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The TUDCN – Trade Union Development Network was set up in 2008 by the ITUC. 
The network is an open and inclusive structure, based on voluntary commitment 
of the trade union organisations active in development cooperation both in the 
North and in the South. The “TUDCN Development Papers” are meant to present 
and disseminate trade unions positions and views on international development 
cooperation policies.     
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Introduction

Why these Guidelines?

Showing results of their work is essential for trade union organisations towards their constituencies 
and affiliates. Northern and Southern organisations are also increasingly pressured by donors to 
show clear results. These guidelines are about getting insight in results.

The guidelines are written to improve the capacity of trade unions and those working with trade 
unions to map the progress of their development work and be able to learn from it. This is done 
by presenting and sharing practical information about getting insight in results of trade unions 
and trade union development cooperation programmes. They touch on key issues that TUs need 
to reflect upon when designing their approach for measuring results. However, these guidelines 
are not meant to be prescriptive or exhaustive. The guidelines are meant for project staff and 
staff dedicated for measuring results in TUs in South and North, assisting them in coming up 
with practices and policies around monitoring and evaluation of results.

The guidelines build on the finding that TUs are particular actors in the field of development 
cooperation. This specificity of TUs as development actors should be recognized and reflected 
in a suitable approach towards results. It also implies that is essential to clarify the underlying 
logic of change of TU development work when deciding upon a proper monitoring and evaluation 
approach. The nature of TU development work has consequences for what can be measured, 
and how this can be done methodologically and organisationally. 

Box 1: The process behind these Guidelines

These guidelines are the result of a process which was initiated by a working group of the 
Trade Union Development Cooperation Network (TUDCN). First principles for TU effectiveness 
were developed and a concrete instrument (TUDEP). This exercise takes into consideration the 
objectives of the working group on TU development effectiveness as expressed in the work 
plan for 2012. It highlights the importance of monitoring & evaluation (M&E) of the Decent 
Work Agenda (DWA), expecting to contribute to the development of a shared understanding 
and shared practices for M&E within the TUDCN network. In doing so, the guide focuses 
particularly on the impact level (ultimate beneficiary) and outcome level (organisational) of TU 
development programmes.

The process started with a mapping of the existing M&E practices at outcome and impact 
level, mainly based on material coming from members of the TUDCN. The research identified 
a set of good practices and challenges that appear in the existing M&E practice of various 
TUs. The guide refers to these findings and brings material together from several sources to 
steer the present debate on M&E among the members of the TUDCN and to deliver input for 
the development of an own vision of TUs on M&E at outcome and impact level.
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A key challenge in measuring results of programmes of complex social change is how to make 
sure that observed changes have indeed occurred as a result of the programme; in other 
words: to make a strong claim that the programme did make a difference and without the 
programme the results would not have occurred. These guidelines offer suggestions about how 
TUs can position themselves on this issue, by proposing different approaches to document the 
relation between impact and outcome; by paying sufficient attention to capacity building at the 
organisational level; considering issues around aggregation at the impact level; and placing 
learning agenda in the centre.

The guidelines first describes the specific characteristics and contexts of trade unions and offers 
working principles. A number of foundational issues for measuring results and learning from 
results are described in the next chapter. Practical examples for measuring results and for doing 
impact assessments are presented and a connection is made to the Decent Work agenda.

Definitions

In this section we focus on the differences between monitoring, evaluation and impact 
assessment, and how TUs can approach these concepts.

Box 2: Defining outcome and impact in line with TU realities  

OECD-DAC defines impact as the ‘positive and negative, intended and unintended, direct 
and indirect, primary and secondary effects produced by an intervention’. 

OEDC-DAC defines an outcome as ‘the likely or achieved short-term and medium-term 
effects of an intervention’s outputs. Outcomes are the observable behavioural, institutional 
and societal changes that take place over 3 to 10 years, usually as the result of coordinated 
short-term investments in individual and organizational capacity building for key development 
stakeholders (such as national governments, civil society, and the private sector).’

These generic definitions are accepted and widely used in the development community, 
but some elements do pose challenges from a trade union perspective, both in operational 
and conceptual terms. Firstly, in line with the finding that TU development work happens 
mostly in a multi-stakeholder context and through highly political processes of change, 
strong causal statements, such as ‘produced by’ and ‘as the result of’ can be problematic. 
In most cases an analysis will not be able to go beyond demonstrating ‘contribution’ (Stern 
et al., 2012). Secondly, the time frames put forward in the definitions (‘between 3 and 10 
years’, and ‘long-term’) are probably more realistic than many of the frames used in the 
aid sector, but do create an idea of linear change where effects nicely flow from activities 
to outcomes and impact. Experience learns that in some programmes, tangible outcomes 
and impacts can come very quickly, but also bounce back again, and some might take a 
generation to materialise.
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While monitoring is often linked with the output and outcome level, and evaluation and impact 
assessment with higher levels in the causal chain, it is important to point at some of the 
ambiguities of existing definitions.

Table 1 lists some of the key differences that are suggested in the literature. Monitoring is 
focused on the measurement of the progress against the objectives of the programme, during 
the implementation, ideally proving insights into outputs and outcomes. Evaluation can take 
many different forms and shapes, but often takes place mid-term or at the end of a programme. 
While most terms of reference for evaluations refer to the five OECD/DAC criteria to guide the 
focus of the evaluation, very few evaluations deal in-depth with the impact level. Full-fledged 
impact assessments, looking at changes in people’s life or in the institutional environment 
(e.g. laws, policies), are very rare. The many definitions of monitoring, evaluation, (and impact 
assessment) tend to hide the fact that in practice it is often difficult and sometimes not useful to 
draw neat boundaries around the concepts.

Table 1: Differences between monitoring & evaluation (adjusted from O’Flynn, 2010)

Monitoring Evaluation Impact Assessment 

What? Measures ongoing 
activities 

5 OECD/DAC criteria: 
relevance, effectiveness, 
efficiency, sustainability, 
(impact) 

Assesses changes in 
people’s lives , and 
structural change in the 
institutional environment

When? During implementation In middle or end of 
programme cycle 

At any stage, or after end 

Scope? intervention intervention /group of 
interventions

Affected population / 
(inter)national level

Focus? Outputs/outcomes outcomes Impacts 

Question? Are we doing the thing 
right? 

Are we doing the right 
thing? 

What has changed for 
whom, How significant is 
it for them? 

These guidelines deal with monitoring and evaluation (M&E) in an integrated way, recognising 
two important ideas. Firstly, systematic outcome measurement helps to follow-up progress and 
inform programme implementation, but at the same time provides invaluable information for 
evaluation activities afterwards. Secondly, many programmes are never subject of a genuine 
impact assessment, because this is not always feasible. More attention for the measurement of 
outcomes (via monitoring and/or evaluation) is a first step to shed more light on the black box of 
results beyond the output level.



8 

1. Results in the context of Trade Unions

1.1 The character of Trade Unions

The international architecture for development cooperation is characterized by a growing 
complexity. A main driver for this situation is the proliferation of state and non-state actors, which 
are interacting on development challenges that increasingly touch upon issues that go across 
sectors and geographic areas. The globalisation of many development problems implies at the 
same time that the pressure increases for organisations to work together across sectors, because 
one single organisation cannot address all the aspects of the problem. While cooperation and 
multi-actor approaches are required, there is at the same time a need to develop frameworks for 
development work that are well attuned to the distinctive character of different stakeholders. This 
emerging reality is also reflected in the international debates around development, for example 
in the Busan partnership for effective development cooperation (2011): 

“In Busan, we forge a new global partnership that embraces diversity and recognises the distinct 
roles that all stakeholders in cooperation can play to support development.” (Busan Partnership, 
2011)

Among this diversity of stakeholders, TUs are one of the prominent and particular actors in the 
development debate. The specificity of TU development work needs to be more prominently 
acknowledged in the way key organisational processes, such as M&E, are managed and 
implemented.

TUs as development actors differ from other actors by the nature of their organisational set-up 
and the institutional framework in which they operate, the way they work and network with 
governmental and business actors, the themes they tackle, and the scope of their activities. Box 
3 provides more details about some of the key organisational and institutional characteristics 
of TUs.

TUs combine and mix different organisational modes. They are democratic organisations, 
where the Congress has the final voice and with a representative organisation; they are political 
organisations that work as a political body on political issues; and sometimes they are also a 
project organisations that receive solidarity support and donor funding to carry out specific set 
of programmes or projects. 

These characteristics of TUs have implications for the nature of the processes of social change 
that TUs are aiming at:
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l Multi-stakeholder processes are the norm: outcomes of TU work depend on the 
interaction between different groups (workers, government, business, others), often in 
changing alliances and in configurations where none of the parties are in control;

l Power, values and context matter: the interests of different internal and external 
stakeholders impacting on the world of work (politicians, business, administration) might 
evolve over time. In addition, the change process is often marked by a strong interplay 
of power and value issues. And changes in the socio-economic (e.g. economic crisis) or 
the political situation (new government, new laws) have immediate consequences for TU 
development work;

l Benefits beyond the direct target group: positive outcomes of TU development work (e.g. 
collective bargaining agreements) might have positive spill-over effects beyond the direct 
target group of a programme.

l Long term structural change: While the nature of TU work evolves continuously, TUs 
make use of well-established ways of working, with formal decision making procedures and 
consultations with groups of members and political structures. TUs are strong in engaging 
and mobilising around processes of long term structural change.

Box 3: Specific characteristics of TUs as development actors  
(Vlaminck et al., 2012)  

• TUs are membership-based organisations with a democratic structure, and are not 
only project-based organisations.

• They have a country-wide, regional to international representation and can therefore 
implement programmes on a wide scale.

• They are recognized as social partners at the side of the private sector and 
governments, and participate in tri-partite dialogues. Therefore, they have a privileged 
position to weigh on social policies as motors for development.

• In line with the increased involvement of the private sector in development, TUs also play 
an important role in ensuring corporate social ‘accountability’, protecting the rights of 
workers and not only those of business.

• The workplace is a key area of development, but also a place of many abuses and 
TUs are well suited to tackle these issues.

• They have an important awareness creating role, both in the North and the South.

• Trade unions can count on a solid international legislation and institutional 
frameworks, such as the ILO, being a specialised body of the United Nations.
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In terms of M&E, these features of TU development work play out in at least two ways, more 
specifically: 

l Unpredictability: The combination of working in multi-stakeholder settings, with actors 
who have different interests and are operating in rather volatile environments, creates unpre-
dictability. When designing M&E systems this means that generally there is (1) low relevance 
of long term detailed planning in view of the dynamic nature of TU work; (2) a need to system-
atically map and react to unforeseen outcomes, beyond the pre-defined indicators and target 
groups at the start of a project; and (3) the difficulty of establishing causal claims between the 
activities of an individual programmes and what happens at outcome and impact level. It also 
complicates measuring the effects of capacity development work of TUs on the well-being of 
affiliated workers and their families; 

l M&E systems for non-project organisations: Many M&E approaches are designed for 
specific projects. As indicated, TUs do work with projects, but are not project-organisations in 
the first place. Their ways of working require continuity of dialogue (with internal and external 
stakeholders) and are not necessarily compatible with a short term project-mode. Figure 1 
shows how the regular democratic organisational spaces in trade unions only partially overlap 
with the project/ programme spaces. In the rhythm of TUs, specific projects could fit in the 
periods for which the congress has given a mandate, often five years. If not adjusted to the 
organisational rhythm and practices of TUs, externally imposed M&E systems are likely to be 
of little relevance. 

Box 4:  Why do TUs do M&E?

Underwriting the Decent Work Agenda - One of the key strengths of the labour 
movement is its institutional back-up by international agreements, i.e. expressed amongst 
others through the joint Decent Work Agenda with the ILO. M&E efforts contribute to this 
thematic focus, and consider the contribution of individual TU programmes on the Decent 
Work Agenda at local, national and international level. 

M&E for Learning – M&E is set-up in such a way that it serves various learning needs 
at different levels as a first priority. This involves learning about the progress towards 
the objectives, but also learning about the own performance of the programme (adaptive 
capacity). Fulfilling administrative requirements from external entities is important, but 
should not obstruct the learning agenda.

Multiple accountability – TUs are expected to be accountable both downwards (towards 
their affiliates or members), upwards (towards the national and international structures), 
and horizontal (towards other TUs). This is also reflected in the TU development principles on 
democratic ownership, autonomy, transparency, and equal partnerships. The accountability 
demands from donors need to be reconciled with other accountability processes.  



11

Figure 1: Difference between democratic organisations space and project/programme 
spaces

NC 1
lBoard
NC 2

lBoard
NC 3

lBoard
NC 4

lBoard
xx

lBoard
yy

lBoard
abc

Democratic organisational 
spaces of TUs

Project/programme spaces

BoardWeekly/ 
monthly

6xto 12x/yr National Board

National Council2x to 3x/yr

Every 
4 – 5 yrs

Congress

• Members (selected)
• Leadership

Board

Programme Coord

NC 1 NC 2 NC 3 NC 4

xx yy

a b c

Indirect beneficiariesDirect beneficiaries

TU Programme TU partner

Workers in 
sector 1

Vulnerable 
youth

programme
direct stake-
holders

beneficiaries

1.2 The Context of Trade Unions

Trade Unions work in complex contexts. But very often, in measuring results, there is an 
assumption that activities lead to results, which lead to further outcomes, which lead to an 
improved situation. Disregarding the complex interactions with context and with lots of other 
interventions, this narrow tunnel vision acts as if the project is the centre of the universe (see 
figure 2). 

Figure 2: Traditional tunnel vision for results (adapted from PADEV, 2010)
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This perspective ignores that development projects do not happen in isolation. Other programmes 
and all sorts of influences impact on the TU partners and the target groups they work with (see figure 
3). Effects are often bi-directional, with different stakeholders influencing each other deliberately or 
in-deliberately. In terms of measuring results, this implies that many factors contribute to change, 
and ignoring them means making an assessment of progress with limited relevance. 

Figure 3: an open-systems perspective on social change in TU programmes
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Local, national, 
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In a recent overview study for DFID, Stern et al. (2012) conclude that for complex programmes, 
the question ‘How much of the impact can be attributed to the intervention?’ is more relevant than 
‘Did the intervention cause the impact?’ In measuring results in the context of trade union work, it 
is important to think about contributions. A project or programme is only one of causes for change. 
In other words: ‘effects are produced by several causes at the same time, none of which might be 
necessary or sufficient for impact’ (p.40).
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1.3 A Shared Agenda and Practice of Working with Results

The agenda for working with results

Trade unions tend to have a political view of social change. This means that they address 
structural causes of poverty, and do not just focus on service delivery in in sectors such as 
sanitation or health. This also implies that TU development work involves the challenging of 
existing socio-economic and political power balances. In terms of the partnership, this approach 
takes advantage of the complex character of influencing policy and political action by entering into 
a relationship that, ideally, is both flexible and locally owned. As a consequence, many TUs would 
not support the introduction of result systems that are too extractive or too control-oriented, and 
that are solely focused on giving account to donors. In addition, by working together on capacity 
development processes or on concrete campaigns and actions, TUs engage in processes that 
are difficult to plan ahead. 

The complexity of monitoring progress and the intention not to impose control-oriented M&E 
systems, do not take away the responsibility of making efforts to document and learn about 
progress. If development outcomes are not documented, it becomes very difficult to learn about 
progress, and it would allow very little knowledge building. There is also the risk that the implicit 
assumptions of how development should happen are not shared at an organisational level but 
remain with certain individual staff members. Therefore monitoring results has a role to play in 
documenting and addressing the learning needs of important stakeholders, and at the same 
time allow the strategies to be tested. 

Towards a shared practice

The research which informed this process examined how Supporting TUs are currently looking 
at measuring results at outcome and impact level, and combined these findings with insights 
from the TU development effectiveness principles process (TUDEP), and other M&E literature. 
This research and other studies (eg. Vlaminck et al., 2012) conclude that worldwide TUs are 
confronted with challenges regarding measuring results at outcome and impact level. The 
members of the TUDCN network acknowledge the need for an improved practice regarding M&E 
at outcome and impact level, and promote more exchange and shared learning about the topic. 
This is a collective responsibility, and various options exist on how to achieve this, each of them 
having advantages and disadvantages. Because of the worldwide scope of the TUDCN network, 
involving quite diverse organizations in the North and the South, and the strong emphasis on 
the principle of autonomy of the various partner organisations, an exaggerated standardization 
would hold risks. The resulting M&E framework might not be able to respond appropriately to 
the demands and specificities of the various organizations’ involved, and a rigid structure might 
create bureaucracy and a loss of energy and momentum. Therefore, the TUDCN working group 
on development effectiveness proposed to focus on M&E harmonisation efforts by: 
Providing insights into the different agendas that M&E can contribute to;
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l Working towards shared values and principles regarding M&E at outcome and impact level, 
without defining the procedures on how to achieve these;

l Improving the insights into when to use which kind of M&E approach;

l Sharing ideas on how M&E can be made more learning-oriented;

l Highlighting ‘best fit practices1’ inside TUDCN that can serve as example for other member 
organizations of the network and beyond.

l Building on the value of South-South cooperation between TUs to improve their practice.

These guidelines are a first step in working on these issues.

1 ‘Best fit’ has been proposed (originally in the human resources management literature) as an alternative to ‘best practices’ because it reflects better the fact 
that many organisational practices cannot just be transposed to other contexts, without taking into account all the necessary preconditions. ‘Best fit’ examples 
result in the type of analysis in the line of ‘what works for whom in which context’.

Box 5: Arriving at a shared practice: a balancing act

Working towards a shared M&E practice can range from leaving complete autonomy to 
individual TUs and see if this leads to some convergence, to the definition of minimum 
expectations, or, ultimately, to insisting on fixed procedures and tools (Simister, 2009). 
Experience learns that the degree to which M&E can be standardised depends on many 
factors, for example, organisational culture, the complexity of the organizational structures, 
the diversity of contexts and themes the actors operate in, etc. It deserves thorough 
reflection before fixing specific elements or, for example, streamlining indicator sets across 
an organisational system. 
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1.4 Underlying Values and Principles

Monitoring and Evaluation of results can take many forms and shapes, and can be informed by 
different principles. Seven important principles2 for M&E are put forward in these guidelines.

Figure 4: Seven principles for M&E

Principle 1: Guarantee democratic ownership – Democratic ownership in a context of M&E 
implies that M&E systems should be designed in respect and response to the objectives and 
priorities of the partners in the South. Where relevant and feasible, stakeholders and beneficiaries 
are encouraged to actively participate in monitoring and evaluation activities. As indicated earlier 
on, democratic ownership also poses some practical challenges as it implies that decision-
making requires strong support from various levels, becoming sometimes complex and slow. 
Therefore, M&E efforts should be sensitive to the political and participatory nature of planning 
and evaluating of TU development work.

Principle 2: Building on local M&E practices and processes – Receiving partners have 
developed their own M&E practices and processes over time, sometimes formal and explicit 
but often also more informal components can be important (field visits, meetings). M&E 
strategies should avoid treating TUs as project-based organisations, and rather strengthen 
existing institutionalised reflection and decision making practices. This means building on the 
organisational rhythm and the organisational spaces for M&E. Instead of pushing through a 
unified system which misses contextual issues and local support, M&E should build as much as 
possible on these local elements. Supporting TU partners will therefore work towards harmonised 

2  They build further on the TU principles for development effectiveness (ITUC, 2011), which define what development effectiveness means in a TU context.
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M&E and reporting practices, based on M&E formats that are designed in cooperation with 
and which are relevant for the receiving partner. While attempts to work towards uniform M&E 
procedures at the international level can be useful, it is especially important to consider the local 
level, and support at least the convergence in formats at the level of individual receiving partners. 

Principle 3: Using an actor-based M&E system – TU partnerships are based on the principles 
of self-reliance, autonomy and empowerment (TUDEP, 2011). In this perspective, strong TU 
structures are not only a means to realise immediate benefits for the members, but also an end 
in itself to guarantee sustainability and long term support for future generations. The explicit 
focus of TU development work on the TU partners needs to be reflected in the orientation of 
the M&E system. Therefore, M&E efforts need to map progress at the partner level (outcome 
level), including mapping the effects of capacity development activities, and the quality of the 
partnership (TUDEP, 2011). 

Principle 4: Supporting joint learning and decision making at the local level – TUs will 
work towards establishing M&E systems which focus on joint sense-making3 and on learning 
at the local level (horizontal learning), empowering the Receiving partners to steer their own 
development. This is contrary to many M&E systems which are designed in such a way that data 
is collected at the field level, aggregated, and then sent up to higher levels in the organisational 
structure for analysis and decision-making . Designing M&E systems in such a way leads to 
extractive and bureaucratic reporting systems, with few opportunities for learning and feedback 
at the field level. 

Principle 5: Adhering to minimum M&E standards – From a methodological perspective, TUs 
support the use of mixed M&E approaches, strive towards adequate resourcing for M&E, and pay 
specific attention to the analysis of the effects of programmes on vulnerable groups, including 
women, youth, and minorities.

Principle 6: Transparency and information sharing – Equal access to knowledge is key in 
balanced partnerships. In a context of M&E this means that the agenda-setting, analysis, and 
reporting of M&E activities should be transparent, and optimise information sharing. Progress 
and evaluation reports on programme implementation are made accessible to the partners and 
relevant stakeholders.

Principle 7: Keep it simple and flexible – An organization can go very far in M&E, including 
the establishment of control groups, extensive data collection, rigorously planned reflection 
moments, etc. If not planned realistically and integrated in existing processes, one risks removing 
the energy and flexibility out of the TU work. M&E should be a means and not an end by itself. It 
should therefore focus on helping sense-making and supporting planning, rather than adopting 
a complex set of tools and techniques with limited relevance and use. 

3 This approach is sometimes called the biological metaphor because it mimics the functioning of a human body, where, for example, the hands pick-up 
signals which are then collected and sent to the brain for analysis, which then takes decisions on what to do next.  
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2. Foundations for Results

2.1 Projects and the Results Cycle

The previous chapter has described the character and the context of TUs. They are not project 
organizations but they do work with specific projects and programmes alongside being a political 
and democratic organization. Supporting programmes of and for TUs could often benefit from 
using project management approaches or using the results cycle. 

Using project management in essence requires that an intervention is defined with a concrete 
beginning and end, and that resources are related to specific actions and objectives that are 
monitored throughout the lifetime of the project.

Results play a key role in using project management. Figure 5 below summarizes how 
an organization could work with results. This results cycle can be applied as part of project 
management, but also for working with results in broader programmes. One risk of using project 
management approaches including the results cycle, is that results are formulated in a very linear 
way, leading to a narrow tunnel vision where only some few issues of interest are monitored. The 
following paragraphs discuss how and why it is fruitful for TUs to make use of this cycle.

The following phases are distinguished:

l Planning. Planning for results is the most essential phase. This is also where the difference 
is made between using open approaches or closed and inflexible approaches. In the context 
of TUs, using a theory of change would be one of the best ways of finding out what results to 
measure. By using a theory of change it would also be easier to integrate context monitoring 
and results monitoring. Some sort of results framework could be based on the theory of 
change. This is elaborated in paragraph 2.2.

l Collection. It is easy to develop long lists of indicators, but these are only useful if they 
are linked to concrete methods of collecting the data for such indicators. Collection of good 
quality data is even more important than having very strict indicators, since good data would 
allow for several sorts of analyses. Methods for measuring results are discussed in chapter 3.

l Analysis. After data are being collected, it is often necessary to make different types of 
analyses. For example comparing or aggregating results over different locations, or between 
organisations or locations. Often, it is also important to make analyse of changes over time, or 
comparisons between plans and realisations (esp. for outputs) or comparing financial inputs 
with outputs.

l Reflection or Sensemaking. If information about results is to be used, there is a need to 
digest the information. Good analyses are the starting point, but sensemaking4 goes further: 
it asks the question what these (analysed) results mean in the actual context where they were 
generated. Ideally reflection and sensemaking is done by the stakeholders who should make 

4 Annex 4 offers a list of practical suggestions for holding reflection or sensemaking sessions. Having a good analysis is already a good starting point.
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use of the results. The more complex the context, the more important it is to reflect on and 
interpret results jointly.

l Use. If information on results is not used, it has been a waste of resources to collect it. 
Information about results can have different users and often there is a need to present and 
analyse information in different ways for different users. Operational staff of TUs, but also 
members of TUs would be the primary users, while also peer TUs and funding TUs could be 
users of results.

Figure 5. General results cycle

In the practice of many organisations, the phases analysis and reflection receive insufficient 
attention. This leads to a lack of internal use of results. In other words: results do not form a 
cycle, but a line: data are being planned, are collected and are sent to funding agencies.

2.2 Logic of Change

In some programmes the relation between activities and results is rather direct: causal chains 
are short (e.g. vaccination programmes, micro-finance, cash for work). For these programmes it 
is easy to map the logic of the hoped-for changes.
 
Taking into account that TUs engage in complex multi-stakeholder processes, such as political 
work, campaigning, capacity building, and learning-oriented networks, change is often difficult 
to attribute to a particular programme. The chain of cause and effect is not linear, but long term, 
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embedded in existing social systems, involving a variety of contextual factors and influenced by 
multiple organisations. Especially for higher level outcomes (outcome and impact level) doing a 
causal analysis is very difficult. The challenge in terms of measuring results is to recognise part 
of the complexity, but at the same time not getting overwhelmed and paralysed by the multitude 
of issues to consider. Theories of change are a useful approach to structure and visualise the 
logic of programmes and they could form a strong basis of all results measurement.

Theory of change

Often programme designs are building on unrealistic assumptions of what can be achieved 
with a development programme. The objectives of the programme might be too ambitious, or 
the expectations of the effects of individual activities might be overrated5. A lack of clarity of the 
theory of change (see box 6) also has implications for the follow-up of programmes, as it will 
be impossible to establish the progress at different stages and levels of a programme. A first 
important step for meaningful outcome and impact measurement is therefore the development 
of a credible theory of change (ToC). Ideally, a ToC framework should 1) be very explicit about the 
roles and relationships of the different stakeholders in a programme (actor-focus); 2) it should 
take into account the fact that change is not linear in social systems; 3) the ultimate changes in 
the ToC should not be too far away or abstract (“a world where all workers have sufficient income 
and everyone is treated equal”) nor should it be too close to the interventions (“the trainings are 
continually being provided with a high success rate”); 4) they should not contain any significant 
black boxes (e.g. “trainings lead to higher income”. Usually, a ToC is expressed both in diagram 
form (see chapter 4) and narrative form.

Ripple model of change

One way to bring in an actor-focus in the theory of change and consider the decreasing influence 
of a project/programme on the higher level outcomes, is by using the ripple model (as in Earl 
et al., 2001 & Intrac, 2009). As TU development programmes often work through local actors 
(generally Receiving TU partners), contribution to change can be understood by means of 

5 For example, will a few targeted trainings on gender really lead to behaviour change in an organisation?

Box 6: What is a Theory of Change?

A theory of change can help us to navigate complexity by bringing some structure in 
our actions, and testing our underlying assumptions. Retolaza (2011) calls it ‘a set of 
assumptions and abstract projections regarding how we believe reality could unfold in 
the immediate future, based on i) a realistic analysis of the current context, ii) a self-
assessment about our capabilities of process facilitation, and iii) a critical and explicit 
review of our assumptions. It is not ‘an absolute truth of how change has to happen, of 
how it is going to occur, or even of how we want it to occur’. The following resources can 
assist in strengthening your ToC, beyond the kind of analysis which happens in logframe 
exercises (Retolaza, 2011; Vogel, 2012; Stein and Valters, 2012) 
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The sphere of control can be understood as the range of activities and effects over which the 
programme has control, because the implementers of the programme can decide what to fund 
and how. It refers to the inputs of the programme (e.g. financing, expertise, etc.), activities 
organised (e.g. workshops, trainings, etc.) or immediate outputs of activities (e.g. x number 
of people trained in a workshop, etc.). Results at this level are under the direct control of the 
programme and organisations can be held accountable for them.

The sphere of influence is often situated at the level of the partner organization (or other key-
stakeholders the programme is trying to influence). A Supporting TU may invest in capacity 
strengthening of the receiving TU (e.g. organizationally, institutionally, adaptive capacity). From 
the perspective of the programme implementers, this level corresponds with the outcome level. 
The extent to which the programme has effects at this level depends on individuals in the 
partner organisation, the collective dynamics, and the enabling environment. The programme 
can only influence change, not control it, pointing at the decreasing control of the programme 
over change. 

three spheres, which are characterized by a decreasing level of influence (figure 6 below). We 
distinguish between:

l a sphere of control, 

l a sphere of influence, and 

l a sphere of interest. 

Figure 6: Three spheres in Ripple model of change
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A third and also more indirect or distant sphere of contribution is the sphere of interest, which 
corresponds with the impact or ultimate beneficiary level (e.g. worker, national government, 
media). This level is of interest to the programme implementers, but out of the zone of control 
or even influence, because it will completely depend on the intermediaries, such as the partner 
organization and the final beneficiaries what kind of sustainable effects will be achieved, for 
example, regarding behaviour change in terms of gender. 

This is only a schematic representation and in reality a programme may also intervene directly 
at the level of the partner or the ultimate beneficiary (e.g. direct political work or campaigning in 
the country of the partner).

In practice it could work best to develop a theory of change first, then use the ripple model as an 
overlay on the diagram of the theory of change. This helps determine which parts of the theory 
of change can be grouped at which level of influence (see the ToC diagram in chapter 4).

2.3 Frameworks and Indicators

Once a theory of change is developed and different levels of influence determined, it could be 
wise to develop a framework of results. Ideally, the results would measure the key points of the 
theory of change. It is important to withstand the tendency to develop long lists of indicators, or 
to try to measure every point in the ToC. However, it is important to measure at different levels 
in the ToC, not just the direct outputs and not just the ultimate changes, but also (some of) the 
intermediate outcome results.

Box 7: different types of indicators 

Outcome indicators refer to changes at the intermediary level in TU programmes. This 
overlaps mostly with the organisational level, often the receiving TU partners, but it can 
also refer to other key-stakeholders (government, business).

Impact indicators at beneficiary level are situated at the level of the ultimate beneficiary. 

Impact indicators at national, regional or international level can refer to ILO decent 
work indicators or to other statistical data in the partner countries, or at regional or 
international level.

Process indicators refer to indicators that describe different features of the change 
process, often looking at well known issues that determine the quality of the implementation.

Technically, indicators can be numbers, ratios, percentages, scores or scales (quantitative 
or qualitative), composite indices (e.g. consumer price index), or narrative descriptions.
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A framework of results could be a collection of results, linked to the ToC, mostly expressed 
in indicators and linked with data collection methods. Such framework could be the basis for 
making plans, collect the data for all results, make relevant analyses, collect reflection outcomes 
and make different types of reports for various audiences.

Indicators

People often assume that the selection of good indicators is the most important part of an M&E 
system. Indeed, indicators are often used to measure results. However, starting with indicators 
often leads to measuring too many things in poor ways. It is important to link indicators to key 
points in the theory of change and thereby make indicators part of the broader strategy of 
working with results that also includes reflection, learning and making use of results.

In line with unpredictability of social change in TU development work, TU indicators sets need 
to be flexible as to adjust to changing circumstances and allow for the mapping of unforeseen 
effects. For some areas of the TU work, indicators can be made SMART (Specific, Measurable, 
Appropriate, Relevant, Time bound). For other areas, for example the TU work with a strong 
political dimension (e.g. lobby & advocacy), it can be more relevant to make use of flexible 
indicators that describe broad result areas and strategies but, without setting unrealistic details 
and timing.

Aggregation

Many supporting partners want to be able to compare and add-up information about results 
from different TU programmes in a country, a region, or beyond (aggregation). For some types 
of information this is quite feasible. For example, the annual ITUC Annual Survey on Violations of 
Trade Union Rights (e.g. HTUR, 2012) documents systematically violations of TU rights in all the 
countries in the world. This kind of factual data lends itself well for comparison and aggregation. 
However, for most development programmes there is a serious gap in terms of insights and 
causal linkages between the effects observed, for example, in the partner organisations and 
those at the target group level and beyond (e.g. the ILO Decent Work Indicators). This causes 
many challenges when trying to aggregate effects across levels and contexts. As indicated, 

Box 8: Why do TUs want to aggregate? 

Drivers for aggregation can be intrinsic or extrinsic. Aggregation might be done because 
TUs: 

• want to be able to follow-up progress of the whole set of projects they are supporting; 

• want to know their own contribution to the decent work agenda;

• need to show the outcomes of their development work to their own constituencies;

• or because their back-donors are demanding it.
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factual and quantitative information is much more easy to aggregate, but, at the same time, 
it most often only shows a partial picture of a change process. In addition, with each level of 
aggregation, the information becomes less embedded in its own context, and therefore more 
abstract. For example, statements such as, ‘the programme reached 200.000 workers in total 
for countries x, y and z’ become rather meaningless if not accompanied by more qualitative 
information. Therefore, TUs need to reflect seriously about the relevance of what they are actually 
aggregating, and should be selective in responding to pressure of back-donors in this area.

A first aid to bring structure in this discussion is by making a distinction between the basic set of 
indicators that will be aggregated (cfr. deep blue ‘global aggregates’ in the flowchart underneath) 
and other indicators that can differ and be context dependent (light blue circles).

Secondly, to avoid the trap of arriving at aggregated best practice statements in the line of 
‘what works’ (in all contexts), it is useful to work towards context-sensitive types of analysis, in 
what can be described as ‘best fit’ rather than ‘best practice’. It assumes that it is much more 
relevant to arrive at statements such as ‘what works for whom in which context’. Learning 
across different contexts can still be done in this case by clustering projects which have similar 
drivers in the context they operate in. In this way, one can arrive at typologies of context, which 
allow statements such as ‘in this type of context, and with this type of organisations, these kinds 
of strategies can be successful’.
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2.4 Learning as a basis

Almost anyone would agree that learning should not be an optional add-on to measuring 
results. Using results and learning from results are very close together. However, a key message 
coming out of a study of M&E practices is that one cannot assume that the collection of data on 
indicators will automatically lead to learning and project improvement. If organisations do not 
create clarity on how and with whom they will make sense of the collected information, learning 
will not happen. This is an argument to be serious about learning and consider supporting 
methodologies to enhance critical reflection, strengthening both formal and informal learning 
processes. They can vary from simple team meetings that focus on M&E material, peer-reviews 
of M&E data or sessions with a broader group of stakeholders.

Investing in learning can be done at the level of M&E 
approaches that are used. For example, research by Van 
Ongevalle et al. (2012) indicates that, if implemented well, 
‘actor-focused’ M&E approaches have some advantages in 
terms of stimulating learning, especially in 3 areas:

i. Gaining insight into intangible results.

Actor-focused PME approaches were observed to help 
programmes collecting information about intangible 
changes related to human or organisational behaviour, 
practice, relations or perceptions of various programme 
actors. It was also noticed, however, that this requires a 
considerable effort and careful facilitation.

ii. Gaining insight into unexpected results.

There is evidence from the research that the use of actor-focused approaches helps to 
surface information about unexpected and unintended programme effects. A considerable 
effort was also required to obtain this information. 

iii. Strengthening dialogue and collaborative learning. 

The increased social interaction stimulated by an actor-focused PME approach was shown 
to help programme stakeholders make sense of and interpret the monitoring information 
and make decisions based on these insights. As with the previous points, this also didn’t 
occur automatically; a considerable effort was needed, and there is no guarantee of success.
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Along a similar line, the TUDEP tool which was developed by TUDCN in 2011 can strengthen the 
quality of the partnership and in this way create a conducive environment for learning. The tool 
looks at how both partners are doing regarding the implementation of the eight principles of TU 
development effectiveness.

Other issues to consider to improve learning

In line with the organisational rhythm and spaces

Often M&E systems are built on top of existing organisational structures and processes for 
planning and decision-making. In this way, opportunities are lost to harmonise processes and 
make sure that M&E feeds directly into planning and decision making. 

Political back-up 

TUs are democratically owned organisations, because of which the political back-up of the M&E 
process is key. As various actors may have different expectations or contribute differently to the 
process, a political back-up does not only involve the back-up of the executive committee, but 
also other staff and membership.
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Technical support  

M&E may be new for many stakeholders. Therefore, it is necessary to invest in technical support 
inside of the organization, i.e. enhancing the organizational capacity to conduct own M&E 
assessments, identify indicators, organize learning moments, etc.
Time and budget 

Without foreseeing the time, budget and recognition that M&E is part of the job contents of each 
of the actors’ involved, there is no M&E. Therefore, it is important to plan resources for the M&E 
process already in the beginning of the programme.

Keep it simple

With a minimal effort, existing field visits can include a reflection moment or a participatory 
assessment, making them useful for monitoring. Furthermore, as change processes are 
unpredictable, M&E should be set up in a flexible way, including spaces for modification of the 
action plans (e.g. adaptation of strategies and corresponding indicators).
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3. Outcome & impact measurement in practice
Taking into account the principles and foundations for measuring results, the question arises how 
TUs should look at M&E at outcome and impact level. This question should consider the fact that 
impact assessment is a demanding process in terms of the transaction costs for Supporting partners 
(time, budget), but also in terms of the cost and required expertise, often beyond the possibilities 
of individual programmes. From an M&E perspective, this implies that one should be selective and 
strategic with efforts to try to establish causal contribution for changes at the beneficiary level.

These guidelines make a distinction between, on the one hand, an M&E approach that is 
within reach for all development programmes, the ‘Outcome-plus’ approach, and a full impact 
assessment on the other hand. Both approaches should be rooted in an overall approach to 
results, starting with a theory op change.

3.1 The basis: ‘Outcome-plus’ approach

It is important to realise that a complete and convincing impact assessment is not a light 
exercise. It requires addressing the causal question to what extent results and changes can 
be ascribed to the interventions. In many cases, full impact assessment is neither feasible nor 
required. It is better to acknowledge this than to simply measure a list of indicators and assume 
that all changes are because of the programme. Here, an alternative approach is proposed, 
which is described here as the ‘Outcome-plus’ approach. This approach is suggested as a way of 
documenting a convincing results story for both small and larger TU development programmes, 
without burdening it with heavy M&E frameworks. This approach has five components:

Step 1 – Theory of Change. Develop or review the theory of change (see par 2.2)
Step 2 – Monitoring Outputs. The main outputs of the project should be monitored. In most 
cases this is rather straightforward and requires standard forms and keeping track at the 
level of activities.
Step 3 - From output to outcome level - establishing the contribution of the programme: 
The weight of the M&E efforts in ‘Outcome-plus’ goes to the analysis of the contribution of 
the programme to the results at outcome-level (direct stakeholders), as a first step to open-
up the black box of effects beyond the output level. This can include both changes in the 
capacity of the TU and changes in behaviour of governments or companies.
Step 4 - From outcome to impact level – M&E of critical process indicators + tracking 
impact indicators: In essence, this step examines whether the programme has a credible 
ToC for the outcome to impact level, and the extent to which the implementation is taking 
into account critical process factors that determine the success of the ToC. In addition, 
a selection of impact indicators is followed-up, however, with limited investments in 
establishing the causal relationship of the programme on the impact level.
Step 5 - Monitoring important aspects of the context in which the programme is embedded. 
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Figure 7: “Outcome-plus” approach to M&E at outcome & impact level  

B

Context

Ideally, Outcome-plus is initiated in the planning phase of the programme, with a thorough 
reflection on the theory of change of the programme as a start for the sub-sequent steps, so that 
the relevant data are collected right from the start of the programme. Chapter 4 provides some 
examples of ToC exercises for decent work programmes.

Choosing an M&E design with a balanced mix of methods that address the needs for a given 
situation requires some insights into approaches and methods for measuring results, especially 
because there are always hard choices to make in terms of time, expertise, costs and other 
resources. Depending on your own expertise level, the selection process for the right combination 
of approaches and tools might require outside assistance. Figure 8 refers to a number of M&E 
instruments which can be used at different levels of the Theory of Change. These ‘actor-centred’ 
M&E approaches are suggested here because of their potential to deal with complex social 
change by placing the actors central in the change process, the attention for unforeseen 
effects, the learning orientation, and the importance of participation of various stakeholders (Van 
Ongevalle et al., 2012). Apart from these instruments, more regular instruments, such as holding 
interviews, using brief questionnaires, or having reflection meetings of focus group discussions 
could also have a place.

In some cases all the information needs might be covered by one M&E instrument, but in most 
cases a combination of 2 or 3 instruments will be required. Step 2 and 3 are discussed more 
in detail underneath. A summary of these instruments with reference to basic resources can be 
found in annex 2.
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Figure 8: Different M&E methods that can be used in the ‘Outcome-plus’ approachFigure 7: “Outcome-plus” approach to M&E at outcome & impact level  

B

Context

Step 1 – Developing a Theory of Change.

This step is already described as one of the foundations of the whole approach to measuring 
results in par. 2.2.

Step 2 – Monitoring outputs

The Theory of Change should also connect to the programme activities. The key outputs should 
be monitored, so that the connection to changes at outcome level can be made.

Step 3 - Output to outcome level: M&E of direct stakeholders (TUs, government, 
business, general public)

This step involves the M&E of the direct stakeholders of the programme. These can be partners, 
for example TU partners, or external stakeholders such as governments or private sector actors. 
The TU programme might envisage different strategies towards these stakeholders: capacity 
development, public campaigns, lobby & advocacy, support for service delivery activities, or 
business advice & cooperation. 

Capacity development support can be followed-up by organisational capacity assessment tools 
(OCA), or by tools such as Outcome Mapping (Earl et., 2001)6. Many different OCA instruments 
are currently in use. Further on in this section, these guidelines focus specifically on the M&E of 
capacity development with OCA instruments. Downward accountability of organisations can be 
strengthened and followed-up by client satisfaction instruments.

6  Aside from following-up processes of capacity development, tools such as Outcome Mapping and Outcome Harvesting can be used to monitor progress of 
other strategies which were mentioned earlier on (lobby & advocacy, networking, etc). Approaches such as Most Significant Change do not work with indica-
tors, but allow studying the effects of a programme from the perspective of the stakeholders and/or target groups.
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For building a story about the contribution of the programme it is important to make a link to the 
outputs that have been monitored and describe how and why it is plausible that the outputs have 
indeed made a contribution to the measured outcome results.

Zooming in on measuring capacity development

The Receiving TU partners are key actors in TU development work, and within the partnership 
especially the support for capacity development is a central component in many programmes. In 
the preparation of this Guidance Note ten different frameworks of organisational capacity (OCA) 
were compared, all are OCA frameworks which are currently used in TU development work. From 
this analysis it appeared that:

l there are large differences in the content and the form of existing OCA frameworks;

l some of the frameworks are very comprehensive, with large sets of indicators describing 
different dimensions of what can be understood as ‘strong TUs’. The large number of 
indicators do make them rather heavy and difficult to handle;

l a majority of the OCA frameworks have a bias towards capacities of the organisation to 
deliver on development objectives, capacities that have to do with management and the qual-
ity of the leadership, and the capacity to relate to members and external stakeholders. Other 
capabilities are receiving much less attention, and are therefore under-represented.

The ten OCA frameworks were compared against the generic capacity framework of the 5 
Capability Model (ECDPM, 2008). This framework is the outcome of a large-scale research in 
which 14 in-depth cases were followed-up for several years. The resulting framework has been 
validated in several large-scale evaluations (IOB, 2011; Huyse et al., 2010). Its strengths are 
related to the fact that it departs from an open-systems perspective, and that it’s comprehensive 
with attention for both softer and harder dimensions of capacity. On the other hand, it is still rather 
new, still needs some operational translation into actor-specific definitions of the framework.

In response to this analysis a contextualised version of the 5C framework (ECDPM) is presented 
in these guidelines. It tries to build on important strengths of the ten existing OCA frameworks, 
while at the same time drawing some simple boundaries on the basis of a well tested framework 
(5C). In this way it is suggested here as a first step to a shared understanding of the main 
building blocks of organisational capacity in a TU context. Table 2 provides an overview of the 
5 core-capabilities, their components and sub-components. This is a customised framework 
listing generic capacities for TU organisations, inspired by the frameworks listed in annex 
1. Depending on the context and the nature of the TU organisation (e.g. affiliate, federation) 
different components will be key, some might not be relevant, and some additional components 
or sub-components might be required. 
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Components Sub-components

1. Capability 
to act and 
commit

Democratic, transparent, 
accountable, and inclusive 
leadership 

	Internal democracy

	Transparency

	Good governance

	Inclusive policies (gender, youth, ..)

Ability to inspire and 
mobilise TU staff and 
membership

	Committed and active staff

	Committed and active membership

Clear roles and 
responsibilities

	Clear organisational structure

	Strategic planning (relevant & shared)

2. Capability to 
deliver on 
development 
objectives

Basic capacities to deliver 	Human resources that match required tasks & 
performance

	Adequate facilities, equipment and premises

	Administrative and financial organisation

	Organisation for recruitment of members

	Project management capacity (including M&E)

Specialised capacities to 
deliver on Decent Work 
Agenda

	Lobby & advocacy skills

	Campaigning and direct social action skills

	Skills to negotiate, implement and improve 
collective bargaining agrmnts

	Skills to engage in social dialogue

	Skills to promote respect for ILO core labour 
standards

	Skills to respond to needs of special groups 
(youth, vulnerable workers, informal economy 
workers, women, ..)

Specialised capacities for 
other TU deliverables

	Community action skills: service delivery for the 
community

Table 2: Organisational capacity framework for trade unions, based on a review of the 5 
Capability model (ECDPM) and 10 existing OCA frameworks used by TUs
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3. Capability 
to relate to 
members 
and external 
stakeholders

Capacity to represent and 
defend members

	Skills to promote fair representation of all levels 
of membership

	acknowledged by gov & employer bodies as 
legitimate reps of employees

	Effective sub-structures for special groups 
(women, young people, vulnerable, ..)

Capacity to relate to other 
TU structures

	Active member of TU federations

	Skills to cooperate and coordinate with other 
TU organizations

Capacity to relate to other 
CSOs

	Skills to building partnerships and/or coalitions 
with other cSOs

Capacity to relate to other 
stakeholders

	Skills to work with relevant international 
organizations (ILO, ..)

	Skills to engage with but stay independent from 
business actors and government

4. Capability to 
adapt and 
self-renew

Ability to understand 
current political trends, 
and analysis of social and 
economic forces

	Skills to engage in policy analysis, research 
and dialogue

Internal openness and 
active pursuit of learning on 
performance & strategy

	Learning oriented Planning, and M&E practices

	Management encouraging learning & critical 
reflection

Confidence to change, 
leaving room for diversity, 
flexibility & creativity

	Management open for critical dialogue and 
self-critique

	Encouragement of creativity

5. Capability 
to maintain 
coherence

Clear and coherent 
mandate, vision, strategy, 
and operational principles

	Explicit mandate, vision, strategy, and 
operational principles, known by staff and used 
by management

Leadership committed 
to achieving coherence 
between values, principles 
and operations

	Coherence between values and principles 
promoted and the actual operations on the 
ground

Ability to balance stability 
and change

	Skills to innovate and change but at the same 
time keep sufficient stability

 
These kinds of OCA frameworks can be used in different ways and in different phases of TU development 
work (table 3).  The specific nature of TU partnerships makes the ‘learning & capacity development 
oriented’ approach for the use of OCAs (table 3) most relevant for TUs in many contexts. Experience 
learns that ‘self-assessment’ or ‘peer review’ are better in creating a safe learning environment and in 
bringing out a more honest assessment than external assessors can do. This self-assessment can be 
complemented with analysis and assessment by external stakeholders and/or experts in those cases 
where accountability is important and when triangulation of data is required.
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Table 3: Two different approaches to use OCA instruments

OCA for learning and capacity 
development

OCA for proving & accountability

Nature of the OCA Contexualised OCA framework Uniform OCA framework

Mainly qualitative Mainly quantitative

Use of the OCA Guiding / informing Steering

Context specific analysis Aggregating

Self-assessment  / partners analyse 
together / analyse separately & 

comparing results

Desk review / external evaluator /
auditor

Process oriented One-off / ad-hoc

Collective process Individual process

Focus on gaps & strengths Focus op gaps

Step 4 - Outcome to impact level: M&E of critical process indicators + tracking impact 
indicators

This step entails two main components, one related to setting indicators at the impact level, 
the other related to bringing in a process perspective to bridge the difficult zone between the 
outcome and impact level. 

Step 4a: Setting impact indicators, but without claiming that causal relationships will be 
established with the programme

Most donors will require the organisations they fund to develop indicators of (hoped-for) 
impact. Aside from being a formal requirement it is also useful to follow-up what happens at 
the target group level to remain in touch with their realities and changing contexts. However, 
what tends to create frustration at different levels and often ends up in superficial types 
of analysis, are attempts to link the outcomes of these indicators to the interventions of 
the programme. If this needs to be done, we argue that it is better to go for a full impact 
assessment (see section under 3.2). In ‘Outcome-plus’ the impact indicators are mainly 
there to study and follow-up, not for causal analysis. It is worthwhile to explore if use can be 
made of secondary data: existing databases and general studies about workers.



34 

Step 4b: Identifying and following-up 5 to 10 process indicators which are known to be 
critical in view of achieving the objectives of the programme

In view of the complexity of establishing causal relationships at impact level, it is defendable to 
rather focus on process indicators, which do not capture the effects of the programme but rather 
check to what extent to implementation of the ToC is done according to the up-to-date standards 
and insights (see example in box 9). 

Box 9: An example on social dialogue  

For example, when implementing a programme on social dialogue, where impact indicators 
refer to the negotiation of new or improved collective bargaining agreements (CBA), 
we know that many external factors determine whether this will be finally achieved. A 
programme can try to influence other stakeholders to play their role but the corresponding 
political processes can be extremely unpredictable. 

With process indicators we do not approach this as a performance obligation but as a ‘best 
effort’ issue: in other words, study to what extent the programme team has operationalised 
the programme in a professional way and has done everything in its capacity to work 
towards the CBA. To determine what is ‘professional’ and ‘everything done in its capacity’, 
the M&E professionals need to have themselves guided by what is good practice in a given 
professional area.

Regarding step 4a, a number of M&E approaches can be considered. For example, Participatory 
Assessment of Development (PADev), can be useful in specific cases as it allows analysing large 
groups of programmes that have been running in a specific locality or region. Approaches such as 
Sensemaker (Cognitive Edge) allow you to collect, analyse and visualise the perspectives (in the form 
of short stories) of large groups of beneficiaries, together with quantitative scores according to a 
specific area of interest. Applying Sensemaker does put heavy demands in terms of resources and 
technical knowhow. Most Significant Change also works with stories, but uses them in a different 
process, and with different goals than Sensemaker.

3.2 Full impact assessment

Full impact assessment makes an explicit claim about the extent to which changes at impact level 
are related to the programme. Explicit causal analysis is part of it and this usually is not a light 
exercise. Therefore, it should be used selectively, and needs sufficient planning and resourcing. It is 
especially useful in the following cases (adapted from AusAid, 2012). 

l To establish the value of innovative, including pilots;

l To test the causal logic and assumptions of an intervention that has long been used; but has 
little and/or contested evidence on how it contributes to development outcomes;
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l To study the impact of a range of programmes of different actors on a specific target group 
(requires several programmes to pool their means); 

l To test the validity of a successful intervention in  different context;

l To prove the worth of an intervention to policy makers and decision-makers.

Box 10: Battles over M&E approaches   

The evaluation field has grown substantially over the last decades, also in terms of 
methodological diversity (Patton, 2010). The selection of M&E approaches for a given 
context is not a clear-cut process and the source of important debates in the evaluation 
community. Experimental methods are currently promoted fiercely by a number of 
development actors as the gold standard in impact evaluation. While recognising the role 
of experimental designs for some contexts, TUDCN promotes methodological diversity. 
For example, control groups are not a realistic option for many TU development projects, 
as they require the separate follow-up of people who participate in the project and other 
people who don’t. TUDCN therefore acknowledges the relevance of other M&E designs (eg. 
contribution analysis), more in line with the nature of TU development work.

There is a growing variety in the approaches that can be used for impact assessment. While 
some have argued that (quasi-) experimental approaches, with control or reference groups, are 
the ‘gold standard’ for impact assessment, there is quite a broad recognition that they also have 
limitations and can only be applied to address certain evaluation questions and under certain 
conditions regarding the context and the nature of the programme. 

It is better to approach the selection of an M&E design from a ‘best fit’ perspective. Ideally, the M&E 
design, which can contain one or more M&E instruments, is chosen considering the nature of the 
evaluation questions (proving, improving), the available M&E approaches (resources, expertise), 
and the characteristics of the programme (complexity, context), as visualised in figure 9. 
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Figure 9: Three issues to consider when selecting an M&E design 

In a recent DFID paper Stern et al. (2012) categorize different approaches for impact assessment 
(table 4). Each design group covers a range of methods.
For trade union development work, non-experimental approaches (theory-based and case-
based designs) will tend have a broader range of application than (quasi) experimental designs. 
The fact that the latter requires the presence of control- or reference groups, and pre-defined 
SMART indicators which remain unchanged throughout a programme decreases their relevance 
in many TU programmes.

Table 4: M&E design groups for impact assessment

M&E Design group Examples of M&E approaches 

Theory-based & case-based 
designs

Theory-based: theory of change, contribution analysis, impact 
pathways, realist evaluation, congruence analysis
Case-based:  qualitative comparative analysis (QCA), 
configurations, within-case-analysis, network analysis

Experimental and statistical 
designs

Experimental: Randomised Control Trials (RCTs), quasi-
experimental designs
Statistical: Econometrics, Longitudinal studies, statistical 
modelling

In annex 2 short descriptions of these impact assessment approaches and relevant resources 
are indicated. 

An example of an impact evaluation which is based on the ideas in this chapter  is shortly 
described in chapter 4.
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4. M&E for the Decent Work Agenda
The Decent Work Agenda is the joint framework that binds the work of TUs worldwide and that 
provides a clear interface to structure the interaction with ILO, governments and employers. Over 
time, ILO has developed indicator sets for the measurement of decent work at national, regional, 
and international level. Similarly, TUs have come up with indicator sets for Decent Work in their 
programmes. Typically, the ILO Decent Work indicator sets cover a much wider target group than 
those of specific TU programmes. This is due to the fact that programmes are designed with a 
smaller scope, working in a particular geographic area, in a particular industry or with a specific 
target population. These differences in scale between the TU programmes and the ILO indicator 
sets at national level (and above) make it difficult to flesh out the relationship between Decent 
Work indicators at the different levels. In the review of existing M&E frameworks used by TUs, we 
identified very few examples of programmes that convincingly and thoroughly manage to bridge 
the M&E gap between the two impact levels in a realistic way. 

In these guidelines, we propose to approach this issue by coming up with a number of generic 
‘theories of change’ (ToC) for typical TU development strategies. We provide two examples of 
this approach, one used in the framework of an impact evaluation for the Dutch trade union FNV 
Mondiaal (2013), and one for a specific programme of the Dutch NGO HIVOS (2012). 

4.1 Example 1 –   Impact evaluation of the FNV Mondiaal programme

FNV Mondiaal launched a large impact evaluation in 2013 in four of its partner countries, more 
specifically in Bangladesh, Peru, South Africa and Zimbabwe. This evaluation differs in three main 
areas from earlier evaluations organized by FNV Mondiaal: firstly, there are two measurements 
(baseline in 2013 and evaluation in 2016), secondly, there is an explicit attempt to measure the 
effects of the FNV programmes at the level of the workers (impact) and the partners, governments 
and companies (outcome level), and thirdly, an innovative set of evaluation approaches is used to 
take into account the specificity of trade union development work.  

The evaluation is expected to provide a thorough examination of the changes at output-outcome-
impact level, and a robust causal analysis of the effects of the intervention for these different 
levels. The essence of impact evaluation is to demonstrate that the programme has been the 
cause of the effects and changes that are observed and to explain how and why this is or isn’t 
the case. In general the strength of the causal claim is inversely correlated with the scope of 
the program (it is easier to make strong causal claims for narrowly focused projects). The FNV 
Mondiaal programme to be evaluated has a wide scope. The sampling needs to allow this kind 
of causal inference while at the same time being realistic and feasible. 

Figure 10 visualises a simplified version of the generic ToC of the FNV Trade Union Cooperation 
Programme (TUCP). FNV supports partners in the South, both trade unions and labour support 
organisations, in their efforts to reduce decent work deficits for their members. This can be directly 
by supporting TUCP partner activities with members individually or collectively, or indirectly by 
influencing government or employers, or by working with international organisations, such as the 
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ILO. In the ToC we make a distinction between outcomes that work towards improved capacities 
of the partners, and the -hoped for- changes in the performance.

Figure 10:  Simplified Theory of Change of TUCP programme 1 (FNV Mondiaal) 

Evaluation design

The overall evaluation design is guided by a systematic approach to do causal analysis, which is 
called Contribution Analysis. It can be used in situations where more than one factor contributes 
to a change and where other forms of causal analysis (e.g. using counterfactuals) is not possible. 
Contribution analysis systematically searches for the mechanisms and factors that contributed 
to a certain change, and tries to find and weigh the evidence for the existence and contribution 
of each of these factors. This results in a statement that makes a claim about the contribution of 
an intervention to a certain change (or set of changes), where the contribution is seen in relation 
to other factors that contributed. Contribution analysis does not prescribe in which way the 
evidence is being collected. Contribution analysis entails the following steps:
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(1) Finding the causal questions to be answered

(2) Developing a detailed theory of change

(3) Collecting existing evidence for each of the causal links

(4) Developing the contribution claims

(5) Gathering additional evidence

(6) Revising the ‘contribution story’

Contribution analysis usually does not lead to hundred percent certainty about causal relations, 
but it does make contributions plausible and it makes the evidence base that underlies the claim 
completely transparent.

Different PME support tools and data collection tools are combined to provide the necessary 
evidence to be able to execute the contribution analysis. Each tool addresses one or more evaluation 
questions, each time linked with a different level in the causal chain (from output to impact). Taking 
the theory of change as starting point, we distinguished six components in the evaluation exercise 
(illustrated by the four arrows in figure 11 below). From bottom to top these components are:

1. Capacity assessment of TUCP recipient partner organizations

2. Outcome assessment at partner level (i.e. programme effectiveness in terms of improved 
performance of partner organizations)

3. Outcome assessment at employer / government level (i.e. programme effectiveness in 
terms of behavioural change at target audiences of partner organizations)

4. Impact assessment at workers’ level 

5. Additional component 1: cost effectiveness analysis

6. Additional component 2: review of the partnership on basis of TUDEP tool (Trade Union 
Development Effectiveness Principles)
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Figure 11:  Simplified Theory of Change of the TUCP programme of FNV with indications 
of key data collection instruments

Overview of steps & use of data collection instruments

The evaluation questions of the Terms of Reference were used as an input for a coherent framework 
for the baseline & evaluation. Evaluation questions 1 to 5 follow the logic of the theory of change of the 
programme, starting at the level of the partners and ending with planned changes at workers’ level. 
An evaluation question is added regarding the quality of the partnership in view of the importance of 
understanding the context and relationships in which the program-mes are running (EQ 6).
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The evaluation framework contains evaluation questions, which are un-packed through a list of 
(2 to max 9 judgement criteria).  For each judgement criteria a list of focus questions/indicators 
are provided. 

These are the main steps followed in operationalising the evaluation methodology:

1. The re-construction of the theory of change (ToC) of the different TUCP projects per 
country (discussed & analysed together with FNV & relevant partners)

2. Selecting 2 trajectories (case-studies): Selecting 2 projects (or a combination of 
projects) per country on basis of agreed-upon criteria 

3. Refine the ToC for 2 selected trajectories, by making the underlying assumptions of 
the ToC explicit, and adding context factors

4. Contextualise data collection instruments for 2 trajectories 
5. Organise data-collection & analysis

4.2 Example 2 –   Gender @ work

On the following page an example can be found of a ToC of a gender programme of the Dutch 
NGO HIVOS (Gender @ Work). It strength lays in the fact that it develops a visualised ToC that 
links the main activities of the programme (on the left) with specific Decent Work areas at 
the national level (on the right). In line with these guidelines, a distinction is made between 
the sphere of control, influence, and interest. This implies that it is recognised that impact 
assessment will be difficult to do. However, on the basis of the indicators/progress markers 
that were developed for what is called here ‘direct and indirect target groups’, together with the 
activities/strategies that target specific groups, one could develop a set of process indicators (as 
in step 4b of the ‘Outcome-plus’ approach). 
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Annexes

Annex 1: - Organisational capacity assessments frameworks reviewed for this study

l TRUDI indicator framework, LRS, South Africa

l LT-TCO, framework for analysis of organisational capacity (inspired by TRUDI), Denmark

l FNV, framework for analysis of organisational capacity, The Netherlands

l SASK, framework for analysis of organisational capacity, Sweden

l BWI, framework for analysis of organisational capacity, GUF

l World Solidarity (WSM), framework for analysis of organisational capacity, 2010, Belgium

l CNV, framework for analysis of organisational capacity, 2010, The Netherlands

l Hannigan T., Managing Tomorrow’s High Performance Unions, 1998

l TUC, Trade Union Scorecard for  assessing and measuring capacity of developing country 
national centres and trade unions, UK

l GDII, framework for analysis of organisational capacity, GUFF

l ECDPM, 5 Capabilities Model, 2008, The Netherlands

Annex 2 - Short description of existing M&E approaches (Van Ongevalle et al., 2012)

Outcome Mapping (OM) 

OM focuses on measuring changes in the behavior of the people with whom a development 
initiative works most closely. OM limits its concern to those results – or “outcomes” – that 
fall strictly within the program’s sphere of influence. It considers only those activities to which 
the program can claim it contributed directly. OM works on the principle that development 
is essentially about people. It looks at how human beings relate to one another and to their 
environment. Most importantly, OM recognises that development efforts will more likely be 
successful when they devolve continuing responsibility to local people and institutions. See also: 
Outcome Mapping – building learning and reflection into development programs 

Most Significant Change (MSC) technique 

MSC is a form of participatory monitoring and evaluation that involves many stakeholders in 
deciding the sorts of change to be recorded and in analysing the data. The process involves the 
collection of significant change stories at field level, and the systematic selection of the most 
significant of these stories by panels of designated stakeholders or staff. Once stories have 
been captured, various people sit down together, read the stories aloud and have regular and 
often in-depth discussions about the value of these reported changes. When the technique is 
implemented successfully, whole teams of people begin to focus their attention on programme 
impact. From: Designing a MSC System - Quick Start Guide 
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Client Satisfaction Instruments (CSI) 

CSI are downward accountability tools to monitor satisfaction among users of a particular service. 
This may be a public service (e.g., a government hospital or primary school) or a semi-public 
or private service (e.g., a producer organisation, a cooperative, or an NGO). CSI has become 
increasingly popular in the social sector to improve service-provider performance. The tools 
usually considered CSI are: Client Satisfaction Surveys (CSS), Citizen Reporting Cards (CRC), 
Client Score Cards (CSC), Consumer Panels, Complaints and Grievance Systems, Complaint and 
Suggestion Boxes, and Citizen Charters. CSI gives voice to those who are usually not heard and 
strengths individuals and communities to become discussants in the design, implementation 
and monitoring of services. 

Visit: www.clientsatisfactioninstruments.org  

Sensemaker 

SenseMaker is in essence software that comes with a methodological approach. It is a technique 
that relies on the use of large amounts of fragmented micro-narratives to make sense of complex 
realities, to distil patterns, and to respond in a timely manner. Through probing questions, 
respondents give a specific anecdote or a short story. These stories are then self-signified 
against pre-defined topics of interest (signification framework). It can be used as method to 
reveal the world through the eyes of programme beneficiaries or important actors linked to 
the programme. Sensemaker provides a powerful, natural, and intuitive approach for gaining 
multiple perspectives of and new insights into complex systems. For more information http://
sensemaker-suite.com/index.htm 

PADev – Participatory Assessment of Development

The PADev approach takes a specific area as point of departure and in a series of exercises it 
gets the perspective of various subgroups of this area on what have been the events and changes 
over a long period; what have been interventions and actors; what have been the effects of these 
interventions on various wealth classes; how these effects have changed over time; what the 
relations are between interventions and observed changes; and for what reasons interventions 
are among the best or the worst. This approach provides a holistic picture of changes and the 
various actors and factors that helped produce changes. The different social subgroups provide 
different stories that can be compared, contrasted and for some aspects also quantified.

Contribution analysis

Contribution analysis can be used as a systematic approach to do causal analysis. It can be 
used in situations where more than one factor contributes to a change and where other forms of 
causal analysis (e.g. using counterfactuals) is not possible. Contribution analysis systematically 
searches for the mechanisms and factors that contributed to a certain change, and tries 
to find and weigh the evidence for the existence and contribution of each of these factors. 
This results in a statement that makes a claim about the contribution of an intervention to a 
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certain change (or set of changes), where the contribution is seen in relation to other factors 
that contributed. Contribution analysis does not prescribe in which way the evidence is being 
collected. Contribution analysis entails the following steps:

(1) Finding the causal questions to be anwered
(2) Developing a detailed theory of change
(3) Collecting existing evidence for each of the causal links
(4) Developing the contribution claims
(5) Gathering additional evidence
(6) Revising the ‘contribution story’

Annex 3 - Ideas for Sensemaking
Wouter Rijneveld

Refection or sensemaking is most useful when done with a wider group of key staff. It is all about 
giving meaning to information about the organization or to analyses that are already present. The 
efficiency of sensemaking workshops is very much dependent on the quality of the analyses of 
the information. It is necessary to decide beforehand which information will be incluced (e.g. OCA 
reports, program reviews done, program and project evaluations, outcome studies, monitoring 
information, external advices). A good preparation would need to create brief summaries of each 
piece of information and an analysis of the major points, the ‘red thread’ that runs through it.

For the sensemaking workshop or meeting itself, good facilitation and questioning skills are 
essential.
1. It could be useful to first dig into the underlying factors for the findings and conclusions of 
the inputs used, when such factors are not already well described there. Why is it that certain 
objectives are not met, that long term goals are or are not achieved, that certain areas of the 
organization appear very strong or very weak? What are factors that could explain differences 
between different programs, departments, or areas of implementation? And what could be done 
to help the positive factors and stop the negative factors?

2. It could be useful to simply ask the group what they see as the major point in the analysis. 
Especially when the material is complex and has many dimensions it could be good to have a 
round where each participant presents what is most striking to her or him and why.

3. If there is a specific joint issue where the whole organization has a difficulty or wants to learn 
about, it could work to have some participants share a concrete story when they were in the 
midst of this difficulty, e.g. one positive experience and one negative experience, and explore 
what are the reasons and factors that help explain it and what could be done differently. This 
approach could work when there are clear differences between different programs or different 
geographical areas.
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4. It could work well to ask at the end of the session if the analysis has been useful as a basis 
for reflection. If this is not the case, the analysis may have to focus on different issues, or it could 
mean that the data collected is not really connected to ‘the issues that really matter’ and that 
could be a reason to review which data are being collected.

5. It could be useful to make use of inquiry frameworks as guidelines for discussion. E.g.:

a. What was intended strategy (or outomes)?
Which part of this was realized (= deliberate 
strategy / outcome)?
Which part of this was not? (= unrealized 
strategy)
And which part of strategy / outcomes 
emerged? (= emergent strategy / outcomes). 
See figure to the right.
The most important question for 
sensemaking would be: how are decisions 
being taken to drop certain strategies or 
outcomes or to adopt others?
The assumption should not be that the best 
possible situation is that the intended strategies / outcomes would lead in direct and linear 
fashion to the realized strategies / outcomes. Henry Mintzberg (who devised this model) has 
shown clearly that successful companies all have this pattern where part of planned strategy 
is dropped, while new strategies emerge.

b. The well known set of questions with 5W+H: what, when, where, who, how, why.

c. The question sequence: What? So what? Now what?
The what question might have been answered through the analysis. The so what questions 
work on interpretation of the information while the now what questions make the forward 
link to follow up.

d. Questions about actions, beliefs, knowledge. Action is either based on knowledge or on 
belief (or assumption). Through questioning it could be possible to find out which part of the 
actions (or strategies) are based on beliefs and which on knowledge. The purpose could be 
to test the beliefs or assumptions so that more of the actions are based on knowledge. This 
exercise could be helpful to find what should be included in the next evaluation study.

e. The appreciative inquiry framework. For example: 1) What do you feel is the best part of 
your program? / Which result makes you proud? / What part of this analysis makes you feel 
good? 2) What contributed to this? / Which factors, strategies, circumstances? 3) How could 
you, or others increase the likelihood that this will happen again, or more, or elsewhere in 
different situations? / How could this effect be strengthened?
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f. The actual / ideal comparison: very basic questions after looking at the analysis: where did 
we start? Where would we like to be (ideal)? And where are we now and what did we learn on 
the way (actual)? It is possible to explicitly look at the distance travelled and to the distance-
yet-to-travel. It is also possible that through looking back the perception of the initial situation 
or of the ideal situation has to be adjusted. 

6. It is good to document some of the key points of the session: what are the major points of 
interpretation (so what) and the major points for follow up (now what). For reporting to higher 
levels in the organization (e.g. board of trustees) this could be a relevant addition to the report 
along with the analysis itself.
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