. 

Civil society and experts alike recognized this new information disclosure policy for its 

progressive nature,  and some observers have said that it could lead to a new "era of openness" at 

the World Bank (MOPAN, 2012; Hammer & Lloyd, 2012). Several MDBs have followed the 

World Bank's lead, such as the Inter-American Development Bank that modeled its reformed 

policy after the World Bank's. 
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 The 2005 OED annual report took stock of the progress achieved in the 

institutionalization of RBM during the first part of the decade. The report described the main 

change prompted by the adoption of RBM as a focus on the country—instead of the project—as 

the main unit of account (OED, 2005, p. 23). This meant that each country agreement strategy 

(CAS) had to become "results-based CAS" and present the World Bank's proposed program of 

lending and non-lending activities to support the country's own development vision. Each CAS 

was to include an M&E framework to gauge the results of the World Bank at the country level. 

Likewise, at the sector level, "Sector Strategy Implementation Updates" were introduced to link 

results achieved at the country level and the sector level. Finally, at the project level, the results-

framework had to be formulated at the outcome (as opposed to output) level. The report also 

highlighted that while much efforts had been made in introducing new procedures and amending 

existing processes to focus more on results, it appeared that the reforms were centered on 

procedural and process issues, changes in incentives had not yet taken place (OED, 2005). 

Dual purposes of the RBME system: accountability and learning  

Since 2005, RBME processes and procedures have become enshrined into several internal 

guideline documents on self-evaluation (World Bank, 2006), and independent validation (IEG 

guidelines and checklist on ICR reviews, last updated in July 2015). However, as of 2015 the 

World Bank does not have a formal evaluation policy ratified by its board of directors. This gap 

in the institutionalization process of evaluation is quite surprising given the fact that the 

organization has the oldest evaluation system of any development agency, and given the big push 

in the past decade to develop such policy documents e.g., UNEG, OECD/DAC, ECG. Currently, 

the only official document that rules over monitoring and evaluation practice in the World Bank 

lies within the Operational Manual, under the name of OP 13.60. The preamble states:  

Monitoring and evaluation provide information to verify progress toward and 

achievement of results, supports learning from experience, and promotes accountability 

for results. The Bank relies on a combination of monitoring and self-evaluation and 
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independent evaluation. Staff take into account the findings of relevant monitoring and 

evaluation reports in designing the Bank’s operational activities. (World Bank, 2007) 

 A single system is thus supposed to achieve two organizational objectives: ensuring 

accountability for results, and learning from experience. The dual purpose of evaluation within 

the World Bank—serving external needs of accountability, and internal needs of learning— was 

implicit since the start of the system (OED, 2003). However, overtime it became increasingly 

clear that the main features of the project evaluation systems were geared first and foremost to 

uphold the accountability of the World Bank to its stakeholders, keeping internal purposes as a bi-

product of accountability (OED, 2003; Kapur et al., 1997; IEG, 2014; 2015; Marra, 2004).  The 

first director of OED, M. Weiner noted:  

My own view is that accountability came first, hence the emphasis on 100% coverage of 

projects, completion reporting and annual reviews. Learning was a product of all this, but 

the foundation was accountability. The mechanisms for accountability generated the 

information for learning. You can emphasize the accountability or learning aspects of 

evaluation, but in my view they're indivisible, two sides of the same coin. (OED, 2003, 

p.28)  

 The implicit assumption on which the RBME system relies is that its two overarching 

goals—accountability and learning— are compatible and can be guaranteed through a single 

system. This core assumption has never been fundamentally questioned within the World Bank; 

despite repeated findings that learning from evaluation has been rather weak within the 

organization (IEG, 2012; 2014; 2015a; 2015e). Nevertheless, there has been an increased concern 

that too much weight is put on accountability, at the expense of learning (IEG, 2015a; 2015d). 

The latest manifestation of this need to refocus the evaluation system towards its learning 

objective stems from the conclusions of an external panel in charge of reviewing the performance 

of IEG. The panel concluded:  
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Feedback supports learning and follow-up supports accountability, and as Robert 

Picciotto, former Director-General of OED put it 'they are two sides of the same coin.' 

The key challenge for the Bank and IEG is to turn the coin on its edge to create the 

recurring cycles of learning, course corrections, accountability and continuous 

improvement necessary for the Bank and its partners to achieve their development goals. 

(IEG, 2015d, p. 14) 

 The need to ensure that the RBME system successfully plays its internal learning 

function is not a new concern for the organization, one can trace its roots back to the mid-1990s, 

and the advent of the concept of the "Knowledge Bank," during Jim Wolfensohn's tenure as 

President of the World Bank (1995-2005). Wolfensohn sought to renew the organization's image 

from simply a lending institution to a "Knowledge Organization" (OED, 2003; Weaver, 2008). 

By that he meant,  seeking to be more oriented towards learning, responsive to its stakeholders, 

and more concerned with institutions (Weaver, 2008). The theme of the "Knowledge Bank" 

created an impetus for a renewal of the independent evaluation office under the directorship of 

Robert Picciotto. As one of the directors of OED, Elizabeth McAllister, recalls in the 

retrospective publication on the history of OED:  

OED could no longer focus only on the project as the 'privileged unit' of development 

agenda and had to reflect new, more ambitious corporate priority to be a relevant player 

in the knowledge Bank. There was internal demand for OED to produce evaluations that 

would "create opportunities for learning" and platforms for debate. Managers wanted 

real-time advice ... But though our products were of high quality, the world had moved 

on and we were missing the bigger picture. Our lessons had become repetitive. Our 

products arrived too late to make a difference, and we were "a fortress within the fortress. 

(OED, 2003, p 74-75) 

 Under Wolfowitz's brief tenure at the head of the organization between 2005 and 2007, 

the World Bank's focus turned to governance and the fight against corruption leaving the 
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"knowledge agenda" to fade in the background (Weaver, 2008). However, the emphasis on 

knowledge came back under the presidency of Robert Zoellick (2007-2012) who described the 

World Bank as a “brain trust of applied experience" (Zoellick, 2007). Since, 2012, under the 

presidency of Jim Yong Kim, the "Knowledge Bank" has morphed into the "Solution Bank" with 

a focus on developing a "science of delivery" where "learning from failure" is a key component 

(Kim, 2012). Given that my empirical research on the World Bank is taking place at a time when 

becoming a "Solution Bank" is the motivator of change within the Organization, I cite at length 

Jim Yong Kim's 2012 introductory speech at the plenary session of the annual meeting of the 

World Bank's member states in Tokyo. In this speech he laid out the backbone of his vision:  

What will it take for the World Bank Group to be at its best on every project, for every 

client, every day? And I believe the answer is that we must stake out a new strategic 

identity for ourselves. We must grow from being a “knowledge” bank to being a 

“solutions” bank.  To support our clients in applying evidence-based, non-ideological 

solutions to development challenges. ... As a solutions bank, we will work with our 

partners, clients, and local communities to learn and promote a process of discovery..This 

is the next frontier for the World Bank Group – helping to advance a “science of 

delivery." Because we know that delivery isn’t easy – it’s not as simple as just saying 

“this works, this doesn’t.” Effective delivery demands context-specific knowledge. It 

requires constant adjustments, a willingness to take smart risks, and a relentless focus on 

the details of implementation. ... Being a solutions bank will demand that we are honest 

about both our successes and our failures. We can, and must, learn from both..Second, 

we’re strengthening our implementation and results. To do so we will change incentive 

structures to reward implementers and “fixers:" people who produce results for clients on 

the ground. ... We want to be held accountable not for process but for results. (Kim, 

2012) 
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 What a "science of delivery" means in practice, and its implication for the practice and 

organization of RBME within the organization, remain open to interpretation. The term has 

readily occupied the discursive space of the organization, as attested by the many blog posts 

about the term and its declination, such as "delivery science,"  "deliverology."  Some think of it as 

a focus on "how the bank delivers" as opposed to "what the bank delivers" (Singh, 2014; Fang; 

2015). Others emphasize the key role that evaluation, and in particular impact evaluation has to 

play in this science (e.g., Friedman, 2013). Others question the possibility of a "science" of 

development all together (e.g., Devarajan, 2013; Barder, 2013). A "science of delivery team" 

composed of a few World Bank staff was put in place in order to institutionalize the concept 

within the organization. .  

INSTITUTIONALIZED AGENCY: ACTORS INVOLVED IN THE RBME 

SYSTEM 

Describing structures, policies and procedures only provides part of the story of the 

institutionalization of monitoring and evaluation within the World Bank. Ultimately, what counts 

is organizational actors' practice and agency in the contingent circumstances in which they have 

to act and make decisions. The empirical examination of these actions and decision processes is 

the focus of Chapter 6. In this section, I rely on the analytical typology introduced by institutional 

theorists (e.g., Meyer and Jepperson, 2000, Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Weick, 1976), which can be 

usefully leveraged in the context of evaluation (Ahonen, 2015), to present the various types of 

agents involved in the World Bank's RBME system:  

 "Agency for itself" in the self-evaluation of actors and in evaluations conducted by 

evaluators on their own initiative; 

 "Agency for others" in evaluations commissioned by other actors and carried out by 

evaluation organizations consistent with their mandates; and 
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 "Agency for standards and principles" in the approaches, practices and principles of 

evaluation itself.  

Figure 7 maps the three sets of agents onto the World Bank Group's organizational chart.   

"Agency for itself:" self or decentralized evaluation  

The building block of the World Bank's RBME system is the self-evaluation of projects by 

operational team. In the evaluation literature, this type of evaluation system is often characterized 

as "decentralized," insofar as evaluations are planned, managed, and conducted outside the central 

evaluation unit (IEG). While other IOs may rely on an independent decentralized evaluation 

system to cover project-level evaluations, the World Bank, and the majority of multilateral 

development banks rely on a system of "self-evaluation" The self-evaluation function, is 

embedded within projects and management units that are responsible for the planning and 

implementation of projects. While the decentralized evaluation function of the World Bank 

encompasses both mandatory and voluntary evaluations, in this study we focus on the former.  

 At the World Bank, the self-evaluation systems are institutionalized through a defined 

plan, a quality assurance system and systematic reporting. They are designed to be a rational, 

continuous process of performance improvement and, as signaled in internal guidelines "an 

integral part of the World Bank's drive to increase development effectiveness" (World Bank, 

2006 p.1). In this respect, the World Bank, and other multilateral-development banks, contrast 

with other multilateral development systems, such as the UN, where the vast majority of agencies 

operate with an ad hoc decentralized system without a defined institutional framework (JIU, 

2014). At the World Bank, a large number of actors, with different roles and responsibilities, are 

involved at various steps of the self-evaluation process. Figure 8 describes various agents' actions 

along the project evaluation cycle as it is supposed to unfold.   
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Figure 7. Agents within the institutional evaluation system

Legend:  
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  First, the project managers in charge of project design are supposed to integrate lessons 

from past project-evaluations when making strategic and operational decisions about the new 

intervention. They are also expected to work with the borrowers to set up a specific monitoring 

and evaluation framework for the project—which formulates the Project Development 

Objectives, indicators of performance and targets—and to define roles and responsibilities for 

M&E activities. At that stage, project managers are tasked with ensuring that a monitoring 

information system is in place to track these indicators during the lifetime of the project. A key 

step is ensuring that baseline data are gathered. Collecting, analyzing and reporting monitoring 

data however usually rests with the borrower and the selected implementing agency In this 

preparation phase, other agents tend to intervene, most notably, the M&E specialists who work 

within a given region or sector. Their titles have changed overtime, but in 2015 most of them are 

called Development Effectiveness Specialists.  

 Second, the project manager who is in charge of supervision (often a different person 

from the agent in charge of design) is then expected to produce bi-annual implementation 

supervision reports (ISR). Often, an ISR mission to the project site is organized and the team 

leader needs to rate the project on its likelihood of achieving its intended outcomes. When the 

team leader rates a project outcome as "moderately unsatisfactory" or below, the project is 

automatically flagged as a "problem project" and appears as such in managers' dashboards. The 

team leaders indicate with a series of 12 flags whether there are concerns about specific 

dimensions of project performance, including problems with financial management, compliance 

with safeguards, quality of M&E, or legal issues.   

 Third, during the formal mid-term review of the project—a key evaluative moment— 

team leaders, managers, borrowers and other potential partners decide whether adjustments need 

to be made to the original plan. If they decide that, based on M&E information, the Project 

Development Objectives should be adjusted (whether because they were overly ambitious, ill-
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suited, or not ambitious enough) the proposal for restructuring must go back to the Board of 

Directors for approval. 

 Fourth, during the project's completion phase, the team prepares for the formal ex-post 

self-evaluation exercise, called the Implementation Completion and Results Report (ICR). At this 

stage, the primary agent can either be the project leader in charge at the time of completion, a 

junior staff or an external consultant (generally a retired staff member) who is tasked with writing 

the ICR. The document is often peer-reviewed, and the twelve different ratings of performance—

most importantly the outcome rating— are discussed in consultation with the practice or country 

management during a "quality enhancement review." In theory, the agent in charge of the self-

evaluation is required to solicit and record the views of the borrower, implementing agency, co-

financiers and any other partners who contributed to the project, as well as beneficiaries, 

generally through surveys. The ICR must be prepared and delivered to IEG within six months of 

project completion. At this point a new set of actors come into play who, in the institutionalist 

typology mentioned above, "act for others."  

 Similar processes and divisions of tasks are applied to other self-evaluation exercises, at 

the level of the country strategy (with progress reports called CASPR, and completion reports 

CASCR), with IFC investments (called Expanded Project Supervision Report or XPSR) and 

advisory services (called Project Completion Report PCR). However, in the latter two cases, the 

self-evaluation takes place only on a sample of projects, and on average, five years after 

completion.   

 In the categories of agents "acting for themselves," one can also find voluntary 

engagement in impact evaluations. Over the past decade, the World Bank has expanded its impact 

evaluation work, especially since the creation of the Development Impact Evaluation Initiative 

(DIME) housed in the research department (IEG, 2012; Legovini et al., 2015). Other units 

specifically in charge of impact evaluations have followed-suit, such as the Strategic Impact 

Evaluation Fund, and the Gender Innovation Lab (IEG, 2012). In addition, a number of sectors 
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also engage in impact evaluations of their programs without working directly through one of the 

World Bank's offices with a specific mandate for carrying out impact evaluations. Today, 

according to Legovini et al.  Impact Evaluations cover about 10%  of the World Bank's projects, 

and they often involve research and operation staff working with the project and government 

teams (Legovini et al., 2015). Impact evaluations tend to stand apart in the overall Bank's 

evaluation system: they do not rate programs on standardized performance indicators, they are 

voluntary, and their results are not aggregated (IEG, 2015).  
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Figure 8. Espoused theory of project-level RBME 

Notes: The boxes in white represent "agents for themselves;" the boxes in grey represents "agents for others" 

 



 

 

 Finally, moving beyond the project level, in 2014 Jim Yong Kim set up a "President 

Delivery Unit" (PDU) to monitor the World Bank's progress on delivering on its "twin goals" of: 

(i) "ending extreme poverty by decreasing the percentage of people living on less than $1.25 a 

day to no more than 3%;" and (ii) promoting shared prosperity by fostering the income growth of 

the bottom 40% for every country (PDU, 2015). As explained by its director in a conference 

organized in June 2015 at the occasion of the release of the report on the World Bank's Results 

and Performance, the PDU monitors two types of commitment. First, the unit tracks poverty 

commitments that are linked to the twin goals and encompass indicators on investment in fragile 

and conflict settings, financial access, carbon emission, crisis response, and resettlement action. 

Second, the unit also monitors institutional reform commitments, such as a reduction in project 

preparation time, the inclusion of beneficiary feedback in projects, an increase in staff diversity, 

increased knowledge flow to outside clients, and improved project outcome ratings.  

"Agency for others:" independent validation and evaluation 

The second leg of the World Bank's project-level RBME system consists of the independent 

validation of the self-evaluation report by staff and consultants of the Independent Evaluation 

Group (IEG). At this point in the process, the project-evaluation leaves the realm of the 

"decentralized" evaluation function and enters the boundaries of the "central evaluation function." 

The legitimacy of evaluation systems within development agencies has long been equated with 

the functional and independence of its main evaluation office (Rist, 1989; 1999; Mayne, 1994; 

2007). The principle of functional independence features prominently in the major norms and 

standards that preside over the practice of development evaluation, such as the Evaluation 

Cooperation Group's "Big Book on Good Practice Standards" (ECG, 2012). In the institutionalist 

literature, evaluation is thus often described as a tool exercised by "agents for others," that is, on 

behalf of principals to whom evaluators are answerable. Applied to the context of the World 

Bank, independent evaluation is thus a tool in the hand of the main principals—the board of 

directors—to hold the World Bank's management to account for achieving results. Five sets of 
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actors within the organization are in charge of being evaluative "agents for others" and are 

represented by a black box in Figure 8: 

 Inspectors within the Inspection Panel who hear the complaints of people living in an area 

affected by a World Bank project who believe they have been harmed by the organization's 

lack of compliance with its own policies and procedures;   

 IFC evaluation specialists who supervise evaluations carried out by external evaluation 

experts;  

 MIGA evaluation specialists who supervise environmental impact assessments and provide 

support to MIGA underwriters in their self-evaluation tasks; and 

 IEG evaluators who are in charge of validating all of the self-evaluations performed across 

the three entities of the World Bank Group.  

IEG is also in charge of conducting country evaluations, thematic, sectoral, global and corporate 

evaluations, as well as Global Program Review and Systematic reviews of impact evaluations. To 

conduct these higher-level evaluations, IEG relies heavily on the self-evaluations and their 

validations. As one manager in IEG put it in an interview: ICR reviews are the fundamentals of 

IEG work, they are used in tracking regional and portfolio performance, and are the backbone on 

which all other IEG evaluations rely.  

 As of April 2015, IEG counted 105 staff members, 48% of whom were recruited from 

outside the World Bank Group (IEG, 2015b). IEG also relies heavily on consultants (about 20% 

of IEG expenditures in 2015), especially in conducting self-evaluation validations (IEG, 2015b). 

Consultants hired to perform validation are very often retirees from IEG or from the World Bank. 

IEG's rationale for hiring retired Bank staff is the need to balance Bank Group experience and 

independence.   

 As Marra (2004) described, a myriad of institutional rules and procedures are designed to 

enable the evaluation department to distinguish itself from all other staff organizations. However 
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she also underscored that these rules and procedures do not necessarily guarantee its internal 

legitimacy, which depends on other factors, including professionalization, leadership and 

organizational interaction. In her study, she finds ambivalent perceptions of evaluators within the 

Bank. She found that on the one hand, the evaluation department enjoys institutional, technical 

and financial autonomy, and that its institutional independence is perceived as a key asset in the 

credibility of the evaluation office. On the other hand, she also found that the lack of interaction 

between evaluators and operational staff was detrimental to the usefulness and relevance of IEG's 

evaluations, and the credibility of evaluators' judgment in the eye of operational staff (Marra, 

2004, p. 125).   

 Finally, it is important to emphasize that the World Bank's project-level decentralized 

RBME system, is itself embedded in a larger evaluation system (both central and decentralized), 

which in turn is embedded in an even larger internal and external accountability system. There are 

several entities entrusted with upholding the World Bank's compliance with its own financial, 

ethical, and operational rules and procedures. Table 12 lists these various entities with a succinct 

description of their roles and responsibility.  

 In the latest assessment of organizational effectiveness and development results of the 

World Bank conducted in 2012 by the Multilateral Organisation Performance Assessment 

Network (MOPAN), the organization fared well on many dimensions of the assessment and 

compared well to other multilateral organizations reviewed by the network. For instance, the 

report praised the World Bank for its transparency in resource allocation. The report also noted 

the World Bank's strong policies and processes for ensuring financial accountability, in particular 

through financial audits, risk management and combating frauds and corruptions. Finally, the 

report considered the World Banks as strong in the quality and independence of its central 

evaluation function (MOPAN, 2012 p. x-xii). 
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"Agency for standards and principles:" the guardians of approaches, practices and 

principles 

Starting in the early 1980s, RBME's institutionalization process within the World Bank geared 

towards the development of norms and standards of quality. Since then, a number of agents have 

played the role of upholding and regularly updating the RBME system's normative backbone. In 

Meyer and Rowan's typology (1977), these actors can be thought to have "agency based on 

standards and principles." To a certain extent these agents overlap with the previous categories of 

agents. 

Table 12: Description of the World Bank's wider accountability system 

Organizational Unit Role and responsibilities 

Internal Audit Vice Presidency  Independent assurance and advisory function that 
conducts audit studies on World Bank's governance, 

risk management and controls, and performance of 

each legal entities of the World Bank Group 

Office of Ethics and Business 

Conduct 

Office in charge of ensuring that the staff members 

understand and maintain their ethical obligations, by 

responding and investigating certain allegations of 

staff misconduct and providing training, outreach 
and promotion of transparency and financial and 

conflict of interest disclosure.  

World Bank Administrative 
Tribunal 

Independent judicial body that passes judgment on 
allegation of non-observance of the contract of 

employment or terms of appointments of staff 

members.  

Internal Justice Service A combination of informal consultations (Respectful 
Workplace Advisers, Ombudsman) and formal 

procedures (Office of Mediation, Peer reviews, 

Investigation) to solve internal issues with contracts, 
harassment, discrimination, conflicts and managerial 

issues).  

Integrity Vice-Presidency  Independent unit that investigates and pursues 

sanctions related to allegations of fraud and 
corruption in WBG-financed projects.  

Source: World Bank website 

 
 First, the official custodian of the rules, processes, standards and procedures of the self-

evaluation system is the Office of Operations Policy and Country Services (OPCS). OPCS is not 

only in charge of putting together the corporate scorecards that show to the outside world how the 
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Bank is performing, but it is also in charge of preparing and updating the guidelines for the 

preparation of the ICR, as well as the overall Monitoring and Evaluation policy guidance in the 

Operation Manual.  

 Second, agents within IEG also play an important standard-setting role. Specifically, a 

number of coordinators are in charge of updating the guidelines for the validation of self-

evaluations. IEG also plays a strategic role in upholding the standards of follow-up to evaluation 

recommendations. A sub-set of agents within IEG are indeed in charge of maintaining a central 

repository of findings, recommendations, management responses, detailed action plans and 

implementations of these recommendations. This recommendation follow-up system, called the 

Management Action Report (MAR), has been available on the external website of the World 

Bank since 2014, but it only applies to thematic and strategic evaluations, not project-level ones. 

Finally, the nine-member evaluation leadership team ), are in charge of upholding IEG's own 

norms, standards, rules and procedures (IEG, 2015b). 

 Third, the members of the Executive Boards' Committee on Development Effectiveness 

(CODE), whose role is to monitor the quality and results of the World Bank's operations, is also 

in charge of overseeing the entities of the World Bank's accountability framework; i.e., IEG, the 

Inspection Panel, and the Compliance Advisor for IFC and MIGA. In particular, IEG presents 

every high level evaluation to CODE, along with the follow-up actions agreed upon by 

Management (CODE, 2009).   

 Fourth, a number of agents outside the World Bank also play a role in standards-setting, 

which influences the practice of evaluation within the organization. Chief among these actors are 

the heads of evaluation groups within the other multilateral development banks (MDBs) who 

convene within the Evaluation Cooperation Group (ECG). The ECG was established in 1995 to 

promote a more harmonized approach to evaluation. The "ECG Big Book on good practice 

standards" serves as a reference for evaluation offices, including IEG. The ECG currently has ten 

members and three observers, with a rotating chair. IEG was the chair for 2015. Among 
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influencing actors for standard-setting, one can also count a number of think tanks that play the 

role of fire alarms and watchdogs of the World Bank and have a particularly strong penchant for 

evidence-based policy, e.g., the Center for Global Development (CGD, 2015). 

 Having considered both the basic institutionalization of evaluation (section1) and agency 

for evaluation in the World Bank (section 2), I now turn to the analysis of three types of rationale 

that influenced the revision or creation of new institutional elements of the World Bank's RBME 

system: rationality, legitimation, and diffusion.  

RATIONALITY, LEGITIMATION, AND DISSEMINATION 

The institutionalist framework adopted in this chapter, directs attention to three sets of logic that 

explain the creation of new or revised institutional elements in a given system: the drive for 

enhanced rationality (also called rationalization), the drive for enhanced legitimacy, (also called 

legitimation), and the diffusion of models (Ahonen, 2015; Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Meyer and 

Rowan, 1977; Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; Schwandt, 2009). In this section, I provide examples 

of changes to the evaluation system that seem to respond to one or several of these three logics.  

 Rationalization and legitimation of the evaluation process  

Over the years, a number of additions or changes to the World Bank's RBME system have been 

introduced in order to enhance formal rationality such as efficiency, performance or effectiveness 

(OED, 2003). However, as usefully highlighted in the institutionalist literature, considering the 

logic of rationalization as the main driver of change conveys only a partial truth as actors may 

also introduce and maintain institutional elements that are primarily meant to enhance 

institutional legitimation, regardless of whether these institutional elements actually enhance 

rationality (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Rutowski and Sparks, 2014; Ahonen, 

2015; Schwandt, 2009, Weiss, 1976, 1970).  

 Rationalizing in bureaucracies consists of designing and implementing the most 

appropriate and efficient rules and procedures to accomplish a given goal or mission (Barnett & 
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Finnemore, 1999). Rationality is about "predictability, antisubjectivism, and focus on procedures" 

(Dahler-Larsen, 2012, p. 169). Rules are established to provide a predictable response to signals 

from the outside world with the goal of avoiding decisions that may lead to fault, breaches and 

accidents. Here I provide two examples of the phenomenon of rationalizing the evaluation 

process in the name of enhancing the legitimacy of the World Bank: (i) the introduction of a 

corporate scorecard; and (ii) the multiplication of the quality assurance procedures in the project 

evaluation process.  

 One of the most recent and emblematic examples of the attempt to further rationalize and 

legitimate the World Bank's RBME system was the introduction of the "corporate scorecard" in 

2011. The scorecard was conceived as a boundary object between the internal reporting system 

and the external oversight environment of the World Bank. It was "designed to provide a 

snapshot of the World Bank's overall performance in the context of development results" (World 

Bank, 2011, p. 2). The rationale for introducing the scorecard was justified as follows: 

The World Bank has comprehensive systems—on which it continuously improves—for 

measuring and monitoring both development results and its own performance. These 

systems are complemented by independent evaluation. With the Results Measurement 

System, which was adopted for the 13th replenishment of the International Development 

Association (IDA13) in 2002, the Bank became the first multilateral development 

institution to use a framework with quantitative indicators to monitor results and 

performance. The Corporate Scorecard expands this approach to the entire World Bank 

covering both the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) and 

IDA. (World Bank, 2011, p2) 

The attempt at rationalizing results reporting is evident in the indicators that are used to populate 

the scorecard. The indicators are articulated in four tiers along the following principles:  

 At an aggregate level, the scorecard monitors whether the Bank is functioning efficiently and 

adapting itself successfully (Tier IV);  
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 The scorecard also monitors whether it is managing its operations and services effectively 

(Tier III); 

 It measures how well it supports countries in achieving results (Tier II);  

 Ultimately, it tracks global development progress and priorities (Tier I). (Scorecard 2011, p2) 

The scorecard is published regularly in the form of a web-based dashboard that is intended to give 

external stakeholders easy access to results information. This publicly disclosed scorecard is fed 

by elaborate indicator dashboards, behind the scenes, at the level of vice-presidents, Practice and 

Country directors and managers. Figure 9 presents a snapshot of the scorecard released in April 

2015 

 

Figure 9. The World Bank Corporate Scorecard (April 2015) 

Source: World Bank Scorecard, April 2015 

 A second example of how the World Bank has sought to further rationalize its evaluation 

process is the multiplication of steps to ensure the quality of the project evaluation. As displayed 

in Figure 10.  there are currently no fewer than 10 validation steps for an evaluation to get in the 

hands of the board of directors.  
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Figure 10. Rationalizing the quality-assurance of project evaluation: ten steps. 

Notes: The steps displayed in white are part of the self-evaluation process, and the steps displayed in grey are part of 
the independent validation process.  

 The question of whether the Corporate Scorecard and the additional steps in the quality-

assurance of project evaluation—introduced in the name of rationality enhancement—have 

actually achieved rationality, in the form of enhanced efficiency, effectiveness or quality, is an 

empirical question that I will pursue in Chapter 5 and 6.  

Diffusion of the World Bank's evaluation system model 

The diffusion of a model can be regarded as the apex of the institutionalization process. Since the 

mid-1990s, the World Bank has undeniably played a critical role in the process of diffusing 

evaluation norms and standards to its borrowers, and to counterparts within other Multilateral 

Development Banks. To paraphrase Barnett and Finnemore (1999), the evaluative apparatus has, 

to a certain extent, spread its "tentacles in domestic and international policies and bureaucracies" 

(Barnett & Finnemore, 1999, p. 713). While thoroughly tracing the diffusion channels of the 

World Bank's RBME system goes beyond the scope of this dissertation, I illustrate this important 

phase of institutionalization with a small number of examples. These examples are organized 

along the well-known typology of diffusion mechanisms developed by Powell and DiMaggio 

(1991): "coercive," "mimetic," and "normative isomorphism." 

 There are a number of indirect channels through which the World Bank exerts influence 

on its borrowers, steering them to adhere to the World Bank's RBME processes. First, in the 

agreement of loans or grants, or in any Country Agreement Strategy, a clause about M&E and 

results framework is included. In particular, and often the shared responsibility for monitoring 
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and evaluation activities between the World Bank, the client country and the implementing 

agencies are laid out.  In addition, as part of the project self-evaluation and validation system, the 

World Bank and IEG rate the performance and compliance of the country clients.  

 Second, the allocation criteria of the International Development Association (IDA) are  

important mechanisms through which the World Bank can exert influence on its borrowing 

countries. The main factor that determines the allocation of IDA resources among eligible 

countries is each country's performance, as measured by the Country Policy and Institutional 

Assessment (CPIA). The CPIA rates countries against a set of 16 criteria grouped in four clusters, 

including public sector management and institutions and governance and accountability. While 

there is no explicit reference to monitoring and evaluation, there are references to results-based 

management, and the necessity to hold public agents accountable for their performance.   

 The World Bank's RBME model has also been diffused via its leadership in the 

Evaluation Cooperation Group. The World Bank was one of the five founding members of the 

ECG, and has exerted a high level of influence on the network since its inception in 1996. The 

network was founded with the explicit mandate of promoting evaluation practice harmonization, 

including performance indicators and evaluation criteria.  Its official mandate also includes 

promoting the quality, usability, and use of evaluation work in the International Financial 

Institutions (IFI) system. Overtime, the ECG has grown from five to ten permanent members and 

three observers. It has developed "good practice standards" and "benchmarking studies," and 

templates to assess the application of these standards in its member institutions, thus presenting a 

textbook case of explicit normative isomorphism. The most recent instrument of harmonization 

among the IFI’s evaluation systems is the introduction of a peer review process of the 

independent evaluation offices, with recommendations to bolster harmonization. IFAD was the 

first agency to be peer reviewed through ECG and the report clearly illustrate the phenomenon of 

normative isomorphism: 
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To implement the ECG approach to evaluation fully, an organization must have in place a 

functioning self-evaluation system, in addition to a strong and independent central 

evaluation office. This is because the ECG approach achieves significant benefits in 

terms of coverage, efficiency, and robustness of evaluation findings by drawing on 

evidence from the self-evaluation systems that has been validated by the independent 

evaluation office. When the Evaluation Policy was adopted, it was not possible to 

implement the full ECG approach in IFAD because the self-evaluation systems were not 

in place.  Management has made significant efforts to put in place the processes found in 

the self-evaluation systems of most ECG members. IFAD now has a functioning self-

evaluation system, which is designed to assess the performance of projects and country 

programmes at entry, during implementation and at completion and to track the 

implementation of evaluation recommendations agreed in the ACP process. While 

weaknesses remain to be addressed, given the progress that has been made in improving 

the PCRs, OE now should move towards validating the PCRs. (ECG, 2010 p. vi) 

 Another diffusion channel that falls in the category of "normative isomorphism" is the 

use of training on monitoring and evaluation practices to actors outside the World Bank, and in 

particular government personnel from client countries. Since the late 1990s, the World Bank has 

started a number of initiatives for evaluation capacity development in order to strengthen 

governments' monitoring and evaluation systems. For instance, it used trust funds and the World 

Bank Institute (WBI) to provide on-demand distance learning courses on program evaluation to 

clients. The International Program for Development Evaluation Training (IPDET) was 

established in 2001 by IEG and Carlton University. This executive training program designed to 

provide managers and practitioners the generic tools required to evaluate development programs 

and policies has also been a powerful channel of norm diffusion for IEG and the World Bank. 

Every summer, an average of 200 participants from more than 70 countries gather in Ottawa to 

learn the norms, standards and methods of development monitoring and evaluation (IPDET, 
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2014). Their instructors tend to be evaluation experts who, work for, are retired from, or are 

vetted by the World Bank or IEG.  

 In 2010, the World Bank, and in particular IEG, spearheaded the Centers for Learning on 

Evaluation and Results (CLEAR) initiative. The mandate of the initiative, is to build a global 

partnership to "strengthen partner countries' capacities and systems for monitoring and evaluation 

and performance management" with the ultimate goal to "guide evidence-based development 

decisions" (CLEAR, 2015). The initiative currently counts six regional centers in Africa, East and 

South Asia, and Latin America, hosted by academic institutions. Eleven partners support 

CLEAR: four multilateral development banks (the World Bank, the African, Asian and Inter-

American Development Bank), five bilateral aid agencies (Australian, Swedish, Swiss, UK, and 

Belgian), and one foundation (Rockefeller Foundation). IEG plays a particularly influential role 

by hosting CLEAR's secretariat, which is made up of 7 IEG staff.  

 By hosting the Secretariat, and having its own staff work as part of their assignments for 

CLEAR, IEG exerts a particularly influential role on the choice of the host sites and the content 

of the curricula. The mid-term evaluation of the initiative notes "locating the Secretariat at the 

IEG was appropriate at the start-up as IEG conceived of the idea of CLEAR." The evaluation also 

found that "while the CLEAR Board is officially tasked with providing strategic direction, the 

Secretariat has de facto provided considerable leadership "from behind" on how to operationalize 

CLEAR" (ePact, 2014, p.23). 

 A number of multilateral development banks that were created after the World Bank 

engaged in what Andrews et al. (2012) call "isomorphic mimicry," which can be defined as 

adopting organizational forms that are deemed successful elsewhere, whether or not they are 

actually adapted for a particular context or have been shown to be functional and transferable 

(Andrews et al., 2012; Andrews, 2015). The similarities between the the World Bank's system 

and other MDBs are remarkable. This phenomenon is largely driven by the normative framework 

and push for harmonization through the ECG mentioned above. In addition, the standards 
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captured in the ECG "Big Book," are not limited to functional standards, they also refer to 

particular organization structure, processes or specific practices.  

  Consequently, the diffusion of the World Bank's RBME model, in part via the ECG, can 

also fall in the category of "isomorphic mimicry." To take only one example, the Islamic 

Development Bank's (ISDB) evaluation system shares many similarities with the World Bank's, 

despite the much smaller human and financial resources of the organization. For instance, since 

2009 each ISDB project has to have a logical framework with baselines, indicators and targets; a 

biennial project implementation assessment and support report (the equivalent of the Bank's ISR); 

and a project completion report which includes ratings (the equivalent of the Bank's ICR), which 

are validated by the Bank's evaluation office after an internal quality review (ISDB, 2015). In an 

interview, one of the evaluators of the ISDB noted that not unlike the World Bank in 2006, the 

ISDB evaluation office is currently facing the challenges of harmonizing its independent 

evaluation ratings with the ratings used for self-evaluations. Another similarity pointed out by the 

interviewee is that in early 2015, the ISDB was in the process of developing a corporate 

scorecard.  

CONCLUSION  

The complexity of the World Bank's RBME system is a legacy of its historical evolution and 

institutional context. The RBME system's essential features date back to the 1970s, when the 

World Bank first required all operating departments to prepare Project Completion Reports. 

Several changes were introduced overtime to cope with various outside demands and episodic 

crisis in the World Bank's legitimacy. Overall, the institutionalization of RBME responded to a 

dual logic of further legitimation and rationalization, all the while maintaining its initially 

espoused theory of conjointly promoting accountability and learning, despite mounting evidence 

that the two may not actually be compatible. With the advent of the "results-agenda" in the 1990s, 

the World Bank strengthened its commitment to objective-based evaluation. In so doing, the 

World Bank further opened itself  to outside scrutiny though a broad disclosure policy, which 
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included its project self-evaluations, and the creation of a corporate scorecard to further 

rationalize results-reporting. The World Bank's RBME system was widely emulated in the 

development industry.  

 Nevertheless, the question of whether the system's espoused theory— of contributing to 

accountability (both internal and external), performance management, and learning, to ultimately 

improve the World Bank's performance—is verified in practice must be answered empirically. In 

the following chapters, I set out to empirically investigate the inner-workings of the system. In 

the next chapter, I quantitatively explore the patterns of regularity in the association between 

M&E quality and project performance, as measured by the organization. In Chapter 6, I 

qualitatively examine the behavioral mechanisms that explain why the RBME system does not 

fully work as intended.   
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CHAPTER 5: M&E QUALITY AND PROJECT PERFORMANCE: PATTERNS OF 

REGULARITIES  

 

INTRODUCTION  

In this chapter, I investigate the second research question underlying this study—What difference 

does the quality of RBME make in project performance?—and focuses on the first part of the 

espoused theory of project-level RBME described in Chapter 4 Figure 8. Simply put, project-

level monitoring and evaluation (M&E) is expected to improve project performance via two sets 

of mechanisms. First, and quite prosaically, good M&E provides better evidence of whether a 

project has achieved its objectives or not. Second, champions of M&E also claim that there is 

more to M&E quality than simply capturing results. By helping project managers think through 

their goals and project design, by keeping track of performance indicators, and by including 

systematic feedback loops within a project cycle, M&E is thought to bolster the quality of project 

supervision and implementation, and ultimately impact. For example, Legovini, Di Maro and Piza 

(2015) lay out a number of possible channels that link impact evaluations and project 

performance, including better planning and evidence-base in project design, greater 

implementation capacity due to training and support by M&E team, better data for policy 

decisions and observer effects and motivation (2015, p. 4). 

 The chapter is structured in six sections. First, I provide a brief overview of the data that 

were presented in more depth in Chapter 3. In section 2 summarizes the results of the systematic 

text analysis of M&E quality rating, providing a more in-depth understanding of the main 

independent variable. Section 3 exposes the three main estimation strategies. In section 4, I sum 

up the results of the analysis, and conclude in section 6 on a paradox, which is addressed directly 

in the next chapter. 
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DATA  

Starting in 2006, IEG has rated the quality of project's monitoring and evaluation with a double 

goal: systematically tracking institutional progress on improving M&E quality, and creating an 

incentive for better performance "that would ultimately improve the quality of  evaluations and 

the operations themselves" (IEG training manual p. 49). Of course the quality of M&E is not 

randomly distributed across projects, but is rather the product of a complex treatment attribution. 

For example, some managers might be more interested and trained in M&E and pay more 

attention to data collection. At the institutional level, some particular types of projects might 

benefit from higher scrutiny. At the country level, some clients may have better data collection 

capacity and more interest in monitoring and evaluation. As described in Chapter 3, matching is 

one way to remove pre-intervention observable differences . Finally, there is a range of 

underlying incentive mechanisms and cultural issues that also determine whether a project 

benefits from good quality M&E or not. Given that the latter group is hardly measurable to be 

included in a quantitative model, it is the object of an in-depth study in Chapter 6. Figures 12, 13, 

14, and 15 display the distribution of projects in the sample by region, sector, type of agreement 

and evaluation year.  

 
Figure 11. Distribution of  projects in the sample by region 

Africa 
26% 

East Asia & 
Pacific 

15% Europe & 
Central Asia 

21% 

Latin America 
& Carribean  

19% 

Middle East & 
North Africa 

8% 

South Asia 
11% 



 

122 
 

 
Figure 12. Distribution of  projects in the sample by sector 

 
Figure 13. Distribution of  projects in the sample by type of agreement 

Notes: IDA stands for International Development Association; IBRD stands for International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development; GEF stands for Global Environmental Fund; RETF stands for 

Reciptient-Executed Trust Funds.  
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Figure 14. Distribution of  projects in the sample by evaluation year 

UNPACKING THE INDEPENDENT VARIABLE 

Because the quality of M&E is a complicated construct and the rating by IEG is a composite 

measure of several dimensions (design, implementation and use), it is important to unpack 

possible mechanisms that explain why M&E quality and project outcomes are related, I 

conducted a  systematic text analysis of the narrative produced by IEG to justify its project M&E 

quality rating. I start by unpacking the characteristics of good and poor M&E quality trough a 

systematic text analysis of the narratives produced by IEG to justify its  M&E quality rating. The 

narratives provide an assessment of three aspects of M&E quality: its design, its implementation, 

and its use. To maximize variation, only the narratives for which the M&E quality was rated as 

negligible (the lowest rating) or high (the highest rating) were coded. All projects evaluated 

between January 2008 and 2015 with an M&E quality rating of negligible or high were extracted 

from the IEG project performance database. There were 39 projects with a 'high' quality of M&E 

and 254 projects with a 'negligible' rating. Using the software MaxQDA, a code system was  

applied to all of the 293 text segments in the sample
19

. 

 

                                                             
19 The coding system was organized among three master code "M&E design," "M&E implementation" and "M&E 
use" to reflect IEG rating system. Each sub-code captures a particular characteristic of the M&E process. As is the 
norm in content analysis, the primary unit of analysis is a coded segment (i.e. a unit of text), that does not 
necessarily correspond to a number of projects. 
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M&E Design  

Characteristics of high quality M&E design 

One of the most frequently cited characteristics of high quality design is the presence of a clearly 

defined plan to collect baseline data that are straightforward or that rely on data already collected. 

Systems that are in place right from the beginning of the intervention are more likely to be able to 

collect the baseline information promptly.  A related characteristic of high quality M&E design is 

a close alignment with the client's system. The M&E systems were described as well aligned with 

the Country Assistance Strategy and National Development Plan, building on an existing 

government-led data collection effort, or piggy backing on routine administrative data collection 

initiatives.  

 With regards to the results framework, high quality frameworks are described as "a 

matrix in which an informative, relevant and practical M&E system is fully set out," with a 

logical progression from the CAS, to PDO, to KPI, capturing both outputs and outcomes, as well 

as their linkage. In such frameworks, indicators are clear, measurable and time-bound and tightly 

related to PDOs. Indicators are also described as "fine-tuned" to meet the context of the program. 

These indicators are supported by a well-presented, clear and simple data system that is 

computerized and allows for timely collection and retrieval of information. Geographic 

Information System is mentioned a few times as a key asset, as well as systems that enable 

accessing information from other implementing agencies.  

Another key ingredient is the clear institutional set-up with regards to M&E tasks. For instance, a 

full-time member of the Project Management Unit (PMU) is assigned to M&E. There is a clear 

division of responsibilities and an active role of the Bank in reviewing progress updates. 

Oftentimes the set-up relies on an existing structure within the client country and may have an 

oversight body (e.g., a steering committee) in charge of quality control. The  reporting is 

portrayed as regular, complete and reliable. Data are provided to the Bank regularly and can be 

provided "on-demand." Key decisions are well documented and the Bank is kept informed.  
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Characteristics of low quality M&E design 

On the contrary, projects with low M&E quality tend to have either no clear plan for the 

collection of baseline data, or a plan that is too ambitious and unfeasible, so that baseline data are 

either never collected or collected too late to be informative.  The results chain is either absent or 

very weak, with no attempt to link the Project Development Objectives (PDOs) with the activities 

and the key indicators selected. The results framework is not well calibrated with indicators that 

capture achievement that are highly dependable on contextual factors, and thus hardly attributable 

to the Bank's activities. An added limitation is the fact that PDOs tend to be worded in a way that 

is not amenable to measurement. Indicators are output-oriented and poorly defined. The plans 

often include too many indicators that are unlikely to be traceable and are not accompanied with 

adequate means of data collection. The word 'complexity' was recurrent in describing the data 

collection plans.  

 These weaknesses in the results and indicators framework often go hand in hand with a 

weak institutional set-up around M&E. Projects do not always have a clearly assigned coordinator 

for M&E activities. There can be interruptions in the M&E staffing within the Project 

Management Unit. The projects can also suffer from the lack of supervision by the World Bank 

project team  and limited oversight. In some cases, planned MIS were never built or operational 

and as a results, reporting is described as irregular, patchy, and neglected by the PMU.  

 Finally, a number of inconsistencies are noticed by the reviewer. Some projects are 

marked by  inconsistencies between the Project Approval Document and  the Legal Agreement 

LA—that challenge the choice of performance indicators. Others may have results frameworks 

that are not adjusted after restructuring, with no attempt to retrofit the M&E framework to match 

the reformed plan. Oftentimes, even if the M&E framework has been flagged as definition by 

peer reviewers, or at the time of the QAE, no improvement takes place at implementation.  Figure 

15 presents graphically the results of the content analysis for the M&E design assessment.   
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Figure 15. M&E Design rating characteristics 

Notes:   

1.The unit of analysis is a coded segment.  
2.There are 91 coded segments in the category M&E = high and 235 in the category M&E = low.  

3.The data are normalized for comparison purposes.  
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M&E Implementation  

Characteristics of high quality M&E implementation 

For projects with a high quality M&E the appropriate M&E design is generally followed through 

in implementation. Few details about the characteristics of M&E implementation are provided in 

the text. The most salient idea is that implementation is successful because it is integrated into 

operation as one of the objectives of the project, rather than being seen as an ad hoc activity. 

Integrating M&E within the operation as an end in it of itself is seen as contributing to reinforcing 

ownership and building capacity of the Project Implementation Unit (PIU). An additional 

characteristic of successful implementation is the presence of an audit of the data collection and 

analysis systems. From the point of view of IEG, this oversight increases the credibility of the 

data collected.  

Characteristics of low quality M&E implementation  

Projects with low quality M&E design also tend to fall through at the implementation stage due to 

a number of interrelated factors. There is weak monitoring capacity both on the client and on the 

Bank side. There can be delay in the hiring of an M&E specialist, and /or few staff in the 

counterpart's government to be able to perform M&E tasks. Overreliance on external consultant is 

associated with weak implementation.  The funding of elaborate M&E plan is also sometimes 

lacking.  

 Low quality is also associated with methodological issues, such as surveys based on an 

inappropriate sample, or with a low response rate; planned data collection not carried through; or 

a lack of evidence that the methodology was sound. Audits of the data collection system are not 

necessarily performed. An additional issue that was cited in the ICRR has to do with the bad 

timing of particular M&E activities (e.g., survey, baseline). Indicators can at time be changed 

during the project cycle with the impossibility to retrofit the original measurement. Possibly, the 

results of the data analysis were not available at the time of the ICR. Figure 16. captures these 

results graphically.  
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Figure 16. M&E Implementation rating characteristics 
Notes: 

1. The unit of analysis is a coded segment. 

2.  There are 50 coded segments in the category M&E = high and 109 in the category M&E = low.  

3. The data are normalized for comparison purposes.  

 

M&E Use  

Characteristics of high quality M&E use 
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strengthen implementation. M&E information is also used to identify bottlenecks and take 
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the implementation unit, and informs adjustments in the targets during restructuring.  
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and policies.  
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Characteristics of low quality M&E use 

 A recurrent statement in the rating of projects with low quality of M&E is that there has 

been limited use because of issues with M&E design and implementation. Another frequent 

statement is that the ICR does not provide any information on the usage of M&E, thereby 

impeding IEG to judge whether M&E has led to any change in the project management or in 

subsequent projects.  

Instances of non-use are also cited, whereby the system is seen as a data compilation tool with 

limited analysis or conducted simply as a compliance exercise mandated by the Bank. 

Additionally, doubts about the quality of the data, hindered the necessary credibility for usage in 

decision-making. The reviewers noted some instances where the M&E system was not used at an 

auspicious moment, which led to a missed opportunity for course-correction. They also noted a 

number of cases where the results of the evaluation were not readily available to inform the 

second phase of a particular intervention, or instances where the data were available but the 

analysis was not carried out in time. These findings are displayed in Figure 17.  

 
Figure 17. M&E use rating characteristics 
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Notes:   

1.The unit of analysis is a coded segment.  

2.There are 45 coded segments in the category M&E = high and 83 in the category M&E = low.  

3. The data are normalized for comparison purposes 

ESTIMATION STRATEGY: PROPENSITY SCORE ANALYSIS  

Basic assumptions testing  

The data were screened in order to test whether the assumptions underlying ordered logit and 

propensity score analysis were met. As shown in Table 13,  the data were tested for 

multicolinearity and it was found that the tolerance statistics ranged between [0.4721; 0.96] 

which is within Kline's recommended range of 0.10 and above (Kline, 2011). The VIF statistics 

ranged between [1.08; 2.12] which is below Kline's cut-off value of 10.0  (Kline, 2011). I 

conclude that standards multicolinearity is not an issue in this dataset. While univariate normality 

is not necessary for the models that we use, it brings a more stable solution. It  was tested 

graphically by plotting the kernel density estimate against a normal density (see Figure 18). 

Homoskedasticity is not needed in the models used here.  

Table 13: Data screening for multicolinearity 

 
Variables VIF SQRT VIF Tolerance Squared 

M&E quality 1.55 1.25 0.645 0.355 

Number of TTL during project cycle 1.03 1.02 0.9663 0.0337 

Quality at Entry (IEG rating) 2.03 1.42 0.4935 0.5065 

Quality of Supervision (IEG rating) 2.1 1.45 0.4771 0.5229 

Borrower Implementation (IEG rating) 2.12 1.45 0.4727 0.5273 

Borrower Compliance (IEG rating) 1.89 1.38 0.5281 0.4719 

Expected project duration   1.08 1.04 0.9299 0.0701 

Log of project size 1.08 1.04 0.9233 0.0767 

Mean VIF = 1.61 

    Notes: All the VIF are well below the cutoff of 10 , indicating that multicolinearity is not a concern here 
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Figure 18. Data screening for univariate normality 

Propensity score matching  

Based on the assumptions of the Propensity Score theorems laid out in Chapter 3, matching 

corresponds to a covariate-specific treatment vs. control comparisons, weighted conjunctly to 

obtain a single ATT (Angrist & Pischke, 2009, p. 69). This method essentially aims to do three 

things: (i) to relax the stringent assumptions about the shape of the distribution and functional 

forms, (ii) to balance conditions across groups so that they approximate data generated randomly, 

(iii) to estimate counterfactuals representing the differential treatment effect (Guo & Fraser, 2010, 

p. 37). In this case, the regressor (M&E quality) is a categorical variable, which is transformed 

into a dichotomous variable. Given the score distribution of M&E quality centered on the middle 

scores of "modest" vs. "substantial" the data is dichotomized at the middle cut point
20

. In order to 

balance the two groups,  a propensity score is then estimated, which captures the likelihood that a 

project will receive good M&E based on a combination of institutional, project, and country level 

characteristics. Equation (1) represents this idea formally:  

                         (1) 

                                                             
20 The rating of M&E quality as negligible or modest are entered as good M&E =0 and the rating of 

M&E quality as substantial or high are entered as good M&E =1.  
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The propensity score for project i (i =1,.....,N), is the conditional probability of being assigned to 

treatment Zi =1 (high quality M&E) vs. control Zi =0 (low quality M&E) given a vector Xi  of 

observed covariates (project and country characteristics). It is assumed that after controlling for 

these characteristics Xi and Zi are independent. I use the recommended logistic regression model 

to estimate the propensity score. This first step is displayed in Table14.  

Table 14: Determining the Propensity score 

Variables 
Propensity Score  

M&E quality dummy 

Number of Task Team Leaders (TTL) during 

project cycle 

-.076*** 

(.036) 

Expected project duration   
-.038 

(.035) 

Log of project size 
.224*** 

(.057) 

Worldwide Governance Indicator (WGI) for 

government effectiveness 

.19809 

(.172) 

Borrower Implementation (IEG rating)  
.841*** 

(.104) 

Borrower Compliance (IEG rating) 
.509*** 

(.096) 

Sector Board Control dummy X 

Agreement Type dummy  X 

N 1385 

Pseudo R
2
 .214 

Notes:  

1. Logit model that serves to predict the likelihood of a project to receive good vs. bad M&E quality.  

2. M&E quality is dichotomized at the mid-point cut off. 

 As pedagogically explained by Guo and Fraser (2010) among others, the central idea of 

the method is to match each treated project           to n non-treated projects           on 

the vector of matching variable    presented above. It is then possible to compare the average of   

of the matched non-treated projects. The resulting difference is an estimate of the average 

treatment effect on the treated ATT. The standard estimator is presented in equation (2):  

                                                    (2) 

The subscript 'match' defines a matched subsample. For         the group includes all 

projects that have good M&E quality whose matched projects are found.          the group is 
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made up of all projects with poor M&E quality who were matched to projects with good M&E. 

Different matching methods and specifications are used to check the robustness of the results
21

. 

One issue that can surface is that for some propensity scores there might not be sufficient 

comparable observations between the control and treatment group (Heckman et al., 1997). Given 

that the estimation of the average treatment effect is only defined in the region of common 

support it is important to check the overlap between treatment and comparison group and ensure 

that any combination of characteristics observed in the treatment group can also be found among 

the projects within the comparison group (Caliendo & Koepenig, 2005). A formal test  balancing 

test for the main models is conducted; they all successfully pass the balancing test
22

.   

 Modeling multivalued treatment effects  

Given that both the independent and the dependent variables are measured on an ordinal scale, it 

is likely that the effects of an increase in M&E quality is not proportional. An interesting question 

to address is thus: How good does M&E have to be to make a difference in project performance? 

To answer this question, I take advantage of the fact that M&E quality is rated on a four-point 

scale  (negligible, modest, substantial and high), which is conceptually akin to having a treatment 

with multiple dosage. I rely on a generalization of the propensity score matching theorem of 

Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983), in which each level of rating has its own propensity score 

estimated via a multinomial logit model (Rubin, 2008). The inverse of a particular estimated 

propensity score is used as sampling weight to conduct a multivariate analysis of outcome 

(Imbens & Angrist, 1994; Lu et al., 2001). Here, the average treatment on the treated corresponds 

to the difference in the potential outcomes among the projects that get a particular level of M&E 

quality:  

   
                          (3) 

                                                             
21 I include various types of greedy matching and Mahalanobis metric distance matching. I also use a non-
parametric approach with kernel and bootstrapping. These estimation strategies are all available with the Stata 
command PSMATCH2.  
22 The basic assumptions have all been tested and validated but the results are not reported here for reasons of 
space.  
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 As equation (3) shows, the extra notation required to define the ATT in the multivalued 

treatment case denotes three different treatment levels:     defines the treatment level of the treated 

potential outcome; 0 is the treatment level of the control potential outcome; and t=   restricts the 

expectation to the projects that actually receive the dosage level    (Guo & Fraser, 2010; Hosmer 

et al., 2013). To compute the propensity score, a multinomial logistic regression combined with 

an inverse-probability-weighted-regression-adjustment (IPWRA) estimator are used, all available 

with the Stata command PSMATCH2 and TEFFECTS IPWRA
23

.   

Project manager fixed-effects  

Another important issue to consider is whether the observed effect of M&E quality on project 

performance is a simple proxy for the intrinsic performance of its project managers. As shown 

above and in past work, the quality of supervision is strongly and significantly correlated with 

project outcome, and one would expect that M&E is a partial determinant of quality of 

supervision: how well can  project managers supervise the operation if they cannot track progress 

achieved and challenges? Consequently, using a fixed effect for the identity of the TTL instead of 

an indicator for the quality of supervision, can help solve this correlation issue.  

 The third modeling strategy is thus to use a conditional (fixed effect) logistic 

regressions
24

. Essentially, this modeling technique looks at the effect of the treatment (good M&E 

quality) on a dummy dependent variable (project outcome rating dichotomized as successful or 

not successful) within a specific group of projects. Here projects are grouped by their project 

manager identification numbers.   

 Throughout the paper, the unit of analysis is a project. All specifications include a 

number of basic controls for the type of agreement, the type of sector and the year of the 

evaluation. I also include a number of project characteristics such as number of TTL that were 

                                                             
23 This estimator is doubly robust and is recommended when there are missing data. Given that the outcome 

variable is a categorical and necessarily positive variable, the poison option inside the outcome-model specification 
is used . 
24  Also described as conditional logistic regression for matched treatment-comparison groups (e.g., Hosmer et al., 
2013) 
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assigned to the project of its entire cycle, the expected project duration and the log of project size, 

as well as a measure of country government.  

RESULTS 

I find that good M&E quality is positively associated with  project outcomes as measured 

institutionally by the Bank. Table 15 documents the role of various project and country correlates 

in explaining the variation in outcome across projects using OLS regressions. Each panel reports 

results for both IEG and ICR outcome ratings. When measured with IEG outcome rating, the 

quality of M&E is highly positively correlated with project outcome. A one-point increase in 

M&E quality (on a four-point scale) is associated with a 0.3 point increase in project performance 

(on a six- point scale), and is statistically significant at the 1% level. This positive relationship 

persists when controlling for the quality of supervision and the quality at entry. In that case, a 

one-point increase in M&E quality is associated with a 0.17 increase in project performance. This 

magnitude of the association is on par with the effect size of the quality of supervision (0.18 

points)—which was found in previous work to be a critical determinant of project success (e.g., 

Denizer et al., 2013; Buntaine & Park, 2013)— and is statistically significant at the 1% level. 

However, when outcome is measured through self-evaluation, this correlation remains positive 

but its magnitude is smaller (0.12 in model 1 and 0.03 in model 3), and statistically significant 

only at the 10% level.  

 While the results from simple OLS regressions are easier to interpret, an ordered-logit 

model is more appropriate given that the outcome variable is discrete on a six-point scale. On 

such a large number of categories, the value-added of recognizing explicitly the discrete nature of 

the dependent variable is rather limited and results from ordered-logit regressions do not make a 

difference in terms of size and significance of the effect, as shown in Table 16. 

 Next, I focus on comparing projects that are very similar on a range of characteristics but 

differ in their quality of M&E. To do so, I rely on several types of propensity score matching 

techniques, in order to test out a number of estimation strategies and ensure that the results are not 
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merely a reflection of modeling choices. As shown in Table 17 three types of "greedy 

matching"—with and without higher order and interaction terms—are tested (Model 1,2,3,4 & 

6,7,8,9). A non-parametric approach with kernel and bootstrapping for the estimation of the 

standard error (Model 5 & 10) is also tested. In the left panel these models test the association 

between  M&E quality and the project outcome rating. PSM results indicate that good M&E 

quality has a strong and statistically significant effect on the outcome measure of Bank. The 

estimated  ATT ranges between 0.33 and 0.40 on a six-point outcome scale, depending on the 

matching technique. The estimate is statistical significant and robust to specification variation. 

Table 15: M&E quality and outcome ratings: OLS regressions 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

IEG rating ICR rating IEG rating ICR rating IEG rating ICR rating 

M&E quality .307*** 

(.029) 

.117*** 

(.028) 

.212*** 

(.029) 

.057*** 

(.029) 

.168*** 

(.029) 

.029* 

(.029) 

Number of project 

managers  during 

project cycle 

.007 

(.008) 

-.0015 

(0.008) 

.010 

(.008) 

-0.001 

(.008) 

.0139* 

(.008) 

.003 

(.008) 

Expected project 

duration  (in years) 

.014 

(.008) 

-.009 

(.0084) 

.022*** 

(.008) 

0.013** 

(.008) 

.020*** 

(.008) 

.01** 

(.008) 

Log of project size 

(log $) 

.0002 

(.014) 

-.006 

(.013) 

-.012 

(.013) 

-.013 

(.013) 

-.011 

(.013) 

-.013 

(.013) 

WGI for government 

effectiveness 

-.042 

(.039) 

-.018 

(.038) 

-.017 

(.037) 

.008 

(.037) 

-.008 

(.037) 

-.011 

(.037) 

Quality at Entry   .268*** 

(.023) 

.170*** 

(.022) 

.233*** 

(.022) 

.148*** 

(.022) 

Quality of 

Supervision 

    .183*** 

(.025) 

.114*** 

(.025) 

Borrower 

Implementation 

0.36*** 

(.024) 

.343*** 

(.023) 

.283*** 

(.024) 

.293*** 

(.0235) 

.224*** 

(.025) 

.26*** 

(.024) 

Borrower 

Compliance 

0.32*** 

(.023) 

.332*** 

(.022) 

.246*** 

(.022) 

.284*** 

(.022) 

.220*** 

(.022) 

.267*** 

(.022) 

Sector  (dummy) X X X X X X 

Type of agreement 

(dummy) 

X X X X X X 

Evaluation Year 

(dummy) 

X X X X X X 

N 1298 1298 1298 1298 1298 1298 

Adjusted R2 0.596 0.565 0.637 0.572 0.651 0.578 

Notes:  
***statistically significant at p<0.01; ** statistically significant at p<0.05; * statistically significant at p<0.1   
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Table 16: M&E quality and outcome ratings: Ordered-logit model 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

IEG rating ICR rating IEG rating ICR 

rating 

IEG rating ICR rating 

M&E quality 1.08*** 

(.103) 

.4897*** 

(.104) 

.847*** 

(.106) 

.290*** 

(.109) 

.708***1 

(.108) 

.212* 

(.111) 

Number of project 

managers  during project 

cycle 

.0118 

(.0278) 

-.015 

(0.028) 

.026 

(.0285) 

-0.009 

(0.289) 

.039 

(.028) 

-003 

(.029) 

Expected project duration  

(in years) 

.029 

(.029) 

-.005 

(.030) 

.058 

(.030) 

0.011 

(.031) 

.057*** 

(.030) 

.009 

(.031) 

Log of project size (log 

$) 

.0158 

(.0475) 

.0036 

(.051) 

-.268 

(.048) 

-.017 

(.051) 

-.029 

(.044) 

-.016 

(.051) 

WGI for government 

effectiveness 

-.215* 

(.133) 

-.117 

(.141) 

-.165 

(.138) 

-.091 

(.142) 

-.112 

(.139) 

-.047 

(.151) 

Quality at Entry    .977*** 

(.0856) 

.651*** 

(.0.84) 

.880*** 

(.087) 

.596*** 

(.086) 

Quality of Supervision      .623*** 

(.092) 

.321*** 

(.093) 

Borrower Implementation  1.189*** 

(.087) 

1.220*** 

(.089) 

.992*** 

(.089) 

1.078*** 

(.0922) 

.823*** 

(.093) 

.976*** 

(.096) 

Borrower Compliance  1.072*** 

(.0814) 

1.17*** 

(.084) 

.864*** 

(.084) 

1.014*** 

(.087) 

.793*** 

(.085) 

.971*** 

(.087) 

Sector  (dummy) X X X X X X 

Type of agreement 

(dummy) 

X X X X X X 

Evaluation Year 

(dummy) 

X X X X X X 

N 1298 1298 1298 1298 1298 1298 

Pseudo R2 0.3415 0.3365 0.381 0.356 0.394 0.359 

Notes:  
***statistically significant at p<0.01; ** statistically significant at p<0.05; * statistically significant at p<0.1 

1Interpretation: This is the ordered log-odds estimate for a one unit increase in M&E quality score on the 

expected outcome level given the other variables are held constant in the model. If a project were to increase its 
M&E quality score by one point (on a 4-point scale), its ordered log-odds of being in a higher outcome 

rating category would increase by 0.708 while the other variables in the model are held constant. Transforming 
this to odds ratio facilitates the interpretation: The odds of being in a higher outcome rating category are two times 
higher for a project with a one point increase in M&E quality rating, all else constant. In other words, the odds of 
being in a higher outcome category are 100% higher for project with a one point increase in M&E quality rating.  

 

 The association between  good M&E quality on project outcome remains positive and 

statistically significant at the 1%  level in the right panel, where the outcome is measured through 

self-evaluation, but its magnitude is not as strong.  With this measure of outcome, PSM results in 

a ATT ranging from 0.14 and 0.17 on a six-point outcome scale. The interpretation of this 

difference in magnitude of M&E effect on project outcome is not straightforward. On the one 
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hand, this difference could be interpreted as a symptom of the "disconnect" between operational 

team and IEG whereby— despite the harmonization in rating procedures between self and 

independent evaluations—the two are not capturing project performance along the same criteria. 

In other words, M&E quality is a crucial element of the objective and more removed assessment 

by IEG, but plays a weaker role in "the somewhat more subjective and insightful" approach of the 

self-rating (Brixi, Lust & Woolcock, 2015,p.285). For example,  outcome ratings by the team in 

charge of the operation may rely less on the explicit evidence provided by the M&E system, than 

on a more tacit and experiential way of understanding project success. Nevertheless, the fact that 

the effect of M&E quality on outcome is positive and statistically significant across specifications 

give credence to the idea that there is more to M&E than the mere measurement of results. The 

reasons underlying this disconnect are the explored in depth in Chapter 6.  

 In addition to documenting the association between M&E quality and project outcome, I 

am also interested in answering a more practical question: how high does the score of M&E 

quality has to be to make a difference in project outcome rating?  As displayed in Table 18, the 

model measures the average difference in outcomes between projects across levels of M&E 

quality. This model confirms that the relationship between M&E quality and project outcome 

rating is not proportional. Projects that move from a "negligible" to a "modest" M&E quality 

score 0.24 points higher on the six-point outcome rating scale. The magnitude of the association 

is even higher when moving from a "substantial" to a "high" M&E quality, which is associated 

with an improvement in the outcome rating by 0.74 points on the six-point scale.  

 As with other models, however, when measured through self-evaluation the association 

between  project outcome ratings and M&E  quality  is not as evident. Only when increasing the 

quality of M&E by the equivalent of two points on the M&E quality scale, this improvement 

translates into a statistically significant increase in project outcome rating. For example, when 

improving M&E quality from negligible to substantial, projects score 0.27 points higher on the 

six-point outcome scale.  
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Table 17: Results of various propensity score estimators 

Outcome measure IEG outcome rating ICR outcome rating 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) 

Estimator 5 

nearest 

neighbor 

Nearest 

neighbor 

within 

specific 

caliper1 

Radius 

(caliber 

0.1) 

5 Nearest 

neighbor 

Kernel 

(epan)2 

5 nearest 

neighbor 

Nearest 

neighbor 

within 

specific 

caliper1 

Radius 

(caliber 

0.1) 

5 Nearest 

neighbor 

Kernel 

(epan)2 

ATT difference 

.372*** 

(.0644) 

.379*** 

(.079) 

.404*** 

(.064) 

.336*** 

.074 

.364*** 

(.044) 

.145*** 

(.059) 

.168*** 

(.074) 

.172*** 

(.060) 

.138***   

(.069)      

.145*** 

(.033) 

          
Interaction terms 

& higher order 
No No No Yes No No No No Yes No 

Untreated (N=) 923 923 923 923 923 924 924 924 924 924 

Treated (N=) 375 374 374 375 374 374 375 374 375 374 
Notes:  
Standard errors are indicated in bracket. 
*when t> 1.96  
1 The caliper is 0.25 times the standard deviation of the propensity score 
2 The kernel type used here is the default epan standard error obtained with bootstrapping  
 

 



 

140 

Table 18: Average treatment effect on the treated for various levels of M&E quality 

M&E quality level IEG rating ICR rating 

ATT  (modest vs. negligible) 
.238*** 

(.071) 

.111* 

 (.066) 

ATT (substantial vs. modest) 
.319*  

(.242) 

 .177 

(.277) 

ATT (substantial vs. negligible) 
.543*** 

(.099) 

.275***  

(.097) 

ATT (high vs. substantial) 
.739*** 

(.340) 

.461  

(.365) 

ATT (high vs. modest) 
1.053*** 

(.250) 

.639***  

(.250) 

ATT (high vs. negligible) 
1.059*** 

(.249) 

.523***  

(.248) 

(N=) 1298 1299 
Notes:  

1. The models control for WGI, anticipated duration, number of managers, project size, measure of quality at entry 
and quality of supervision, as well as borrower implementation and compliance.  
2. Estimator: IPW regression adjustment, Outcome model = Poisson, treatment model: multinomial logit. 
3.  Robust standard errors in bracket. 
4.  *** statistically significant at the 1%, ** at the 5% and * at the 10% level. 

 

 Finally,  I use conditional logit regression with project manager fixed effect to measure 

the strength of the association between M&E quality and project outcome rating within groups of 

projects that have shared the same project managers at one point during their cycles. The results 

of this analysis are displayed in Table 19.  Within groups of projects that have shared a similar 

project manager, the odds of obtaining a better outcome rating are 85% higher for projects that 

have benefited from a good M&E quality than for projects that are similar on many 

characteristics but that have poor M&E quality. A surprising finding is that, for the first time in 

the analysis, the positive relationship between M&E quality and outcome rating is stronger in 

magnitude when considering the self-evaluation outcome rating than when considering the IEG 

outcome rating. Here, the odds of obtaining a better outcome rating are 178% higher for projects 

with good M&E quality than for projects with poor M&E quality. What the results seem to 

suggest is that a given project manager in charge of two similar projects but with one project 

benefitting from better M&E seems to obtain better project outcome rating on this particular 

project according to both self-evaluation and independent evaluation standards. 
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Table 19: Association between M&E quality and Project outcome ratings by project 

manager (TTL) groupings 

 

IEG outcome rating
1
 ICR outcome rating

2
 

Coeff 
Odds 

ratio 
Coeff 

Odds 

ratio 

M&E quality  
.617*** 

(0.172) 

1.85*** 

(0.319) 

1.023*** 

(.204) 

2.78*** 

(.56) 

Expected project duration  (year)  
.066 

(0.053) 

1.06 

(0.056) 

-.031 

(.06) 

.968 

(.059) 

Log of project size (log $) 
-.1007 

(0.123) 

.904 

(0.111) 

.202 

(.143) 

1.224 

(.175) 

WGI 
.276*** 

(0.081) 

1.33*** 

(0.122) 

-.075 

(.079) 

.872 

(.087) 

Borrower Performance (IEG rating)  
2.89*** 

(0.186) 

18.11*** 

(3.38) 

2.23*** 

(.173) 

9.27*** 

(1.61) 

Evaluation FY x x x x 

Manager unique identifier Grouping Grouping Grouping Grouping 

(N=) 1965 

0.6345 

1458 

0.62 Pseudo R
2
 

Notes:  

1. Models are C-logit (conditional logistic regression)  with fixed effects for TTL.  
2. The projects were sorted by UPI. I then identified projects with the same UPI and paired them up. Projects with a 
quality of M&E rating that was "negligible" or "modest" were assigned a 0 and projects with a quality of M&E 
rating that was "substantial" or "high" were assigned a 1.I then ran C-logit regressions for the matched case and 
control groups within a given UPI grouping.  

  

CONCLUSION 

This study is among the first to investigate quantitatively the association between  M&E quality 

and project performance across a large sample of development projects. . To summarize, I find 

that the quality of M&E is systematically positively associated with project outcome ratings as 

institutionally measured within the World Bank and its Independent Evaluation Group. The PSM 

results show that on average, projects with high M&E quality score between 0.13 and 0.40 points 

better than projects with poor M&E quality on a six-point outcome scale, depending on whether 

the outcome is measured by IEG or the team in charge of operation. This positive relationship 

holds when controlling for a range of project characteristics and is robust to various modeling 

strategies and specification choices.  More specifically, the study shows that:  
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 (1) When measured through OLS, and when controlling for a wide range of factors, 

including the quality of supervision and the project quality at entry, the magnitude of the 

relationships between  M&E quality and project outcome rating is on par with the associations 

between  quality of supervision  and project outcome rating (respectively 0.17 and 0.18 points 

better on a 6 point scales).  

 (2) When matching projects, the ATT of good M&E quality on project outcome ratings 

ranges from 0.33 to 0.40  points when measured by IEG, and between 0.14 and 0.17 points when 

measured by the self-evaluation.  

 (3) Even when controlling for project manager identity (which was found in the past to be 

the strongest predictor of project performance), the ATT M&E quality remains positive and 

statistically significant. The odds of scoring better on project outcome are 85% higher for projects 

with high M&E quality than for otherwise similar projects that were managed by the same project 

manager at one point in their project cycle but have low M&E quality.  

 All in all, the systematic positive association between M&E quality and outcome rating 

found in this study, gives credence to the idea that within the institutional performance rating 

system of the World Bank and IEG, M&E quality is a particularly strong determinant of 

satisfactory project ratings. However, given the impossibility to fully address endogeneity issues 

with this identification strategy, it is critical to further investigate the institutional dynamic around 

project performance measurement and RBME within the World Bank, which I tackle in the next 

chapter.  

 This chapter sheds light on patterns of regularity in the positive relationships between 

M&E quality and project performance. However, recalling Pawson's warning on the artefactual or 

contradictory nature of statistically significant relationships cited in Chapter 3, the quantitative 

findings leave the door open to further inquiry. First, these findings beg more questions about 

why the association between  M&E quality and  project performance rating is higher when 

project performance is measured by IEG, in the framework of an independent validation, than 
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when it is measured by the implementing team, in the framework of a self-evaluation. This 

chapter confirms that there is a substantial 'disconnect' between how IEG and how operational 

staff measure success. The reasons for this disconnect are at the center of the next chapter.  

 Second, the findings raise a paradox: even if the strong associations between M&E 

quality and project outcome rating  simply reflects institutional logics and the preferences of the 

IEG, it remains that, given the institutional performance rating system of the World Bank and 

IEG, M&E quality is a particularly strong determinant of satisfactory project ratings by IEG, 

which then get reflected in the WBG corporate scorecard. One would thus expect agents within 

the World Bank to seek to improve the quality of their project M&E in order to obtain a better 

rating on their project outcome by IEG.  Yet, the overall quality of M&E has remained 

historically low at the Bank, as displayed in Figure 19. Since the IEG has started measuring the 

quality of M&E, the proportion of projects with a high M&E quality has remained below a third 

of all projects. Conversely, projects with a high low M&E quality have consistently represented 

more than two thirds of all projects.  

 
 

Figure 19. M&E quality rating overtime (2006-2015) 
 
Notes: Low M&E quality combines the ratings "negligible" and "modest" and High M&E quality combines the 
ratings "substantial" and "high" 
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The diagnosis that M&E quality is rather weak, in fact dates as far back as the early 1990s. The 

earliest Annual Review of World Bank's results prepared by the Operations Evaluation 

Department that is available online, dates back to 1991. That year, the review focused on the 

World Bank-supported projects concerning the management of the environment. In this edition, 

the weakness of monitoring and (self) evaluation was already highlighted, in the following terms:  

Despite the Bank's increasing emphasis on environmental assessment in recent years, 

most PCRs still give insufficient attention to project environmental components and 

consequences. In order to more adequately monitor and evaluate project environmental 

performance, the existing information base needs to be improved. Bank borrowers and 

staff should be provided with more detailed orientation regarding reporting requirements 

and performance indicators than is presently contained in either the PCR or 

Environmental Assessment guidelines.(OED, 1991, p. 14) 

 The same issues persisted overtime and were pointed out in subsequent reports, as 

illustrated in Table 20 where I list some of the reports' findings on the quality of M&E by 

increments of five years. As is obvious from these quotes, the weaknesses of the M&E system 

have persisted overtime. In Chapter 6, I show how and why these challenges have not vanished 

overtime but have remained salient until today.  

Table 20: The performance of the World Bank's RBME system as assessed by IEG 

Year Relevant quotes from IEG annual reports on World Bank results 

1995 

" Development risk assessment, monitoring, and evaluation should be 

strengthened throughout the project cycle and used to inform country assistance 

strategy design and execution." 

1999 

"The performance of the Bank and most developing countries in monitoring and 

evaluation has been weak. Yet the international development goals, the recent 

attention to governance, and the move to programmatic lending reinforce the need 

for results-based management and stronger evaluation capacities and local 

accountability systems." 

2001 

"Since many operations do not yet specify verifiable performance indicators, 

ratings for these projects can be based only on specified intermediate objectives. 

In addition, the timing of evaluations frequently makes it difficult to use projected 
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impacts or even genuine outcomes for rating purposes. Hence, until adjustment 

operations are designed so as to be evaluable, e.g., through the use of a logical 

framework, evaluation ratings for such lending will continue to be geared more to 

compliance with conditionality and achievement of intermediate outcomes than to 

final outcomes and impacts."   (Continued) 

2005 

"In 2005, a QAG report pointed out that the data underpinning portfolio 

monitoring indicators continued to be hampered by the absence of candor and 

accuracy in project performance [ ] In fiscal 2005 the implementation status report 

was introduced. The success of the ISR will depend on the degree to which it 

addresses the challenges encountered with its predecessor, which included weak 

incentives for its use as a management tool. To encourage more focus on, and 

realism in, project supervision, portfolio oversight will be included in the results 

agreements of country and sector managers...While policies and procedures are 

being put in place, it will take time before the Bank is able to effectively manage 

for results. Bank management will need to align incentives to manage for results. 

It has taken an important step in this direction by incorporating portfolio oversight 

as an element in the annual reviews for all managers of country and sector 

management units."  

2009 

"Progress has been made in updating policies and frameworks, but there is 

considerable room to improve how M&E is put into practice...M&E is rated 

modest or lower in two thirds of the ICR reviews." 

2014 

"The World Bank Group has to address some long-standing work quality issues to 

realize its Solution Bank ambitions ... Roughly one of every five 

recommendations formulated by IEG and captured in the Management Action 

Record included a reference to M&E, pointing to a common challenge across the 

Bank Group...The most frequently identified shortcomings in Bank support at 

entry are deficiencies in M&E design. The prominence of poor M&E confirms the 

consistently poor ICR review ratings for World Bank projects in that regards. Of 

the 131 PPARs that included a rating for M&E, M&E was rated substantial or 

high in 49 (37.5%) instances."   

Source: extracts from the executive summaries of OED (now IEG) annual reviews' on World Bank's results. 
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CHAPTER 6: UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIORAL MECHANISMS  

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapter, I concluded on a puzzle: while good project M&E quality is closely 

associated with  satisfactory project outcomes rating, at least as institutionally measured by the 

World Bank, project-level M&E quality has remained low as assessed by the Independent 

Evaluation Group (IEG), and this despite an effort to institutionalize results-based management 

since the late 1990s.   

 In June 2015, IEG presented the latest edition of its flagship report, the Results and 

Performance of the World Bank Group (RAP) for the year 2014. A panel of experts, including 

Alison Evans an evaluation expert who worked on the same report in 1997, convened to reflect 

on the report’s findings. ,  Evans said "On reading the 2014 RAP, I was struck by how familiar 

the storyline felt." She referred to the main findings of the 2014 edition:  

For both the World Bank and IFC, poor work quality was driven mainly by inadequate 

quality at entry, underscoring the importance of getting things right from the outset. For 

the World Bank, applying past lessons at entry, effective risk mitigation, sound 

monitoring and evaluation (M&E) design, and appropriate objectives and results 

frameworks are powerful attributes of well-designed projects. (IEG, 2015e ix) 

 In a guest post on the IEG blog, she proceeded with wondering why the headlines were 

so similar despite the 16 years that had unfolded and she made three hypotheses:    

(i) Delivery is a lot more complex and riskier now, compared with 1997. If this is the 

case, the headlines may look the same but the target has shifted. (ii) The World Bank is 

not coming to grips with the behaviors and incentives that drive better performance. 

Internal reforms have repeatedly addressed the World Bank’s business model. Is the 

consistency in the analysis a sign that deep down, incentives haven’t fundamentally 

changed? (iii) The metrics are no longer capturing the most important dimensions of 

https://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/evaluations/rap2014
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Bank performance. Has the drive for performance measurement obscured the importance 

of trial and error? (Evans, 2015) 

 Utilizing a quantitative research approach and thinking of an organization as rational, as 

was the case in the previous chapter is insufficient to answer these questions .A much more 

granular understanding of agents' behaviors within the RBME system is needed. This lens is best 

served by an in-depth qualitative analysis of the system informed by the embedded institutional 

theory of organization that I introduced in Chapter 2.  

 This chapter explores some of the hypotheses laid out above and seeks to answer the 

following overarching question: What behavioral factors explain how the RBME system works in 

practice ? The links the macro perspective laid out in Chapter 4 on the overarching structure of 

the system to the micro lens of the project exposed in Chapter 5, by exploring the meso-level of 

agents' behavior within particular organizational processes and cultures that are shaped both by 

internal and external signals. The chapter is thus anchored in a theory of organization as 

embedded institution.  

 The premise of this strand of literature is that much of what makes organizations is 

socially constructed and is not exogenously given as rational or functional (Dahler-Larsen, 2012, 

p. 59). Even the most "rational" aspects of organizational life, such as plans, strategies, structures 

and evaluations are themselves social constructs. These social constructs become 

institutionalized. In other words, these cultural traits become objectified (reified) and taken for 

granted as real. In turn, institutions have their own logic and are characterized by inertia; with no 

guarantee that over time they serve any function within the organization beyond their own 

perpetuation. Self-perpetuation operates through diffusion mechanisms that rely on normative, 

regulative, and cognitive pillars (Scott, 1995; Dahler-Larsen, 2012).  

 A second insight from institutional theory is that there are often inconsistencies between 

the elements assimilated from the pressure of the external environment and the organization's 

internal culture. These contradictions are referred to as instances of "loose coupling." Loosely 
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coupled systems can cope with the heterogeneous demands of diverse stakeholders. . Indeed, gaps 

between discourse and actions, policies and operations, and goals and implementations are 

constitutive parts of international organizations' coping mechanisms (Weick, 1976). However, at 

times, these inherent inconsistencies stemming from conflicts between the demands from the 

external environment, and the internal structure and culture can be disclosed and threaten the 

organization's legitimacy. At this point, instability occurs and change must take place to realign 

discourse and actions (Weaver, 2008).  

 This inherent tension foreshadows the main insight from institution theory that would 

help resolve the finding from Chapter 5. The evaluation function was largely set up as a 

mechanism to bridge the asymmetry of information between principals and agents, and to 

strengthen both internal and external accountability for results: ensuring that the organization 

delivers on its officially declared goals, objectives and policies. In other word the espoused theory 

and  the 'functional' role of an RBME system is precisely to reveal and resolve the inconsistencies 

between organizationalintentions and actions. However, it is necessary to investigate whether this 

is actually the case or whether it is possible that the institutionalization of  project-level self-

evaluation within a complex organizational fabric may have led the system to fall prey to some of 

the phenomena it was erected to resolve in the first place, thereby exacerbating the intrinsic 

disconnect between intentions and actions, and loose coupling.  

  The chapter is organized as follows. The first part lays out the external signals 

from the various principals of the World Bank as they relate to RBME. I describe how these 

signals are transformed when they enter the boundaries of the organization and how they are 

interpreted and internalized by agents within the RBME system. In part 2, I depict the internal 

signals that come from within the organization, and largely relate to elements of the World Bank's 

culture. In part 3, I show how the organizational processes, and material  factors that frame World 

Bank staff's project-level RBME practice,  affect agents behaviors. In the final section, I explain 

how agents  deal with the ambivalent signals that come from within and outside the Bank  . The 
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empirical situation matches well  four key concepts derived from organizational sociology, which 

help shed light on these behavioral mechanisms: "loose-coupling" (Weaver, 2008); "irrationality 

of rationalization" (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999); "ritualization " (Dahler-Larsen, 2012); and 

"cultural contestation" (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999). The various explanatory elements of staff 

behaviors within the complex organizational and evaluation system are summarized in Figure 20. 

The darker layer, labeled "agents' behavior," describes the four main findings of the chapter..  

 Each section contains a large amount of direct quotes from interviews, in the tradition of 

qualitative and ethnographic research, which emphasizes the importance of rich description and 

of giving voice to research participants. Research material stemming from interviews and focus 

groups are bolstered, contrasted or contradicted, depending on the situation, by other sources of 

information such as publicly disclosed documentations, and systematic content analysis of 

project-level evaluations. Moreover, institutional routines and habitual patterns pose particular 

methodological challenges and necessitate an empirical effort to dive below the surface of 

insiders' perspectives. This is why I particularly focus on instances of ambiguity and 

ambivalence, equivocal language, the disorderly signals from the system, and the incompleteness 

of RBME practices. Emphasizing these discordant characteristics of the system is a consequence 

of methodological choices, and not a criticism of actors' behaviors. 

EXTERNAL SIGNALS  

Through interviews , I gathered rich and granular evidence of the power of external signals 

mediated through evaluative mechanisms, and how these signals have influenced staff behavior 

within the project-level self-evaluation system. In this section, I describe in depth three of these 

mechanisms: the emphasis on ratings, the desire to avoid a discrepancy in rating with IEG 

evaluation, and the counteracting signals to respond to volume and lending pressure.  

 As described in Chapter 4, since the late 1990s the World Bank has been pressured to 

increasingly focus on delivering results to its clients and is considered accountable by its 

governors and stakeholders for achieving impact. The World Bank has also been under increasing 
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scrutiny from NGOs, think tanks and the public at large, and pressured to enhance the 

transparency of its operations. Moreover, with the multiplication of multilateral and bilateral 

development banks, and the emergence of many of its clients to the status of middle-income 

country, the organization is facing unprecedented competition and pressure to show its continued 

relevance and efficacy.  

 Meanwhile, the organization is also under pressure to continue to push for the volume of 

its loans. Many external actors and client countries continue to regard the World Bank, first and 

foremost as a bank. Some poorer countries are still highly dependent on World Bank's funding 

and push for the volume of its lending operations. These signals from external principals are 

displayed in the most upper part of Figure 20. For World Bank staff, however, these signals are 

somewhat distant, cacophonous and noisy, and remain so, unless they are internalized and 

translated into more tangible signals coming from internal principals within the organization's 

complex hierarchy of managers. These more proximate signals are displayed in the second upper 

layer of Figure 20 and unpacked in this section.  
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Figure 20. A loosely-coupled Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation system 
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Theme 1. Emphasis on ratings 

The performance measurement system that President McNamara conceived for the World Bank 

in the early 1970s has not dramatically changed with the evolution of the World Bank's mandate 

and its move towards more complex development interventions. If anything, the RBME system 

has become more stringent, and more comprehensive, with added layers of validations and peer-

reviews in an effort to further rationalize the process. The external pressures to hold the World 

Bank accountable for delivering development results has continued to motivate the need for 

simplifying the external reporting mechanisms to give clear signals to the outside world that (i) 

the World Bank keeps its operation in check; and (ii) it is achieving its objectives.  

 The introduction of a corporate scorecard in 2011 was the latest attempt to demonstrate to 

the outside world that the World Bank is taking RBM seriously. At the apex of the systems 

architecture, the scorecard drives the content of what is reported (ratings) and the behaviors of 

senior management, down to the project managers and their team. The scorecard information 

trickles-down to managerial dashboards where a range of indicators are closely monitored at the 

portfolio level. Consequently, adopting a performance target and tracking it in the corporate 

scorecard is often associated with rapid improvement—at least in the indicators. For example, the 

absence of baseline data has been highlighted by IEG in its annual review for more than a decade, 

as one of the most obvious weaknesses of the World Bank's RBME system. As a result, in 2012 

senior management  decided to incorporate a new corporate scorecard indicator that would 

capture the percentage of projects for which baseline data are available within six months of the 

start of implementation. Since then, the availability of baseline data has improved dramatically, 

from 69% of projects in 2013 to 80% of projects in 2014, with an ultimate target of 100% by 

2016. What this example shows, is that the corporate scorecard—upheld by the RBME system—

has the potential to send powerful signals that can change behaviors. 

 However, as foreshadowed in the performance management literature, (e.g., Radin, 2006) 

and the literature on governance by indicators (e.g., Davis et al. 2012; Chabbott, 2014; 
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Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff, 2015) governing with the wrong indicators can result in goal 

displacements, distort incentives and undermine the intrinsic motivation of staff. Citing Chabbott 

(2014), Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff (2015) explain that indicators are often "weaponized" and 

that "seemingly benign efforts to identify indicators for measuring progress and outcomes 

becomes cudgels that funders and politicians can employ to hold implementers accountable" 

(Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff, 2015, p. 225). Ten interviewees and participants in workshops, 

including managers, were skeptical of the validity of  the information captured in the scorecard. 

As one senior manager highlighted:  

"Some of the indicators in the scorecard have little meaning. They are the result of too 

much aggregation across too many contexts.. For example, of course it is possible to 

count the number of jobs in client countries that exist in the sector that the Bank 
supports, but how is this attributable to the Bank's efforts alone? Sometimes we seem to 

really be aggregating watermelons and blueberries." 

 
Another manager in the energy sector highlighted that in the day-to-day relationships with clients, 

some scorecard indicators also pose particular challenges: 

 "When we change indicators on the corporate scorecard we need to convince the clients 

that these new indicators are better than those that we had before, we also need to 

retrofit what was there before to feed into the new indicator." 
  

 Despite skepticism about what some of the the scorecard indicators truly capture, 

managers pay close attention to the information displayed in their dashboards, especially the 

percentage of projects in the portfolio of the country, region or sector, that is "MS+" (moderately 

satisfactory or above).  Relatedly, twenty-three interviewees voiced concern that managers only 

paid attention to the rating and not to the content and quality of the project evaluation, its lessons 

learned and challenges. That being said, several interviewees pointed to exceptional evaluation 

champions among the managers. Some of these managers were taking acute interest in either 

impact evaluations or in evaluation in general, and were pushing their team to draw lessons from 

past experience to inform future or current problem projects. As one country program coordinator 

explained, "signaling from the top is of utmost importance: some country directors pay more 
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attention, while others don’t. India is a good example which provides solutions based on project 

evaluation on the World Bank website." 

 Naturally, the pressure exerted from internal principals can affect the work of multiple 

agents involved in the RBME process, from the consultant hired to conduct the self-evaluation 

report, to the M&E specialist within the GP in charge of quality control and peer-reviewing, and 

to the other team members in charge of gathering evidence on project outcomes. One World Bank 

retiree who is now consulting for the organization and has been in charge of more than 85 project 

evaluations over the past 20 years explained:  

"At the time of the quality enhancement review, there is pressure around the ratings and 

to keep it above the line. The whole point from the management perspective is to preserve 

future lending. There is also personal prestige on the line, and the attitude that you 
mustn't offend the borrower." 

 
The following quotes echo staff concerns that the pressure for higher rating overshadows 

learning:  

"The new Global Practice system makes the reporting  more complex and there are more 

lines of approval:  14 GPs times 6 regions plus the country units.  The focus is on the 
overall t portfolio of projects under the responsibility of the manager, and how many are 

'Sat or 'Unsat.' Then there is back and forth negotiation about the rating..” (Author of 

self-evaluation reports) 
 

"Some Managers monitor and care solely about ratings and not much about the quality 

of the document." (M&E officer) 
 

"The ratings were changed five times for this project – the sector manager wanted 

different ratings than the country director. It was very frustrating, because the pendulum 

went back and forth and eventually the final ratings that were included in the ICR were 
the ones originally propose by the ICR author." (M&E officer) 

 

Theme 2. Desire to avoid a " disconnect" with IEG 

While showing positive results to its clients and shareholders is paramount for the organization, 

demonstrating the credibility and candor of its RBME system is equally important. Given that the 

World Bank relies on a combination of self-evaluation and independent validation to measure its 

results, a discrepancy between the two is interpreted as a weakness, and sometimes referred to as 

a  "lack of candor" from managers. In order to incentivize candor, the discrepancy in rating 
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between the self-evaluation and its independent validation by IEG has been turned into another 

indicator tracked in managerial dashboards, known as "the net disconnect". However, the tension 

between showing good results, and avoiding a downgrade by IEG, in turn can create a sense of 

incongruence and ambiguous messages "coming from above," as illustrated by the following 

quote from a World Bank retiree:  

“The VP has incentives to have a project rated satisfactory for the quality of the whole 

portfolio.  So there is the tension between rating it higher for the VP but lower so that it 
will not be downgraded by IEG. "  

 

 The discrepancy in rating between the self-evaluation and the independent validation is 

an everlasting phenomenon. Before 2006, this discrepancy in rating was partly due to a different 

set of assessment criteria between OPCS (which directs the self-evaluation portion) and IEG 

(which presides over the independent validation of the evaluation). However, in 2006 the criteria 

and rating procedures were harmonized, yet have not led to an end to the discrepancies in 

assessment. IEG often comes up with a less positive rating than teams in charge of the self-

evaluation, this is institutionally known as a "downgrade." The magnitude of the discrepancy 

across the World Bank portfolio of project is illustrated in Figure 21.  

 Downgrades are associated with a range of disagreeable feelings and tensions, which I 

will explore further in the last section of this chapter. Since the harmonization of the evaluation 

criteria, the continuing disconnects have been portrayed as evidence that teams are not fully 

candid in their assessment of project success or failure. This disconnect was discussed at length in 

the interviews with World Bank staff and managers.  
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Figure 21. ICR and IEG Development Outcome Ratings for By Year of Exit  

Source: IEG (2013) 

 Out of 33 interviewees who talked about the focus on the "disconnect," 28 viewed it as a 

major source of goal displacements, whereas five considered that it was a way to keep the system 

honest. The tension was well summarized by a country director: "Knowing that IEG will validate 

the rating can have two types of effects: either limit what people say, or on the other hand, have 

people focus on outcomes. There may be a trade-off here, but it is not clear in what direction it 

actually goes." In view of the evidence that I gathered in this research, it is quite likely that the 

pervasive effects of tracking the disconnect indicator have overpowered the potential positive 

incentive of focusing more on results.  

 The rating of the “disconnect” is an effective attention-grabber for managers. In the 

words of a manager in the health practice: "As a manager, every month I take a look at the 

dashboard and what unfortunately focuses my attention is the disconnect with IEG. If there is no 

disconnect, then there is a feeling of relief and the team tends to move on without much more 

further reflection. If there is a disconnect then there are tensions and discussions around how to 

contest the downgrade, etc. This is not a very productive back and forth. This focus on the 

disconnect with IEG is misplaced."  Another manager recognized that he and his colleagues tend 

to pay attention to the RBME system mainly when the issue of the disconnect surfaces "the 
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evaluation system does not feed into strategic thinking, it comes up at a higher level mainly when 

there is a disconnect with IEG that needs to be discussed." Managers seem to see eye-to-eye with 

their staff that tracking the disconnect is a source of goal displacement. One director explained 

"The disconnect just adds stress and distracts from being completely candid about challenges and 

how to address them."  

 The nature of the rating system and how it has translated external pressures to show 

accountability for results into internally incubated signals is well summed up by another manager:   

"Real evaluation— meaning reflecting on what we do, how we do it and then distilling 

these lessons learned— is absolutely critical. The devil is in the practice. In practice we 
spend too much time on  meaningless things, such as revising targets so that they look 

"perfect," and on determining the rating, when in reality rating is not that important.  

This type of bean-counting mentality is detrimental to learning and innovating.” 

 

Theme 3. Emphasis on new deals, volume and timely disbursement  

A third powerful, yet somewhat contradictory signal coming from the World Bank's stakeholders 

is the pressure to focus on new deals, volume of loans and steady disbursement of fund. The 

World Bank, while a development organization, remains first and foremost a bank with the core 

mission of lending to clients in developing countries. The pressures to make new deals, to secure 

the volume of lending, and to disburse the money are rooted in this historical mandate. The 

necessity to secure the quantity of money disbursed that surrounds staff, is not necessarily 

compatible with the more recent push for better quality of operation, impact on the ground, and 

the better assessment of performance. Interviewees unanimously expressed that the formal and 

informal incentives and extrinsic motivations at the World Bank remain largely centered on the 

importance of "getting new deals approved by the board," which is somewhat incompatible with 

the importance of paying close attention to implementation and evaluation at the core of the 

rhetoric on RBM, the knowledge bank, and the impetus to "learn from failure."  

 The pressure to "close deals" and to "focus on volume" was salient even in the absence of 

material bonus or reward for the number and size of loans achieved, contrary to IFC. This 
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pervasive culture of focusing on volume was described by a couple of interviewees as puzzling. A 

World Bank manager who used to work at IFC was a little perplexed to find a similar drive for 

volume in his new team, noting that his colleagues "push and push and push the deals. They do 

not have any incentives to close more deals in their professional performance, yet they care a lot 

about volume. Some of them may consider project self-evaluation as a mere requirement, an 

obstacle on their way to designing and closing new deals, this is hard to explain, it is almost as if 

it was in our DNA"  

 While the World Bank's espoused theory is to integrate results at the core of the business 

practice, the theory in use, remains driven by banking habits of focusing on size of the loan and 

rapidity of disbursement, as a manager in the extractive industry sector highlighted, "currently the 

only two things that are really looked at are disbursement rates and timing. These are the two 

indicators that matter. It is still rare that people talk about effectiveness." The shared feeling 

across interviewees was that, while some donor countries may be results-driven, many client 

countries do not pay as much attention to results, and thus to evaluation, and care primarily about 

the volume and timely disbursement of loans and grants. Twelve interviewees, most of whom 

worked in country management units, explained that, although the client is invited to contribute to 

the self-evaluation of the project, they do not find much value-added in the exercise. As a 

manager in the Latin America and Caribbean Region w explained, "many clients are not 

particularly interested in the the ICR exercise . The Bank doesn’t emphasize sufficiently the 

importance of evaluations to clients and does not ensure that the client gets value out of the 

evaluation exercise. Moreover, some clients are not prepared to do evaluation, they have little 

capacity. The World Bank’s process can be too demanding and somewhat unfair to the clients 

with little M&E capacity." This sentiment that some World Bank clients are neither interested, 

nor equipped to perform monitoring and evaluation activities was shared in multiple regions and 

sectors as illustrated by the four quotes below: 
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"The Bank staff need to 'enroll' the implementing agency to care about monitoring.  If 

you do it simply for compliance, there is no energy." (MENA region) 
 

"The country clients  are sometimes confused by ICR missions and the process of 

providing input into the ICR can be quite burdensome for them" (South Asia region) 

 
"The clients have their own list of priorities, and they don’t always see the value of 

M&E." (Europe and Central Asia) 

 
"Another  challenge is in having the buy-in from the client for technical assistance. Some 

clients are reluctant to use IDA allocation for M&E activities.. They don't see the value 

added." (Africa region). 
   

INTERNAL SIGNALS 

In Chapter 2, I provided a definition of organizational culture. Cultural traits are not directly 

observable. However, they manifest themselves empirically in the form of emergent internal 

signals (incentives, feelings, and impressions) that are triggered by the RBME process, which are 

represented in the bottom layers of Figure 20 and further explicated in this section.  

  Interviewees and participants in focus groups were asked about the main incentives or 

motivational factors, driving the behavior of staff within the RBME system. While, they agreed 

with the maxim that at the World Bank "what gets rated, gets managed," out of 60 interviewees, 

45 pointed to at least one type of negative incentive, or the absence of positive incentives driving 

agents' behavior within the RBME system. The most recurrent themes were the absence of reward 

for doing a quality self-evaluation (32); managerial signals (23); self-association with ratings 

(24); focus on board approval and disbursement (20); and compliance mindset (17).. On the other 

hand, 14 interviewees pointed to a concrete example of positive incentives to take evaluation 

seriously, either through formal awards, or simply through instances of management's 

encouragement. While staff and managers described most of these motivational factors as 

"incentives," analytically, some of the drivers of behaviors they mentioned actually correspond to 

other components of an organizational culture, such as deeply rooted values, norms and routines. 

In this section the following three themes are explored in details:  

 Producing good evaluations is not perceived as being rewarded 
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 Agents face the conundrum of internal accountability for results 

 Agents tend to associate program ratings with their own performance   

Theme 4. Producing good self-evaluations is not perceived as being rewarded  

Producing good evaluation is currently not perceived by staff as being rewarded, either in career 

advancement considerations, or simply in the prestige conferred by others. One country director 

summed up the issue in the following terms:  

"The World Bank focuses more on the project preparation, design and submission to the 

Board. People don’t have incentives to invest in ICRs: if you get a project approved by 
the Board, you get a lot of recognition, on the other hand if you do a good evaluation, 

you do not get much rewards. Just like with birth and death, there is a natural bias to be 

focused on the birth of a new project, not its death.” 

 
 Within the World Bank, what seems to matter as much, if not more, than material 

rewards is prestige and reputation. A clear finding emanating from conversations with staff and 

managers is that monitoring and evaluation is not particularly well regarded within the 

organization, and producing a very good evaluation does not confer particular status. On the other 

hand, participants noted the high level of recognition conferred to a project manager upon the 

successful preparation of project appraisal document (PAD) that is approved by the board of 

directors. The board's website publishes the list of projects that are presented and approved, and 

board members discuss the merit and worth of each project design, which is a celebrated moment 

in the career of a project manager.  

 It is not uncommon that shortly after the board has approved a project design, the project 

manager moves on to "design a new deal." Staff rotation is particularly high at the World Bank, 

and it is rare that a project manager remains in charge of a particular project for the entire 

duration of the project cycle, which averages 5.5 years. Consequently, on average World Bank 

projects have 0.44 managers per project year (Bulman et al., 2015, p.19).  

 What Wapenhans called in his famous 1992 report, the "approval culture"— was 

repeatedly identified in interviews. The expression "high profile" exercise was often associated 

with project design but hardly with project evaluation, "M&E is an afterthought to design." 
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Moreover, project evaluations are sent to CODE but rarely discussed by its members. An M&E 

officer in Global Practice emphasized : "there is no promotion for working on self-evaluation, the 

Board should look at completion reports and ask questions about lessons, without that, the signal 

is still that this is not an important part of Bank's job." 

 With regards to tangible extrinsic rewards, several interviewees mentioned the absence of 

career advancement associated with conducting a good self-evaluation. As one team leader in the 

MENA region mentioned: "There is no promotion for working on self-evaluation. There is for 

launching new things." Another team leader summed up the issue “It’s all about the incentive 

structure and behavior change. All the incentives are to get a project to the board, then little 

attention is given to supervision. Senior managers have been talking about changing that since 

President Wolfensohn started, over 20 years ago, but not much has changed." 

 The 12 interviewees who mentioned one type of positive incentive to produce and use 

self-evaluation referred to extrinsic rewards, such as the "IEG award for best ICR." However, the 

overwhelming majority of staff and managers pointed to the absence of incentives to take 

evaluation seriously beyond the need to get it done on time, because of the managerial dashboard 

that tracks completed and delayed project evaluation. "Everything at the World Bank is about the 

prestige, evaluations are not prestigious documents, if Jim Kim said tomorrow that this is very 

important, then it will change," explained a country program coordinator.  

 Another cultural factor that come into play has to do with the operational learning culture 

at the Bank. In the past two years the EG has embarked upon a series of evaluation to better 

understand how the Bank generates, accesses and uses knowledge in its ending operations. The 

first report that focused on the World Bank's lending operation concluded:  

Although, in general terms, the staff perceive the Bank to be committed to learning and 

knowledge sharing....,the culture and systems of the Bank, the incentives it offers 

employees, and the signals from managers are not as effective as they could be. ...The 

Bank's organizational structure has been revamped several times....These changes have 
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not led to a significant change in learning in lending because they touched neither the 

culture nor the incentives. (IEG, 2014,p. vii) 

The report emphasized a number of internal-cultural factors that explain why learning in lending 

and from lending is not optimal. A staff survey cited in the evaluation unveiled that staff consider 

the "approval culture" as crowding out learning even today. The three factors that staff identified 

as constraining learning the most were: the lack of time dedicated to learning, the insufficient 

resources, and the lack of recognition of learning in promotion criteria. IEG noted that certain 

aspects of the World Bank's culture and operational systems do not promote innovation and 

adaptability necessary for effective lending in complex landscapes. The IEG study further 

explains that, staff reported that they are not necessarily encouraged to share problems during 

implementation and  emphasized that too many resources were allocated to what they call 

"failure-proof" design of projects, and not enough to supervising projects and to adapting to 

inevitable changes during project implementation (IEG, 2015a, p. 63). 

 The second phase of the study was based on specific case studies and confirmed that the 

primary mode of learning within the World Bank is through informal exchange of tacit 

knowledge (IEG, 2015a, p. iv).IEG cites the results of a survey they conducted where only 7% 

thought that managers took "learning and knowledge sharing" seriously in promotion criteria 

(IEG, 2015a,p. 41). The study also highlights that only 5% of survey respondents think that the 

World Bank has encouraged informed risk taking in its lending operations (IEG, 2015a, p. 45). 

 

Theme 5. The conundrum of internal accountability for results  

Another internal signal that underpins staff behaviors within the self-evaluation system, is the 

feeling that despite the discourse around external accountability for results, it is de facto nearly 

impossible to hold individuals accountable for achieving project outcomes, contributing to the 

impression that the "evaluation system has no teeth." In the World Bank, as in most other 

multilateral organizations, account giving has been directed upward and externally to oversight 
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bodies, and the general public.. Out of 29 interviewees who discussed the question of whether the 

RBME system can effectively hold staff accountable for results, 21 answered that it could not, 

and eight answered that it could. Further, more granular analysis suggests that the 21 interviewees 

who answered negatively had a conception of accountability that was more in line with "internal 

accountability," while the nine respondents who had a more favorable opinion of the system 

conceived of accountability as primarily flowing externally. Interviewees put forward three main 

reasons why upholding internal accountability for results is particularly difficult: (i) it is very 

challenging to attribute outcomes to a particular World Bank intervention even if the evaluation 

guidelines mandate it; (ii) the internal lines of accountability for a particular projects are 

necessarily diffused; (iii) project outcomes cannot be the responsibility of individuals. I detail 

these reasons below. 

The discussion of the requirement to attribute development outcomes to World Bank operations is 

rather nuanced in the evaluators' manual:  

Most of the projects supported by the World Bank involve large-scale and multi-faceted 

interventions, or country, or sector-wide policies for which establishing an airtight 

counterfactual as the basis for attributing outcomes to the project would be difficult if not 

impossible. For the purposes of understanding efficacy, for each objective the evaluator 

should nevertheless identify and discuss the key factors outside of the project that 

plausibly might have contributed to or detracted from the outcomes, and any evidence for 

the actual influence of these factors from the ICR. (IEG manual p. 27)  

 Nonetheless, this rather nuanced notion of attribution was not acknowledged in the 

interviewees' views of the evaluation process. They perceived the demand for attribution as 

unreasonable. As an M&E specialist explains: "even with impact evaluations, you can’t always 

get good data.  But even if you get good data, only in very few instances the design is robust 

enough to ensure attribution of results to the World Bank. Requiring attribution for all project 

evaluation is a problem.  ” 
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 The interviewees advanced a number of arguments to explain why attributing outcomes 

to the World Bank's operations was often unfeasible. First, operation specialists were very lucid 

about the World Bank's role in the development landscape, depicting it as only one, sometimes 

small, player in any given country. They painted a situation where multiple actors work in the 

same domain concomitantly, and for them it is not only difficult, but also often counter-

productive to try to disentangle who should take the credit for the results achieved. A country 

manager considered the demand for attribution as particularly problematic in the framework of 

the evaluation of country strategies: "It should have a broader view than just discussing the 

World Bank's results, as often times we are only a small player. In discussing the country-level 

outcomes the evaluation should also discuss the contribution of other stakeholders."  

 Second, staff and managers recognize that there are many contextual elements—that 

World Bank staff cannot possibly control— that determine whether a project is ultimately 

successful or not. A project manager explained, "attribution is a big issue. We like to think we are 

in control, but we are not. Sometimes, no matter what we do, things will turn out well or not. The 

board wants us to justify our actions/results, but stuff happens." The impossibility of establishing 

attribution was voiced as an important impediment for holding particular units or managers 

accountable for failed projects, it can also create risk aversion.  

 There are other institutional factors that make it difficult to uphold the idea of internal 

accountability for results: the high turnover in team leaders, the nature of work in teams, the role 

of other agencies and departments in delivering interventions, and the matrix organization set-up, 

which overlays sectoral practices with regions, resulting in many entities involved in a single 

decision. . A director explained:  

"It is unclear to me how the evaluation system can foster accountability: accountability of 

whom? For what? About what? First, the project manager and TTL come and go: would 
I personally be held accountable for the results of a project for which I had no input 

neither in the design nor the implementation? Second, there are many other agencies, 

people, etc. working in the same domain: can the results be attributed to the World 
Bank’s health sector? Third, there are other sectors (e.g., water) that work on the same 

area: whose contribution mattered?"  
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Theme 6. Implicit self-identification with project performance   

Even if participants recognize that internal accountability for results is diffuse, and that the results 

of an intervention do not directly impact their own performance, they still self-identified with the 

rating of the project and they described an environment where admitting challenges and failures 

can come at a cost for their reputation: "The problem is that project metrics become synonymous 

with the person.  It is not a failure not to reach goals, when they were unrealistic or things 

occurred in the course of the project" explained one of them.  

The attention given to ratings and the downgrade was associated with a feeling of "blame" and 

"finger-pointing."  Ratings and the disclosure of project performance information inside and 

outside the organization were painted as  distractions from learning from evaluation. Although 

staff widely recognized that there are no concrete career consequences for having an 

unsatisfactory project, the perception was nonetheless that "team leaders look bad when rating is 

low or when there is a gap with IEG."  

 In a workshop with 12 participants,  the goal was to propose an alternative prototype to 

the current project-level RBME system. The participants were eager to change the system so that 

they would not feel "rated or judged" but rather "supported", "empowered to try new things and 

innovate" and "invited to share challenges and learn from failures as well as successes." 

 ORGANIZATIONAL PROCESSES AND FACTORS 

The evaluation system is made up of processes that are intertwined with other organizational 

processes. The task of evaluating and the use of evaluation findings are institutionalized within a 

set of methodological, reporting, and budgeting arrangements that directly influence staff 

behaviors. These factors that make up agents' direct task environment are depicted in the third 

layer of Figure 20 and are further articulated in this section. I emphasize five themes that came up 

most frequently in interviews: the inadequacy of the evaluation criteria to measure performance, 

the absence of a safe space to discuss challenges, rigid change processes, limited time and 

resources, and limited M&E capacity.  
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Theme 7. The difficulty in capturing outcomes 

Twenty-eight interviewees mentioned that the way the self-evaluation system measures results 

can be problematic whether because of the timing of the evaluation, its methodology, the 

requirement to attribute success to the World Bank's action, the perspective reflected in the 

evaluation, or the unit of analysis. From their point of view, the picture resulting from the rating  

is not always a valid reflection of what is "truly happening on the ground," which creates goal 

displacements.   

 However of changing the criteria or mode of assessment is difficult for severalreasons: to 

begin with, the rating system is in line with the OECD-DAC criteria that are widely used and at 

the basis of most "good practice standards" both in the ECG, the DAC and the UNEG networks. 

In addition, there is a form of sunk cost bias in the adoption and maintenance of a rating system. 

Changing, anything about the measurement, or coverage, would be synonymous with an 

historical break and the incapacity to conduct longitudinal trend analysis. Finally, as explained in 

Chapter 4, complex systems have been known to exhibit the property of path dependence, that is 

when contingent decisions are set into motion institutional patterns that have deterministic 

properties emerge (Mahoney, 2000; Dahler-Larsen, 2012). It is thus not surprising that evaluation 

criteria have not changed overtime, even if the nature of performance, or success has evolved.   

 The necessity of comparing and aggregating results across a wide range of interventions 

in very different sectors has locked the RBME system into being "objectives-based." In other 

words, the RBME system only accounts for the intended and the planned, leaving self and 

independent evaluators alike in a sort of predicament: As interventions become more complex, 

and the institution intervenes into more fragile and unstable environments, the capacity of staff to 

accurately and comprehensively foresee the results of a project become slimmer. The RBME 

system leaves little space for the unprompted, the unintended, and the emergent. The issue with 

an objectives-based system is not unique to the World Bank, and has been pointed recurrently in 

the literature (Hojlund, 2014b; Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Raimondo, 2015). Most recently, Reynolds 
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(2015) argues that most M&E systems are designed to provide evidence of the achievement of 

narrowly defined results that capture only the intended objectives of the agency commissioning 

the evaluation. Furthermore, he argues that this narrow and inflexible approach, which he calls 

the “iron triangle of evaluation,” is unable to adapt to the broad context within which complex 

programs operate and address the needs of different stakeholders. The manual for IEG evaluators 

states:  

The World Bank and IEG share a common, objectives-based project evaluation 

methodology for World Bank projects that assesses achievements against each 

operation's stated objectives... An advantage of this methodology is that it can take into 

account country context in terms of setting objectives that are reasonable; the World 

Bank and the governments are accountable for delivering results based on those 

objectives. (IEG, 2015g, p. 5) 

  

 However, positive or negative unintended outcomes are not taken into account in the 

overall rating procedure, creating some frustration both among operational staff and IEG 

evaluators. As a senior evaluator put it: "there is a section in the ICRR on unexpected benefit but 

it is too thin and it would not be reflected in the outcome rating, "it is a footnote." Now, if you 

believe Hirschman
25

 then what you do not expect is often more important than what you do 

expect; whereas the system does not capture that at all." The seasoned evaluator went on 

contrasting Hirshman's vision of evaluation with the World Bank's RBME system, which was 

historically founded with an engineering mindset, whereby development projects were 

tantamount to the linear transformation of inputs into outputs. Consequently, the bulk of the effort 

                                                             
25 Albert O. Hirschman had indeed already noticed in the 1960s that some projects have, what he called, "system-

quality." He observed that "system-like" projects tended to be made up of many interdependent parts that needed to be 
fitted together and well adjusted to each other for the project as a whole to achieve its intended results (such as the 

multitude of segments of a 500-mile road construction). These projects could also be particularly exposed to the 
instability of the sociopolitical systems in which they were embedded (such as running nation-wide interventions in 
ethnically divided and conflict-ridden countries). He deemed these projects a source of much uncertainty and he 
claimed that the observations and evaluations of such projects "invariably imply voyages of discovery." (Hirschman, 
2014, p. 42)  
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remains on the design of operations, with the assumption that if the World Bank gets the plan 

right, then results will naturally unfold.  

 By measuring performance solely based on objectives and targets that were fixed up to 10 

years prior to the evaluation, the system can at time be too conservative in how it measures 

results. The shared feeling among the fourteen interviewees who regretted that the RBME system 

pays little attention to unintended effects, is that the evaluation criteria end up underestimating 

the actual impact of the World Bank, as exemplified by three directors across different sectors:  

“It is also important to discuss unexpected benefits. The system doesn’t give credits for 

the results, which were not anticipated at the outset of the program. If the TTL didn’t 
think carefully about certain results at the design stage then these results are not taken 

into consideration at the project completion. It happens in many projects, such as in 

procurement projects which have many spillover effects.”  
 

 “To be useful and truthful, the system should have less focus on the results indicators – 

that is too narrow.  Also, evaluating according to the original Project Development 
Objective, is not complete.  So much may have happened since the PDO was written."  

 

"Projects do much more than what is captured in the ICR"  

  

 Since its inception, the self-evaluation system has revolved around the project as its 

primary unit of account. However, the project lens was sometimes deemed too narrow  for 

internal purposes of learning and measuring results. While an additional evaluation tool was 

introduced to capture outcomes at the level of a country portfolio (the country assistance strategy 

completion report or CASCR), the CASCR relies on an  aggregation of project-level evaluations, 

that does not fully take into account possible synergies or counteracting effects across projects. 

Twelve interviewees, most of them at the managerial level, explained that the project was not 

always the most insightful evaluation unit for them, and not necessarily the best level at which 

progress should be tracked and results measured. One of them emphasized:  

“A challenge is to come up with a narrative about a project, when the unit that truly 
matters is really the program portfolio. By singling out a project we lose the larger 

context of the program in which it is embedded. For example, with the current ICR I am 

supervising in Ethiopia, this particular project is part of a sequence of three projects. 
Looking at them individually does not help much. It would be better to look at them 

together. Instead, with the current process, which is template-driven, "everything is 
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forgotten the day after. Project never happen in a vacuum, but the ICR strip them of their 

context. We lose the dynamic, and the interaction with other sectors and with what 
happened before and what will happen after." 

 

A third theme that explains why the self-evaluation framework is not fully amenable to measuring 

outcomes has to do with the timing of the evaluation, which was considered inappropriate by 

seventeen interviewees, either because the evaluation takes place too early to be able to capture 

the full range of effects stemming from an intervention, or because it takes place too late to offer 

a meaningful feedback loop for the next phase of a program. Given the nature of the World 

Bank's operations, many interventions do not have an effect until after the completion of the 

project, (this is certainly the case for the construction of a road or the electrification of an area). 

Consequently, the system captures immediate outcomes more than final outcomes, as illustrated 

by these interviewees:  

"The limiting factors is how we look at results – often in a short term scope. We are too 

quick to come up with assessments instead of waiting a few years." (Country Director) 

 

"The typical problem is that results can take place years after the intervention is over and 
there is no tool to monitor longer-term effects afterwards." (Country Program 

Coordinator) 

 
"Results are not linear and take time to appear – there can be little progress one 

year, and a lot the following. The work takes time to take effect and our evaluation 

may miss them." (M&E specialist) 

  

Theme 8. Limited M&E capacity  

A recurrent theme that emerged from interviews is the perception that little time and few 

resources are dedicated to building staff and clients' M&E capacity.. While World Bank staff 

prepare the results framework in collaboration with the client country and work with them to set 

up an M&E system, the responsibility of collecting the data often lies with the client or the 

implementing agency. Among the 33 interviewees who talked about clients' roles in monitoring, 

21 emphasized the limited interest from clients who do not perceive the M&E process as 

inherently useful, nine mentioned limited client capacity as a key obstacle to the quality and use 

of M&E data, and three highlighted that the evaluation process can be politically sensitive.  
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 The M&E capacity of client countries naturally varies. "If it is a more sophisticated and 

larger country, they have the capacity to do a good job, but that's still rare," explained one of the 

World Bank retirees who wrote more than 50 project evaluation reports. The World Bank's short 

policy on M&E clearly emphasizes the necessity to support clients in conducting M&E 

activities:"The designs of Bank operational activities incorporate a framework for M&E. The 

World Bank monitors and evaluates its own contribution to results using this framework, relying 

on the borrower’s M&E systems to the extent possible and, if these systems are not strong, 

assisting the borrower’s efforts to strengthen them" (OP 13.60, paragraph 4). However, staff 

members working in country management units pointed to the gap between expectation and 

actual capacity of clients countries in being able to carry out sometimes complex monitoring 

activities.   "The Bank is always worried about procurement capacity but not sufficiently about 

the evaluation capacity. " The assistance to client was also deemed too limited by a director in the 

Africa region:  

"We ask countries to do more M&E, but often they don’t have the capacity to collect data 

for the indicators we are targeting.  The link with ICT could be better, and the clients 

often don’t get technical support.    For the poor countries I work in, general capacity 
needs to be built, and we are just not doing enough." 

 

 The capacity, resources and time dedicated to M&E within the World Bank was also 

deemed rather limited by twenty-five interviewees. Time is evidently an important factor that 

plays out critically in whether individuals can seize the evaluation process and findings as an 

opportunity to learn. Fifteen interviewees blamed the low quality of M&E and the limited 

learning from evaluation on the lack of time dedicated to this activity. Project managers were 

described as having "a lot on their plate," and to deal with a "huge reporting requirement," 

leaving little time for evaluating, reflecting and learning. "There is no time for learning and too 

much pressure to launch new things,” noted a development effectiveness specialist.  What staff 

habitually refer to as the "Christmas tree approach" to evaluation—whereby the evaluation 

template tries to mainstream and integrate too many components (e.g., cross-cutting themes, 
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safeguards, lessons, etc.)—results in further time crunch and a "check-the-box-attitude towards 

evaluation."  

 With regards to resources allocated to RBME within the organization, nine interviewees 

mentioned the limited budget allocated to ICR as an obstacle to quality and use. "The ICR should 

really be done like an appraisal mission with a full team but you would need a much larger 

budget to do that," said a team leader. There is no consistent method of budgeting for project 

evaluations and the other expenses involved in producing them. A cursory estimate produced by 

IEG in its annual review gauged that on average ICRs cost $40,000 to $50,000. This is a lower-

bound estimate that does not take into account expenses related to monitoring, quality 

enhancement reviews, interaction with IEG during the independent validation process, IEG's own 

costs and the costs to the client to provide data. However this estimate can be compared to other 

estimates of the cost of supervision and the cost of preparation of projects. The former was 

reported at $148,000, whereas the latter was estimated to amount to $352,000 in the corporate 

scorecard published online (World Bank, 2015).  

Theme 9. Public disclosure of self-evaluations  

The limited safe space for experimenting, making errors, discussing them and accumulating 

organizational knowledge around failed attempts was also a recurrent theme in interviews, focus 

groups and workshops, that twenty-seven interviewees directly emphasized. It is well 

established in the organizational learning literature that staff are candid and express concerns 

more freely in an open, judgment-free, casual environment However, the Bank is a model and 

leader in pushing for openness, transparency and public disclosure of information, and as part of 

its disclosure policy, self-evaluation and their validation are publicly disclosed, making it more 

difficult for staff to record and discuss challenges in self-evaluation documents.  Staff members 

were naturally very much aware of the external scrutiny under which the World Bank is placed 

which affects their behavior.  Since July 2010, the World Bank has adopted a revised policy on 
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access to information, which states: "The World Bank allows access to any information in its 

possession that is not on a list of exceptions. In addition, over time the World Bank declassifies 

and makes publicly available certain information that falls under the exceptions." (WB Policy, 

paragraph II.6).  Given that few of the evaluation documents fall into the list of exceptions, they 

are disclosed online. Consequently, anyone including civil society, client countries and the press, 

can have access to the information included in the final version of each self-evaluation document, 

as well as the independent evaluation by IEG. For some staff and managers interviewed, this 

disclosure can be problematic if the ultimate goal of an RBME system is to learn, including from 

failure, as encouraged in the "science of delivery" paradigm. Admitting failure when scrutinized 

from within and outside of the organization is seen as particularly difficult. In country teams, the 

primary concern was not to offend the borrower, as exemplified in these two quotes:  

"Country evaluations are particularly politically sensitive, especially when it comes to 

work on governance, more so than plain investments. Discussing political economy is 

also in tension with the importance of transparency. " (Country Director) 

 
"The key learning need for my team is around how projects (and the World Bank in 

general) deal with security threats and with the causes of conflict (ethnic tension, elite 

rivalry, regional pockets of instability etc.) and these issues cannot possibly be covered in 
ICRs." (Director, Cross Cutting Strategic Area) 

 

  Six of the eleven directors interviewed called for a "safe space" or a "post-mortem" 

exercise, where they can reflect with their team on the M&E findings, especially on why an 

intervention is not or did not deliver on its intended outcomes, as illustrated in the two following 

quotes:  

"For project self-evaluations to be useful, people must be willing to try, fail and take risk 

and learn, this requires a safe space.." (Director).  

 

"A space with more flexibility without rating would help. For example, doctors after a 
patient death have a “post mortem” meeting where they candidly address among peers, 

what happened and how to avoid it for the next patient. It should not be about pointing 

fingers and some of these spaces should be confidential." (Manager) 
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Theme 10. Bureaucratic rigidities make course correction difficult 

A key feature of a successful RBME system is to support performance management by generating 

data and prompting feedback that lead to two possible levels of course correction: simple 

adjustments to implementation procedures, as well as more substantial changes in key operational 

strategies that affect the portfolio of activity. However, feedback from the RBME system is not 

sufficient to achieve course correction, the process of changing course and reforming the 

programs where and when needed must also be perceived as relatively easy .  

 However, despite recent reforms in the process of course-correction and restructuring, 

twenty-seven interviewees were still concerned with the rigidities of the process.. Three main 

factors emerged to explain why course correction and operational change is seen as difficult: the 

"blue-print" model of project design, the heaviness of bureaucratic processes to bring about 

necessary change, and the limited incentives to become a  "fixer" of problem projects. A director 

sums up the issue in these terms:  

"While our sector would like to have projects that are flexible, with an adaptive design 

that can be changed along the way if needed, the “straight jacket” put on the project by 

the system with the difficulty of changing course, and by the result framework hinders 
flexibility, ultimately affecting performance." 

  

 While the nature of World Bank projects has evolved tremendously overtime—engaging 

in areas such as governance, social protection, urban and rural development, capacity-building for 

fragile states— interviewees described a situation where the processes and mental models around 

the design, implementation and assessment of projects has not followed-suit. As aforementioned, 

much emphasis is put on the design stage of the project, both in terms of budget allocation, but 

also in terms of the merit system. A retired evaluator, explained:   

"Historically, the system was introduced by McNamara who had a background in systems 

analysis and engineering and thought of projects as production functions linking inputs 

to outputs. Consequently the system has a mechanistic approach to project design, a blue 
print approach. All of the efforts are put upfront to get the design right. The evaluation is 

set at the end and does not encourage revisions to be made during operations. Now, in 

development there are so many "unknown unknowns" as Rumsfeld put it, that we do need 
to ensure that we have a feedback system to steer implementation while it is ongoing."   
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 The importance of getting things right from the beginning is imprinted in the way the 

overall operational system works, from board approval, to having a rating on "quality at entry," 

and quality enhancement reviews before a project can be presented to the board. The design is 

then enshrined into a Project Approval Document and a Legal Agreement with the client. The 

preparation process takes a long time, so much so that it became one of the organization's  

priorities to simplify the process and reduce the preparation time from 28 months to 19 months. 

This goal has been transformed into a target which is being tracked publically on the Presidential 

Delivery Unit (PDU) website. There are three phases of preparation: concept to approval (taking 

17 months in June 2015), Approval to Effectiveness (taking 6.5 months), and effectiveness to 

disbursement (taking 4.5 months). 

 Given the time, resources and efforts devoted to the design of a project, both on the 

World Bank and on the client's end, the sunk cost bias of both World Bank staff and clients is 

understandable. Evidence of the magnitude of such sunk cost bias was gathered in the World 

Development Report (WDR) 2015. In the context of the World Bank operations, sunk cost bias 

can simply be defined as the tendency of staff and clients to continue a project once an initial 

investment of resources has been made, even if there is strong indication that the project will not 

succeed. To stop a project would be an acknowledgement that resources have been wasted, which 

prompts staff in a behavior of "escalating commitment to a failing course of action" notes the 

WDR (2015, p.56). Sunk cost bias is also conducive to risk aversion and a reluctance to 

experiment. In the study of the WDR, researchers conducted a series of experiments with staff, 

showing that as the level of sunk cost increased, so did the propensity of staff to decide to 

continue a project. 

 The tendency to continue on the same trajectory despite evidence that a project is not on 

course to achieve its intended objective stemming from the ongoing RBME system, is 

compounded by the impression that changing course is challenging. At the World Bank, major 

changes to a project implementation or to its results framework calls for "restructuring" the loan 



 

175 

 

or grant agreement, which can entail going back to the board. Out of ten interviewees amongst 

whom the theme of restructuring was discussed, nine explained that it is challenging to act on the 

evidence stemming from M&E because change is just hard to come about. 

 Convincing the clients that change is required on the basis of evaluative evidence is also 

considered difficult: "Some client countries don’t like restructuring because there are way too 

many layers of approval for them to go through in their internal systems, notwithstanding the 

steps of the Bank's internal process, it's hard, long and bureaucratic on both sides" notes a 

country manager. Two directors in different GPs provided a similar description of the incentives 

not to raise flags and attempt to change course. The first said: "Let's say, the project indicators 

are unsatisfactory. In order to do something about it the process is to go to OPCS, explain and 

justify what happened through a long report, which means more time spent on nothing. As a 

result, managers don't raise flags and avoid the process altogether." Several recent changes to 

the restructuring processes have been introduced which may ease reform processes in the 

medium-run, but in the short term agents perceive change as challenging. 

BEHAVIORAL MECHANISMS  

Within this complex institutionalized RBME system, staff and managers involved in the self-

evaluation process are exposed to many—often dissonant—signals (represented by the multi-

directional arrows in Figure 20). In order to ensure that they respond to these multiple demands 

and to maintain the flow of activities that they are supposed to perform, they have developed a 

number of behavioral mechanisms over time to deal with the ambivalence (darkest layer in Figure 

20) (Weaver, 2008; Lipson, 2011). These mechanisms broadly correspond to instances of what 

the functionalist strand of literature labels “goal displacements” (Radin, 2006; Bohte and Meier, 

2000; Newcomer and Caudle 2011). However, these patterns of behavior are seem to match 

particularly closely concepts foreshadowed in the institutionalist literature. In this final part of the 

chapter, I leverage four concepts stemming from this latter theoretical strand to make sense of the 
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behaviors that emerge from the interviews, observations and focus groups. The four concepts that 

are particularly suitable to the World Bank's project RBME system are:  

 ""Loose couplings" gaps between discourse and action:" (Brunsson, 1989; 2003; Lipson, 

2007; Weaver, 2008; Bukovansky, 2005)  

 "Irrationality of rationalization:" the rating game (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999);  

 "Ritualization:"  compliance with M&E requirements (Dahler-Larsen, 2012) 

 "Cultural contestation:" the disconnect with the independent evaluators (Barnett & 

Finnemore, 1999)  

These concepts do not depict discrete agent behaviors but organizational-levels patterns, and 

some of the underlying evidence to support the various ideas undoubtedly overlap. Nevertheless 

each concept from the literature brings to bear a somewhat different interpretation of the factors 

that influence certain patterns of behavior and taken together they provide a somewhat more 

nuanced view of agent's behaviors within the RBME system.  

Theme 11. "Loose coupling: Gaps between goals and actions"  

In her rich ethnographic work on the World Bank's culture, Weaver (2008) painted in vivid 

details instances of loose-coupling in which international organizations may be trapped . In order 

to deal with the collision between its internal culture and the multiple, often dissonant, demands 

from its environment, Weaver explained that the World Bank has to remit to maintain a gap 

between its discourse and action. RBME has long been presented as a way to bridge the gap 

between discourse and action Yet, what I found instead is that the current project-level self-

evaluation system, does not systematically resolve the gaps between goals and actions, and at 

times under specific circumstances, may deepen them. As described above, there are many 

interrelated factors that explain why the project-level self-evaluation system does not necessarily 

produce useful information on results and challenges; why evaluative information does not 

always make it to the ear of the interested principals; and why the interested principal may not act 
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upon the information stemming from evaluation. Among these explanations are: relationships 

with other staff members and with clients; pressures to obtain satisfactory results; absence of safe 

space to discuss challenges;  “group think;” public scrutiny; (see Table 22).  

 Twenty-two interviewees reported that project self-evaluations’ do not necessarily 

provide the most relevant and useful information on implementation challenges and how to 

address them. Staff sometimes have to face incongruent expectations arising from their 

immediate managerial and task environments. Examples of inconsistent expectations were: the 

perceived tension between achieving a satisfactory rating on project outcome vs. the desire to 

avoid a downgrade by IEG; requirements to share lessons from operation vs. the disclosure of 

these lessons to the public and their clients; and the expectation to take evaluation seriously vs. 

the incentives pointing to the importance of project design more than project closure. As a result, 

these interviewees were skeptical about the ultimate usefulness of the information stemming from 

the self-evaluation system.  

 Inherent in a self-evaluation system is also the risk to fall prey of what behavioral 

economists call  "groupthink" and the tendency not to question underlying assumptions about 

project theories of change or relevance. Development workers who have been socialized in a 

given organization tend to share the same mental maps and have a harder time in engaging in 

"double-loop learning", which has been well documented in the World Development Report on 

Mind, Society and Behavior (WDR, 2015). A number of experiments with World Bank staff 

unearthed instances of confirmation bias, when disciplinary, cultural and ideological priors 

influence how information and evidence is interpreted and selectively gathered to support 

previously held belief (WDR, 2015, p.59).  
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Table 21: "Loose-coupling: Gaps between goals and actions:"  

Factors N =43 Illustrative quotes  

Concern for 

reputation  23 
"Sometimes exposing project challenges and failures may be 
interpreted as exposing one's dirty laundry, so to speak" 

Relationships 

with clients 
12 

"Discussing results of the portfolio with clients and counterparts is 

uncomfortable. We prefer new initiatives or discussing 

disbursements—clients are used to the World Bank wanting to discuss 
disbursement issues, not that it wants to discuss weak results." 

(Country manager) 

Importance of 

satisfactory 

ratings 

22 

“Naturally, it is important to be able to support the proposed rating, 

especially as there is pressure to have an overall portfolio that is 
above the line. We need to be able to defend that rating, if IEG 

suggests a downgrade." (Practice Manager)  

Need of safe 
space  

23 

"There should be some incentive mechanism in place to allow TTLs to 
be fully candid during the project- especially if it’s a problem project. 

Moreover, if a TTL turns around a problem project we should 
celebrate that-much more than we currently do. If we don't celebrate 

learning from failure and addressing failure then we won't have 

incentives to invest in M&E." (M&E specialist) 

Group think 6 

"People are often too close to the projects to be truly objective and 

dispassionate, rigor therefore lacks, I think that it is inherent in a self-
evaluation system." (M&E specialist) 

Quantification 21 

"For example, the rule now is to indicate how many women vs. men 
benefit from a project. In practice, it is really demanding to count 

users, let alone to know their gender. For example in any type of 

energy distribution we know how much we generate, but not how much 
was sold, and even less so who was the beneficiary. Do we need to do 

a census, to see how many households there are, who lives in the 

household, etc.? This is not realistic for every project, it is very 
expensive." (Practice manager) 

Public 

scrutiny 
8 

"It is natural that in a system that is disclosed to the public, it is 
difficult to record issues and draw lessons for the future in a 

discursive way. In meetings we can be more frank to discuss issues. 

Current ICRs are available to the public/government/counterpart and 
you don’t put much there, we use other channels to learn and share 

challenges" (Team leader) 

Notes:  

1. The theme was addressed by interviewees and focus group participants in multiple questions throughout the 
interviews. The coded statements that fed into the broad theme of "candor" came out of 43 discreet interview-focus 
group transcripts. 
2. Each interviewee with whom the theme was addressed often offered multiple types of explanations; hence the 
sum of the individual frequencies does not amount to 43.   
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Theme 12. "Irrationality of rationalization:" the rating game 

As reviewed in the literature chapter, the current RBME systems in international organizations, 

including the World Bank are based on a rational organizational model, imbued with the idea that 

development programs are made up of  input, output and throughput could be examined, 

measured and reported in simple metrics. The rating system is the expression of this 

rationalization, as well as its irrationality, as described by Barnett and Finnemore (1999) in the 

following way:  

Weber recognized that the 'rationalization processes' at which bureaucracies excel could 

be taken to extremes and ultimately become irrational if the rules and procedures that 

enabled bureaucracies to do their jobs became ends in themselves... Thus means (rules 

and procedures) may become so embedded and powerful that they determine ends and 

the ways the organization define its goals. (Barnett & Finnemore, 1999, p. 720) 

 Coming up with a rating system on which all the World Bank's investments—indifferent 

of their size, scope, country, objective, level of ambition, sector of intervention, type of 

beneficiaries—can be assessed is the expression of an attempt at rationalizing the organization's 

results-reporting system. However, when project managers formulate a project development 

objective to match the rating system, rather than because they are the most appropriate for the 

situation at hand, this is an illustration of "irrationality of rationalization," or of a behavior that 

interviewees tended to describe as "playing the rating game." The announced goal of the World 

Bank President, , in April 2015, to achieve 75% of projects rated "satisfactory" on their outcome 

variable is another manifestation of this "irrationality of rationalization," where the overarching 

institutional objective is not formulated as results achieved on the ground, but as achieving a 

certain target on an indicator framework. 

 There was a widespread acknowledgement among interviewees that there are currently 

strong incentives to "achieve a good score on the rating scale,"  In addition, the two-step process 

in producing a particular rating, through self-evaluation and independent validation was described 
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as bolstering the tendency to    "play a rating game." This diagnosis was shared widely across the 

interviewees, from project managers in charge of supervising the self-evaluation, to consultants 

contracted to write the self-evaluation, IEG evaluators, managers who are primary users of the 

system, and M&E specialists working within the Global Practices. The expressions 

"playing the rating game" and “gaming IEG" came up multiple times in  interviews, as illustrated 

in Table 23.  

Table 22: "Irrationality of rationalization:"examples of the rating game 

Mechanism N=36 Illustrative Quotes 

Resorting to 

consultants 
5 

"The practice of hiring consultants to write the ICRs helps meet IEG's 
styles and demands but as a result, staff do not systematically learn from 

the process. . " (Practice Director) 

"Also there is a problem with the choice of Peer Reviewers, often friends 

of the TTL are chosen.  It would be better to have a pool of reviewers to 

choose from who would be independent and consequently more objective" 
(ICR Author) 

Presenting 
the 

evidence 
12 

"Regarding the ICR rating and the disconnect, there is a tension for the 
project team:  Should I tell the story of the project or get IEG to agree 

with me? The perception is that these two things are not inherently the 
same” (TTL) 

Negotiating 
rating 

18 
"The perception is that IEG will 'low ball' – so the TTLs try to go as high 
as possible." (Manager)  

Outcome 

phrasing 
5 

"IEG rating drives the thinking from the very beginning of the project 
cycle:  even when we prepare the PCN and discuss the nature of PDO we 

wonder what IEG would think about this, but not necessarily in a 

substantive point of view, but rather from a rating/fiscal perspective." 
(Manager) 

Notes:  
1. Examples of what interviewees labeled "gaming" were mentioned under various questions in interviews and 
focus groups. The coded statements that fed into the broad theme of "gaming" came out of 36 discreet interview 
transcripts. 
2. Each interviewee with whom the theme of "gaming" was addressed often offered multiple types of illustrations; 
hence the sum of the individual frequencies does not amount to 36.  

  

Moreover, the issue with pursuing certain "rating" as an end in themselves become salient when 

the rating procedure is considered as a direct obstacle to the learning function of evaluation. In 

most interviews (43) obstacles to learning from project evaluation were mentioned. Twenty 

interviewees identified the focus on rating or the disconnect with IEG as an important obstacle to 

learning. This is the second most frequently cited obstacle to learning, after the content of the 
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lessons. Focusing on ratings, in this regard strips the evaluative exercise of its added value for 

practitioners that perhaps would otherwise prioritize better performance and reflective learning. 

This explicitly stated tension between rating and learning was more salient in interviews with 

non-managers than with managers. A country manager gave an anecdote from his personal 

experience that illustrates how ratings and the focus on the disconnect can hamper learning.  

"A long time ago, I was in charge of a self-evaluation and had a very sour interaction with 

IEG at the time. I really thought that the downgrade was highly unjustified and I was deeply 
offended by the review. This prevented me from seeing the point that the IEG reviewer was 

making and I therefore learned nothing from the review, at least initially. However, after 6 

months or so, I read again the IEG's review and this time made a conscious effort to not 

look at the ratings. I ended up finding lots of good analysis that I could learn from. I don't 
know if everyone can do like me and put personal feelings aside to focus on the lessons." 

The IEG evaluators seemed to be aware that ratings distract from learning. The eight participants 

in the focus group shared the impression that the project managers do not focus their attention on 

the substance or analysis from the IEG review, and tend to jump directly to the rating grid to see 

if there is any disconnect. As one of the senior evaluators emphasized: "The focus on rating as a 

chilling effect on learning, the conversation hardly gets to the learning portion and gets stuck at 

the level of the rating, people get defensive." 

Theme 13. "The ritualization of self-evaluation"   

A third behavioral pattern that emerged is that agents seem to deal with the ambiguity of the 

signals that they receive from within and outside the organization by applying a form of shallow 

compliance to self-evaluation activities. A recurrent set of expressions emerged from interviews 

about the process, such as: "perfunctory," "check the box exercise," "comply," "compliance 

exercise," "mandatory," and "formalistic;" were used by 17 interviewees. One Development 

Effectiveness specialist captured the situation in these terms "self-evaluations are unpopular and 

perceived as box checking, their real purposes for accountability and learning are not 

appreciated by most colleagues." 

 These expressions were used recurrently to describe one specific aspect of the evaluation 

process that I further exemplify in this section: the practice of generating lessons from evaluations 
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and incorporating them  in new project appraisal documents which is intended to be amongst the 

most active and reflexive activities that staff need to perform. The feedback loop from past 

projects to new ones has been perceived as bearing little importance in the approval process by 

the board of directors. Thirty-four interviewees considered that the lessons included in the 

evaluation documents were too "bland," "generic," "normative," and "textbook."  Finding the 

appropriate level of analysis was considered challenging. Some interviewees regretted that not 

enough context and "story telling" were embedded in the lesson sections. Others considered that 

the lessons were "too context-specific" to be relevant to other projects operating in different 

environments. The following interview quotes further illuminate this theme:  

"The real lessons can't be written down on paper because they are related to political 
contexts and are too sensitive." (Development Effectiveness specialist) 

 

"A written document is not a good way to capture everything because it is a deliberative, 
self-censoring process. But it’s the nature of bureaucracy to have written, deliberative 

documents." (Director) 

 

"The process should foster open-mindedness, not be so bureaucratic with a template, and 
rating With every ICR there is a feeling of repetitiveness rather than soul searching like 

in a 'post mortem exercise." (Manager) 

 
The compliance mindset that comes to the fore in this sample of quotes matches well the 

description of the institutionalized organization that I described in Chapter 2, where agents "are 

pervaded by norms, attitudes, routines that are common to the organized field" (Dahler-Larsen, p 

59). Even the most "rational" aspect of the organization, such as evaluation is in and of itself the 

expression of what Dahler-Larsen calls "ritualized myths" (2012) and what McNulty called 

"symbolic use" (2012).  

Theme 14. "Cultural contestation:" different world-views between operation and evaluation staff 

Another type of  bureaucratic dysfunction routinely found in international organizations (Barnett 

& Finnemore, 1999; 2004)  match the description of  agents' behaviors: the  "cultural 

contestation" against the "evaluator" in this particular case  
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 As discussed above, IEG plays a critical signaling role within the overarching RBME 

system. It was part of building the system and is one important actor in its architecture. Its 

functional independence is also the cornerstone of the accountability mandate of the system: it is 

because each evaluation is validated by IEG, that it is seen as credible. Independence is thus a 

sine qua non condition of the trustworthiness of the system. However, the literature also describes 

well the risk for central evaluation offices that play a key oversight role is that independence 

becomes a challenge and may lead to isolation from the rest of the organization (Mayne et al. 

2014). As a result, the evaluation office can be perceived by other actors within the organization 

as at odds with their own worldviews.. For some interviewees, the "net disconnect" was not 

simply a discrepancy in ratings, it was described as  the symbol of a cultural disconnect between 

operation and evaluation that seem to hinder the evaluation function's capacity to promote a 

results-orientation within the World Bank.   

 Independent evaluators are sometimes described as creating a picture of projects that can 

have little resemblance to what project managers see on the ground. The expression "in hindsight 

everything is clear" was mentioned to express this idea.  This issue is not a recent problem, nor is 

it specific to the World Bank, but recurrently shared in the evaluation literature on the function of 

independent evaluation units, which by mandate need to stay at a distance from operations. As 

told by the first director-general of OED between 1975 and 1984, the history of why the World 

Bank set up a self-evaluation system as the backbone of its overall evaluation architecture, was 

precisely as a way to overcome the cultural gap between independent evaluators and 

“operations.” Weiner explains:  

I first encountered OED as a projects director ... what I recall most were the reactions of 

colleagues who had been asked to comment on draft reports concerning operations in 

which they had been directly involved. They were deeply bothered by the way 

differences in views were handled. That there were differences is not surprising. 

Multiple observers inevitably have differing perspectives, especially when their views 
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are shaped by varying experience. OED’s staff and consultants at the time had little 

experience with Bank operations or direct knowledge of their history and context. So 

staff who had been involved in these operations often challenged an OED observation. 

But they found that while some comments were accepted, those that were not accepted 

were simply disregarded in the final reports to the Board. This absence of a 

countervailing operational voice in Board reporting was not appreciated! From where I 

sat, the resulting friction undercut the feedback benefits of OED’s good work. (OED, 

2003, p. 19) 

 The cultural gap between evaluators and operation specialists can at time turn into what 

Barnett & Finnemore (1999) labeled "cultural contestation." This source of dysfunction is 

intimately linked to the issue of organizational compartmentalization, which leads various sectors 

of an organization to develop different, and often divergent, worldviews about the organization's 

goals and the best way to achieve them. A contestation or resistance to the evaluation function 

can emerge in other parts of the organizations and lead managers and staff to question the 

legitimacy of the evaluative enterprise.  

 These divergent worldviews are the product of different mixes of professionals, different 

stimuli from the outside and different experience of local environments and are illustrated by 

interviews quotes in Table 24. The themes of IEG's role in the system were touched upon in 31 

interviews. Eight of them explicitly praised IEG for trying to maintain the honesty of the system, 

however 23 focused on how "disconnected," "legalistic," and "unfair," or " IEG was within the 

framework of the validation process.  

 A distinct theme that came out of the discussions about the independent validation step in 

the RBME process was a feeling of unfairness. The deep intrinsic motivations to do good work 

and staff’s aspiration to make a difference were said to be shoehorned by bureaucratic 

requirements. Interviewees voiced concerns that success is not reflected well in project-level self-

evaluations and validations, and that staff get penalized on technicalities. Interviewees depicted 



 

185 

 

the process of "downgrading" as calling into question the deep connection that staff have with 

their projects, and the World Bank's mission, and as questioning and rating staff's candor while 

fueling an atmosphere of mistrust in the system as a whole. The evaluation process, and the 

ratings that go with it, seemed to overlook, or even frustrate the sense of pride that World Bank 

staff have in their work, , which resonates well with the argument laid out by Dahler-Larsen 

against what he calls the "evaluation machine" that he identifies as a widespread social 

phenomenon (2012, p. 235).  

Table 23: "Cultural contestation:" different worldviews  

Themes N=33 Illustrative Quotes 

Different 

language and 

views on 

success 

11 

" IEG doesn’t always understand or acknowledge operational 

stress, or when a new methodology is being tried. Sometimes 

the evaluator  is too theoretical and goes off on a tangent 
about Theory of Change, etc. A more practical approach is 

needed "   

Unclear 
expectations 

10 
"Signaling and incentives are off. Teams are not clear what 
IEG wants, and clearer expectations from IEG are needed." 

Stringent 

process at odds 

with reality on 
the ground 

17 

""The format and the validation processes are too rigid is fine. 

This is especially problematic in countries where it is difficult 

to conduct operation." 

The rating 

disconnect 

crowds out 

learning 

13 

"There are many audiences for the ICR, not just IEG, and 

there is a tension of whether to write to get a good rating for 
IEG, focus on the measurable, on the attributable,  or to 

inform the other audiences (clients, management, other staff) 

and be more focused on the narrative, the context, etc.." 
Notes:  
1. Examples of what I labeled "cultural contestation" were mentioned under various questions in interviews and 
focus groups. The coded statements that fed into this broad theme came out of 33 discreet interview transcripts. 
2. Each interviewee with whom the theme was addressed often offered multiple types of illustrations; hence the 
sum of the individual frequencies does not amount to 33.  

  

 IEG staff also acknowledged the misunderstanding around the validation process between 

IEG and the operational team  during a focus group with senior IEG evaluators with more than 10 

to 20 years of experience conducting project evaluation. One of the participants,  explained: "On 

a personal note, this can be a lonely business doing this work:. There were project managers 

whose work I have evaluated and they have taken it personally, when I downgraded the outcome 

of projects, which affected our relationship in a way that I regret." The same participant 
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highlighted the need for the evaluator to be empathetic when reviewing projects. He called for 

"putting yourself in the shoes of the team leader and understand the challenges they faced during 

the project cycle. Having an interview in the review process is great as it puts a human face on 

IEG."  

 This apparent disconnect between evaluators and operational staff is somewhat inherent 

in the very different roles that the two play in the larger system. Yet, IEG evaluators often have a 

background in operations,  as more than 50% of IEG staff was recruited from within the World 

Bank Group, as of April 2015 (IEG, 2015b), and as World Bank retirees, are  often recruited as 

IEG consultants to carry out the work of validating self-evaluation reports, precisely because they 

have strong operational knowledge. As noted in Chapter 4, IEG's rationale for heavily relying on 

World Bank retirees in the validation process is the need to balance institutional knowledge and 

independence of judgment. While a large number of IEG staff or consultants were either M&E 

specialists or researchers when they worked within the World Bank, many others were also 

involved in operational work, some were country managers, and thus have a clear understanding 

of how operations work, including the contextual constraints that surround operations.  

 Understanding with precision the behavioral evolutions of former World Bank staff 

turned IEG evaluator goes beyond the scope of this research, but future research could usefully 

analyze the socialization process of operational staff who have later become evaluators. .  

CONCLUSION 

The World Bank, like many International Organizations,  has been under mounting pressure from 

its main principals and the development community at large to demonstrate results. At the project 

level, the organization has translated the signals of the results-agenda into an elaborate self-

evaluation and validation system made up of ratings and assessments. This performance 

measurement apparatus operates against the backdrop of an internal culture that has historically 

privileged the volume and approval of new deals,.  
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 World Bank staff members have integrated the general idea that demonstrating results to 

external donors and funders was an important function, especially as the World Bank is under 

increasing pressure to show its impact in the face of heightened competition by other multilateral 

development banks. RBME was thus portrayed as a necessary accountability tool, in the 

relationship between the World Bank and its external stakeholders, in particular board members 

and funders.  While there was tacit agreement among interviewees with the general principle 

of accountability, when broaching the subject in more details, some expressed skepticism of the 

very notion of accountability for results and  tended to argue that the project-level RBME system 

should be first and foremost serving internal purpose of learning and project management.  

 The most critical views of evaluation as an accountability tool came from champions of 

impact evaluations. The proponents of impact evaluations felt strongly about the fact that this 

form of evaluation should not be used to adjudicate on the “worth” of a program or to "judge" the 

merit of an intervention, but rather should remain strictly in the confine of evaluation's learning 

function. One champion of impact evaluation highlighted that: “If you make [Impact 

Evaluations] mandatory, you kill them.  As soon as they become mandatory they are about 

accountability and not about bringing value.” A Practice Director shared the same diagnosis, 

which he applied to other type of evaluations not simply impact evaluations: "fundamentally, ICR 

should be formative and not summative. They cannot do both for a range of reasons. As an 

institution we need to pick our objective, we can’t have it both ways, and I think evaluations are 

inherently tools for learning.”  

 What I found in my research is that the tensions between the two main functions 

traditionally given to  RBME systems—accountability for external purpose and learning for 

internal purpose—may be such that a loosely coupled system might have to be completely 

decoupled. In other words, my findings cast doubts on the perennial idea that accountability and 

learning are two sides of the same evaluation coin (Picciotto, OED 2003). The finding of this 

chapter, gives some credence to the institutional and sociological theories of IO and of 
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evaluation: over time the RBME activities become ritualized and ingrained in practices, 

independent of whether they actually achieve their intended purposes. The rating system, which 

is a cultural construction, has become reified and objectified as explained by Dahler-Larsen 

(2012) quoting Berger and Luckmann (1966): "they appear for people as given and in this sense 

become realities in themselves. Even though they are created by humans, they no longer appear 

to be human constructions" (Dahler-Larsen, 2012, p. 57). Consequently, as I propose in the 

conclusion chapter, true changes ought to take place at the embedded level of internal 

organization culture.   
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION  

The increased demand for measurable and credible development results—combined with the 

realization that the evidence base of what works, for whom and in what context has been rather 

weak— has led many in the international development arena to embrace the practice of Results-

Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) (Kusek and Rist, 2004; Morra-Imas & Rist, 2009). 

These systems are based on interventions logic that provide the basis for the measurement of 

numerical indicators of outputs and outcomes with defined milestones for achieving a given set of 

targets. At the project level, most monitoring and evaluation activities are conducted within the 

intervention cycle and shortly after its completion, to assess progress, challenges, and to attribute 

results to particular interventions. By 2015, most international development agencies have 

adopted a variant of RBME, and the World Bank was a pioneering organization in setting up a 

backbone system for monitoring, and self and independent evaluations as early as the 1970s.  

 Until recently, evaluation scholars and practitioners' primary concern has been to ensure 

the institutionalization of RBME systems and practices, developing proper procedures and 

processes for collecting and reporting results information, building the evaluative capacity of 

staff, and ensuring that a dedicated portion of intervention budgets would go into RBME 

activities. All in all, RBME has seized the development discourse in such a way that it is now 

integrated as a legitimate organization function, whether or not it actually performs as intended. 

The extent to which RBME makes a difference in an organization's performance, and how it 

shapes actors' behaviors within organizations, are empirical questions that have seldom been 

investigated. Moreover, the evaluation literature has only recently started to depart from 

embracing a model of rational organization—on which the RBME enterprise rests—to 

fundamentally question some of the underlying assumptions that form the normative basis for 

RBME.  
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 This research takes some steps towards addressing these empirical and theoretical 

questions, using a multi-methods approach and an eclectic theoretical outlook. This chapter 

summarizes the research conducted in this study, and provides policy recommendations that 

emerge from the research findings. It is organized as follows: I start by reviewing the research 

framework that underlies the study, including the research questions, theoretical grounding and 

methodological approaches used. Then, I synthesize the main findings of the research. I 

subsequently introduce a number of policy recommendations that are supported by these findings. 

Finally, I highlight the theoretical, methodological and practical contributions of the research, and 

outline some implications for future research.   

RESEARCH APPROACH 

Research questions 

This study sought to explore multiple perspectives on RBME systems' role and performance 

within a complex international organization, such as the World Bank. Three main research 

questions motivated the inquiry. First, how is an RBME system institutionalized in a complex 

international organization such as the World Bank? Second, what difference does the quality of 

RBME make in project performance? And third, what behavioral factors explain how the system 

works in practice? The research questions lent themselves to the application of 

methodological principles stemming from the Realist Evaluation school of thought (Pawson & 

Tilley, 1997; Pawson, 2006; 2013), and the research design was scaffolded around three empirical 

layers: context, patterns of regularity, and underlying causal mechanisms. The first research 

question essentially called for a descriptive approach to depict the characteristics of the 

institutional and organizational context in which the World Bank's RBME system is embedded. 

The approach consisted of mapping the various elements of the RBME system, and tracing their 

evolution overtime. The second question lent itself to studying patterns of regularity at the project 

level, to describe the association between the quality of M&E and project performance. 

Addressing the third question entailed making sense of these patterns of regularity, and 
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accounting for the possibility of contradictory and artefactual quantitative findings. The research 

thus focused on underlying behavioral mechanisms that explained the collective, constrained 

choices of actors behaving within the RBME system.  

Theoretical Foundations 

Ten theoretical strands nested within two overarching bodies of literature informed this research. 

First, I drew on multiple literature strands stemming from the branch of evaluation theory 

concerned with theorizing evaluation use and evaluation influence (e.g., Cousins & Leithwood, 

1986; Mark & Henry, 2004; Johnson et al., 2009; Preskill & Torres, 1999; Mayne and Rist, 

2005). Second, I built on the International Organizations theory stream concerned with 

understanding International Organizations' performance (e.g., Barnett & Finnemore, 1999; 2004; 

Weaver, 2008; 2010; Gutner and Thompson, 2010).  

 To engage in theory building and start a dialogue between these different literature 

strands that emanate from different disciplines, I relied on a simple typology that Gutner and 

Thompson (2010) developed based on a similar framework by Barnett & Finnemore (2004). The 

typology distinguishes between four categories of factors that influence the performance of 

International Organizations along two main dimensions: external versus internal, and material 

versus cultural. My contention was that this framework could be leveraged to understand the role 

of RBME systems within IO, and I used the framework to organize the literature reviewed.  

  In Chapter 2, I combined these diverse strands to lay out the theoretical landscape of the 

research and identified a constellation of factors to take into account when studying the role and 

performance of RBME systems in complex international organizations, such as the World Bank. 

Four all-encompassing theoretical themes sprung out of the review and informed the empirical 

work of the subsequent chapters: the rational vs. legitimizing function of RBME; the political role 

of RBME; and the possibility of loose coupling within RBME systems. Next, I describe the 

methodological strategy that I used to explore these themes and answer the research questions.  

Methodology 
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Each question prompted a different research strategy, forming a multi-method research design. As 

aforementioned, I developed the research design around the principles of Realist Evaluation 

which revolves around three main elements: the analysis of the context in which a particular 

intervention or system is embedded; the description of patterns of regularity; and the elicitation of 

the underlying behavioral mechanisms that explain why such patterns of regularity take place, 

and why they can be contradictory or paradoxical.   

 First, in order to describe the institutional and organizational context in which the World 

Bank's RBME system is embedded, I relied on the principle of systems mapping. I primarily 

focused on the organizational elements of the RBME system, including its main actors and 

stakeholders, the organizational structure of the system and how the different organizational 

entities are related to each other functionally. I also took a historical perspective on the 

institutionalization of the RBME system, identifying the main agent-based driven changes 

overtime, and what configurations of factors influenced these changes. To build this 

organizational picture, I relied on a large and eclectic source of information: archived documents, 

past and present organizational charts, a large range of corporate evaluations, a retrospective 

study conducted by OED (2003), and the consultations of dozens of project documents.  

 The second research question lent itself to a quantitative statistical analysis that I 

conducted using a large dataset of project performance indicators compiled by IEG. I extracted 

projects for which both measures of outcome and of M&E quality were available, resulting in a 

sample of 1,385 investment lending projects that were assessed by IEG between January 2008 

and January 2015. I set out a number of quantitative models to measure the association between 

M&E quality and project performance. My main specification consisted of generating a 

propensity score for each project in the sample that measures the likelihood of a given project to 

get a good M&E quality rating—based on a range of project and country characteristics. Once 

such propensity score was generated, I used several matching techniques to compare the 

outcomes of projects that are very similar (based on their propensity score) but differ in their 
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quality of M&E. The difference in outcomes between these projects is a measure of the effects of 

M&E quality on project outcome as institutionally measured within the World Bank.  

 In order to mitigate the risk of endogeneity that is inherent with these types of data, I used 

two different dependent variables: a measure of project outcome that is rated by IEG (which is the 

official measure used in corporate reporting) and a measure of project outcome that is self-rated 

by the team in charge of the project. This second modeling strategy reduced  (although not 

eliminated) the risk of a mechanistic linkage between M&E quality and outcome rating that 

underlay IEG validation methodology, and to avoid obvious raters' effects. In Chapter 3, I 

discussed in depth a number of potential limitations to the estimation strategies, including issues 

with construct, internal, statistical conclusion and external validity, as well as the reliability of the 

measurement.  

 I used a qualitative research approach to address the third research question, which 

focused on understanding the behavioral factors that explain how the system works in practice,. I 

built on rich evidence stemming from  semi-structured interviews of World Bank staff and 

managers conducted between February and August 2015. The sample of interviewees was rather 

large and diverse, representing the main entities of the World Bank (Global Practices, Regions, 

Managerial levels, and core competencies). In addition, I used information stemming from three 

focus groups with a total of 26 World Bank and IEG staff.  

 To achieve maximum transparency and traceability, the transcripts of these interviews 

were all systematically coded using a qualitative analysis software (MaxQDA). When theoretical 

saturation was reached for each theme emerging from the data, the various themes were 

subsequently articulated in an empirically-grounded systems map that was constructed and 

calibrated iteratively and was presented and described in Chapter 6.. I acknowledged the the risks 

of biases of  the qualitative research, including social desirability, researcher bias, and 

transferability of the findings.   

 



 

194 

 

ANSWERS TO RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 How is an RBME system institutionalized in a complex international organization such as 

the World Bank?  

 Overall, the institutionalization of RBME within the World Bank responded to a dual 

logic of further legitimation and rationalization, all the while maintaining its initial espoused 

theory of conjointly promoting accountability and learning, despite mounting evidence that the 

two were actually incompatible, starting with the Wapenhans report conclusions in the early 

1990s. The institutionalization of the system was complete through the diffusion of the World 

Bank's RBME model to other multilateral development banks, and the World Bank's clients. The 

diffusion took place through three different channels, including through its projects and 

agreements with client countries, through its  influence in the Evaluation Cooperation Group, and 

through the imitation by other MDBs of the World Bank's pioneering system.  

What difference does the quality of RBME make in project performance?  

The study presents evidence that M&E quality is an important factor in explaining the variation in 

World Bank project outcome ratings. To summarize, I find that the quality of M&E is positively 

and statistically significantly associated with  project outcome ratings as institutionally measured 

within the World Bank and its Independent Evaluation Group. This positive relationship holds 

when controlling for a range of project characteristics, and is robust to various modeling 

strategies and specification choices. As revealed in the qualitative inquiry, this positive 

association largely reflects 

  institutional logics, in particular the socialization of actors with the rating system applied 

by the World Bank and its Independent Evaluation Group. Given the institutionallogic at play and 

in view of the mounting pressures from external stakeholders on the necessity to achieve results 

and to deliver "satisfactory projects," one would have expected that M&E quality would have 

increased overtime and  it is somewhat puzzling that the quality of M&E frameworks has 

remained historically low within the Organization.  
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What behavioral factors explain how the RBME system works in practice?  

Within International Organizations, such as the World Bank, the project RBME system was set 

up to resolve a gap between discourse and action, uphold principles of accountability for results, 

and support learning from operations and there is a strong normative and theoretical grounding to 

suggest that RBME system can add value to development projects. However, this research reveals 

that the  issues lie largely in the actual institutionalization of RBME systems within IOs  Due to 

multiple and convoluted principal-agent relationships,  RBME systems in international 

organizations are  complex and convoluted Because actors are facing ambivalent signals from the 

outside that may also clash with some key aspects of IOs international operation culture, and 

because organizational processes do not necessarily incentivize engaging in RBME activities, the 

RBME system elicits patterns of behavior that may contribute to further decoupling, such as 

gaming,  compliance, and a certain form of "cultural contestation" against the "evaluator." 

 . A system that heavily relies on self-evaluation has in theory more potential for direct 

learning, but also come with inherent constraints, especially in a complex channel of principal-

agent relationships, and  may be more likely to veil  implementation problems, than other form of 

RBME systems, such as those relying on decentralized independent evaluations, to complement 

centralized independent evaluations. Self-evaluation assumes that the persons who report have 

access to credible results information, but also that they have the professional poise to report on 

positive, as well as negative results. World Bank President Jim Young Kim’s discourse around 

the idea of "learning from failure" seeks to encourage the World Bank's staff to acknowledge 

successes as well as challenges. Yet, the current design of the RBME system with independent 

validation, a complete public disclosure, and a stringent rating system, crowds out opportunities 

for openly discussing and addressing challenges and failures that the RBME system may reveal.  

 Additionally, far from being anti-bureaucratic, the RBME systems as they have been 

institutionalized within IOs during the NPM era tend to reinstall classic bureaucratic forms of 

oversight and control and a focus on processes. More specifically, as I described in Chapter 4 and 
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6, the RBME system is embedded in a complex organizational environment where multiple 

ambiguous, sometimes contradictory, signals are sent to staff members. In this confusing milieu, 

individuals respond to, and comply with, the most proximate and the clearest signals in their task 

environment—the most immediate and explicit of which are driven by ratings, managerial 

dashboards and corporate scorecards. From the perspective of professional staff members, what is 

measured is not necessarily the right thing, thereby creating goal displacements.  

 By and large, actors find alternative ways to share knowledge from operations, that are 

tacit, informal and do not systematically feed into organizational systems of learning. In the next 

section, I lay out a number of policy recommendations that can contribute to addressing some of 

these hindering nodes in the overall RBME system.  

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Turning to the question of what can be done to change the RBME system, it helps to come back 

to the initial typology that I introduced in Chapter 2, and which distinguishes between four types 

of factors explaining IO performance—external-material, external-cultural, internal-material and 

internal-cultural. While some of these factors strictly lie within the confine of management 

control e.g., internal-material factors, others either are out of the hands of the management, e.g., 

external factors, or require amendments that will take a long time to bear fruit, e.g., internal-

cultural factors. Nevertheless, as presented in Chapter 6, these four sets of factors are tightly 

intertwined in intricate ways, and unless change takes place within these four realms, the 

fundamental behavioral changes that are needed for the system to perform may not materialize. In 

addition, some of the shortcomings identified in this research are inherent in the RBME system 

design, others relate to how the system is perceived to work, and thus in its use. 

 Wide-ranging changes to deeply rooted organizational routines and habits are necessary 

and simple tweaks to the RBME system are unlikely to suffice. A clear conclusion from this 

research is that in complex international organizations no single change in policy, processes, 

templates, or resource allocation can resolve the issues identified. In addition, to thinking about 
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what short-term, incremental improvement to the system could do, it is also legitimate to ask 

what a completely different system or paradigm would look like.  This last section thus  points to 

a number of directions for change that could support a more learning-oriented culture in the 

longer-term, a culture-shift that is necessary so that any new processes or procedures do not 

recreate or increase the problems identified in this research. In addition, I raise some more 

fundamental questions about the notion of "accountability for results" that will need to be 

addressed in future investigations.  

Making RBME more complexity-responsive 

. The World Bank, along with other Multilateral Development Banks rely on an elaborate 

self-evaluation system to cover the entire portfolio of projects and on systematic project ratings to 

feed into corporate scorecards that seek aggregate and comparative measures of performance. 

Such a system thus inherently revolves around the principle of objective-based evaluation.  Other 

international organizations, particularly UN agencies and bi-lateral development organizations, 

tend to rely on a decentralized independent evaluation system to cover portfolio of projects. In 

this alternative model, it is easier to accommodate the possibility of an  "objective-free,"  long 

term and more flexible evaluation design. It is important for the World Bank to build room into 

the RBME system for objective-free evaluations of a certain category of projects, e.g., those 

deemed high-risk projects because they are particularly innovative, or operate in particularly 

unsteady and uncertain country contexts, could be introduced. Indeed, many of the solutions to 

the challenges faced by International Organizations'  clients remain unknown—how to fight 

climate change, build functioning governance systems in fragile states and create jobs for all—

and require an informed process of trial and error. In such a process it is difficult to anticipate the 

final outcomes and thus to set, define, and propose measures for a project objective at the outset. 

For these interventions, the application of Problem-Driven-Adaptive-Management principles 

(Andrews et al., 2013; Andrews, 2015) would be possible. For example, changing objectives in 
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much more dynamic ways should be possible. These interventions would then be assessed based 

on outcomes, both direct and indirect, intended and unintended.  

 For certain interventions it is increasingly difficult to attribute changes to the World 

Bank's efforts. While the project-based "Investment Finance Loan" will remain the primary 

instrument for years to come, the World Bank has started to innovate with new lending 

instruments that represent a shift away from an intervention-model, to a government-support 

model. For example, the "Development Policy Financing" loans are aimed to support 

governments' policy and institutional actions, through non-earmarked funds in what is commonly 

known as "budget support." Disbursement is made against policy and institutional actions. 

Acknowledging the complexity and inherently indirect influence of donors  on these processes of 

change through their budget support would require switching to evaluative models of 

"contribution analysis."  

 The mismatch between the RBME system's requirement of identifying results at the 

outcome level, and the measurement timeframe is also an important source of dysfunction. While 

outputs need to be delivered by the completion of the intervention, most intermediate and long-

term effects from these outputs will only be apparent several years after project completion. Yet, 

evaluative activities take place between 6 and 9 months after project completion. Some space 

must be carved out for evaluations that track intervention effects for a longer period of time.  

 Moreover, it is necessary to  broaden the scope of the evaluative lens. Both for learning 

and accountability purposes, it is important to place particular projects into broader systems of 

intervention. While the International Organizations' espoused theory of Results-Based-

Management was supposed to shift the unit of account away from the project and towards the 

country, this change is slow to take root.  Considering packages of interventions as the unit of 

analysis, including investment loans and development policy loans, the use of trust funds, 

advisory, advocacy, and knowledge work would provide a more accurate picture of the World 

Bank's contribution to country developments. In addition, reporting on results should include 
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discussions of other actors and partners, and their roles. It would thus be beneficial to pilot 

evaluative exercises that do not have the project as the main unit of analysis and accountability, 

or at least give managers that option.  

 More fundamentally, assessing outcomes requires dedicated data collection and analysis, 

field visits, and evaluative skills. This process is difficult to achieve through a system that heavily 

relies on self-evaluation and cannot be done rigorously for all projects, nor should it be. The 

current model, which covers 100% of investment projects, necessarily has to rely on succinct 

evaluative assessment,  conducted with limited time and budget and largely based on a desk 

review. The relative value in terms of accountability and learning of comprehensive coverage as 

opposed to more selective and in-depth coverage should be assessed. . Although changes in 

how the RBME system measures performance would contribute to addressing some of the 

distorting incentives embedded in the current RBME system, other more fundamental reforms 

would need to take place to ensure that staff and managers have incentives to engage in M&E. I 

lay out some of these changes in the next section.   

Modifying incentives  

This research suggests that staff and managers currently have few incentives to engage in M&E, 

While fostering a learning and results-culture takes a long time in an a complex International 

Organizations,  some rather immediate measures can be taken to start modifying incentives in 

favor of M&E.  

 First, given that the design of an intervention is the phase of the project where all the 

accolades seem to be directed, there should be some incentives for investing in M&E at this early 

stage. At the project level, this could be done through: (i) developing clear intervention logics and 

results framework; (ii) avoiding complex M&E designs; (iii) aligning project M&E frameworks 

with clients’ existing management information systems; and (iv) clarifying the division of labor 

between World Bank teams and clients with regards to M&E and reporting. The abolition of the 

Quality Assurance Group marked the end of the ex ante validation of results and M&E 
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frameworks before a project proposal could be submitted to the Board for approval. An 

alternative mechanism for quality assurance at entry should be introduced.  

 Second, currently, specialized M&E skills are centralized within IEG and the Office of 

Planning and Country Strategy (OPCS). Human resources in M&E are scarce within Global 

Practices. Yet, there is a need for deploying specialized M&E skills as part of teams during 

project design, supervision, and evaluation, especially when there is a need and opportunity for 

learning, such as for pilot projects and new business areas. Dedicated human resources should 

also be devoted to helping clients set-up the necessary management information system and to 

ensure that the required data are collected along the way.  

 Third, positive signals from the World Bank's leadership, including from the Board and 

its specialized committee CODE, as well as formal and informal rewards for RBME, would need 

to be strengthened. Conversely, the fixation on ratings and the discrepancy in ratings between 

operations and IEG ought to be deemphasized.  In order for staff to see the value of RBME, the 

process of engaging in evaluative studies should be used more strategically, as an element of staff 

professional development with limited operational experience, or more seasoned staff who want 

to transition to a new country or sector. Producing a good self-evaluation should be rewarded as 

much as producing a good project design, which means, among other things, having project 

evaluations more systematically discussed by the Board's Committee On Development 

Effectiveness (CODE).  

 Moreover, if explicit learning (through reporting) from self-evaluation is deemed 

important, the process of self-evaluation should also be more sheltered from outside scrutiny, 

without compromising the advances in openness and transparency made by the World Bank in the 

past decade. Building on the findings of several studies that have demonstrated that learning is 

first and foremost done through informal and interpersonal channels, it would seem necessary to 

promote periodic deliberative meetings where teams can reflect on evaluative findings without 

focalizing their attention on ratings. Systematizing the debriefings by the self-evaluation author 
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and last project team to the follow-on project team would improve operational feedback loops.

 More fundamentally, this research suggests that a single instrument and process to uphold 

both accountability and learning ineluctably leads to issues of goal displacements  My findings 

echo well-established notions in the public administration literature that there are clear tensions 

between external accountability requirements and internal learning needs, , both in terms of the 

type of information to be collected, and the clashing incentives that the two objectives generate.  

 Relatedly, the phenomenon of cultural contestation against the independent evaluator is 

not unique to the World Bank and can be found in many international organizations where the 

central evaluation office has to abide by strict rules of functional independence. Nevertheless, it  

must be addressed for a true evaluation culture to take root in the organization. However, 

change also  need to come from the outside stakeholders, which leads me to my next point.   

Rethinking the notion of accountability for results 

As laid out in Chapters 2 and 6, external cultural and material factors are powerful determinant of 

an organization's change trajectory. With the 2005 Paris Accords, the development community 

has started to rethink the notion of "accountability for results" which  became more collective, 

with the donor community becoming conjointly accountable for the results of aid interventions, 

and pushing for country ownership of development process. The promotion of the idea of 

working in partnerships, across agencies, in efforts led by developing countries themselves 

resulted in a broader understanding of responsibility. It is very well understood that processes of 

change in the development arena are so complex that change cannot easily be attributed to a 

single project or a single agency. Yet, discursive changes within the donor community, have not 

yet been translated into clear reform agendas for international organizations.   

  In addition, as long as  many client countries continue to be driven by  volume of loans 

more than development results , the internal emphasis around new and large deals and prompt 

disbursement,. The challenges surrounding the notion of "accountability for results  was well 

summarized by a seasoned development evaluation practitioner in a conference on Evaluation 
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Use that I attended at UNESCO in October 2015. Jacques Toulemonde summed up the 

conundrum in the following plain language, which echoes the findings of this research very well:  

With regards to accountability, international organizations are accountable to their 

funders, who are primarily worried about the traditional notion of accountability (or 

rather accounting), i.e. budget compliance and transparency. Here evaluation can add no 

value, audits are better equipped to deal with this type of accountability. Now, 

accountability for results is where evaluations make promises that it cannot fulfill. 

'Accountability for results' assumes that if results are not achieved, then something should 

change. Yet it is often not possible: responsibility is shared among so many players, and 

evaluation findings are seldom discussed by decision-makers to the extent that changes 

actually take place. Accountability is thus a rhetorical or symbolic use of evaluations.  

Logically, learning should take precedent, but this is not the case: methods are not 

adequate, time allocated to evaluations is way too short, the evaluation questions are too 

many and too broad. So ultimately evaluation achieves little more than self-perpetuation. 

(Toulemonde, 2015) 

 Conversely, the notion of "accountability for learning" or "accountability for improving" 

may be more feasible to institutionalize (Newcomer and Olejniczak, 2013). As the World Bank 

further engages in institution-building processes—which by nature may take decades to bear 

fruit—finding appropriate mechanisms to measure progress and hold staff, managers, and teams 

accountable for learning becomes critical. These principles would require new types of lending 

instruments where learning is at the core of the incentives systems, through phased-approaches. 

The Water Practice has been experimenting with this type of instrument, through "Adaptable 

Program Lending" (APL). APL provides phased support for long-term development programs. It 

is a series of loans in which each loan builds on the lessons learned from the previous loan(s) in 

the series. APLs are used when sustained changes in institutions, organizations, or behavior are 

deemed central to implementing a program successfully (Brixi et al., 2015).  
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 With such an approach to measurable accountability, it may also be possible to build 

safe-spaces for trial and error, for "learning from failure," and for taking "smart risks," which are 

all necessary principles to tackle some of the major development challenges lying ahead. The 

World Bank's Education Practice has been piloting the Learning and Innovation loan (LIL). LIL 

proposes a small loan ($5 million or less ) for experimental, risky, or time-sensitive projects. The 

objective is to pilot promising initiatives and build a consensus around them, or to experiment 

with an approach in order to develop locally based models prior to a larger scale intervention. 

Brixi et al. (2015) recommend expanding this type of arrangement in sectors and applications 

where behavioral change and stakeholder attitudes are critical to progress, and where prescriptive 

approaches may not work well.  

 Concomitantly, incentivizing results achievement can be done through different channels, 

including payment for performance (also known as "cash on delivery”).  The World Bank 

introduced in 2013 a new lending instrument called "Program for Results," or "PforR" for short. 

The purpose of a PforR loan is to support country governments' own programs or subprograms, 

either new or ongoing. This loan turns the traditional disbursement mechanism on its head, as 

money is disbursed only upon achievement of results according to performance indicators, rather 

than for inputs. This instrument shifts the focus of the dialogue and relationships with the client, 

development partners and the World Bank, to bolster a strong sense of accountability regarding 

achievement of results.  

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THEORY AND METHODOLOGY  

In addition to the policy and practical implications of the findings laid out above, this research 

also offers contributions to evaluation theory and methodology.  

Theoretical contributions 

In Chapter 2, I laid bare a number of gaps in the literature on evaluation use and influence. First, 

the literature has by and large been evaluation-centric, leaving critical organizational and 

institutional factors at the periphery of most scholarly endeavors to test and refine the main 
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theories of evaluation use and influence. Second, theoretical work on evaluation use and 

influence that is grounded in the complexity inherent in international organizations is rather 

limited. Third, existing theories of evaluation use and influence rely on a set of underlying 

assumptions about organizational behavior that are grounded in rationalist principles of 

effectiveness and efficiency, and pay close attention to material factors at the expense of cultural 

factors.     

 This study contributes to enriching and challenging some of this theoretical grounding in 

three different ways. First, in order to understand the contribution of evaluation to development 

processes and practices, this study was grounded in a single organization, the World Bank, and 

shifted from a simple focus on single evaluation studies looking more broadly at the World 

Bank's Results-Based Monitoring and Evaluation system. The empirical findings give credence to 

the sociological institutionalist theory of evaluation (e.g., Dahler-Larsen, 2012; Hojlund, 2014a; 

2014b; Ahonen, 2015). By enriching the existing theoretical work on evaluation with important 

insights from international organization theory, the research was able to take into account 

complex conjunctions of material, cultural, internal, and external factors affecting processes of 

change at the organizational and environmental levels.  

 Second, this research brings empirical evidence that contributes to questioning one of the 

core assumptions on which the evaluative enterprise in international organizations relies: the 

compatibility of the accountability and learning objectives of the evaluation function. By 

unpacking the RBME systems’ behavioral ramifications this study was able to precisely pinpoint 

key areas of tensions and to illustrate how a system primarily designed to uphold corporate 

reporting and accountability could crowd out learning. One important implication for the broader 

enterprise of building an empirically validated theory of evaluation influence within international 

organizations is that it is not sufficient to connect behavioral mechanisms to a longer-term impact 

such as "social betterment," as Mark and Henry (2004) propose.  Instead, organizationally 
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mediated factors must be integrated in the overarching theory, and learning and accountability 

must be factored in the theory, each with a different causal pathway.   

 Third, while several studies have focused on how to institutionalize RBME systems and 

ensure compliance with results reporting, little attention has been paid to the next phase in the 

institutionalization process: How might an organization change systems that have already been 

institutionalized? How can it reform a system that is ingrained and is largely taken for granted, 

routinized and ritualized? This study's quantitative and qualitative findings suggest that the 

embeddedness of the RBME system within other organizational systems make it particularly 

difficult to change. This situation delineates a promising area to extend the cross-fertilization 

between organizational change theories, public administration theories,  and evaluation theories.  

 Fourth, this study also speaks directly to the Public Administration literature. While many 

theoretical strands have emerged to counter some of the key assumptions and normative premises 

of the New Public Management, and the literature has largely "moved on", the paradigm remains 

alive and is strongly institutionalized in International Organizations. In addition, there is scope 

within the  Public Administration literature to better empirically address the effects that external 

principals have on an organization's change trajectory, especially when the NPM paradigm is 

strongly rooted in the social fabric of both internal and external actors.   

Methodological contributions 

This study also makes a significant methodological contribution to the field of research on 

evaluation, with three main take-away for future investigations. First, the research design shows 

that the Realist Evaluation principles of studying causality through the prism of context-

mechanisms-outcome configurations can usefully be extended from the level of a single 

intervention to the level of a broader system. In the same vein, this study shows that the Realist 

paradigm—which is agnostic in terms of research method—can be a useful platform for 

integrating multiple methodologies, stemming from very different research traditions. One of the 

main challenges in multi-methods research, or mixed-methods research, is in making sense of 
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sometimes contradictory or paradoxical findings emerging from the quantitative and the 

qualitative portions of the research. In this dissertation, the Realist Evaluation approach has 

proven very effective in scaffolding, synthesizing and integrating the findings, with the resolution 

of some of these paradoxes. 

 Second, this research proposes one of the first quantitative tests of a core hypothesis of 

evaluation theory: through improved project management, good quality M&E contributes to 

better project performance. Estimating the effect of M&E on a large number of diverse projects 

requires a common measure of M&E quality and of project outcome, as well as a way to control 

for possible confounders. This study reconstructed a dataset that combined all three types of 

measures for a large number of World Bank projects. The quantitative findings give credence to 

the idea that there is more to good M&E than the mere measurement of results.  

 Overall, taken together these three parts of the empirical inquiry have significantly added 

to the diversity of the methodological repertoire of research on evaluation use and influence, 

which hitherto has largely been restrained to surveying users and evaluators, or conducting single 

or multiple case studies.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Findings from this study suggest several pathways for further research on the role of RBME in 

international organizations. First, while the Propensity Score Matching models used in this 

research were the best way to control for the endogeneity inherent in the dataset, they remain a 

second-best strategy. A better way to sever mechanistic links between M&E quality and project 

performance would be to use data from outside the World Bank performance measurement 

system to assess the outcome of projects or the quality of M&E. However, these data were not 

available for such a large sample of projects. As the development community makes significant 

headways in generating data on development processes, as well as on development outcomes, it is 

likely that better data will become available that would make for a more robust estimation 

strategy.  
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 Second, it is important to better understand the underlying mechanisms through which 

M&E makes a difference in project success. Recently, Legovini et al. (2015) tested and 

confirmed the hypothesis that certain types of evaluation, in this case impact evaluation, can help 

keep the implementation process on track, and facilitate disbursement of funds. Others suggest 

that as development interventions become increasingly complex, adaptive management, i.e. 

iterative processes of trials, errors, learning and course corrections, is necessary to ensuring 

project success. M&E is thought to play a critical role in this process (e.g., Pritchett et al., 2013). 

Certain approaches to M&E may be more impactful than others in certain contexts, and this 

should be studied closely. 

 Third, one should also pay particular attention to the type of incentives that are likely to 

mobilize bureaucrats to take M&E mandates seriously. Some research on IO performance in the 

European commission found that "hard" incentives are more likely to change staff behavior than 

softer incentives—through socialization, persuasion and reputation building (Pollack and Hafner-

Burton, 2010). This would be worth exploring in the context of the World Bank. 

 Finally, and most importantly, this research was focused on a very specific type of 

RBME activities—centered on project and largely based on self-evaluation. It would be 

interesting to replicate the same type of research approach with different RBME activities, such 

as independent thematic evaluations.  

CONCLUSION 

In the wake of the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals that will guide the 

development agenda until 2030, Results Based Monitoring and Evaluation (RBME) is 

increasingly presented as an essential part of achieving development impact, as well as an 

indispensable tool of management and international governance. Understanding the role of 

RBME systems within large donor agencies is thus of the utmost importance.  

 This study addressed three research questions on the topic, using the World Bank as its 

empirical turf. Building on Realist Evaluation research principles, I combined diverse theoretical 
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and methodological traditions to generate a nuanced picture of the role and performance of the 

project-level RBME system within the World Bank. This research offers several findings that are 

relevant to both theory and practice, and that are analytically transferable to other development 

organizations.   

 First, mapping the RBME system within the World Bank revealed that the complexity 

and ambivalence of the project-level RBME system is a legacy of its historical evolution, and is 

illustrative of path dependence. The agent-driven changes that have taken place over the years to 

enhance the rationalization of the RBME system, have never questioned its original premise: that 

a single system could contribute to upholding both internal and external accountability, and foster 

organizational learning from operation. This research's quantitative findings revealed a somewhat 

paradoxical picture: while there is evidence that good quality monitoring and evaluation within 

projects is associated with better performing projects, as measured by the organization, the 

quality of M&E has remained historically weak within the World Bank.  

 The qualitative findings brought to bear some key elements to dissolve this apparent 

contradiction and can be summarized as follows: The project-level RBME system was set up to 

resolve “loose coupling” (gap between discourse and action), but because actors are facing 

ambivalent signals from the outside that may also clash with the internal organizational culture, 

and because organizational processes do not incentivize taking RBME information seriously, the 

system elicits patterns of behavior, e.g., gaming, selective candor, shallow compliance, and 

cultural contestation, that may contribute to further decoupling. Additionally, the findings 

challenge the perennial idea that accountability and learning are two sides of the same RBME 

coin. 

 The study concludes with a number of policy recommendations for the World Bank that 

may carry some analytical value to other international organizations facing a similar set of issues. 

It also opens a number of pathways for future research, including, the possibility of replicating 
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such a research design that builds theoretical and methodological bridges to understand the role of 

other types of RBME systems e.g., impact evaluations or independent thematic evaluations.  
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Appendices  

Appendix 1: Content analysis of M&E quality rating : coding system 

 

Code Positive Negative 

M&E design   

Baseline Clearly defined, based on data already 

collected. Or System was in place at the start 

of implementation 

Plan to collect baseline data was either 

never carried through or implemented too 

late, so that the baseline was only available 

after mid-term.  

Inconsistencies Absence of Inconsistencies Inconsistencies between PAD and LA 

challenges the choice of performance 

indicators. When the project's focus or 

scope are modified there is no attempt to 

change or retrofit the M&E framework. No 

change in M&E despite acknowledgement 

of weakness by QAG, or by team at mid-
term review. Even when recognized at 

time of QAE, no improvement in M&E at 

supervision 

Indicators – 

PDO type 

Indicators are clear, measurable and time-

bound and related to PDO.  

Indicators are fine-tuned to meet the context 

of the program 

PDOs are worded in a way that is not 

amenable to measurement. Indicators are 

output-oriented rather than outcome-

oriented. Indicators are poorly defined and 

difficult to measure. They do not allow for 

attribution of progress to the project 

activities. Links between indicators and 

activities are tenuous 

M&E 

institutional set-
up 

Full-time member of the PMU dedicated to 

M&E. Clear division of roles and 
responsibilities. Oversight body (e.g., steering 

committee). Active role of the Bank in 

reviewing progress updates. Relies on 

existing structure within the client country   

No clearly assigned coordinator to assume 

responsibility for M&E. Interruptions in 
M&E staffing within the PM. Lack of 

supervision by the WB of project M&E. 

transfer of responsibility half way during 

project cycle. Responsibility for data 

collection, not clearly defined 

Alignment with 

client 

Data collection system well aligned with 

CAS. M&E system building on existing 

government led data collection effort. Smooth 

implementation of M&E is built to rely on 

readily available information and closely 

aligned with National Development Plan. 

M&E piggy back on routine administrative 

data collection  

There is no synergy with existing client 

systems 

Results chain/ 
framework 

A matrix in which an informative, relevant 
and practical M&E system is fully set out. 

Logical progression from CAS to POD to 

KPI based on specific project outputs and 

logically related to outcomes.  

Lack of results chain. No attempt to link 
PDOs, activities and key indicators. No 

attempt to make a case for attribution. 

Indicators capture achievement that highly 

depend on factors outside the project's 

influence.  

MIS Well-presented, clear and simple data system. 

Computerized system that allows for timely 

data collection, analysis and reporting. 

Geographic Information System mentioned as 

a key asset. MIS can gather information from 

other implementing agencies 

Planned MIS system were never built or 

operational  
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Number of 

indicators 

The number of indicator is appropriate The plan includes too many indicators that 

are unlikely to all be traceable. they are not 

accompanied with adequate means of data 

collection  

Complexity The data collection plan is not overly 

complex 

Data collection plans were overly complex 

IE or Research Impact evaluation or research activities 

support/complement the M&E system 

 

Reporting 

system 

Information is patchy. Reporting is neglected 

by the PIU, not provided on a regular basis 

and not readily available. Changes in the 

reporting system are seen as detrimental.  

Reporting is regular and complete both 

with regards to procurement and output 

information. The information is reliable 

and available on demand. Key decisions 

are well documented and the Bank is well 

informed 

Code Positive Negative 

ME 

Implementation  

  

Audit Audit of the data collection and analysis 

system took place 

No audit of the data was performed or 

there is no assurance that the data is of 
quality 

Capacity 

building/data 

availability 

Integrated M&E developed as an objective of 

the program, reinforcing ownership and 

building capacity. Training in M&E of PIU.  

Weak monitoring capability both on the 

Bank side and on the Client side. Delays in 

hiring the M&E specialist. The design of 

the indicator framework and M&E system 

did not take into account the limited M&E 

capacity of the country. Few staff within 

dedicated ministry able to perform M&E 

and these rotated or were reassigned. 

Overreliance on external consultants 

Integrated in 

operation 

M&E activities are not ad hoc they are 

integrated with the project activities.  

The M&E process is ad hoc and 

considered an add-on to the other project 

components 

Methodology  The M&E systems relies on sound 

methodology  

Surveys based on wrong sample or with 

very small response rate. Planned data 
collection not carried through. No details 

about the methodology used to assess 

results provided. Not enough information 

about the representativeness of the sample 

Funding Substantial amount of funding dedicated to 

M&E 

Elaborate M&E system was planned 

without the appropriate funding 

Delays No delays Bad timing of particular M&E activities 

(e.g., surveys, baseline). Indicators 

changed during the project cycle with 

impossibility to retrofit measurement. 

Results of analysis not available at the time 

of the ICR. Multiple delays in the 

collection and analysis of the data. 

M&E Use   

Lack of use due 

to issue in M&E 
implementation 

N/A Given that there were substantial 

limitations with the implementation of 
M&E activities, use was also limited 

No evidence  N/A The ICR does not provide any information 

on usage  
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Non-use N/A M&E system seen as a data compilation 

tool with no analysis and no intention to 

use to inform project implementation. 

Doubts about the quality of the data, 

hindered the necessary credibility for use 

Timing N/A Results of evaluation not available by the 

close of the first phase of a project and 

thus failed to inform the second phase. 
Analysis carried out too late to improve 

project implementation. Evaluations   

Use outside of 

lending 

Provide inputs for peer-reviewed journals. 

Input for reform in multi-year plan by the 

client country. M&E systems built and use in 

first phase used to inform second phase 

N/A 

Use while 

lending 

Feedback from M&E helped the project team 

incorporate new components to strengthen 

implementation. Used to identify bottlenecks 

and take corrective actions. M&E report 

forming the basis for regular staff meeting in 

the implementation unit. M&E informed 

change in target during restructuring 

N/A  

Adopted by 
client 

The M&E system developed during 
implementation was subsequently adopted by 

client.  

N/A 
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Appendix 2: Semi-structured interview protocol
26

  

 

INTRODUCTION - Clarifying topic 
The objective of the research is essentially two-fold:  

 Identify factors that enable or inhibit the production and utilization of project-level RBME 

 Identify factors that enable or inhibit individual and organizational learning from RBME systems 

 Better understand the process that led to the institutionalization of monitoring and evaluation 
practice within the World Bank Group 

For the purpose of this study, project-level RBME systems are defined as formal and informal evaluation 
practices focusing on specific projects, and  taking place and institutionalized in various organizational 
entities of the World Bank with the purpose of informing decision-making. While the World Bank 
distinguishes between the self-evaluation and the independent evaluation systems, for the purpose of 
this research, we are looking at both the self-evaluation and the independent validation processes and 
the intersection between the two at the level of projects. We are particularly interested in the ongoing 
monitoring and evaluation practices during the project cycle, as well as the evaluation practices at the 
completion of a project (e.g., ICR and its validation).  

 
Topic 1: General Experience contributing to the RBME systems  
 
Q1. Could you start by telling me about your general experience using or contributing to the Bank's 
evaluation systems?  
Follow-up: 

 Which system are you most familiar with and in what capacity (primarily user or also producer)?  

 Broadly speaking, do you find project evaluation to be useful to your day-to-day work? Why or 
why not?  

 Are some systems more useful than others for your day-to-day? For high-level strategic 
decisions?  why and why not?  
 

Q2. Do you think that the project-level evaluations template asks the right questions, cover the right 
topics and measure the right things?  
Follow-up:  

 Have you faced any challenges in the preparation of ICR?  

 What would you say is the biggest challenge in the preparation of ICR?  

 What recommendations would you make to improve the process?  
 
Q3. How useful do you find the process of preparing an ICR as a mechanism for learning?  
Follow-up:  

 Did you gain technical skills?  

 Did you gain operational skills?  
 
Topic 2 General Experience using the evaluation systems  
 
Q4. How do you use project-level evaluation?  
Follow-up:  

                                                             
26

 The list of questions asked in interviews was catered to each interviewee depending on their position within 
the Bank and their experience with the project-level evaluation system.  
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 Can you rely on self evaluation to be objective, candid, accurate? 
 
Q5. One of the stated goal of monitoring and evaluation is to promote accountability for results: do 
you think this is the case?  
Follow-up:  

 Could you give an example of a time when a decision was made with regard to the future of a 
program,  department or a person's career based on evidence stemming  from the evaluation 
system?  

 
Q6. Monitoring and evaluation is often characterized as serving performance management and 
learning within the organization. To what extent do you think this is representative of the actual 
practice of evaluation within the Bank?  
Follow-up:  

 To what extent,  and for what specific purpose, do you use evaluation of other projects to 
inform your decisions about your own projects?  

 Do you think that evaluation serves learning and accountability equally or, one more than the 
other? Why?  

 What factors promote or hinder use and learning from self-evaluation in the WBG? 

Q7. When a project that you oversee is not on track for achieving its intended objectives: how are you 
made aware of these challenges?  

Follow-up:  

 How do you decide about the course of actions? 

  Does the project level monitoring and evaluation-system assist you in any way in this process?  
 
Topic 3: Incentives, rewards and penalties   
 
Q8. Do staff get rewarded or recognized for producing/using monitoring and evaluation? Or, vice 
versa are there negative consequences for not using the information stemming from monitoring and 
evaluation systems?  
Follow-up:  

 Do you have specific examples to give me? 

 What changes to the system or the practice do you think would be useful to incentivize staff to 
use evaluation findings and recommendations more or better?  

 
Topic 4: Changes in the organization resulting from the institutionalization of evaluation  
 
Q9. At the corporate level, do monitoring and evaluation systems inform the issues and agenda of the 
WBG?  
Follow-up:  

 What do they capture well? 

 What do they miss? 
 
Q10. Do you find that the increased emphasis on evaluation in recent years has changed the way the 
Bank  does business? In what respect?  
Follow-up:  
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 Does it change the relation with World Bank borrowers'? In what ways?  

 Does it change the interaction with the Member States? In what ways?  

 Does it change how program staff think about their work, their role or their priorities?  
 
Q11. To what extent would you say that evaluation is part of the World Bank organizational culture? 
in what ways?  
Follow-up:  

 Would you say that evaluation is part of the routine of the Bank's operation? Why or why not? Is 
that a good thing?  

 Is the idea that projects need to be systematically evaluated taken for granted by the staff?  

 Is it sometimes challenged? In what circumstances? for what reasons?  

 Could you give me a specific example that illustrates your answer?  
 

Topic 5: The specific role of the independent evaluation function 
 
Q12. What is the role of the Independent Evaluation Group  (IEG) in the World Bank project-level 
evaluation system?  
Follow-up:  

  In what ways does IEG influence the evaluation process?  

 Does it impact top-level decisions of the Bank's Senior Management? Through what channel?  

 Does it impact the day-to-day operations of the Bank? Through what channel?  
 

Q13. To what extent does IEG's influence extend beyond the World Bank? Through what channels?  
 
Topic 6: Overall judgment about evaluation within the Bank 
 
Q14. Overall, do you think that the increased emphasis on evaluation is a positive development for 
the Bank? Why? Why not?   
 
Q15. Any final thoughts or documents you think would be useful for my research?  
 

 

 


