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Why we need to consider environmental 
sustainability in all evaluations



Iterative, 
collaborative 
developmen
t of 
evaluation 
practice

Examples

Minimum Viable 
Product guidance

Webinars, 
workshops, 

presentations, 
videos

Thought experiments, 
practical trials

Possible methods 
& frameworks

Questions, 
comments, 
suggestions
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What has informed the MVP guidance?
• Various earlier projects before the footprint 

evaluation initiative

• Advice and examples from thought partners 
and participants in discussion group and 
events

• Current examples of evaluations and other 
work addressing natural systems

• Thought experiments
• Community garden – learning from successful case to 

inform other projects

• Community corrections – Treasury required evaluation 
of major investment

• Local community development – retrospective impact 
evaluation to understand value and inform future 
programs

• Unconditional cash transfer policy – contributing to 
evidence base• Cases
• Mid-term review of national private sector 

development strategy – to inform revision of 
strategy

• Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) provision 
during COVID-19 pandemic – to inform future 
evaluations and planning



Your 
context

What are your roles? 
• external evaluator

• internal evaluator

• evaluation manager

• self-evaluator

• evaluation educator

• evaluation researcher

• other



Your 
context

• What level of experience do you have in considering 
environmental sustainability in evaluation?
• just beginning, 

• some experience, 

• extensive



Your 
context

What sorts of programs might you be evaluating?
• Health

• Education

• Community services

• Transport

• Agriculture

• Defence

• Natural resources

• Other?



Your 
context

What particular expertise or perspective might you be able 
to contribute to this effort?



Emerging principles for footprint 
evaluation

1. Value both human and natural systems 
• Intrinsic value of natural systems, not only their value 

to human systems – stewardship not dominion
• Address equity throughout
• Crafting win-win solutions rather than zero-sum game

2. Know the place
• Observe and engage - literally, virtually or vicariously
• Purposeful sampling

3. Expand the scope 
• Spatially – downstream, downwind
• Temporally - intergenerational

4. Draw on multiple sources of evidence 
and expertise

• Natural systems science
• Local and Indigenous knowledge

5. Use systems thinking 
• Feedback loops, tipping points, fractals, 

boundary critique

6. Focus on the big issues
• Significant impacts not just what is easily measurable or 

achievable



Some 
methods for 
different 
components 
of considering 
environmental 
sustainability

Get it on the agenda

Identify points of nexus

Gather and make sense of 
Knowledge and evidence

Implications for evaluation 
practices and structures

1

2

3

4



1. Get it on the agenda
Using existing evaluative criteria

Using footprint- ready Key Evaluation Questions



Using 
existing 
evaluative 
criteria



OECD DAC criteria: Relevance

"Doing the right things" includes:

• Equitably addresses the issues in the 
human and natural systems.

• Recognises that the accumulated harm 
we have done to the natural system 
threatens all life and that restoration 
of natural system function is a 
global responsibility.

• Addresses any systemic or structural 
issues that have been causing 
environmental damage, especially in 
areas where human wellbeing is 
impacted and where natural functions 
are severely threatened.

Is the intervention doing the right 
things with respect to both the human 

and natural systems?



OECD DAC criteria: Coherence

Point to natural system-relevant policies
or commitments that the initiative
should logically be aligned with:

• International environmental
commitments or treaties

• Local or national government 
policies, agreements and treaties

• Organisational strategy, policy 
and/or value statements

How well does the intervention align 
with policies and commitments to 

protect and restore the natural system?



OECD DAC criteria: Impact

“Evaluators should pay particular attention 
to negative impacts, particularly those that 
are likely to be significant including – but 
not limited to – environmental impacts ....

“Transformational change can be thought 
of as addressing root causes, or systemic 
drivers of … environmental damage.”

The OECD DAC criteria guidance
identifies two ways we should
incorporate natural system impacts:

What difference does the intervention 
make to both human and natural systems?



OECD DAC criteria: Sustainability

Worthwhile solutions are durable and their 
impacts are sustained over time.

• International environmental
commitments or treaties

• Local or national government policies, agreements and treaties

• Organisational strategy, policy and/or value statements

How resilient and well sustained are 
the benefits in the face of emerging 

environmental changes?

To maximize durability and lasting 
impact, strategies need to be in place to 
make it likely that positive impacts are 
resilient and sustained, especially in the 
face of emerging environmental change.



OECD DAC criteria: Efficiency

Efficiency needs to consider 
the resources being used – not only
those being paid for directly by the
implementing organisation

• International environmental
commitments or treaties

• Local or national government policies, agreements and treaties

• Organisational strategy, policy and/or value statements

What resources are being used – not only 
those directly paid for by the implementing 

organisation



Is the intervention doing the right things 
with respect to both the human and 

natural systems?

What difference does the 
intervention make to both human 

and natural systems?

How well does the 
intervention align with 

policies and commitments 
to protect and restore the 

natural system?

How resilient and well sustained are 
the benefits in the face of emerging 

environmental changes?

What resources 
are being used –
not only those 
directly paid 

for by the 
implementing 
organisation?

Using 
existing 
evaluative 
criteria to get 
environmenta
l sustainability 
on the 
agenda



Example: 
Private Sector Development Strategy

Criteria What success looks like Potential sources

Coherence Consistent with international obligations and other 
policies (e.g. National Development Plan, Paris 
Agreement, Convention on Biological Diversity)

• Statements of international commitments (World 
Fact Book), and related national, state and local 
policies

Impact Potential  negative environmental impacts are 
identified and risk mitigation strategies put in 
place (e.g. risks of water pollution from tanneries’ 
waste disposal)

• Previous research and evaluation studies of 
negative environmental impacts of 
electrification, industrial parks and tanneries

• Information on risk mitigation strategies through 
documents (especially Environmental Impact 
Statements and interviews)

Actual negative environmental impacts are 
monitored and addressed (e.g. risks of water 
pollution from tanneries’ waste disposal)

• Reported incidents
• Available data from monitoring systems – or lack 

of these
• Published research (e.g. graduate theses)

Sustainability Strategies are in place to make it likely that positive 
strategy impacts are resilient  and sustained in the 
face of environmental changes (e.g. impact of 
changes in water table on plans for irrigation and 
value-added agriculture)

• Information on resilience strategies from 
documents and interviews



Using footprint-
ready KEQs

www.betterevaluation.org/resources/key-evaluation-questions-keqs-guide-footprint-evaluations



Key Evaluation Questions
1. Relevance & 

coherence
How relevant is the evaluand to the issues facing the population/sector and the natural 
environment – and how well does it complement other related efforts in the context?

2. Design & adaptation How well does the design address the strengths, needs, and aspirations of both human and 
natural systems – in ways that are equitable, restorative, and enable both to thrive?

3. Implementation How well has the evaluand been implemented so that the right people and natural system 
elements receive what is most needed at the right times and places and in the right ways?

4. Outcomes & impacts How good, valuable, and important are the outcomes and impacts on both human and natural 
systems, particularly where equity and/or previous harm needed to be addressed?

5. Patterns, outliers
& links

How did the evaluand influence change – and then how did that change continue to unfold – in 
the relevant coupled human and natural systems? Where, when, for whom, and under what 
conditions did we see the most and least valuable outcomes? Why?

6. Durability How resilient and durable are the changes that the evaluand has contributed to, and how well 
are they likely to last in the face of emerging environmental and other changes?

7. Overall value
How good, valuable, or worthwhile is the evaluand overall, given its relevance and coherence, 
design and implementation, the value of its outcomes and impacts, their durability, and what it 
cost to achieve them?



KEQ 4:

How good, valuable,
and important are the
outcomes and impacts
on both human and
natural systems,
particularly where
equity and/or 
previous
harm needed to 
be addressed?

Outcomes and impacts include changes contributed to or 
prevented by the evaluand across their relevant temporal scales –
and their shelf life (sustainment).

This includes effects on the human system as well as the natural 
environment – all affected subgroups, communities, organisations, 
society, the economy, and the natural systems within which they exist 
– both intended and unintended, for both the target population/
environment and anyone or anything else substantially impacted.

How substantially did the evaluand contribute to (or adversely
impact) the most important strengths, needs, and aspirations of both 
human and natural systems – particularly of the most critical and/or
threatened parts of the natural system and those who had been most 
marginalized, oppressed, and/or least well served in the human system?

How appropriately does the evaluand value, privilege, protect, or 
exploit different parts of the relevant human and natural systems
(e.g., different groups of people, different parts of the ecosystem)?

How well did the evaluand contribute to or achieve the needed systemic 
and structural changes, including processes and capacities, so 
that root causes are addressed (not just symptoms) and results 
sustained?

Quick explainer of 
what’s included 
under outcomes 

and impacts:

Sub-questions to 
consider under 

this KEQ :



Questions 
Comments

• How much additional work will be needed in 
your situation to get environmental 
sustainability on the agenda?

• Which strategies will be likely to be most 
effective?

• Any specific questions or comments?



2. Identify points of nexus 
between human and natural 
systems and potential 
consequences
What are points of nexus?

Methods and processes
Consultations, interviews, planetary  boundaries, lifecycle stages,  ecosystem services, 
issues identified in EIS/EIA, regulations and guidelines



Points of nexus and potential consequences

Includes:

• Interdependencies -
where systems 
depend on another

• Constraints - such as 
trade-offs between 
systems 

• Synergies - shared 
benefits for systems

More information: UK Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (2016) The Water-
Energy-Food Nexus https://post.parliament.uk/research-briefings/post-pn-0543/

• Couplings
• Interactions

• Connections

https://post.parliament.uk/research-briefings/post-pn-0543/


Transdisciplinarity

Equity 

Democratic 
accountability

“the nexus should be understood 
to have strong social justice 
dimensions.
Synergies and trade-offs across 
different domains, and 
interventions aimed at ‘managing’ 
those effects, will impact people in 
different ways, both positively and 
negatively.
Taking a nexus approach, for us, 
means keeping these implications 
at the forefront of our analysis and 
decision-making, and ensuring 
that we focus attention equally on 
distributive, procedural, and 
recognition elements of social 
justice.”

More information: Hejnowicz and others (2018) The Nexus: A New Approach to Sustainability 
Transformations – What, Why and Howhttps://www.cecan.ac.uk/blog/the-nexus-a-new-approach-
to-sustainability-transformations-what-why-and-how/ 

Recognise intertwined nature of 
environmental sustainability and equity



Talk with people!

• Stories, narratives

• Rich Pictures

• New interviews

• Previous interviews (reported in media)

• Opinion pieces in blogs, newsletters, letters to the editor

https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/evaluation-options/richpictures



Planetary boundaries

Nine Boundaries
• Climate change

• Novel entities (includes plastics, antibiotics)

• Stratospheric ozone depletion

• Atmospheric Aerosol Loading

• Ocean acidification

• Biochemical flows (nitrogen and 
phosphorus)

• Freshwater Use

• Land-system changes

• Biosphere integrity (function and genetic) 

More information: J. Lokr J. Lokrantz/Azote based on Steffen et al. 2015



Life cycle stages (cradle to grave)

More information: J. Lokr J. Lokrantz/Azote based on Steffen et al. 2015

Products:
• Preparation
• Procurement
• Manufacturing and design
• Distribution
• Consumption
• Disposal

Construction
• Site acquisition
• Construction
• Operation
• Decommissioning

Identifying potential outcomes 
for natural and human systems at 
each stage – and the factors 
which affected these



Preparedness

Adequacy of stockpile, local 
manufacturing capacity, procurement 
strategies consider health, equity and 

environmental impacts

Procurement

Priorities and decisions, 
availability of PPE, where 
manufactured, single use 

or reusable 

Manufacture
and Design

Raw materials used, 
single use or reusable, 

compostable or persists 
in environment, ease of 

recycling

DistributionPolicies and practices, capacity 
and incentives for reuse, user 

knowledge and attitudes, 
community expectations

Consumption

Urgency, mode of 
transport, distance 

transported

Location of recycling, 
incinerator or landfill 

facilities, Recycling 
capacity & practices, 

hazardous waste 
regulations, incineration 

energy source, 
temperature and 

pollution control, landfill 
management, capacity to 

keep PPE out of 
waterways

Disposal

Environmental 
Impacts 

Examples of factors 
influencing environmental 
impacts of PPE at different 
lifecycle stages



Reduced inflow to water catchment

Timber for paper and pulp

Increased risk of wildfire

Reduced numbers of endangered 
animals and plants and fungi

Reduced recreation opportunities
Increased turbidity and decreased water quality

Increased CO2 production 
and decreased carbon sequestration

Increased water runoff, debris, flooding

More information: Diagram: Department of Environmental Science, Aarhus University https://envs.au.dk/en/research-areas/society-environment-and-resources/biodiversity-and-
ecosystem-services Impacts of logging http://www.longtermecology.com/great-forest-national-park , https://www.pachamama.org/effects-of-deforestation

Barriers to cultural and spiritual 
activities

Ecosystem services –
example: logging in Victorian central highlands

https://envs.au.dk/en/research-areas/society-environment-and-resources/biodiversity-and-ecosystem-services
http://www.longtermecology.com/great-forest-national-park
https://www.pachamama.org/effects-of-deforestation


Issues identified in EIS/EIA



Regulations and guidelines



Impacts

Outputs

Activities

No need to build new prisons, with harmful 
effects such as those associated with:
• Construction (e.g. extensive concrete and steel),
• Siting (impaired ecosystem functioning e.g. 

water management, reduced biodiversity)
• Climate change impacts (greater reflected heat, 

lost natural sequestration) (compared to 
alternative)

• Procurement (not including sustainability as a 
selection criteria)

• Operations (everything associated with, in effect, 
a densely populated small town)

Reduced GHG emission, biodiversity loss, change 
of waterflows etc

Outcomes

Increased and more equitable human well-being 
(social, health, economic, spiritual, cultural)

Might be changes in 
behaviours (including 
use of resources) or 
access to resources

Greater proportion of 
community corrections 
rather than custodial 

sentences

Recruitment, training and supervision of more 
community corrections officers, referrals to services, 

active supervision

Reduced 
re-offending

Effective 
rehabilitation

Fewer 
prisoners

Human systems focus Considering natural systems

Points of nexus at different levels: 
example: Community Corrections 

program



Exercise

• If you were evaluating the 2022 AES 
conference, what might be some points of 
nexus between human and natural systems 
and potential consequences?



Questions
Comments

• In your context, what are likely to be useful 
methods and processes?
• Consultations, interviews, planetary  boundaries, 

lifecycle stages,  ecosystem services, issues 
identified in EIS/EIA, regulations and guidelines

• Are there other useful ways of identifying 
points of nexus and possible 
consequences? 



3. Gather and make sense of 
data
Existing data

Additional data

Sensemaking



Ask people!

• Stories, narratives

• Rich Pictures

• New interviews

• Previous interviews (reported in media)

• Opinion pieces in blogs, newsletters, letters to the editor



Monitoring data identified in 
Environmental Impact Assessments



Existing research

Theses and published research Citizen science



Exampl
e



Making overall judgements

Restorative
Restores the natural environment so that it thrives

No Net Harm to the Natural System
Practices cause no harm OR restoration offsets any harm

Sustainability-Aware Practice
Sustainability-aware practices limit environmental damage

Plunders the Natural System
Extractive and damaging practices cause serious harm

neutral

beneficial

harmful

destructive



Existing data – eg Copernicus



15% beneficial5% destructive

Derived from IFAD IEO TE of IFAD’s Support for Smallholder Farmers’ Adaptation to Climate Change (2022)

An example of a synthesis by the evaluation 
team



Example of participatory synthesis
Step Approach & sources Output Example

Nexus Documents and consultation 
with science, intervention 
interests

Identify points of nexus Farms and water bodies

Threats Science and intervention 
interests complete brief rubric 
to assess risk

Identification of threats that pose 
the strongest threats to natural 
systems and provisional typology 
position

Water draws from aquifers, only minor 
threats from sediments and nutrient 
flows to water bodies

Interpret All affecting interests and 
affected interests using rubrics 
to identify importance of 
strongest threats

Refined typology position and 
enhanced understanding of 
meaning to different interests and 
systems

Further depletion of aquifer without 
replacement will impair household 
water supply and quality, harm 
backyard gardens

So what? Discussions and consultations 
with interests to understand, 
adapt typology rating and 
implications. Identify better 
options.

Final typology rating, text on 
consequences for different 
interests, identification of potential 
consensual more sustainable 
options

Planting indigenous shrubs and trees 
that better retain water, use less water 
themselves, provide sequestering; 
modest reprofiling of landscape to 
improve catchment



Questions 
Comments

• In your context, what are likely to be particularly 
useful ways of getting data and making sense of 
it?

• Existing data

• New data

• Sensemaking processe



4. Implications for evaluation 
processes and structures
Evaluation practices and structures

Strategies for strengthening evaluation capacity to address environmental 
sustainability



Implications for evaluation practice and 
structures

• Select and manage evaluation teams to effectively consider 
environmental sustainability

• Embed processes and structures to engage relevant expertise 
and representation of interests

• Emphasise real-time evaluation and rapid use
• Focus on facilitating use of evaluation findings and processes



Possible strategies for capacity-strengthening of 
evaluation teams and evaluation managers

1. Templates and guidance - eg the updated version of the generic Key 
Evaluation Questions), guidance for choosing evaluation teams,  

2. Education, training and professional development - including short courses, 
graduate programs, self-paced online learning for evaluators, evaluation 
commissioners and other people involved in evaluation (including evaluation 
training for natural systems specialists) 

3. Evaluation policies and standards 
4. Expert review of TOR, designs, reports  - to inform and improve them (not at 

the end)

5. Examples - of evaluations and evaluation guidance & policies 
6. Information about methods - especially methods unfamiliar to many 

evaluators 
7. Reference material - eg environmental standards, environmental risks 

8. Networks of practice - including VOPEs and other networks 



Questions
Comments

• In your context, what are likely to be important 
implications for evaluation practice and 
strengthening evaluation practice?

• Select and manage evaluation teams ,   to engage relevant 
expertise and representation of interests, rapid use, 
facilitating use

• Templates and guidance, education, training and 
professional development, evaluation policies and standards, 
expert review of TOR, designs, reports  - examples , 
information about methods, reference material, networks of 
practice 



Thank you
www.betterevaluation.org/footprint_evaluation

Keep the conversation 
going:
• Join the Footprint Evaluation 

discussion group and sign up for 
the newsletter

• Share resources, examples and 
advice

• Visit the Footprint Evaluation 
page on BetterEvaluation for 
updated guidance and resources!


