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[bookmark: _Toc365555972]Rigour in Methods and Evaluation for Community Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc365559699]Abstract
This paper is an overview of the important considerations that arise at the outset of a project. There are numerous ways that a work team may decide on which methods should be prioritized among the many tools available for community engagement. As the project comes to grips with the scale and the scope of a 7-year project on Community Engagement, it will be essential to explore how the various evaluative methods: Theory of Change (ToC), Developmental Evaluation, Collective Impact, and Action Research are combined, and how Evaluation scholars have typically approached these subjects in the past. Is it possible to use ‘Theory of Change’ at the same time as other methods? One may answer this question with a resounding “Yes!” In the community sector, there are many versions of a Theory of Change. The term may be applied to both one’s personalized impression of the arrow of change, as well as according to traditional Log Frame models for mapping long term ‘policy change.’ Even if there are dilemmas in coming up with language to describe what is meant by “Theory of Change,” there are many opportunities for ToC to be fused with other methods, and tried and tested over the life of the CFICE project, whatever the original connotations of the researcher or community practitioner may be.
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[bookmark: _Toc365559700]Introduction
Both methods and evaluation (and sometimes evaluative methods) will come into view with increasing clarity over the first year of the CFICE project. As a means to synthesize some of the thoughts from the initial CFICE meetings, this document is a critical reflection on what constitutes analytical rigour in both the methods and evaluative tools that were mentioned in the initial CFICE meetings (of Steering Committee and Program Committee) and in the initial research proposal. Rigour is not something that can be achieved merely by adhering to a quantitative framework, and nor is it something that requires the adoption of one toolset over another. Instead, the CFICE project will rely on multiple methods and toolsets, and establish a criteria of rigour on the basis of the quantitative and qualitative research needs of the Hubs, and based on their own approaches to the reporting of community activities.
There are various levels at which rigour can be examined according to the various disciplinary backgrounds that make up the CFICE hub teams. On the research methods side, post-positivist theory is a point of departure at the intersection point between policy studies, human geography, social work research and feminist theory. On the evaluation side, the theory of change as well as action research have been used as macro frameworks to bring together (in a semi-rigorous fashion) the theory of change for community actors, and community organizations. Indeed, post-positivism is a common ground from which the research methods and evaluation framework could both be elaborated.
Another way to view the activities of the Hubs is by subdividing them into micro, meso and macro levels of the project. To use the words of Mark Cabaj, and Mohamad Yunus, this amounts to developing, not only a bird’s eye view, but also a “worm’s eye view” of community actors in integrated networks (Cabaj, 2011: 139). Part of the definition of rigour for the CFICE project may be determining the extent to which qualitative and quantitative rigour is possible at each of these levels. It also means examining researchers and policy actors as elements in a common ecosystem, and looking at the potential outcomes from the perspective both the highest level of aggregation (such as the country or regional policy level) as well as at the grassroots where local changes happen. At the risk of stretching the metaphor too far, one might also want to consider the meso level of aggregation, the “bee’s eye view” of the Hub co-leads, where the community actors are networked, and their knowledge is mobilized for social change and diffused across space between many different organizational units. As the Hubs of the CFICE project act as points where information and academic data can be moved beyond the cellular “hive” level, to the flower level (i.e. where the community organizations are the organic starting point of community activity) it is anticipated that there will be a cross-fertilization of ideas. Community organizations will benefit from the Hub leads’ cross-pollination efforts as well as being the generative force behind them. Where community organizations are already in full bloom as networked organizations, there are ways to strengthen the buzz of activity over the course of the CFICE project in multiple ways with the particular interactivity of the hubs.
This metaphor for conceptualizing micro, meso and macro interactions has been used before in various other studies, but especially in the social sciences and geography (Rose, 1997; Reed and Peters, 2004). As shown in these previous studies, an ecological metaphor involves a power dynamic which must be taken into account between researcher and research subject. Such relationships of power are rarely one way or easily predictable. As Reed and Peters elaborate, this is only one of many metaphors that have been used in the past. (If adhering to a true ecological model, in the broadest sense, ecological theory is social theory because it considers humans as part of ‘nature’ and develops theory from interdisciplinary approaches used in both the social and natural sciences) (Reed and Peters, 2004).
	This brief document on rigour asks a couple of key questions with respect to methods and evaluation, and seeks to define what constitutes rigour for community based research and community service learning initiatives. The approaches to rigour from these sources may be made more specific given our own research questions in the proposal. The condensed version of these research questions include the following:
1. Scale and replication of community-campus engagement (CCE)
1. CBO definition, evaluation and use of CCE
1. CBO control or shared control in design and implementation of CSL, CBR
1. University governance, evaluation, feedback, course design (which maximizes value for CBOs)
1. Capturing community impacts quantitatively and qualitatively with CBOs
1. Ethical issues in community-campus partnerships

[bookmark: _Toc365559701]Of concern here in this document are primarily questions of scale (macro meso and micro) which are addressed by the 1st research question. Capturing impacts quantitatively and qualitatively with CBOs (the 5th research question) is also of interest when ascertaining the appropriate research and evaluation methods. 
Rigour and the Multiple levels of Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis
As Stoecker identifies in his book on research methods for community change, there are several polarities and decision points that often appear when doing community engagement and community based research. These include choices about:
· Basic vs. applied research
· Intensive vs. extensive research
· The project-based research model: diagnosing, prescribing, implementing, evaluating
· Reasons to do project-based research: reduce waste, compete for funding, win on advocacy issues
· Ways to get research done: staff, volunteers, academics, students
· The steps in research: choosing the question, designing the methods collecting the data, analyzing the data, reporting the results
· Definitions of community, organization, and group
(Stoecker, 2005)
Just as some of these questions may be discussed together in terms of the overall project vision (at the macro level) they may also be made specific on an individual basis as a researcher goes about his or her problem definition or demonstration project (the micro level). In wrapping these ideas around a core of community based design, research problems may be decidedly qualitative or quantitative. They may also depend on the management structure for the project itself. Stoecker’s criteria may thus be modified by the addition of two additional factors:
· Qualitative / Quantitative
· Centralized / Decentralized Project Management

In the first meetings of CFICE, one of the points of departure agreed upon was the idea that rigour is not necessarily quantitative rigour, and project teams are committed to working with a diversity of methods according to the needs of each of the Hubs and their community activities. This also implies that at each of the levels of the project, a decision may be made as to whether qualitative and quantitative are best suited to the needs of stakeholders (whether within demonstration projects, Hub teams, Program, or Steering Committee). This goes for the micro (community organizational level), meso (Hub level), and (Program Committee). One of the interesting ways to visualize this connection is on a spectrum in three dimensions, because few, if any, research designs are purely quantitative, qualitative, centralized or decentralized. Our configuration of methods and evaluations may thus take any of the following forms, which will shape how the overall CFICE project is evaluated:
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The chosen framework once identified (qualitative or quantitative, centralized or decentralized) will shape how evaluators measure impact and outcomes for the project. It is worthwhile considering measurement at each of the levels of the project and the overall project structure because honing in on how much research will be qualitative or quantitative will help determine the appropriateness of an overall evaluation framework (the macro framework for the project). This determines which evaluation styles are best suited to the macro evaluation. For example, an impact evaluation may or may not be possible depending on the amount of overlap that is required between our impacts at the micro, meso and macro levels of the project.
In a specific type of impact evaluation, there is the possibility to determine impact collectively. In order to adhere to a collective impact evaluation structure, the chosen methods would focus on linking together the measurement tools at different levels of the analysis (Kania and Kramer, 2011). Collective impact requires that a high level of integration between macro meso and micro levels in order for the overall evaluation framework to be consistent. This is certainly desirable in forms of evaluation where multiple CBOs or nonprofit organizations are working together: 
The nonprofit sector most frequently operates using an approach that we call isolated impact. It is an approach oriented toward finding and funding a solution embodied within a single organization, combined with the hope that the most effective organizations will grow or replicate to extend their impact more widely. Funders search for more effective interventions as if there were a cure for failing schools that only needs to be discovered, in the way that medical cures are discovered in laboratories. As a result of this process, nearly 1.4 million nonprofits try to invent independent solutions to major social problems, often working at odds with each other and exponentially increasing the perceived resources required to make meaningful progress. (Kania and Kramer, 2011)
This quotation also bespeaks a problem that occurs in evaluation that far too often, our organizations try and determine what impact they have on policy, or of an intervention without examining the possibility that a collective change has occurred, which is not traceable to any one organization.
‘Collective Impact’ might then be quite useful to our purposes in CFICE, however, it would therefore be typified as a centralized and highly quantitative approach at least insofar as data collection is concerned. This approach has remained critical of the current trends in impact evaluation because it downplays the individual impacts of organizations on their environment. What happens if there are no common metrics within and among organizations? Each organization would then potentially become overly concerned with their own causal linkages between a social problem and their own impact upon it. Since there is a diversity of policy areas common to the organizations that are a part of the CFICE project, there is a possibility of working among organizations to have an impact on poverty reduction, sustainable food security and reduced violence against women. Such policy areas clearly do already have some common metrics which have appeared in the policy literature (for example the negative correlations between food security and poverty, or the positive correlations between sustainability and food security).
Developing a shared measurement system is essential to collective impact. Agreement on a common agenda, however, is illusory without agreement on the ways success will be measured and reported. Collecting data and measuring results consistently on a short list of indicators at the community level and across all participating organizations not only ensures that all efforts remain aligned, it also enables the participants to hold each other accountable and learn from each other’s successes and failures.
In summary, when determining whether quantitative ore qualitative methods are best at the demonstration project level, and when determining which evaluation frameworks to use, it will be critical to determine how these fit together in the project as a whole. Since a framework such as ‘Collective Impact’ might be useful to evaluators as a means to create new efficiencies and save costs, it also implies a requisite ability to track and capture impacts along the way by all organizations. Such ‘impact tracking’ or a common measurement framework implies establishing a common database, or common access points for inputting information. This is not without some investment from community partners to ensure that the correct type of data is being captured (as well as that the data capture processes imply a minimal burden on community service workers). Hence, there are tradeoffs between a more integrated crossover between the micro-, meso- and macro- M&E frameworks for the project and the ones that might diverge to a greater extent.



[bookmark: _Toc365559702]Rigour in Methods and Post-Positivist Paradigm Shifting
In some of our preliminary discussions of rigour, there was a general consensus that CFICE is mostly interested in post-positivist methods and that there would be further communication about what defines rigour as each of the Hub projects progresses. How to establish rigour when using post-positivist paradigms is one of the important points of intersection for all of the policy interests of the Hubs at the outset of this research project.
Changing the definition of rigour in the natural sciences has often influenced the way that social scientists approach methods as well. In the post-positivist frameworks that have developed since the work of Thomas Kuhn around the 1970s, social scientists and policy scientists alike recognized that a falsifiable mode of hypothesis testing was no longer necessary in order to earn the name of science. Indeed, such models as logical falsificationism were proven difficult to maintain even within the natural scientists[footnoteRef:1] (Fischer, 1998). Those writing on feminist methods in the 1990s also affirmed that the definition of ‘scientific inquiry’ had evolved substantially, which was influenced by reconceptualization according to a post-positivist structure: “Until recently, most people thought of science as a cumulative process in the discovery of increasingly correct descriptions of the physical world. That is, there seemed to be an increasing better fit between the theories of science and what we thought of as independent, physical reality... Kuhn’s analysis challenged this conception of science, describing it instead as a social-historical process of paradigm transitions (Nielson, 1990: 12). The shifting basis of inquiry for the physical sciences had dramatically changed the mode of thinking in the social sciences as researchers in each discipline became aware of their own epistemological changes and paradigm shifts (van de Sande and Schwartz, 2011: 11). [1:  Not even can the natural sciences live up to their own ideal of binary hypothesis falsifiability. As Fischer further notes: “With the advent of quantum mechanics and chaos theory in physics and evolutionary theory in the biological sciences, growing numbers of scientists have come to reject the Parmenidean worldview in favor of the Heraclitean conception of flux... From quantum theory and its postulate of indeterminacy we have learned that various aspects of the atomic level of reality are so influenced (or co-determined) by other dimensions of the same phenomena that such processes can no longer be described as determinate or predictable” (1998: 131).] 

But there are other reasons that social scientists have chosen research methods that are post-positivist in orientation. Feminists and new social theorists found reason to question the myth of objectivity, particularly for its lack of applicability in the social sciences where human beings and communities (as the subjects of interest) defy typical forms of measurement. Those writing on feminist methods throughout the 1990s often blazed the trail forward for all science by deconstructing positivist research approaches. As the shift towards post-positivism in social sciences continues to take hold, thanks to the contribution of feminists, “many now acknowledge that objective and value-neutral research, as upheld by the positivist, empiricist view, is a myth” (van de Sande and Schwartz, 2011: 10). Other authors who endorsed the post-positivist approach to research methods include Nielson among others (Nielson, 1990; Harding, 1987; Smith, 1987; Tanesini, 1999).
[bookmark: _Toc365559703]The use of the scientific method is even held under scrutiny according to the new paradigm emerging in social work research. Assumptions of objectivity imply that the scientific method be used in all cases as a means to establish rigour. The typical assumption that ‘research when adhering to the scientific method must be as objective as possible’ (Rubin and Babbie, 2008) is called into question when applied to social work research (van de Sande and Schwartz, 2011: 1). In a post-positivist world, the scientific method can no longer be regarded as the sole basis of rigour. Furthermore, in defining a post-positivist framework, one has several theoretical subsets of literature which might be examined further (the ‘interpretive-hermeneutic’ and the ‘critical theory’ subset) (Nielson, 1990: 11). This feminist vision may sometimes be at one with the re-emergence of a critical theory standpoint when mobilized for the specific purposes of social work research. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Critical theorists had opposed the wholesale use of a science model, and at the same time have been critical of the practice of natural science itself. As such, when employed by some feminists, it certainly means more than simply a negative judgment of positivism. It is also the unmaking of beliefs that limit human freedom. It is this idea that might stand at the root of post-positivist analysis, when coupled with the development of a new paradigm, which distinguishes itself from the hermeneutic tradition (Nielson, 1990: 9).] 

Evaluation and Rigour in defining a Theory of Change
Central to our question of rigour, it is important to investigate how a theoretical basis of change can be applied rigorously, and whether a specific ‘theory of change’ framework is sufficient in establishing an ‘evidence basis’ which is increasingly required by government agencies for performance management (Lynch-Cerullo and Cooney, 2011). Although defining an evidence basis for policy and community change can sometimes lead to an increased onus on community organizations to carry out their own evidence-based evaluations' which can be burdensome (Lampkin et al., 2006) placing the responsibility for monitoring and evaluation directly in the hands of community can also be empowering. This often depends on the extent to which evaluation is participatory, and in what forms it qualifies as participatory (Cousins and Whitmore, 1998, Whitmore, 1998). In this sense, evaluation can be a ‘bridging tool’ that adds rigour and is part of the evidence gathering process (Lynch-Cerullo and Cooney, 2011; Saunders et al., 2005). It is thus that the question of rigour is not necessarily quantitative rigour, but also highly qualitative when embedded in evaluation processes. As feminist legal scholars have indicated, developing a rigorous approach to change must necessarily ask the big questions, such as whether the changes are deep or superficial changes (Bartlett, 1995). The remainder of this section, carries out an investigation of the origin and interplay of concepts contributing to a rigorous theory of change, while stopping short of producing a visual representation or ‘evaluation theory tree’ of these origins (as has been accomplished elsewhere) (Alkin and Christie, 2004; Hansen  et al., 2012).
Connections between the micro, meso and macro levels of a project can take time to develop. In seeking for a theory of change or framework for change, [footnoteRef:3] to explain such connections, much has been written already (Cabaj, 2011). The evaluation literature on ‘theory of change’ program logic models is an area to draw upon for evaluation and has several similarities with existing frameworks. As a macro framework, it stands out for both its flexibility (ability to be combined with other frameworks) and currency in evaluative practice. Even so, it is important to recognize the other evaluative frameworks that might also be incorporated into CFICE at the macro level of evaluative analysis. Above all, it is important to allow a unity among macro evaluative frameworks to develop organically for CFICE, in whatever terminological language best typifies that process, whether it be transformative learning (Vogelgesang, 2009), theory of change (Weiss, 1995; Funnell and Rogers, 2011; Rogers, 2008; Sullivan et al., 2002; Lynch-Cerullo and Cooney, 2011) action research (Abraham and Purkayastha, 2012; Pettit, 2012; Brydon-Miller and Greenwood, 2003) developmental evaluation (Gamble, 2010; Patton, 2011) or combinations thereof (Hargreaves and Podem, 2012; Cook, 2006). Many of these have been applied within a specific service learning framework in Canada (Nelson and Stroink, 2010) while others have emerged from community based practice or engagement in extension departments at land grant universities in the USA (Chaskin, 2009; Stoecker, 2009; University of Wisconsin, 2012). [3:  http://tamarackcci.ca/files/resource_at_a_glance_framework_for_change_0.pdf] 

Furthermore, in addition to these frameworks which might be regarded as competing schools of thought in evaluation, there are theoretical hybrids which can easily coexist or be incorporated into theory of change evaluations, such as complexity theory (Dyson and Todd, 2012; Whitmore et al., 2011: 157; Snowden and Boone, 2007: 4; Ramalingham et al., 2008; Patton, 2011; Saunders  et al., 2005). Complexity concepts, including the Cynefin framework, add depth to the theory of change evaluation framework because they recognize that some ‘best practices’ and social changes are achievable under the chaotic circumstances in which a community finds itself while others are not. Making the level of complexity explicit can feed into the identification of assumptions under the TOC framework, which is essential to its functioning (Vogel, 2012). However, as Ling has emphasized, the fact that evaluations take place in ‘real-time’ makes it all the more important to anticipate by taking into account complexity as a formative evaluation approach (Ling, 2012). In addition to complexity theory that are most easily blended with theory of change (TOC) in a macro framework for evaluation, others may be more difficult to integrate, such as a pure ‘impact evaluation’ or frameworks that force choices among performance measurement dashboards (Carman, 2010: 270). As Carman further writes, “the debate over which performance measurement or dashboard system is better should be replaced with a consensus around accountability expectations” (ibid.). Sometimes the terms realist evaluation, theory driven evaluation and TOC evaluation are used interchangeably (Marchal et al., 2012). Other authors have questioned whether TOC frameworks and ‘Realistic Evaluation’ are indeed parallel frameworks (Blamey and MacKenzie, 2007: 452).
Apart from the question of congruence in terminology, there are also complementary approaches that were included in the CFICE research proposal that would naturally be integrated with a theory of change framework even if not being of the same origin. This includes contribution analysis especially (Mayne, 2008; Mayne, 2012). Some are more likely to be categorized as tools rather than frameworks which carry less of a theoretical implication, such as program logic models (McCawley, circa 2000; Hansen et al., 2012) outcome mapping (Earl and Carden, 2002; Lampkin et al., 2006) and results-based management (Frechtling, 2007; Morra Imas and Rist, 2009). Some of these tools may even be reframed as ‘theory of change’ logic models (Lynch-Cerullo and Cooney, 2011: 370).
Theory of Change is not without its detractors, however, and as Sullivan and associates have argued, the time constraints implied by the TOC approach as well as the imperative for ‘buy in’ for local government may raise the bar beyond what is achievable for communities in the short run: “In relation to building capacity for collaboration, the process of capacity building – of communities or partners – takes time ... While this is acknowledged by central government it exists alongside the need for ‘early wins’. This political imperative almost inevitably cuts across the developmental imperative suggested by ‘theories of change’ and could (in certain cases) undermine the effectiveness of the approach” (Sullivan, 2002: 209).
Finally, part of the challenge of distilling the concept of ‘theory of change (ToC)’ from its long history in the policy literature, it becomes apparent that ToC thinking does not only exist in evaluation. Rather ToC has come to have a particular set of connotations unique to the field of evaluation, and which does not reflect its common usage in the disciplines from which it emerged. For example ToC when contextualized in the policy research literature most certainly predates its emergence in the field of evaluation in the work of Carole Weiss. It is only since the mid-1990s that ToC found its way into a technical glossary of evaluation as “the assumptions that link a program’s inputs and activities to the attainment of desired ends [including] both implementation theory and program theory” (Weiss, 1998: 338). This narrower definition of ToC (apart from the policy context) bears little resemblance to the theory of change literature in economics prior to the 1990s (Werr, 1995) or even earlier, such as when Huntington wrote about the ‘theory of change’ in political science as a means to discuss the disciplinary shifts that were happening in the field of comparative politics (Huntington, 1968). Hence, the current jargon of ToC focuses primarily on ToC logic models to the exclusion of other theoretical concepts. There may be a means to reintegrate a theoretical consistency into CFICE projects and to ensure that it is simultaneously policy based, however, this might prove more cumbersome than it is worth. The key will be to glean the practical elements of ToC thinking for use in evaluation if that is a useful tool for community managers, and leave the rest. Among the many programs and projects which strove to integrate ToC work since the 1990s, the Aspen Roundtable has led the way to bringing together groups working on Comprehensive Community Initiatives (CCIs) (Sullivan and Stewart, 2006). Such workshops and online resources have proven to be some of the most practical work on ToC to date.
[bookmark: _Toc365559704]Conclusion
In summary, there are many different approaches to the theory of change (ToC) within policy literature and evaluation literature. These do not always resemble each other because of terminological disunity. In the policy literature, it is important to be aware that ‘theory of change’ sometimes refers to disciplinary shifts rather than shifts brought about by specific interventions and programs. The integration of the term ‘theory of change’ into the logic model in the 1990s in the work of Carole Weiss and The Aspen Institute, has meant that there are a number of different ways that theory of change has been fused with specific evaluative tools such as program logic models. This is likely to be an irreversible process, for the concept of TOC is now so widespread that in fact some researchers have sought to lift out the ‘participative’ aspects of TOC for impact evaluation (Hart et al., 2009). Just as Love and Weiss have contended, it is argued here that theory based approaches are not at all incongruent with community based interventions, because informal theory can emerge from community at various stages – but certainly some form of fundamental theory is necessary (Love, 2012; Weiss, 1995). What matters for the sake of rigour is being able to track such changes at the community level and the ability to come to terms with the power dynamics that those entail (Pettit, 2012; Burns, 2012). As CFICE attempts to develop its own ‘theory of change’ and ability to leverage community power for change, the formalized models implied by TOC may at times be complemented by informal theories and processes (Love, 2012).
This brief document on rigour has sought to distinguish between theoretically based methods and theoretically based evaluation. For methods, the literature on post-positivist paradigms seems to be a unifying factor among the various Hubs. In evaluation, it appears to be the TOC approach which is the most resilient and flexible to be applied at various levels (micro- meso- and macro- analysis), although it need not be limited to one. Contribution analysis and participatory evaluation may also come to the fore, and may even be part of what gives the TOC approach its rigour or evidence basis (Sridharan and Nakaima, 2012). The conclusion of importance at the outset of CFICE is that there are several different ways to establish a rigorous evidence-basis within CFICE without necessarily calling it ‘evidence-based’. The post-postivist framework assists the project in doing so, as does also the ability to establish an evidence basis through ToC thinking.
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