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Abstract: Several international development organizations have published equityfocused evaluation guidance documents to promote and meet an increased demand
for equity-focused evaluation practice. Evaluating progress toward equity necessitates focusing on changes in the social determinants of equity (i.e., barriers and
enabling factors). Thus, the purpose of this study is to describe how and the extent
to which international development organizations recommend addressing the social
determinants of equity in evaluation practice guidance documents. Implications for
evaluation quality, cultural responsiveness, and the decolonization of evaluation are
discussed and a summary of practical examples and guidance is presented.
Keywords: Decolonization, equity, evaluation, international development, social
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Résumé : Plusieurs organismes de développement international ont publié des consignes d’évaluation axées sur l’équité, dans le but de faire connaitre et de satisfaire
la demande concernant des pratiques d’évaluation de cette nature. Pour évaluer
les progrès équité, il faut étudier les changements dans les déterminants sociaux en
terme d’équité (à savoir les obstacles et les facteurs facilitants). Cette étude vise donc
à décrire de quelle manière et dans quelle mesure les organisations de développement
international recommandent d’aborder les déterminants sociaux de l’équité dans leurs
consignes concernant la pratique de l’évaluation. Les conséquences sur la qualité de
l’évaluation, la sensibilité culturelle et la décolonisation de l’évaluation sont analysées,
puis, des exemples concrets sont présentés et des recommandations sont formulées.
Mots clés : décolonisation, équité, évaluation, développement international, déterminants sociaux

INTRODUCTION
Despite the significant progress made toward the achievement of the United Nations (UN) Millennium Development Goals, widening social disparities in many
economically developing countries have led to a greater focus on equity in develCorresponding author: Kelly N. Robertson, kelly.robertson@wmich.edu
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opment policies, programs, and evaluation (Bamberger & Segone, 2011; Jones,
2009; United Nations Development Programme, 2013). Equity has been increasingly viewed as a smart development strategy and imperative for the achievement
of the UN’s new Sustainable Development Goals (World Bank, 2012). To coincide
with the launch of the Goals, 2015 was declared the International Year of Evaluation to promote demand and use of high quality, context-relevant, equity-focused,
and gender-responsive evaluation at country, regional, and local levels (My M&E,
2015).The movement was led by EvalPartners, a collaboration of professional
evaluation organizations, UN agencies, and international donor organizations,
and implemented via a series of events held around the globe. To ensure that an
emphasis on equity-focused and gender-responsive evaluation does not dissipate,
EvalPartners launched the EvalGender+ initiative in December 2015. The EvalGender+ initiative aims to bring attention to the importance of addressing equity
and gender within evaluation by engaging key individuals and organizations,
promoting practical innovation, and facilitating learning to inform equity- and
gender-focused evaluation practice (My M&E, 2015).
The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has been instrumental in bringing a renewed
attention to equity in international development evaluation, as demonstrated by
a series of publications and webinars. In UNICEF’s “How to Design and Manage
Equity-Focused Evaluations,” Bamberger and Segone (2011) acknowledge that many
equity-focused evaluation methods and techniques are based on approaches and
practices that are already familiar to many international development evaluation
practitioners. The authors describe equity-focused evaluation as an assessment of
“what works and what does not work to reduce inequity” and the “intended and
unintended results for worst-off groups as well as the gaps between best-off, average,
and worst-off groups” (Bamberger & Segone, 2011, p. 9). Equity-focused evaluation is
also noted to look “explicitly at the equity dimensions of interventions, going beyond
conventional quantitative data to the analysis of behavioral change, complex social
processes and attitudes, and collecting information on difficult-to-reach socially
marginalized groups” and empower worse-off groups (Bamberger & Segone, 2011,
pp. 7–8). Similarly, Hay (2012) describes equity-focused evaluation “as a way of
understanding how intersecting social cleavages (such as gender, race, class, sexuality, caste, and religion) define and shape the experience and the exercise of power
in different contexts” (p. 40). Further, while externally promoted equity-focused
programming and evaluation may be perceived as an imposition of outside values,
in theory equity-focused evaluation approaches should emphasize the importance of
acknowledging and conducting evaluation in a locally appropriate manner, and thus
do not have to be conducted in a way that imposes evaluation approaches and methods (Hopson, Kirkhart, & Bledsoe, 2012). Despite the recent surge in equity-focused
evaluation publications, the literature and guidance on equity-focused evaluation
is still emerging and somewhat limited (Bamberger & Segone, 2011). Therefore, in
this article I address gaps in the international development evaluation literature that
have important practical and theoretical implications for the quality of evaluation
design, methods, and reporting within an equity-focused evaluation context. More
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specifically, I examined how and the extent to which 21 international development
organizations recommend addressing the social determinants of equity in 26 equityfocused evaluation guidance documents.

Defining Equity
Equity is generally defined as “freedom from bias or favoritism” and “fairness
or justice in the way people are treated” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d.).
Equity can be operationalized as the absence of systematic disparities in individual outcomes and/or the major social determinants of equity (i.e., structural
determinants that influence the distribution of power, resources, processes, and
opportunities) between groups with different levels of social disadvantage/advantage (Braveman & Gruskin, 2003a). Social advantage/disadvantage “refers to one’s
relative position in a social hierarchy determined by wealth, power, and/or prestige” and is most often associated with inequity in terms of gender/sex, geographic
location, ethnicity/race, education, wealth, income, and occupation (Braveman,
2006, p. 168). However, it should be noted that individuals experience multiple
intersecting forms of oppression and/or privilege associated with their various
identities (e.g., gender/sex, race, and class)—thus, experiences of advantage/disadvantage are neither uniform within nor across social groups (Crenshaw, 1989).
Not all differences between groups are unfair. Inequitable differences (a) are
unjust, unnecessary, and avoidable because they are caused by social determinants;
(b) further disadvantage vulnerable/marginalized groups; and (c) are systematic,
in that differences between groups with different levels of advantage/disadvantage
are significant and frequent across outcomes, not random or occasional (Braveman & Gruskin, 2003a; Starfield, 2001; Whitehead, 1992). Equitable differences
are (a) a result of natural inevitable biological factors, (b) based on free choice
and/or an individual’s direct control, and (c) occasionally or randomly observed
between groups with different levels of advantage/disadvantage (Starfield, 2001;
Whitehead, 1992). For example, differences in maternal mortality rates between
wealthy urban women and poor rural women are inequitable because the majority of these deaths are attributable to preventable social conditions (e.g., greater
access to skilled health care professionals and facilities) rather than a result of
biology or other factors within a women’s direct control.

Social Determinants of Equity
The concept of equity is concerned with fairness in the distribution of resources
and opportunities so that all individuals have the opportunity to fulfill their life’s
potential (Braveman, 2006). Such fairness is thwarted when barriers cause an unfair distribution of resources and opportunities, resulting in conditions that bring
about systematic differences between social groups that experience different levels
of advantage/disadvantage. Thus, the elimination of barriers that prevent fairness
among social groups is central to the concept of equity; therefore, a focus on equity in evaluation requires attention to the social determinants of equity (Braveman et al., 2011; Commission on Social Determinants of Health [CSDH], 2008;
© 2016 CJPE 30.3, 344–373
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Sen, 2002). The social determinants of equity are structural factors (e.g., social,
cultural, political, economic)—not biological factors or individual behaviours—
that directly or indirectly create conditions that explain the distribution of life
outcomes (e.g., illness, wealth, power) within or between populations with different levels of social advantage/disadvantage (Braveman, 2006; CSDH, 2008;
Krumeich & Meershoek, 2014). Thus, the social determinants of equity inform the
how and why of current conditions and include both barriers and enabling factors.
While many interventions seek to empower individuals and change individuallevel behaviour, it is the social determinants of equity that explain the majority of
life outcomes (Blas & Kurup, 2010; Krumeich & Meershoek, 2014; Tarlov, 1999).
Current states of inequity are a result of a wide range of economic, political,
cultural, and environmental factors (e.g., legislation, culture, exposure to violence,
school funding, and international trade) that are historic and complex in that they
are deeply “rooted and intricately intertwined with power structures, knowledge
levels, belief systems, attitudes and values of societies” (Silva & Rugh, 2012, p. x).
Inequities are typically multidimensional, meaning they are most often caused
by multiple factors that intersect and interact in complex ways varying across
contexts and time (Sen, 2002). As a result, a conclusive determination of the
causal pathway or even the most immediate causes of inequities may not be possible (Braveman & Gruskin, 2003a; Sen, 2002). However, a social disparity is not
considered an inequity “because we know the proximate causes of that disparity
and judge them to be unjust, but rather because the disparity is strongly associated
with unjust social structures” (i.e., the social determinants of equity) systematically disadvantaging already disadvantaged populations (Braveman & Gruskin,
2003a, p. 256). Therefore, to justify the existence of an inequitable difference “it
must be plausible, but not necessarily proven, that policies could reduce the disparities” (Braveman et al., 2011, p. 152; Sen, 2002).
Despite the fact that inequities are considered unjust, unfair, and avoidable,
they are “killing people on a grand scale” (CSDH, 2008, p. viii). Therefore, the
CSDH (2008) urges immediate action and identifies evaluation that addresses
the social determinants of equity as a critical component of reducing inequities.
Addressing the social determinants of equity in evaluation can yield useful data
for the improvement of policies and programs seeking to reduce inequities (Annie
E. Casey Foundation [ACF], 2006). For example, knowing only that rural women
tend to have higher maternal mortality rates than urban women does not provide
information that can be used for programmatic change. However, gathering data
on the social determinants of equity (e.g., distance to clinics, availability of trained
health professionals, customs) inherently encourages a focus on local culture and
context, facilitates accurate explanation of the how and why of outcomes, and
provides information that can be used to make programmatic changes.

Culture and Context
A focus on the cultural context of the evaluand (i.e., what is being evaluated) is
key for producing evaluations that are useful and responsive to local stakeholders’
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needs (Ofir & Kumar, 2013; Phillips, Muller-Clemm, Ysselstein, & Sachs, 2013;
Scriven, 1991). Cultural and contextual responsiveness is also essential for evaluation quality, given the impact of culture and context on the implementation and
outcomes of an evaluand, as well as evaluative information generation, use, and
dissemination (Chouinard & Cousins, 2015; SenGupta, Hopson, & ThompsonRobinson, 2004). Addressing social justice in evaluation (i.e., equity, equality, and/
or empowerment) also necessitates a focus on culture and context (CSDH, 2008;
Hopson et al., 2012; Phillips et al., 2013). Identifying and eliminating unfair social
determinants is central to the concept of equity and thus, within the context of
equity-focused evaluation, the social determinants of equity represent much of
the relevant cultural and contextual factors (CSDH, 2008). Therefore, addressing the social determinants of equity in evaluation practice requires a detailed
understanding of local culture and context as the social determinants of equity
vary across settings and time, and are situated within and/or a product of history,
culture, and context (Hopson et al., 2012).

Decolonizing Evaluation
International development evaluation is situated within “a development context
that has held, and often continues to hold, an explicitly colonial agenda” (Hopson
et al., 2012, p. 78). That is, the dynamics of international development aid, policy,
and programming often result in economically and politically powerful donor
agencies exerting influence and control over less powerful countries. Likewise, the
dynamics of international development evaluation have exerted a colonizing effect
over marginalized and indigenous populations, as evaluations are often required by
and designed to meet the needs of foreign funding agencies (Johnston-Goodstar,
2012; Smith, 1999). For example, colonizing evaluation dynamics are present
when evaluation policies, guides, and plans are developed in geographically distant
donor countries and imposed without regard for culturally and contextually appropriate standards, validity, and methods (Hopson et al., 2012; Samuels & Ryan,
2011). It is crucial that evaluators acknowledge this history and actively seek ways
to avoid such practices (Hopson et al., 2012; Johnston-Goodstar, 2012).
Evaluation can be considered colonizing when external notions of validity
and determinants of program merit and worth are imposed without regard for
local cultural context. Such colonizing dynamics compromise the relevance and
validity of evaluation findings in local contexts and, thus, the degree to which
evaluations are useful and responsive to the needs of marginalized groups and
local stakeholders (Carden, 2013; Ofir & Kumar, 2013; Samuels & Ryan, 2011).
Colonizing evaluation practice is done to or imposed on the poor, who neither
benefit from nor have an opportunity to shape the evaluation process. In contrast,
decolonizing evaluation is done with the poor and benefits them directly (Hopson et al., 2012). Decolonizing evaluation is grounded in and responsive to local
epistemology that encourages culturally and contextually appropriate standards,
validity, and methods; thus, a key feature of decolonizing evaluation is a recognition and critical interrogation of “Eurocentric knowledge systems and standards
© 2016 CJPE 30.3, 344–373
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of inquiry that have historically been imposed upon Indigenous cultures” (Hopson et al., 2012, p. 62).
Evaluators can work to “challenge, disrupt, and strive to change the existing
social order” or “maintain and reinforce the existing system” (Greene, Millett, &
Hopson, 2004, p. 102). Colonizing evaluation intentionally or unintentionally
reinforces and “bolsters majority power structures without critique or challenge”
(Hopson et al., 2012, p. 62). Utilization of participatory evaluation approaches
throughout the evaluation process can help to structure an evaluation to confront
power imbalances and avoid exploitation, giving local stakeholders input or control in the evaluation process (Bishop, 2011). Further, decolonizing evaluation
practices can empower disadvantaged groups by challenging existing systems
and conditions as a result of calling attention to inequities and the corresponding
social determinants (Hopson, 2014). Consideration of the social determinants of
equity inform how and why groups are oppressed and others are privileged.

Problem Statement
The concept of equity is often poorly communicated in international development, and at times the term is used inconsistently and interchangeably with
similar concepts (Jones, 2009). Therefore, equity-focused development policies
and programming are often implemented without a solid understanding of what
organizations are striving toward or what it takes to achieve equity; thus, the
burden of defining and operationalizing the construct often falls on evaluators
(Jensen, 2006; Jones, 2009). Research and guidance on equity-focused evaluation is still emerging and somewhat limited in terms of clarity and availability
of conceptual theories and practical guidance (Bamberger & Segone, 2011). For
example, while it has been noted that many of the equity-focused methods and
techniques overlap with existing evaluation practices, often the evaluation literature does not clearly distinguish between generally accepted promising evaluation
practices—which strengthen the quality of any evaluation—and those that are
exclusive or central to equity-focused evaluation.
While the need to focus on context and barriers to equity is noted within
the growing equity-focused evaluation literature, there has not been a detailed
discussion or an examination of how the social determinants of equity should be
addressed within international development evaluation practice. Research suggests
that equity is typically addressed in a vague fashion and that the social determinants
of equity are rarely addressed within international development programming,
policies, and evaluation (O’Meara, cited in Jones, 2009). Similarly, current development practice tends to focus only on the who and what (e.g., who is impacted, what
the intervention does, what the outcomes are), while consideration of the social
determinants of equity calls attention to power relationships, local culture, and
context to understand the why and how of conditions, interventions, and outcomes
(e.g., why did the results impact groups differently, how did the results come about)
(Eversole, 2005). Further, when inequities are discussed within international development evaluation, the focus on who and what is typically communicated in terms
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.30.3.07
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of individual- or group-level outcomes (e.g., maternal mortality rates for urban
versus rural women) that are symptoms or manifestations of the social determinants of equity (ACF, 2006; Whitehead, 1992). Neither individual- nor group-level
outcomes indicate whether factors that cause or perpetuate inequities have changed;
therefore, they cannot provide the type of evidence decision makers need to develop
or improve policies and programs seeking to reduce inequities (ACF, 2006; Dunn,
Van der Meulen, O’Campo, & Muntaner, 2013; Sen, 2002). For this reason, attention
must also focus on measuring changes in the social determinants of equity, which
requires collection and/or use of structural-level data to assess whether contextual
changes have occurred. Identifying and describing the social determinants of equity
alone, as is often done in practice, is insufficient (Phillips et al., 2013).

METHODOLOGY
International development agencies (i.e., multilateral, bilateral, and nongovernmental organizations) have a major influence on international development evaluation
practice and use, as they often sponsor the majority of evaluation that takes place in
countries that that receive development aid (Bamberger, 2000). Therefore, I chose
international development agencies to serve as my unit of analysis. For the purpose
of this research, international development evaluation refers to evaluation of interventions that take place in countries that receive international development aid and
evaluations funded by foreign or external organizations. To identify international
development organizations that address long-term goals such as equity, I focused
on those that primarily provide long-term development aid or programming—as
opposed to those that primarily provide short-term humanitarian aid. Given the
high volume of evaluations commissioned by international development agencies,
evaluations are often implemented by a variety of evaluators (i.e., internal, external,
national, or foreign evaluators) and organizations (i.e., funding agencies themselves,
organizations administering the program, or evaluation consultants) (Bamberger,
2000). Therefore, many international development organizations have evaluation
offices that manage the evaluation process, set evaluation requirements (e.g., questions, criteria), and create evaluation practice guidance documents as a means to
encourage consistency and quality of donor evaluations. As a result, guidance documents produced by these prominent organizations have the potential to influence
international development evaluation practice. For this reason, I chose evaluation
guidance documents as my data source. Evaluation guidance documents are guidelines and manuals that include substantive instruction or recommendations on how
to conduct evaluation and are intended to influence evaluation practice.

Sample Selection
Figure 1 outlines the multistage sampling process and inclusion criteria I used to
identify international development organizations and relevant evaluation practice guidance documents (i.e., documents that include substantive detail on how
to conduct evaluation and are intended to influence evaluation practice). My
© 2016 CJPE 30.3, 344–373
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Figure 1. Multistage Sampling Process
data sources included (a) United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the
Empowerment of Women’s (UN Women) Gender Equality Evaluation Portal,
(b) AidData 2.1 research release data set, and (c) a snowball sample generated
from documents from the two aforementioned sources (AidData Beta, 2013; UN
Women, 2013). I determined the sample was complete when the point of saturation was reached (i.e., when no additional organizations could be identified).
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.30.3.07

CJPE 30.3, 344–373

© 2016

352

Robertson

As shown in Figure 1, in the first sampling stage I employed multiple purposive sampling strategies to identify international development organizations
that predominantly provide long-term development aid or programming—as
opposed to short-term humanitarian aid. I included all organizations (n = 44)
from the UN Women’s Gender Equality Evaluation Portal based on the assumption that organizations that conduct gender equality focused evaluations would
be more likely to have relevant evaluation guidance documents. I identified 71
organizations for inclusion in the study from the AidData 2.1 research release
data set for 2010—the most current year for which there was a complete data
set. Because there are more than 100,000 entries for 2010, I established criteria
to identify organizations that made and/or received the largest contributions and
would result in a manageable number of organizations within three strata (i.e.,
multilateral donors, bilateral donors/donor-financing agencies, and implementing
agencies). Given the magnitude of funds transferred, I assumed these agencies
would be more likely to require evaluation, have relevant documents, and be
influential in terms of evaluation policy and practice.
In the second sampling stage, I searched for relevant evaluation guidance
documents within organizations’ websites and used Google to search the Internet
to ensure all relevant online documents from sampled organizations were retrieved.
As shown in Figure 1, I established the following inclusion criteria for documents:
available on the Internet; in English; free; published since 2000; and include the
terms evaluation and equity, equality, and/or empowerment in the title, abstract, or
introduction of the document. Equity, equality, and empowerment are terms frequently used when the topic of social disparities is discussed within international
development evaluation guidance documents and, at times, used alongside or interchangeably (Facio & Morgan, 2009; Freeman & Mikkelsen, 2003; Whitehead, 1992).
Thus, while the stated purpose of this study focuses on the social determinants of
equity, evaluation guidance documents that focus on similar concepts (i.e., equality and empowerment) were included to increase the pool of relevant documents.
The third sampling stage involved verification that the documents met the
inclusion criteria established in Stage 2 as well as identification of additional documents and organizations via a snowball sampling approach. Documents were
removed from the sample during this state if, for example, the title indicated a focus
on evaluation and gender equality but the content focused on organizational gender mainstreaming to achieve equality. Organizations were added to the snowball
sample if they had relevant guidance documents referenced within texts obtained
from the first sampling stage. In this manner, I identified three additional organizations and four guidance documents via the snowball sampling approach in Stage 3.

Instruments
I developed a rating instrument to analyze the content of evaluation guidance
documents and collect descriptive information about how and the extent to which
organizations recommend addressing the social determinants of equity. I modelled
the structure of the instrument after the UN Women’s UN System-wide Action
© 2016 CJPE 30.3, 344–373
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Plan Individual Evaluation Scoring Tool, which was developed to assess the degree
to which evaluation reports met the UN Evaluation Group’s gender-related norms
and standards (2014). As shown in Figure 2, the instrument consisted of five fixed
rating criteria. Rationale for addressing equity was the only criterion rated simply
as present or not present. For each document, the remaining four rating criteria
were scored in terms of degree of direct focus of the wording, level of detail, and
presence of examples. Not applicable was used when criteria were not relevant to
the stated purpose of a document (e.g., documents that focused heavily on monitoring or indicators typically did not comment on findings and conclusions). Space
was provided for justification of each rating and examples from the guidance documents that addressed the social determinants of equity to the greatest extent (i.e.,
documents that received a rating of explicit reference and sufficient detail).
Given the complex nature of the criteria (i.e., ratings required a degree of
inference), each document was assessed by two independent raters (i.e., the
author and a doctoral-level evaluator with international development experience).
I developed a detailed scoring guide to provide a common frame of reference
that included guidance on key terms/topics of interest in the documents as well
as descriptions of rating levels. We focused on the evaluation sections of each
document (sections on other topics, such as program planning, were not subject
to review) and used the search function to ensure we located relevant text. Prior
to coding, we piloted the instrument on three documents to familiarize ourselves
with the coding procedure and to refine the instrument. We then worked independently and met regularly to calibrate ratings and resolve disagreement through
a consensus-seeking procedure. We reached consensus on ratings for all documents, indicating high interrater agreement.
Research Questions

Criteria
Documents include guidance
on how to address the social
determinants of equity in
relation to:

Indicators

Ratings

Degree of focus of wording:
Document text directly focuses on
and/or references the concept of
the social determinants of equity.

• Explicit focus
• Ambiguous focus
• No focus

Level of detail:
Document provides details on
how to address the social
determinants of equity.

• Sufficient detail
• Insufficient detail
• No detail

1. Evaluation questions,
criteria, and/or performance
benchmarks

a. To what degree are
the social
determinants of
equity addressed in
the guidance
documents?

2. Local context: Identification
of local social determinants of
equity
3. Methodology
4. Findings and/or conclusions

5. Rationale for addressing the
social determinants of equity is
provided
b. How do evaluation
guidance documents
recommend
addressing the social
determinants of
equity within the
evaluation process?

Examples present:
Document provides examples of
how to address the social
determinants of equity.

• Present
• Not present

Rationale:
Document provides rationale for
addressing the social determinants
of equity in evaluation.

• Present
• Not present

Best guidance documents:
Should have rating of explicit
reference and sufficient detail

Note: Not applicable
was an option for all
criteria and
justifications were
provided for all ratings.

Figure 2. Overview of Rating Instrument
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.30.3.07
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FINDINGS
Characteristics of the Sample
The sample included 26 evaluation guidance documents from 21 international
development organizations; this included 6 bilateral (29%) and 15 (71%) multilateral organizations, the latter of which comprised nine UN agencies (43%).
The majority of organizations’ global headquarters are located in North America
(48%; n = 10) and Europe (43%; n = 9); the remaining two are located in Asia and
Australia, respectively. More than three fourths (77%; n = 20) of the evaluation
guidance documents focused on gender issues (e.g., gender equity, gender equality, or gender empowerment); others focused on health equity, child rights, and
general equity and empowerment issues. The documents were published over a
period of 14 years (2000–2013), and half were published in 2010 or later, indicating an increased focus on evaluation and equity and related concepts. A complete
list of the sampled documents can be viewed in the Appendix.

To What Extent Are the Social Determinants of Equity Addressed by
International Development Organizations Within Evaluation Practice
Guidance Documents?
As shown in Figure 3, more than half of the organizations explicitly referenced
and/or sufficiently described how to address the social determinants of equity
in relation to the criteria for identification of local context and methodology. The
social determinants of equity were referenced and described by the fewest organizations in terms of evaluation questions, criteria, and/or performance benchmarks
and findings and/or conclusions. While not shown in Figure 3, most organizations
(81%; n = 17) also explained why it is important to address social determinants
of equity within the evaluation process.

How Do International Development Organizations Recommend
Addressing the Social Determinants of Equity Within Evaluation
Practice Guidance Documents?
In terms of addressing the social determinants of equity within evaluation questions, criteria, and/or performance benchmarks, recommendations predominantly
centred on evaluation questions with little guidance provided on evaluation criteria and performance benchmarks. An example of an evaluation question that
addresses the social determinants of equity as indicated in one sampled document
states, “Did the program address the key barriers to women’s economic empowerment and build on their strengths?” (Australian Agency for International Development & Asian Development Bank, 2013, p. 93). Although most organizations
were not explicit in their guidance, suggesting that the social determinants of
equity could be informed via typical outcome-focused evaluation questions that
get at how and why change occurred (e.g., Why did it change? How did it change?
How much did it change?).
© 2016 CJPE 30.3, 344–373
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(n = 15)

3. Methodology (i.e., design,
measurement, indicators,
and/or analysis)
(n = 21)

2. Context: Identifying local
social determinants of equity
(n = 21)

1. Evaluation questions,
criteria, and/or performance
benchmarks
(n = 20)

Rating criteria

Social Determinants of Equity
355

356

Robertson

Organizations addressed the social determinants of equity to the greatest
extent through guidance on how to understand the local context. Guidance typically centred on the importance of conducting multiple forms of contextual analyses (e.g., situational, social, poverty, gender, and/or vulnerability analysis) and use
of the results to inform each stage of the evaluation process. Contextual analysis
provides evaluators with an understanding of possible structural factors and conditions that cause and/or perpetuate inequity and impact program implementation, outcomes, and sustainability. Although contextual analysis identifies which
social groups (who) are experiencing particular disadvantage/advantage (what),
the main purpose of an equity-focused contextual analysis is to identify why and
how power relations, systems, and structures interact and affect access and control
of opportunities and resources (Kalanda, Makwiza, & Kemp, 2004). Practical suggestions for conducting contextual analyses are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Practical Considerations on How to Conduct A Contextual Analysis
Factors to be Addressed in the Contextual Analysis
✓ What is inequitable?
✓ Who experiences advantage and disadvantage as it relates to the inequity?
✓ What are the underlying causes of inequity? / Why are some groups worse off?
✓ Why does the inequity exist? / How did it get that way? (i.e., historical factors)
✓ What are the factors that act as barriers and enabling factors of equity? (i.e., What
prevents equity? What helps encourages equity?)
✓ What are the power relationships that enable or prevent inequity?
✓ How do factors that act as barriers and enablers of equity intersect or interact?
✓ How do factors that act as barriers and enablers of equity impact social groups
over time?
✓ What are the needs of disadvantaged groups? What are the aspirations of
disadvantaged groups?
✓ For which outcomes are systematic differences observed between the most
advantaged and disadvantaged groups?
✓ What change needs to take place to ameliorate underlying causes of inequity?
Guidance for Conducting the Contextual Analysis
✓ Document whether or not a contextual analysis was conducted before project
implementation
✓ Conduct during project and/or evaluation planning
✓ Utilize multiple forms of contextual analysis (e.g., situational, social, poverty,
gender, and/or vulnerability analysis)
✓ Engage stakeholders with different levels of advantage/disadvantage to conduct
a contextual analysis
✓ Use contextual analysis throughout the evaluation process (e.g., to analyze and
interpret findings and conclusions)
✓ Use a theory of change to map out a contextual analysis (i.e., enablers and
barriers to intended change) and demonstrate how the evaluand is expected to
bring about change
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In Table 2, I present themes I identified within organizational recommendations on how to identify inequities between social groups, as well as structural
factors and conditions that lead to inequitable outcomes. In addition, as a means
of assessing progress toward equity, this guidance can be used to facilitate the
description and measurement of changes in the social determinants of equity.
The left side of Table 2 includes guidance on how to identify inequities between
social groups by considering factors that (a) are commonly associated with social
advantage/disadvantage, (b) may be associated with inequities in particular contexts, and (c) mediate the experience of different social groups in relation to the
evaluand. The right side of Table 2 includes examples of structural-level factors
that create conditions that explain the distribution of life outcomes across groups
with different levels of social advantage/disadvantage.
Recommendations on how to incorporate the social determinants of equity
in evaluation methods most often focused on different types of outcomes and the
importance of disaggregating data. In Table 3, I present a summary of considerations for outcomes that address the social determinants of equity related to
timeframe, directness of measure (i.e., proxy outcome indicators), and level or
degree to which outcomes reflect changes or challenges to the barriers to equity.
Most organizations also recommend engaging stakeholders with different levels
of advantage/disadvantage in the identification of outcome indicators, as they
often have different perspectives; however, only a few reference the importance
of involving participants in data interpretation (Temby, 2007). The social determinants of equity were referenced and described to the least extent in terms of
evaluation findings and/or conclusions. The few organizations that made recommendations related to findings and conclusions emphasized the importance of
pairing disaggregated data with qualitative contextual data to facilitate accurate
interpretation of results.

DISCUSSION
While the findings indicate that organizations discussed how to address the social
determinants of equity in evaluation practice to some extent, there is room for
improvement—specifically in terms of the clarity and directness of language and
quality and level of detailed instructions. The fact that so many of the organizations included little or no guidance on how to address the social determinants
of equity in relation to evaluation questions, criteria, and/or performance benchmarks and findings and/or conclusions raises concerns about the degree to which
evaluations that adhere to such guidance documents are culturally responsive,
promoting decolonizing evaluation practice, and adequately assessing changes
in the social determinants of equity. If the social determinants of equity are not
addressed within evaluation questions, criteria, and/or performance benchmarks,
the determinants will likely not be addressed in the remainder of the evaluation
either. In addition, evaluation findings and conclusions constitute the majority of
information used for decision making and/or program improvement. A lack of
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guidance on how to address the social determinants of equity in evaluation findings and conclusions is problematic, as identification of the social determinants
of equity helps to support accurate interpretation of individual- or group-level
outcomes within local cultural contexts.
Based on my review of the sampled documents and broader literature, I
interpret the purpose of equity-focused evaluation to be the examination of
the relationship between the evaluand and (a) experiences of social groups
with different levels of advantage/disadvantage, and (b) the social determinants
of equity (Bamberger & Segone, 2011; Braveman, 2006; Hay, 2012). I identify
the social determinants of equity as both (a) structural factors (e.g., customs,
policies, systems) that cause and (b) intermediate conditions (e.g., conditions
of schools, availability of clinics) that perpetuate equity and inequity (CSDH,
2008). The ACF (2006) distinguishes the social determinants of equity from
individual- and group-level data (e.g., percentage of males and females that
complete secondary school). However, the ACF (2006) recommends collecting,
analyzing, and presenting both types of data together to maintain a focus on the
social determinants of equity (i.e., the factors that enable or prevent equity and
the level at which change can most effectively be made). Thus, discussion of the
social determinants of equity brings a more collective- and societal-level focus
to the issue at hand, compared to viewing inequity solely in terms of biological
factors and individual-level behaviours, as is often done and advocated by donor
countries (Macdonald, 2010). Further, the social determinants of equity include
factors that both enable and act as barriers to equity, highlighting the problem
areas as well as the strengths of a society that prevent or resist inequity, the latter
of which is advocated by more indigenous methods of research and evaluation
(Chilisa & Ntseane, 2010).

Recommendations for Practice
Recommendations about how to address the social determinants of equity in
evaluation guidance documents predominantly focused on the importance of
conducting and using contextual analyses throughout the evaluation process,
thereby encouraging a focus on the cultural context of the evaluand. Very few
organizations provided figures or visual tools to help identify relevant contextual factors, such as UNICEF’s bottleneck framework (Bamberger & Segone,
2011) and CARE’s Strategic Impact Inquiry classification of outcomes (Picard
& Gillingham, 2012). Themes identified across these organizational recommendations and tools are presented in the findings section in Table 3 and can be
used by evaluators to help identify inequities and relevant social determinants.
I recommend that evaluators use visual and conceptual frameworks to help
identify structural, intermediate, and individual- or group-level outcomes across
contexts—such as the types of models often used in the health sector to represent
the social determinants of health (see CSDH, 2008, and WHO, 2010). Such tools
can also be used to engage and communicate with stakeholders when conducting
contextual analysis.
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In Table 3, I present a list of ways in which the social determinants of equity
can be addressed throughout the evaluation process, informed by my findings
and the broader literature. I suggest that international development organizations
incorporate these recommendations into evaluation guidance documents, terms
of reference, and requirements for evaluation reporting, so that evaluation practice
can move beyond simply identifying and describing the structural determinants
of equity, and also measure changes in the social determinants of equity over time.
As presented in Table 3, one important takeaway from the ACF’s (2006) racial
equity lens is the distinction between outcomes at an individual- or group-level
(i.e., manifestations of unfair conditions and structural factors) and outcomes
that represents the social determinants of equity. According to the ACF (2006),
presenting individual- or group-level outcome data in relation to the structural
determinants helps to (a) more accurately describe and discuss the nature of
inequities; (b) avoid active prejudice, stereotypes, or implicit stigmatization of
individuals or groups; and (c) establish a structural-level analysis that can be
used to identify areas of need for policy and programs improvement. Such recommendations are supported by the health equity literature in which the social
determinants of equity have been shown to explain the majority of life outcomes;
therefore, it could be misleading not to connect individual- or group-level data to
the contextual and structural factors (ACF, 2006; Blas & Kurup, 2010; Krumeich
& Meershoek, 2014; Tarlov, 1999). For example, if the secondary school dropout
rates for females is higher than the rate for males, it does not mean that females
are not capable of exceeding academically but rather could indicate that there
are barriers to female participation, such as cultural norms and practices that
prioritize females’ work in the home above their attendance at school. While
there is a need for “more practical, affordable, sustainable, and scientifically sound
methods and data sources” to monitor and evaluate progress toward equity, it has
been suggested “in virtually every country more could be done now with existing
data and relatively simple methods” (Braveman & Gruskin, 2003b, p. 542). For
example, if structural-level project data are not available, the ACF (2006) suggests
using existing regional or national data to aid in understanding why individual- or
group-level results may or may not have been achieved. Furthermore, the ACF
(2006) suggests that even without data on structural-level factors, individual-level
outcomes can be presented in a way that directs the reader’s attention to potential
structural or contextual considerations.
The ACF (2006) also recommends using language throughout the evaluation
that focuses on and accurately describes the structural determinants of equity.
For example, instead of labelling families as families in poverty, organizations
should consider more structurally focused language such as families making a
living wage or families able to meet basic needs. In addition, although communities that have historically experienced discrimination or disadvantage are often
referred to as minorities—a term that means a smaller segment of a larger group
or population—it may be more accurate to use structural language that reflects
the experience of the group such as disadvantaged, underrepresented, oppressed,
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Table 3. Summary of How to Address the Social Determinants of Equity in
the Evaluation Process
Evaluation planning
Contextual Analysis: Conduct and use multiple forms of contextual analyses
throughout the evaluation process. (Most sampled organizations recommended.)
Participatory Evaluation: Engage stakeholders with different levels of social advantage/
disadvantage and provide them with opportunities for input or decision making
throughout the evaluation process. (Most sampled organizations recommended.)
Theory of Change: Visually demonstrate how the evaluand intends to bring about
change as it relates to the social determinants of equity and context (UNICEF/
Bamberger & Segone, 2011; CARE/Picard & Gillingham, 2012).
Model of Program Theory: Use such a visual model (e.g., logic model, log frame) to
depict the relationships between program components and intended impact on
the social determinants of equity (Rogers, 2012).
Evaluation Matrix: Explain how the social determinants of equity are addressed at
each stage of the evaluation process. For example, develop an evaluation matrix
that clearly links the evaluation questions, criteria, and performance benchmarks to
demonstrate the degree to which the evaluation addresses the social determinants
of equity (Robertson & Schroeter, 2014).
Measurement
Types of Data: Include and present data on the social determinants of equity
and individual- or group-level outcomes together as much as possible to enable
accurate analysis and a focus on the social determinants of equity (ACF, 2006).
Timeframe: Include outcome indicators that are realistic within the given timeframe
(i.e., short-term, intermediate/medium-term, and long-term) (USAID/Bloom &
Negroustaoueva, 2013; CARE/Picard & Gillingham, 2012).
Proxy Outcome Indicator: Use a proxy outcome indicator to measure unobservable
or complex constructs (e.g., legal empowerment measured vis-à-vis federally
elected representatives) and explicitly document their use—especially with social
constructs (e.g., race used as a proxy for racism) (Davis, 1992; USAID/Bloom &
Negroustaoueva, 2013; Zuberi, 2001).
Degree of Equitable Change: Determine and explain how outcome indicators relate to
the degree to which the social determinants of equity are changed or challenged (i.e.,
practical, strategic, and breakthrough indicators) (CARE/Picard & Gillingham, 2012).
Findings and Conclusions
Findings: Present both individual- or group-level and structural-level data on the
social determinants of equity together as much as possible (ACF, 2006).
Disaggregation of data: Disaggregate data by social groups that have historically
experienced different levels of social disadvantage/advantage. (Most sampled
organizations recommended.)
Data interpretation: Describe data and explain the why or how of individualor group-level outcomes in relation to structural-level data (i.e., the social
determinants of equity) to support accurate interpretation of results (ACF, 2006).
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Reporting
Focus on the social determinants of equity: Maintain a focus on social determinants
of equity rather than specific groups to avoid activating prejudices and
appropriately describe the situation—even when data on the social determinants
of equity are not available (ACF, 2006).
Structural Language: Use language that accurately describes the structural
or underlying causes of inequitable conditions (e.g., disadvantaged,
underrepresented, or marginalized populations versus minorities; countries that
receive development aid versus Global South) (ACF, 2006).
Acknowledge the Socially Constructed Nature of Demographic Characteristics: State or
accurately reflect socially constructed nature of demographic characteristics within
language and construction of surveys (e.g., what race(s) do you identify with versus
what race are you) (Ward, 2003).
Participatory Evaluation: Engage stakeholders with different levels of social advantage/
disadvantage and provide them with opportunities for input or decision making
throughout the evalution process. (Most sampled organizations recommended.)

or marginalized populations. Likewise, terms such as advantaged or privileged
should be used to refer to dominant groups to highlight the socially constructed
nature of the inequities. Further, within the international development context,
Global South (i.e., literally references to countries located south of the equator)
may not reflect the underlying cause of the issues of interest. Thus, it may be more
appropriate to refer to these countries as countries that receive development aid or
formerly colonized countries, depending on the context.
While not addressed in the sampled documents, it is important to state that
race or other indicators of social advantage (e.g., sex/gender, sexual orientation)
are used as proxies for structural inequities such as racism, because doing so shifts
focus to the structural explanations rather than individual or group biases and stereotypes (Davis, 1992; Zuberi, 2001). For example, racial inequities in test scores
are not caused by the colour of children’s skin, but rather by structural factors and
conditions associated with racism that directly and indirectly privilege or disadvantage children because of their skin colour. Likewise, the sampled documents
do not discuss the importance of acknowledging the socially constructed nature
of the demographic characteristics associated with systematic disparities (e.g.,
gender, race, ethnicity). Acknowledging the socially constructed nature of such
concepts can be stated explicitly and/or indirectly through wording choice (e.g.,
questionnaire items). While altering the wording does not explicitly demonstrate
that variables such as race are being used as proxies for racism, they do reflect a
more accurate description of the construct. Further, nontraditional wording may
draw attention to and remind the reader of the socially constructed nature of the
concepts. For example, instead of asking “What is your race?” ask “What race(s)
do you identify with?” or “What gender do you identify with?” versus “What is
doi: 10.3138/cjpe.30.3.07
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your gender?”—ideally providing a text box and/or options such as man, woman,
my gender is not listed (i.e., not other) (Ward, 2003).

LIMITATIONS
Although sampling was conducted in a way that would identify a broad representation of organizations, the degree to which findings reflect the state of all
evaluation guidance documents that focus on social disparities is unknown. It is
probable that some unpublished and/or internal guidance documents (that are
not freely accessible by the public) and non-English language documents were
not captured in the sample. Thus, it is likely that the perspectives of some cultures
and organizations were excluded and the voices of others overrepresented. The
confirmability of my findings may be limited because I chose documents as my
sole data source, as I wanted the findings to be reflective of the limited information available in the field to evaluators and what is communicated to practitioners
across evaluation projects (Trochim, 2006). Further, it should be recognized that
my research is largely based on donor country or Western conceptualizations
of equity and the causes of inequity; thus, the degree to which the findings are
transferable to diverse global settings is unknown. High ratings (i.e., explicit focus
and sufficient level of detail) do not necessarily imply that the social determinants
of equity were addressed with the highest possible quality or that there was no
need for improvement. Rather, these ratings indicate that the document met the
minimum requirement for each rating. Finally, I designed the rating instrument
so that recommendations had to be made in direct relation to each criterion. Thus,
a generic statement at the beginning of a document such as “You need to consider
addressing the barriers to gender equity within all stages of evaluation” did not
ensure that the rating criteria were met.

CONCLUSIONS
There is room for improvement in the extent to which the social determinants of
equity are discussed in sampled evaluation guidance documents, especially as it
relates to evaluation questions, criteria, and/or performance benchmarks, and findings and/or conclusions. Thus, there is legitimate reason to question the degree to
which evaluations that adhere to such guidance documents are culturally responsive and adequately assess progress toward equity. In Table 3, I presented guidance
on how to address the social determinants of equity at each stage of the evaluation
process informed by both the sampled organizations and the broader literature.
I found the key to this approach lies in the ACF’s (2006) distinction between
individual- and group-level outcomes and structural-level outcomes that they
recommend be collected, analyzed, and presented together to maintain a focus
on the social determinants of equity, rather than individual or groups. Maintaining a focus on the structural determinants of equity throughout the evaluation
process encourages accurate description of inequities, measurement of changes in
© 2016 CJPE 30.3, 344–373

doi: 10.3138/cjpe.30.3.07

Social Determinants of Equity

365

social determinants, accurate interpretation of findings, and collection of useful
information for policy and program improvement (ACF, 2006).

Value Added
This research is intended to stimulate the international development evaluation
community to think critically about what equity-focused evaluation practice
means and reflect on the importance of addressing the social determinants of
equity in evaluation practice. Specifically, I hope this work encourages evaluation
practice to measure progress in the social determinants of equity, as opposed to
just describing relevant barriers. Further, while monitoring and evaluation that
has focused on the social determinants of equity has been largely confined to the
health sector, I hope my research encourages scholars and practitioners to apply
and expand these practices in other contexts to support equity-focused, culturally
responsive, and decolonizing evaluation practices.

Future Studies
Additional research and interviews with the sampled organizations would
strengthen the confirmability of this research. To expand on this study, the creation of a comprehensive guide on how to address the social determinants of equity
in evaluation practice would be beneficial to the field, as well as the identification
of relevant exemplary evaluations. Additional empirical research is also needed to
investigate the degree to which the social determinants of equity are addressed in
evaluation practice (e.g., evaluation reports, terms of reference) and how doing so
affects evaluation quality and use. Further, research is also needed to understand
how the social determinants and larger concept of equity is addressed in evaluation practice across settings in light of the often-sensitive nature of the topic. For
example, it would be valuable to learn about the challenges practitioners have
encountered in different cultures and strategies for navigating the process.
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