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EVALUATION OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT (EHD)

Why is  i t  important to evaluate?
Public bodies, Government agencies and private enterprises 
as well as charities, NGOs and foundations need to evaluate 
the results and impacts of their activities in order to improve 
the quality and effectiveness of their interventions.
Evaluations provide useful information on the social value 
created by these activities and help organizations in their 
learning and planning process, thereby improving the de-
sign of future evidence-based interventions.
External and independent evaluations are one of the best 
ways to ensure accountability to partners, donors, and stake-
holders of the project or programme, to ensure the correct 
use of resources, and assess if the project achieved the ex-
pected results. 
ARCO Lab believes that accountability should not be limited 
to the transparent use of projects’ or programs’ resources 
or to the evaluation of a few selected indicators of result. 
Instead, ARCO Lab aims at informing policy, governance and 
practice to enhance Development Effectiveness. 
That’s why ARCO Lab promotes evaluations that take into 
account the multiple dimensions of Human Development, us-
ing innovative and appropriate data collection methods and 
analysis. 
For this reason the Impact Evaluation Unit of ARCO Lab has 
elaborated and successfully applied the Evaluation of Hu-
man Development methodology. 

What We offer : 
The Evaluation of Human Development (EHD) methodology 
aims to:

•	 provide information on the project’s impact on Human  
Development

•	 be low-cost in relation to other impact evaluations 
•	 deliver evidence-based results in a short period of time 
•	 be people-centred and participatory
•	 easily communicate complex results  
•	 increase organisational learning 

scope and features  of ehd
Relying on Amartya Sen’s capability approach as main theo-
retical framework, EHD is conducted utilising a tailored mul-
tidimensional set of indicators within a Sustainable Human 
Development paradigm. Capabilities can be conceived as 
those opportunities that people have reason to value, accord-
ing to their own aspirations and values, and depending on 
the society and local context in which they live.
EHD allows exploring in-depth processes of capabilities ex-
pansion, going beyond traditional evaluations focused on 
mono-dimensional outcomes (such as income increases, pro-
vision of health services or school attendance). 
EHD involves local stakeholders, building on their knowledge 

and daily experience of the project’s activities as well as lo-
cal socio-economic processes.
Overall, EHD provides rapid and robust results characterised 
by easiness of communication (to project’s stakeholders, do-
nors, citizenship, civil society, public institutions, etc.), with 
limited costs.

methodology 
The complexity of modern development projects – character-
ised by multidimensional, multilevel and dynamic processes 
that involve numerous local and extra-local actors and rela-
tions – challenges “straight-jacketed” evaluation procedures 
and calls for rigorous analysis of Development Effectiveness.
Our evaluations are conducted by building on the analysis 
of existing information and data, and by drawing on the 
collection of qualitative and quantitative data. Different par-
ticipatory or statistical tools and methods (e.g. interviews, 
focus groups discussions, surveys, SWOT analysis, O-GAP, 
Social Network Analysis, Cluster Analysis, Data Envelop-
ment Analysis, etc.) are applied according to the project’s 
and evaluation’s goals and objectives. In addition, mixed 
methods can be combined according to a specific rigorous 
procedure, which has been developed over many years of 
practical work. 
Therefore, the EHD methodology has been designed to col-
lect, model and analyse detailed and accurate information 
relating to people’s capabilities.  
•	 Our methodology is based on a sound theoretical frame-

work (i.e. Sen’s Capability Approach) in order to construct 
a tailored Theory of Change;

•	 Our people-centred methodology can be applied in every 
context and relies on innovative tools to let stakeholders and 
beneficiaries identify the dimensions or capabilities that are 
most relevant for them; stakeholders participation has intrin-
sic value and their perceptions are viewed as a valuable 
source of information for evaluations;

•	 Our methodology embraces the expansion of both individu-
al and collective opportunities, taking into account territorial 
specificities and development visions; 

•	 Our methodology can be applied in cases where (i) a proj-
ect is not decomposable into single linear causal chains; ii) 
baseline data on the capacities and opportunities of benefi-
ciaries are not available; and iii) it is not possible to distin-
guish between a treatment and a control group;

•	 Our methodology does not focus on a unique thematic 
area, but rather embraces overall community level dynam-
ics, dealing with both the project’s outcomes and processes; 

•	 Our methodology takes into account immaterial dimensions 
of people’s lives and community life (e.g. confidence, social 
exclusion  , social stigma, institutional change); 

•	 Our methodology ensures transparency and ethical con-
cerns relating to specific analytical issues and the context 
of evaluation.



value-added of ehd
•	 Focus on multidimensional well-being and processes of ca-

pability expansion
•	 Active involvement of the project’s stakeholders 
•	 Deeper understandings of the processes of capability ex-

pansion fostered by the project’s activities
•	 Facilitation of collective learning processes and critical re-

flection concerning the project’s contribution to Human De-
velopment 

•	 Capacity-building and strengthening of M&E systems
•	 Link to the cutting-edge research activities of ARCO Lab
•	 The EHD methodology can be combined with quantitative 

impact analysis, if necessary

easy read ing of results
The following diagram illustrates one possible way of visu-
alising and communicating results. It facilitates a quick and 
easy understanding of the extent to which human capabilities 
have been affected and impacted by the project’s activities

relevant feedbacks on ehd from our partners
“I strongly believe properly conducting evaluations of our 
projects is both mandatory in terms of accountability and 
fundamental to improve our actions. The participatory meth-
odology based on the Capability Approach elaborated by 
ARCO Lab is fully aligned with the concept of global health, 
due to their common multidimensional vision. This methodol-
ogy has been particularly helpful since it allowed us to get 
closer to the beneficiaries’ perspective and to measure to 
what extent we are having a real impact on their lives and 
communities.”

Dr. Maria José Pinilla Caldés 
Director of the Global Health Centre, Tuscany 
Regional Government

“Evaluating our international cooperation project in Kiev 
(Ukraine) through a participatory methodology based on the 
Capability Approach allowed our organisation to measure the 
effective achievement of our objectives and to design future 
strategies of intervention. At the same time, this methodology 
fostered processes of learning and empowerment, based 
on the recognition of beneficiaries’ and local stakeholders’ 

decision-making capacities and responsibilities throughout 
the evaluation process.”

Ms. Cristina Cornelli
Programme Manager – Health & Food 
Sovereignty
Soleterre - Strategie di pace ONLUS 

“The research realised by ARCO Lab within the EuropeAid 
project UmanamENTE aimed at evaluating the impact of 
decentralised cooperation projects in terms of human de-
velopment. In particular, the Oxfam Italy rural development 
project strengthening cooperatives of coffee producers in the 
Dominican Republic was selected as case-study. For our or-
ganisation it has been particularly relevant to assess how our 
intervention had significant effects on the quality of life of 
the cooperatives’ members, going far beyond the expected 
economic outcomes. The methodology embraced the prior-
ity life dimensions identified by the project’s beneficiaries 
themselves, such as social relations, trust among producers, 
capacity to plan own future life, and so on. The evaluation 
methodology has been innovative and provided an impor-
tant vision to our work, helping us to adopt a people-centred 
development approach. Moreover, this evaluation pushed us 
to elaborate a comprehensive set of indicators in the design 
of the new program, taking into account both economic out-
comes related to production and parameters concerning the 
improvement in life conditions of beneficiaries. It would be 
very useful for our NGO to keep adopting similar method-
ologies and tools in order to evaluate the project’s impact in 
terms of human development also after its conclusion.”

Ms. Caterina Marchioro
EuropeAid Project Coordinator “Uma-
namENTE – Increasing the capacities 
of local administrators and officials in 
defining policies  consistent with the 
Sustainable Human Development Ap-
proach”
Oxfam Italia

“The AVCPO project is sustaining Ethiopian smallholder farm-
ers to escape from the poverty trap of prevailing stone-age 
agricultural and marketing practises. To properly address 
activities, we are ordinarily monitoring & evaluating major 
physical and economic achievements as they are easily mea-
surable. On the contrary, assessing the progressive empow-
erment of people and institutions requires specific tools for 
data collection and analysis. The methodology based on the 
Capability Approach deployed by ARCO Lab in its assess-
ment of the effectiveness of the project has allowed a very 
deep and coherent understanding of critical strengths and 
weaknesses in the promoted development process toward its 
full ownership by local stakeholders.”

Dr. Tiberio Chiari
Technical Director at IAO – Overseas Agro-
nomic Institute, technical-scientific branch of the 
Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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arco strateg ic  uni t  on impact  evaluat ion 
The Strategic Unit on Impact Evaluation consists of experts in 
impact evaluation methodologies, who work together in or-
der to pool their knowledge and spur innovation concerning 
impact evaluation research.  
The Unit is composed of economists, statisticians, political 
scientists and anthropologists from a variety of professional 
backgrounds including academia, development agencies 
and consultancies. It integrates the expertise of different 
members and uses innovative and advanced methodologies 
in order to deliver high-level project and program impact 
evaluations. 
The Strategic Unit on Impact Evaluation of ARCO Lab is also 
Associate Member of the 3IE – International Initiative for Im-
pact Evaluation. 
The Unit has conducted several evaluations in different coun-
tries (Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Ethio-
pia, India, Italy, Morocco, Nepal, Uganda, Ukraine, etc.),  
acquiring recognition for its quality and transparency and 
continuously improving its methodologies of evaluation. 

Contact 
Mr. Enrico Testi
Executive Director – ARCO Lab 
(Action Research for CO-development)
Email: enrico.testi@pin.unifi.it 
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