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Abstract 
In the context of sustainable development, evaluations have particularly high relevance as 
complex issues have to be dealt with generally over an extended period of time. Furthermore, 
there is a growing demand to evaluate against the concept of sustainable development. 
Especially evaluations with sustainable development are a rather new type of evaluation, as 
the source of its evaluation questions and the criteria applied are rooted in the concept of 
sustainable development. 

Sustainability of a specific project or process is often highly case specific as sustainable 
development is determined by many often unique issues. However, evaluations would be 
highly inefficient, if they would have to be newly designed in every case. Thus it is necessary 
to determine and utilize the major issues for evaluations with sustainable development.  

This paper is part of a series of three papers – which can be used independently – that present 
the major common issues for evaluations with sustainable development in a Tool Box. The 
results presented here are based on outcomes of a research project funded by the “Austrian 
Science Fund”.  

This paper presents practical problems related to the issue of complexity in evaluations with 
sustainable development. Notwithstanding the multiple challenges, the strategic options 
available are presented in terms of strategies. Especially commissioning agents, but also other 
evaluation stakeholders will find an overview and an assessment of the strategies regarding 
resources required, state of practical experience as well as their compatibility with the concept 
of sustainable development. 

 

Keywords 

Evaluation, Evaluation in the context of sustainable development, Evaluation with sustainable 
development, Tool Box, integrating issues of sustainable development, evaluation strategies, 
resources, practical experience 
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Introduction 
Evaluations provide relevant information for decision makers through systematic data 
analysis, interpretation and judgment. Evaluations give evidence of the adequacy, 
performance or efficiency of projects, programs or processes. In distinction from audits, 
compliance with a set of standards is not the focus in evaluations. In contrast to assessments, 
evaluations do not result in a neutral account of the situation but in a value judgment. 
Depending on the type of evaluation, also recommendations for further action may be 
included (e.g. Rossi, 1994). 

Evaluations answer questions that are relevant for decision-making, referred to as evaluation 
questions. Evaluation results can be used for example in decisions concerning the further 
financial allotment of programs, the initiation of further projects of a similar type or 
improvements in the process and organization of an ongoing project.  

Basically, any project, program, process or measure can be evaluated with regard to its 
compliance with sustainable development. Evaluation with sustainable development is an 
evaluation that applies criteria of sustainable development. The evaluation subject in this 
context is not limited to projects or processes explicitly designed towards objectives of 
sustainable development. The special requirements and qualities of evaluations with 
sustainable development arise from the evaluation questions and the criteria applied for the 
judgment.  

Evaluations with sustainable development thus clearly differ from evaluations of sustainable 
development, where sustainable development is represented by the evaluation subject, e.g. a 
corporate sustainability program, but where evaluation questions and criteria focus on other 
issues than sustainable development, e.g. efficiency of resource use. In this case economic 
criteria are applied. In this perspective, evaluation of activities of sustainable development 
does not differ from any other economic evaluation. In this case we are referring to 
evaluations of sustainable development. For example Local Agenda 21 processes represent a 
potential evaluation subject, due to their participative structures of decision-making within a 
social and political environment characterized by traditional democratic and administrative 
mechanisms.  

Evaluation questions for evaluations with sustainable development concern the adequacy or 
contribution of the evaluation subject relative to the objective of sustainable development, 
e.g.: 

• What is the contribution of the project, program or process towards sustainable 
development? 

• Are the structures adequate in order to contribute towards sustainable development? 

• Is the design e.g. of a process suitable to contribute towards sustainable development?  
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Evaluating a subject with regard to sustainable development requires criteria that ensure 
sustainability according to present knowledge. An overview of aspects and criteria for this 
purpose is discussed in Langer et al. (2002). Characteristics of sustainable development 
encompass for example the requirement of long-term consideration, spatial interlinkage and 
integration of multiple goal dimensions. Fulfilling all these requirements in a comprehensive 
manner is impossible within a single evaluation. Thus the decisive issue is the delimitation of 
the system under scrutiny with regard to content, time and space. Evaluation with sustainable 
development also is distinct through the fact that the concept of sustainable development does 
not only impose technical criteria, but also implies criteria for the design of the development 
process. 

Thus commissioning agents and various other stakeholders of evaluations face a new 
challenge – evaluations that integrate sustainable development into their design and 
orientation. Thus the authors suggest a Tool Box that can be used in this specific context. The 
Tool Box consists of three main parts – the planning and commissioning tool, the strategic 
orientation tool and the tool for integrating sustainable development. The Tool Box 
relates exclusively to evaluations that make a judgment against criteria of sustainable 
development – thus evaluations with sustainable development. On the following pages a 
general overview of the Tool Box will be given and part 3 of the Tool Box will be discussed 
in greater detail. The other two parts of the Tool Box are discussed in Langer et al. (2003a) as 
well as Langer et al. (2003b). 

 

The Tool Box 
The Tool Box addresses primarily clients of evaluations with sustainable development. It 
provides orientation and facilitation of decisions associated with such an evaluation. The Tool 
Box helps with defining the evaluation task as well as the use and form of the evaluation 
results. Strategic alignment as well as the challenges of integrating sustainable development 
issues in evaluation practice is also part of the Tool Box.  

Evaluators are not the prime target group of the Tool Box. The Tool Box does not provide an 
overview of methods in the fields of data collection, analysis, assessment and interpretation. 
According to the respective evaluation questions of sustainable development, a broad array of 
methods from the social, economic and natural sciences can be applied. There also exits 
ample literature concerning the use of indicators and the measurement of sustainable 
development. The Tool Box focuses on the strategic direction and the design of the 
evaluation, which are prerequisites for the selection of methods. 

Evaluations with sustainable development differ from other evaluations due to the evaluation 
questions and the evaluation criteria. In addition to that, processes of sustainable development 
such as Local Agenda 21 processes – which here are used as a proxy for other processes – 
represent specific evaluation subjects. As a consequence, a number of particular requirements 
have to be considered regarding the steps in the decision-making and planning process as well 
as the realization of the evaluation. 
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As a basis, the Tool Box draws on general evaluation theory and practice from other 
evaluation areas. In a further step, specific challenges of the evaluation with sustainable 
development are identified. The Tool Box points out the particular features and describes 
procedures to tackle the problems associated therewith. The Tool Box provides a consistent 
guidance from the idea to the realization of the evaluation with sustainable development.  

Finally, each evaluation has to be adapted to the individual tasks. The necessity of diversity 
and adaptation to the individual case is generally recognized in literature (Caracelli, 2000). 
However, the room to maneuver that evaluators have in implementing an evaluation depends 
on the task of the evaluation, the resources available as well as the framework conditions. 
Thus it is neither aspired nor possible to provide a generally applicable procedure that is 
suitable for all evaluation situations (Rossi, 1994). 

Despite the necessity of individual adaptation there do exist critical moments in the evaluation 
planning and design or the strategic alignment that are of general importance. The Tool Box 
aims to describe these issues for the evaluation with sustainable development and to point out 
options among which the best one can be chosen according to the respective situation. 

 

The structure of the Tool Box  

The Tool Box is structured along the following sections: 

• Evaluation planning procedure – steps in evaluation design from the idea to 
implementation 

• The strategic orientation of the evaluation by using a matrix  

• Challenges and strategies of the integration of sustainable development issues based 
on a framework of sustainable development for the definition of the evaluation 
subject, content and evaluation criteria 

The first section on the evaluation planning and commissioning procedure presents the 
critical elements in planning and designing an evaluation with sustainable development. The 
procedure proposes a path along the steps from the evaluation idea to commissioning and 
conducting the evaluation. Based upon general requirements to evaluation planning the 
specific features of evaluations with sustainable development are emphasized. It also 
introduces the content of the evaluation with sustainable development as a basis to and deduct 
evaluation criteria. An overview over a broad array of interpretations of the concept of 
sustainable development is provided, which and helps to categorize the approach under 
scrutiny and specify the aspects that shall be subject to the evaluation with sustainable 
development (Langer et al., 2003a). 

In a second step the Tool Box describes the definition of evaluation goals and information 
needs. This issue is treated in more detail in the part on the strategic orientation (Langer et 
al., 2003b) of the evaluation. It includes a matrix that helps to define the information needs 
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and the prospective use of the evaluation results. Furthermore this tool provides an overview 
of potential types of evaluations and their fields of application and facilitates the selection of 
the adequate type. Also the options and criteria for defining the adequate role of the evaluator 
are described in this context. 

Finally challenges and strategies for integrating sustainable development derived from 
evaluation practice are presented (Langer et al., 2003c). The strategies were developed in 
cooperation with technical and scientific experts. This section focuses on finding practical and 
action-oriented ways to achieve the best possible evaluation results due to the impossibility of 
conducting a comprehensive all including evaluation with sustainable development. 

 

The features of the Tool Box 

An empirical analysis (Langer et al., 2002) has shown that persons or organizations that 
commission evaluations (evaluation clients) generally lack an overview of the options 
available for decision-making and design of evaluations. The Tool Box provides tools for 
orientation and guidance along the steps and decisions towards conducting or 
commissioning an evaluation. 

The Tool Box… 

• describes each step in the decision making process from the idea to the 
implementation of the evaluation from the perspective of the evaluation 
client 

• helps define the objectives, purpose and prospective use of the evaluation – 
the strategic direction of the evaluation 

• provides orientation among evaluation approaches 

• provides guidance for the definition of the role of the evaluator 

• provides orientation in defining the aspects of sustainable development to 
be evaluated 

• helps define the evaluation criteria relevant for sustainable development 

• describes challenges and strategies  

Summing up the list above, the Tool Box facilitates the clarification and definition of the 
evaluation task or contract among the involved agents, in particular the evaluation client and 
the evaluator(s).  
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The tool for the integration of sustainable development 
This part of the Tool Box presents practical problems related to the issue of complexity in 
evaluations with sustainable development. Notwithstanding the multiple challenges, the 
strategic options available are presented in terms of strategies. Commissioning agents will 
find an overview and an assessment of the strategies regarding resources required, state of 
practical experience as well as their compatibility with the concept of sustainable 
development.  

 

Complexity in evaluation 
Diversity and interlinkages in the paradigm of sustainable development are the main 
challenges in evaluation with sustainable development.  

The complexity arises from the integration of the social, economic and environmental 
dimensions, from the requirement of long-term perspectives and spatial interlinkages as well 
as from the variety and inhomogeneity of stakeholders in initiatives for sustainable 
development. On the one hand, evaluation with sustainable development requires the 
investigation of conflicting aspects and criteria that cannot be realized simultaneously. The 
judgment of these criteria may turn out differently depending on the perspective. On the other 
hand, chains of effects have to be assessed, that are impossible to consider in a comprehensive 
manner and thus make it necessary to limit the subject of investigation. 

According to literature research and expert statements, two basic strategies are viable in this 
context, to tackle the problems related to complexity in the evaluation with sustainable 
development: 

• reduce complexity and delimit the subject of investigation 

• account for complexity through strategies and models that are capable to process 
complexity 

For instance, focusing on a selected topic reduces complexity whilst allowing a 
comprehensive investigation of the social, environmental and economic issues related 
therewith. Taking a perspective that focuses either on social, environmental or economic 
issues might be another strategy for simplification. 

However, in order to cope with the requirements of sustainable development in most cases a 
subsequent step is necessary that regards the results of various evaluations in a larger context. 

As an alternative to this strategy, there is the option of taking a comprehensive approach in a 
singular evaluation with an appropriate level of complexity in data collection and analysis. 
With evaluation in the context of sustainable development, ensuring the viability and 
practicability is the main challenge with this strategy. 

 page 8 



 
Implementing Evaluation in the context of Sustainable Development (III) 

In the following section, strategies are presented for coping with the major sources of 
complexity in evaluations with sustainable development: integration of environmental, social 
and economic issues, the long term perspective, the spatial linkage as well as the diversity of 
stakeholders. 

For each of them, three examples are explained, out of which two strategies correspond to the 
basic strategy “account for complexity”, whereas one approach represents the basic strategy to 
“reduce complexity”.  

 

Integration of the social, environmental and the economic 
dimension 
 
The integration of the environmental, social and economic dimension is at the core of the 
concept of sustainable development. With regard to evaluation, a complex system of 
evaluation aspects and criteria of judgment is related therewith, a challenge for the evaluation 
approach. Considering environmental, economic and social aspects as well as their reciprocal 
relations in a balanced and integrative way in the evaluation makes the investigation a highly 
complex exercise. 

 

Linkage with other aspects 

Closely related with the problem of complexity in the aspects of judgment to consider is the 
task of spatial and temporal delimitation. A long-term perspective or the consideration of a 
wide geographical area further compound the difficulties linked to the comprehensive 
evaluation of environmental, social and economic aspects. For the sake of viability and 
practicability, trade-offs may occur between the consideration of a wide time span, 
interlinkage of effects across a wide geographic area and the simultaneous investigation of 
environmental, social and economic issues. 

 

Strategies 

To cope with the complexity arising from the integration of the social, environmental and the 
economic dimension, the following strategies can be considered in the evaluation design: 

• Participative evaluation 

• Interdisciplinary evaluation 

• Partial evaluation of aspects of sustainable development 

The participation of the people affected and those involved in the evaluation and the 
interdisciplinary approach are options to account for complexity in a viable way whilst 

 page 9 



 
Implementing Evaluation in the context of Sustainable Development (III) 

assuring that social, economic and environmental connections are considered in the 
evaluation. 

The partial evaluation of aspects of sustainable development corresponds to the basic strategy 
of reducing complexity through delimitation. Singular issues are treated separately and in a 
subsequent step the results are interpreted from the larger perspective of sustainable 
development. 

 

A-Participative Evaluation 

The term participative evaluation describes an evaluation approach, in which people or groups 
that are involved in or affected by the evaluated measures or people with professional interest 
in the measures take part in the evaluation led by the evaluator or an evaluation team. 
Participation may comprise the definition of the evaluation questions, the delimitation of the 
subject of evaluation, the design and the conduction of the evaluation or parts thereof. 

Participative evaluation is one of the strategies available for coping with complexity. 
Involving stakeholders enables the consideration of multiple connections and various 
perspectives in the investigation.  

The different disciplinary, organizational or social background of the participants can assure 
that a variety of perspectives are investigated. However, the participatory approach does not 
result in a holistic judgment. Since participation includes only social actors, participation 
oriented interventions have a strong emphasis on the social dimension of sustainable 
development. Whereas social and economic interests are generally well covered by 
stakeholder groups, human proponents do not necessarily represent environmental issues. 
Whereas participation is intended to widen the topical basis and include a wide variety of 
aspects and perspectives in the process, it cannot guarantee comprehensiveness of the 
approach to sustainable development. If the potential shortcomings of this approach are 
consciously regarded, this approach will lead to reliable and useful results. 

 

Strategy: Participative Evaluation 

Resources required:  depending on methods for the involvement of stakeholders, generally 
rather high  

Practical experience: innovative, methodological approaches exist, limited experience 

Potential risk:  conflicting interest groups, diverging interests 

Scope: covers partial aspects of sustainable development and their reciprocal 
effects, gain in knowledge through discursive processes, broad basis for 
judgment  
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Concept of SD participation is anchored in the paradigm of sustainable development 
and is applied to the process of evaluation 

 

B-Interdisciplinary evaluation 

Evaluation cannot be classified to a singular academic discipline. The qualification of 
evaluators comprises knowledge of approaches, design, methods and conduction of 
evaluations (evaluation know-how) as well as knowledge of the subject of evaluation and its 
context (domain knowledge). 

From the task of evaluating with regard to social, ecological and economic criteria, there 
result particular requirements that can hardly be met with monodisciplinary approaches.  

An interdisciplinary oriented evaluation is another option, in order to cover the dimensions of 
sustainable development in an integrated manner. 

There are various approaches for the practical conduction of interdisciplinary evaluations: 

• The evaluator disposes of expertise and technical knowledge of various faculties 

• The evaluator co-ordinates, classifies and integrates knowledge of various experts in 
the evaluation process 

• Evaluators from various disciplinary backgrounds follow a concept for the division of 
labor with subsequent synthesis (multidisciplinarity)  

Evaluators that unite theoretical and technical knowledge for social, economic and social 
evaluation questions and their context are rare and their operative range is limited. 
Approaches of labor division and multidisciplinarity are more broadly applicable. 

Yet, the conducting interdisciplinary evaluations is associated with demanding requirements 
for the evaluators:  

The interdisciplinary evaluator or coordinator needs knowledge and a good understanding of 
various disciplines, since his/her task requires primarily a well-founded overview and to a 
lesser extent particular expertise. 

Interdisciplinary evaluations require a high amount of co-ordination and harmonization 
regarding content, methodology and perspectives among the evaluators. Apart from technical 
knowledge, social competence is a prerequisite. Besides, extensive resources for 
communication and harmonization need to be allocated. 

Strategy: Interdisciplinary evaluation 

Resources required:  depend on the need of co-ordination and harmonization between 
evaluators and the need of „translation activities“ between disciplinary 
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perspectives; depend on routine with this approach, with sufficient 
experience, resource demand can be kept low 

Practical experience: various innovative approaches available, methodology not yet well 
elaborated 

Potential risk:  conflicts arising from evaluators anchored in disciplinary traditions 

Scope: comprehensive approach feasible enhances the development of an 
integrative understanding of sustainable development 

Concept of SD Interdisciplinarity is anchored in the concept of sustainable 
development 

 

C- Partial evaluation with sustainable development 

Taking into account the complexity of a balanced consideration of social, economic and 
environmental aspects on the one hand and the methodological, temporal and financial 
restrictions on the other hand, a partial approach may be the only viable strategy.  

In this strategy, the evaluation focuses on selected aspects of sustainable development, only 
subsequently the results are regarded in the larger perspective. 

The challenge lies in the definition of a limitable subject with regard to the content or 
methodology of evaluation. The subject of evaluation is investigated with a view to the 
contribution to sustainable development within a certain disciplinary framework. In a later 
step partial evaluations can be comparatively analyzed and synthesized. 

It is an essential decision, on which level the partial, focused perspective is abandoned on 
behalf of a comprehensive perspective, where the interrelations between partial systems rather 
than singular issues are of key interest. Partial evaluations with different focus but for the 
same geographic or political areas can be united. Similarly, the judgment can be taken on a 
larger geographic scale or in a wider political context, in which the respective program or 
project is embedded. 

Strategy: Partial evaluation with sustainable development 

Resources required:  easily adaptable to various circumstances 

Practical experience: Evaluations for particular aspects of sustainable development are well-
established, little experience with subsequent synthesizing evaluation 

Potential risk:  partial issues obscure the larger problems of sustainable development; 
generalization from partial judgments may be tempting  - but rarely 
admissible with sustainable development of the general system 
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Scope: detailed information on partial issues; combination of partial 
evaluations and more general analyses allows flexible and efficient 
approach; coverage of reciprocal effects questionable synthesis of may 
be incomplete and conducted at a late stage 

Concept of SD The partial approach corresponds to the idea of integration inherent in 
the concept of sustainable development, if an adequate synthesis and 
interpretation in the larger perspective takes place 

 

Obstacles 

 
Large amount of resources required 

The requirement of integration of the dimensions of sustainable development is linked with 
the need of time, financial resources and manpower.  

Participative evaluations and interdisciplinary evaluations require substantial communication; 
the necessary resources are often underestimated in practice. It is essential to assess the 
relation of expected results and the required resources. In this context, partial or focused 
approaches may represent a viable alternative.  

Experience also shows, that well-defined, concrete evaluation questions also reduce the risk 
of unexpected resource demand. 

 

Evaluation sponsors adhere to sectoral organizations 

Most political projects and programs are structured and focused according to government 
departments; integration of sectoral politics is not yet far reaching. As a consequence, singular 
political or administrative departments, who are for instance in charge of the environment, 
social affairs or economics, generally commission evaluations. Despite its integrative nature, 
sustainable development is often attributed to the province of the ministry or department of 
environment.  

The commissioning department determines the information need in evaluations. There is little 
interest of an organization to consider and consequently finance issues relating to another 
department. Departments seek to avoid interference with matters outside their province. 

Within the current political structures, an integrated evaluation with sustainable development 
is not facilitated. However, co-operation of commissioning organizations widens the array of 
information needs and thus facilitates an integrative perspective in the evaluation. At this 
stage, commissioning organizations need more awareness to recognize the utility and 
necessity of a comprehensive perspective in evaluations with sustainable development. 
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Excess in complexity 

The effort to account for complexity of sustainable development may result in a loss of 
quality and information through superficial investigation and a lack of in-depth expertise of 
the evaluator.  

The preoccupation with complex theories and methods of integration may superimpose the 
actual evaluation task and hamper or endanger the evaluation process. In this context it is 
crucial that requirements of integration and in-depth analysis of the evaluation correspond 
with the resources available. 

 

Long term perspective 
The long-term perspective is a principle in the concept of sustainable development and thus 
needs consideration in evaluation. However, complexity increases with a long time span for 
the assessment of processes, projects or programs. Apart from direct effects of interventions, 
chains of effects, feedback mechanisms and reciprocal effects with other factors gain in 
importance. Besides, the degree of uncertainty augments with an elongated time horizon. 

Beyond the time span, during which an intervention takes place, the period of investigation 
may be chosen in relation to the duration of the effects caused. 

 

Linkage with other aspects 

With increasing time spans, the reciprocal effects of social, ecological and economic factors 
gain importance. Thus, an integrated perspective becomes more important for the assessment 
of long-term effects and changes. Accordingly, strategies to cope with the integration of 
social, economic and environmental issues as presented above will be applied. 

 

Strategies for the consideration of long term aspects 

The following strategies illustrate the options available to cope with complexity arising from a 
long-term perspective: 

• Minimal perspective 

• Models of assessment and forecasting 

• Judgment of potentials for sustainable development 

The minimal perspective results in evaluating short, limited periods without forecasts or 
assessing future developments. This approach corresponds to the basic strategy of “reducing 
complexity” through delimitation. 
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In contrast to that, the strategies of using models for judgment and forecasts as well as the 
strategy of the potential for sustainable development can be classified as “accounting for 
complexity”. In completely different ways, these approaches provide information concerning 
future developments also considering the long run. 

 

A- Minimal perspective 

In this strategy, a comprehensive consideration of the development in the long run is rejected 
on the basis, that reliable and objective forecasts of future development are not possible. The 
minimal perspective has no influence on evaluations investigating issues in the present or the 
past. But instead of long run changes, only immediate future effects are ascertained – within 
short, clearly delimited time periods of investigation. Long-term issues are considered in the 
interpretation of the results only. 

With regard to sustainable development in the sense of long-term development, periodical 
repetition of evaluations with a short to medium time horizon may be a suitable strategy 
resulting in statements whether a project, process or program is on track with long term 
objectives. Crucial for this approach is the institutionalization of evaluation in order to assure 
continuity and comparability. 

This approach reduces comprehensiveness and thus complexity. The advantage of this 
strategy lies in practicability and the reliability of the results.  

Strategy:  Minimal perspective 

Resources required:  relatively little effort required due to tested and experienced methods 
and reduced complexity through limited time span 

Practical experience: methods for the of short to medium term assessment and forecast are 
generally available and tested 

Potential risk:  predominance of short to medium term assessment criteria, negligence 
of criteria relevant in the long run only 

Scope: the long run is only considered through the interpretation of the results, 
not during data collection and analysis 

Concept of SD corresponds with the requirement of long term consideration only if 
embedded into a long term concept (regular repetition); suits the 
requirement of continuous adaptation and improvement well. 
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B- Forecast and models 

The development of models to forecast future effects requires a well-founded knowledge of 
causal relationships and a theory of sustainable development. For the time being, these 
requirements are met partially only. 

The development of models can be based upon the following outlines: 

• formal theoretical approach:  
According to the theory of sustainable development which describes the relationship 
of causes and effects, scientific models, in particular in the fields of economics and the 
sciences, provide the basis for the development and adaptation of evaluation models. 

• expertise  
On the basis of qualitative interpretation procedures assessment criteria of long term 
developments are elaborated.  

• long-term series of empirical research  
Forecasts are based upon the analysis of current and past data and the projection to the 
selected moment in the future. 

High complexity, dynamic processes and a high level of uncertainty in particular characterize 
the cause-and-effects-relationships of socio-economic measures and environmental effects. 
These factors restrict the possibilities of reliable projections of future developments on the 
basis of causal relationships. 

Transparency is particularly essential for the quality of evaluation based upon models. 
Theories, axioms, methods and data sources have to be presented in a transparent manner in 
order to enable that results can be judged from various perspectives and the current state of 
the art.  

Strategy: Forecast and Models:  

Resources required:  depending on complexity and novelty of the model, scientific approach 
necessary, scientific input required 

Practical experience: in some faculties extensive methodology and experience available, but 
in the field of sustainable development few comprehensive models and 
little experience in application available 

Potential risk:  negligence of relevant factors, uncertainty and lack of knowledge of 
cause-effect-relationships regarding sustainable in complex systems; 
fallacy of objectivity, exactness and reliability of results 

Scope: projection over a long period is possible 

Concept of SD models meet the requirement of long-term projection; the consideration 
of uncertainty and risk is essential. 
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C- Evaluation of the potential for sustainable development 

With this strategy, it is not the long-term effects that are analyzed, but the structural and 
process capacities to generate long-term effects. Central questions relate to 

• the continued existence of the products after the intervention 

• the ability of structures to produce effects of sustainable development over a long time 
(capacity building) 

• the existence of capacities to learn and adapt 

This strategy corresponds well with formative evaluations and systemic learning. The time 
horizon depends on the subject under investigation: capacities of learning and cycles of 
adaptation vary between organisms, ecosystems, social and economic systems.  

Strategy: Evaluation of the potential for sustainable development  

Resources required:  depending on the method applied, this strategy can be conducted with 
relatively little resource demand 

Practical experience: In various fields of application approaches and methods for this strategy 
are available. Experience exists for instance in the field of development 
cooperation and international organizations. In other areas of 
sustainable development there is little documented expertise available 

Potential risk:  potential source of error in inferring from structures and capacities to 
future effects 

Scope: depending on the evaluation subject, the assessment of capacities allows 
relatively long term statements 

Concept of SD the adaptation of the time horizon according to the system under 
scrutiny suits well systemic approaches to sustainable development. 

 

Obstacles in practice 

Evaluations have to deliver relevant information for decision-making processes within a 
restricted time frame. Thus the possibility of complex long-term evaluations is rarely given. In 
practice, it is thus necessary to restrict the time span of investigation according to the 
resources and methods available.  

With regard to the strategy of evaluation and forecast models there is substantial need for 
research and development in order to enable faster projections of effects with regard to 
sustainable development. 
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Concerning the time span to consider in the evaluation, the information need of evaluation 
sponsors is strongly determined by political cycles. However, time spans of environmental, 
social and economic systems generally do not correspond with political cycles of planning. 
Thus, often there is little interest in long-term investigations and little readiness to provide 
financial means for that purpose. The strategy „evaluation of the potential for sustainable 
development“ is less affected by these restrictions. 

The institutionalization of evaluation and monitoring with regard to sustainable development 
provide a means to overcome the currently existing obstacles with projections and models 
with a gradually improved data basis for the analysis of cause and increased knowledge of 
effect-relationships. 

 

Diversity of interest groups and perspectives 
Initiatives for sustainable development affect a wide array of people and groups that hold a 
variety of positions with regard to intended or conducted measures. 

In the context of initiatives of Local Agenda 21 participation in the procedure of the process 
plays a major role. The initiatives seek to win a large number of people and groups. In the 
process the participants have different functions and roles. Besides, in many cases the 
turnover of active participants is rather high resulting in a changing composition of teams.    

The diversity of stakeholders can result in the requirement that multiple perspectives be 
considered in the evaluation. Yet, complexity shall be kept at a feasible level. 

 

Linkage with other aspects 

On the one hand, participation of interest groups in the evaluation is a means to cope with the 
complexity of social, economic and economic interrelations. On the other hand, the diversity 
and inhomogeneity of stakeholders of initiatives for sustainable development also causes 
particular problems and conflicts. 

 

Strategies 

The following strategies may be used to cope with the manifold and sometimes contradicting 
interest and demands of stakeholders in evaluated processes, programs or projects: 

• Participative evaluation 

• Representation through a spokesperson or experts 

• Reduction to singular perspective 
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It is clear that the strategy of considering a singular perspective corresponds to the basic 
strategy of reducing complexity.  

Participative evaluation and Representation seek to account for different interests and 
requirements in the evaluation and the complexity associated therewith. Using representatives 
is a way of simplifying the process and making it easier to handle as the number of involved 
persons is reduced, though not necessarily the diversity of positions. 

 

A- Participative Evaluation 

Stakeholders in an evaluation regarding sustainable development play two different roles: 

• On the one hand, these persons and groups dispose of extensive and diverse 
knowledge that can be used in evaluations through a participative evaluation approach. 
This aspect was explained in the section “integration of the social, environmental and 
economic dimensions”. 

• On the other hand these persons and groups are stakeholders and make demands on 
the evaluation to consider their perspectives and interests. 

The following section deals with the management of complexity resulting from the diversity 
of involved stakeholders in the process of sustainable development. Participative evaluation 
serves to channel the diverse and contradicting demands in an operable manner. 

Participation of involved or affected persons can comprise the definition of evaluation 
questions, the delimitation of the evaluation subject, the conduction of the evaluation or parts 
of it. Through their participation, multiple views are reflected in the evaluation. 

The decision for a participative evaluation approach is often linked with a shift from external, 
indicator based criteria to evaluation criteria that emerge from an internal discursive process 
and negotiation.  

A significant advantage of participative evaluations is the possibility of building internal 
evaluation capacities. In addition to that, the participation of stakeholders can enhance 
acceptance and understanding for the implementation of the evaluation results. 

The selection of participants in the evaluation is a critical task. There is the risk of bias 
through disproportionate representation of particular perspectives. It is crucial that the 
selection of participants is carried out in a transparent manner and that  decisions and results 
are well documented. Participants have a need to be informed about their possibilities to 
contribute to the design and conduction of the evaluation and to the implementation of its 
results.  

Despite the number of stakeholders involved, the evaluation requires an operable system of 
evaluation aspects and criteria. It may be necessary to conduct extensive negotiation processes 
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to obtain a system of reference. If the number and inhomogeneity of participants exceed a 
certain level, complexity becomes too high, and a participative evaluation is not feasible.  

Strategy: Participative Evaluation 

Resources required:  depends on the method, the number of stakeholders and the extent to 
which they are involved; rather high 

Practical experience: several pilot projects, methodology not yet fully developed 

Potential risk:  conflicting interest groups, delays, loss of control over the process 

Scope: can cover multiple perspectives 

Concept of SD participation in the process of sustainable development is a principle 
anchored in political documents and can also be applied to evaluations. 

 

B- Representation through spokespersons or experts 

Experts or spokespersons represent the perspectives of stakeholder groups and assure the 
consideration of their stakes. It is legitimated representation or acknowledged expert know-
how that allows them to represent a specific stakeholder group. 

This procedure reduces the number of directly involved people in comparison to participative 
evaluation approaches. Topics and occasions of consultation can be consciously controlled 
saving time and resources. 

This approach makes it possible to gain an overview over stakeholder interests within a short 
period of time in an efficient way and to consider these in the evaluation process. However, 
there exists the risk, that the selection and consultation of representatives is biased and that 
specific interests are neglected in the process. 

Strategy: Representation 

Resources required:  moderate effort, controllable and plan able 

Practical experience: methods for the consultation of experts and representatives are well 
tested 

Potential risk:  Bias in selection of representatives 

Scope: multiple perspectives covered, efficient procedure 

Concept of SD especially with elected spokespersons this approach is both a pragmatic 
and democratic way to meet the requirement of participation, less so if 
the process is based upon expert consultation. 

 

 page 20 



 
Implementing Evaluation in the context of Sustainable Development (III) 

C- Reduction to a single perspective 

According to the evaluation questions, a single perspective may be chosen deliberately. In 
many cases, the predominant consideration of the evaluation sponsor’s perspective is 
required. In other cases, it may be the best option to conduct the evaluation from an objective 
and distanced external view with an external evaluator. 

Possibly problems arise regarding the acceptance of the results and the procedure among 
those involved or affected.  

Strategy: Reduction to a single perspective 

Resources required:  easy to plan and control 

Practical experience: expert evaluations are the most frequent type 

Potential risk:  biased perspective, lack of acceptance concerning procedure and results 

Scope: only one perspective covered; external perspective can bring 
innovations into the process, provide new impetus 

Concept of SD The consideration of criteria of sustainable development depends on the 
organizational design and the focus of the evaluation. 

 

Obstacles in practice 

Bias in perspective 

Due to the importance of the role of the evaluation sponsor, the perspective of the evaluation 
sponsor may receive particular attention. The consideration of further stakeholders requires 
additional financial and personal resources. If there is no interest of the evaluation sponsor in 
other stakeholders’ perspectives, their consideration will not be feasible with the resources 
provided. 

 

Mixing up participative processes and participative evaluation 

The selection of a participative evaluation approach is often made on an ideological basis that 
automatically relates participative processes such as Local Agenda 21 with participative 
evaluation. Nevertheless, it is the objectives of the project and of the evaluation that are 
decisive for the evaluation design, less so the organization of the evaluated process. 

The resources required in terms of time, financial and personal are often underestimated in 
practice. Expected results and required input should be thoroughly considered. 
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Participative processes and the objectives of sustainable development 

Participative processes are a means to achieve sustainable development, but do not 
automatically and per se result in sustainable development. The integration of various 
stakeholder perspectives is a social process. Interests and their relative importance are subject 
to negotiation and can indeed contradict ecological, economic or social criteria of sustainable 
development, for example equitable distribution. 

Hence, it is advisable that the evaluation of participative processes for sustainable 
development relates the process to an external system of reference, in order to value the 
objectives and achievements and to reconsider the entire context. 

Nevertheless, social discursive processes are essential to prove the social acceptance of 
sustainable development goals. The evaluation can contribute significantly to that by 
presenting official systems of reference of sustainable development to the participative 
process. The discursive processes then judges the external concepts with regard to social and 
political feasibility, it reflects and redefines general requirements for practical 
implementation. 

 

Spatial Linkages 
Across the social, economic or environmental dimension all issues of sustainable 
development are embedded in a global context. Social activities that are apparently situated in 
a limited area are linked to direct and reciprocal effects and need to be assessed with regard to 
global dynamics. 

With regard to evaluation, the global context results in a high level of complexity so that 
evaluations may not be feasible. Thus, it is necessary to find a way that provides reliable and 
relevant results for decision making whilst still remaining operable. 

 

Strategies 

The theory of sustainable development requires the consideration of spatial interlinkages. 
However, taking into account larger spatial entities up to the global scale results in higher 
complexity of the evaluation. In this context, the following strategies can be distinguished: 

• Socio-political action scope 

• Pars pro toto 

• Chain of effects 

The restriction to a socio-political action scope is a limited approach that corresponds to the 
basic strategy of reducing complexity through delimitation. The strategy of effect chains 
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delimits the evaluation subject in order to allow for a comprehensive investigation of direct 
and indirect effects regardless of spatial boundaries. 

 

A- Socio-political action scope 

With this strategy, the spatial delimitation of the evaluand is set according to the socio-
political action scope. The area, where direct controlling through the political activities is 
possible, will be evaluated with regard to the evaluation questions. Reciprocal effects and 
indirect effects that become manifest outside the chosen area, will not be considered.  

This approach corresponds to the currently widely spread practice of political evaluations, 
where political decision-makers commission evaluations that cover their province. With 
regard to evaluating sustainable development, however, the restriction to political scales and 
provinces may hinder a comprehensive, integrative perspective. 

On the other hand, the approach of spatial delimitation allows in-depth analysis of the 
evaluation questions. However, results obtained concerning the sustainability of the area 
investigated may not allow any conclusion to sustainable development on the global scale. 
Evaluators need to be aware of the role of the investigated unit in the larger context. 

In order to improve results in terms of information value and level of knowledge, evaluations 
carried out on the same political scale, for instance municipalities, can be synthesized on a 
superior political scale. Subsequently, similarities, differences and potential interrelations 
between the investigated areas can be analyzed. 

Strategy: Socio-political action scope 

Resources required:  easy to plan and control 

Practical experience: evaluations on this level are the most frequent type 

Potential risk:  narrow focus, neglect of reciprocal effects and interrelations 

Scope: restrictions on the geographical level may be necessary for more in-
depth analysis of the issues under scrutiny; little information gained 
about the effect that sustainable development in a political area has on 
the larger context 

Concept of SD With regard to spatial interrelations, the approach is very limited, but 
may allow more stringent implementation of sustainable development 
in other fields. 
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B- Effect chains 

The strategy of effect chains delimits the evaluand very strictly. The spatial boundaries are not 
defined at the outset of the evaluation they result from the backward or forward linkage of 
relations, mechanisms and effects that are of importance for the evaluation question.  

In function of the evaluation subject and the questions, the evaluation will cover a narrowly 
defined area or wide-ranging linkages.  

The theory of Sustainable Development regards social, ecological and economic questions as 
closely linked and interwoven, as a system of interrelated elements. Orientation of an 
evaluation along linkages of effects and chains of effects will be the ideal strategy in many 
evaluation questions concerning sustainable development. However, complexity potentially 
resulting from the strategy restricts the possibilities of application.  

Strategy: Effect chains 

Resources required:  depend on complexity of linkages 

Practical experience: little experience 

Potential risk:  excess complexity 

Scope: takes into account reciprocal effects and linkages between various 
geographic levels 

Concept of SD corresponds well with the concept of spatial integration and retinity. 

 

C- Pars pro toto 

In this strategy, the evaluator selects spatial units that have a set of properties in common. Out 
of these, one unit will be subject of the evaluation. The evaluation of this area will produce 
insights that are valid for the other units analogously or in an adapted way.  These results may 
either directly be the basis for the elaboration of commonly applicable solutions, or represent 
the starting point for further in-depth investigations in the respective areas. 

The critical issue, which is decisive for the quality of the results, is the assurance of 
comparability between the spatial units selected. In practice, this will be possible in a few 
cases only. However, when this strategy is applied correctly, a central benefit is the possibility 
of elaborating solutions that are broadly applicable. In particular, this strategy is a good way 
to develop or enhance methodologies for implementing sustainable development for example 
on municipality, regional or national level. 

Strategy: Pars pro toto 

Resources required:  easy to plan and control 
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Practical experience: little experience with regard to selection of cases and assuring 
comparability 

Potential risk:  A critical issue is the selection of common characteristics, assuring 
comparability between spatial entities 

Scope: focus limited to things in common between spatial entities 

Concept of SD With regard to spatial interrelations, the approach is very limited. 

 

Obstacles in practice 

Data basis 

In practice, the choice of the spatial scale in the evaluation is limited by the availability of 
data. Especially on the regional level, where no corresponding political units exist, the 
required data basis cannot always be generated through aggregation and desaggregation. 

 

Compatibility of indicators and methods 

For the time being, there is no institutionalized harmonization of evaluations on different 
political levels and geographical scales. Only in rare cases, evaluation results of different 
areas of the same geographical scale are comparable, as they are based upon different 
indicators, definitions and methods. An instrument of coordination and harmonization, for 
example on European Union level, is still missing. 

Similarly, there is a lack of mechanisms that allow the vertical integration of small-scale 
evaluation into an investigation on a larger geographic and political scale. As a consequence, 
it is difficult to study the compatibility and coherence of approaches to sustainable 
development from the local to the national or international scale 
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Concluding remarks 
 

On the previous pages an overview has been given of various strategies concerning 
evaluations with sustainable development. Details on resources required, potential risk, state 
of practical experience as well as their compatibility with the concept of sustainable 
development as well as potential obstacles have been given. However, at the current state of 
theory, in many fields it is still impossible to deliver valid statements on effects of measures if 
spatial interrelation, long time spans and reciprocal effects between social, economic and 
environmental systems are to be taken into account. The Tool Box cannot overcome 
remaining gaps in the science of sustainable development. The need for further research in 
these areas thus restricts the possibilities of evaluations with sustainable development. 

Complexity is not only a challenge for the scientific treatment of sustainable development, it 
is also a problem yet to solve for evaluation methodology in this field. The judgment with 
regard to sustainable development across political action areas, environmental effect chains 
and social interactions for example pose methodological difficulties in terms of measurement, 
valuation and comparability. 

Concerning the specific tasks of evaluations with sustainable development, the Tool Box 
points out suitable procedures and technical approaches for the evaluation. However, so far 
only little practical experience exists for some solutions and for some problems there remains 
substantial need for further research. Besides, practical solutions also underlie financial and 
personal restrictions that further delimit the availability of options.  
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