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arguing that a realist evaluation approach is ideally suited to
understand why and how sustained outcomes are—or are
not—achieved. It contributes to the existing literature by
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I N T RO DU CT I O N

The governments of rich industrialised countries have provided several trillion U.S. dollars in foreign aid to low- and
middle-income countries (LMICs) since the Second World War (Tierney et al., 2011). In 2019 alone, Organisation for
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Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) member countries provided an estimated USD 152.8 billion in
Official Development Assistance (ODA), the most commonly used measure of foreign aid, to promote development
globally (OECD, 2020). Whether or not aid ‘works’ has been hotly contested over the decades (see, for example,
Sachs, 2005; Easterly, 2007; Riddell, 2008; Moyo, 2009). While much work has been carried out to assess the
outcomes of foreign aid, few scholarly studies have examined the extent to which outcomes, positive or negative,
are sustained. Even less is known about how and why sustained outcomes are—or are not—achieved. Further, while
there is widespread agreement that the positive outcomes of development interventions need to be sustained, there
is no established framework to inform development actors (communities and governments in LMICs,
non-government organisations, funders and the like) about how this may best be achieved or to underpin evaluations
of sustainability. This represents a serious constraint in the quest to improve well-being in developing countries.
Without sustained positive benefits, development interventions will do little to support the achievement of the
United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030.
Even how sustainability should be defined or conceptualised is yet to be agreed (Moore et al., 2017;
Taylor, 2014). The sustainability of development intervention outcomes should not be confused with the concept of sustainable development. The latter is often defined as development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Brundtland Report, 1987).
The former refers to the outcomes of specific programmes and whether or not they are sustained. A second
distinction is between sustainability of the outcomes achieved by interventions and sustainability of the interventions themselves. In some circumstances, programming will need to be sustained in order for outcomes to
be sustained; other types of outcomes, and other pathways to outcomes, may not require sustained
programming.
This paper has been written as part of a research programme investigating the sustainability of outcomes in
international development, and we will, in general, use this term (‘sustainability’). Our programme begins from the
assumption that theories or frameworks for sustainability should be grounded in research about what has, in fact,
been sustained. Our definition of sustainability therefore builds on our definition of ‘sustained outcomes’. We
define sustained outcomes as the persistence of net benefits, directly or indirectly attributable to an international
development intervention, after external funding has ceased. We exclude from this definition aspects of the OECD
DAC definition of ‘sustainability’ as being outcomes that are ‘likely to continue’ because it is open to considerably
greater subjectivity and debate (see OECD, 2021). We also exclude the idea, used in at least one NGO's definition,
of sustainability being ‘the ability to maintain’ (WVI, 2016). While capacity is certainly one key determinant of
whether or not outcomes will be sustained, that capacity may or may not be directed to doing so. The circumstances in which it is, or is not, should form part of the investigation. Rather, we seek to determine what is
sustained, or not, under what conditions and how and why (or why not). Note that the term ‘net benefits’ captures both intended and unintended outcomes from an intervention; includes new outcomes that may emerge
after the project but as a result of project work; and implies that both benefits and disbenefits are taken into
account and need not imply that all costs and benefits can be converted to dollar terms. This definition captures
the elements common to those used by some international development agencies (see, for example, USAID, 2020;
DFAT, 2021).
To make the distinction between the sustainability of outcomes versus the sustainability of interventions, it is
useful to consider the following example. Health interventions in early life may contribute to improved outcomes in
later life for the children who received them (or whose parents did so). These outcomes can include improved health,
educational attainment, mental health, economic productivity (although only for male participants in one Guatemalan
study) and reduced violent behaviour (e.g., Gertler et al., 2014; Hoddinott et al., 2008; Maluccio et al., 2009; Stein
et al., 2008; Walker et al., 2011). To the extent that the health interventions worked by changing parent behaviours,
parents may (in the right circumstances) continue those behaviours with subsequent children, so here too, outcomes
may be sustained. However, to the extent that the intervention relied on the provision of health services tailored to
the particular needs of individual children, benefits to subsequent generations of infants rely on those health services
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continuing to be provided. If the intervention ceases when donor funding ceases, benefits to those subsequent
generations are unlikely to be achieved and cannot therefore be sustained. Different outcome patterns will therefore
be evident for the sustainability of different kinds of outcomes, depending on the processes and mechanisms that
generate the outcomes.
In other cases, sustaining benefits may not require the original intervention to be sustained but may require
different interventions to be introduced. If the original intervention increased school enrolments, subsequent
interventions (for example, increasing the number of qualified teachers) may be required to sustain the same level of
service for the higher number of enrolments.
Regardless of whether interventions need to be maintained or new interventions need to be introduced, benefits
(and disbenefits) are likely to be sustained in some contexts but not others. We therefore argue that understanding
sustainability lends itself to a realist evaluation approach. Realist evaluation is a form of theory-driven evaluation that
seeks to identify what works, for whom, in what respects, to what extent, in what contexts and how, typically using
Context-Mechanism-Outcome (CMO) statements to postulate and refine hypotheses (Pawson & Tilley, 1997;
Westhorp, 2014). Further details are provided below.
We contribute to the existing literature by presenting three new frameworks to examine the sustainability of
outcomes in international development. The frameworks were developed as a product of previous evaluations and
incorporated in final evaluation reports provided to World Vision but have not otherwise been published. The
authors are unaware of any use made of the frameworks thus far, but they provide starting points for the
development of realist theory. In this paper, we use them to postulate some initial CMO statements about outcome
sustainability. The examination of sustained outcomes from a realist perspective is still in its infancy, and the theories
presented here are intended to be tested and refined through further evaluations.
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 summarises existing approaches to assessing
sustainability in the international development sector while Section 3 makes the case for the adoption of a realist
approach. Section 4 provides existing theoretical frameworks for assessing sustainability. Section 5 provides some
new frameworks that were developed from realist evaluations and could underpin future evaluations of sustainability
of outcomes. Section 6 discusses the implications of these frameworks for the roles and contributions of four
different sectors to sustained benefits: individuals or households; communities; governments; and the organisations
that implement the interventions. Finally, Section 7 concludes by noting how the frameworks can be used at
different stages of intervention development and implementation.

2
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APPROACHES TO ASSESSING SUSTAINABILITY OF OUTCOMES

There is a sparse scholarly literature examining the sustainability of development interventions. Recent examples
include Fowler (2013), Cekan (2016) and Ishola and Cekan (2019). Studies often lack an underlying conceptual
framework to guide their approach and analysis. The literature presents two approaches. The first, undertaken by
multilateral institutions including the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB), is applied at the end of an
intervention's implementation period but before further time has elapsed. Independent assessors, at the time of
evaluation, rate how likely it is that the benefits from an aid project will be sustained beyond the life of the project,
given their consideration of different risk factors.
More specifically, in evaluations of World Bank projects since 2007, the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) of
the World Bank assesses what is termed the ‘risk to development outcome’. This is defined as ‘the risk, at the time
of evaluation, that development outcomes (or expected outcomes) will not be maintained (or realized)’ (IEG, 2015,
p. 16). The risk is assessed using a Likert scale (negligible to low, low, moderate, significant or high). The authors'
analysis of the 2020 release of World Bank project performance data (World Bank, 2020) reveals that 47% of 3192
evaluated projects faced a ‘significant’ or ‘high’ risk of outcomes (or expected outcomes) not being maintained
(or realised).

4
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Sustainability is also an important component of the project performance assessments conducted by the
Independent Evaluation Department (IED) of the ADB.1 Here, sustainability relates to ‘the likelihood of the changes
brought about by the project being continued in the long term’ (IED, 2020, p. xi). The IED rates sustainability as most
likely, likely, less than likely and unlikely. In its most recent Annual Evaluation Review, the IED found that 38% of
ADB sovereign operations rated sustainability as ‘less than likely’ or ‘unlikely’ in 2017–2019. The report concluded
that sustainability is still the weakest element in the performance of ADB sovereign operations and that there is a
need to ramp up efforts to address the issues causing weak sustainability of project outcomes (IED, 2020).
The second approach more directly assesses sustainment of outcomes. It uses ex post evaluations, which are
conducted after a project has been completed. There is no accepted time period following project completion at
which an ex post evaluation should be conducted, but it is typically 2–10 years. Both quantitative and qualitative
data are usually collected for these evaluations. These evaluations usually focus on outcomes and often identify
factors contributing to them. However, they fall short of realist work because they usually do not use programme
theory, identify mechanisms or examine patterns of outcomes for subgroups or different contexts. There have been
large numbers of ex post evaluations. Here, we review three recent ex post evaluations conducted by large
international development organisations.2
A good example of the ex post approach is provided by an Inter-American Development Bank assessment of the
sustainability of 100 rural water systems that it financed in Paraguay. Specifically, it examined the operational status
of the water systems 8–10 years after they were installed as well as the quality of the service provided. The study
found that 40% of the systems were not working at any moment in time and that 10 years after installation, 25% of
the systems did not work at all.3
USAID (2020) conducted ex post evaluations of four rural and two urban Water, Sanitation and Hygiene
(WASH) activities in six countries: Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Madagascar, Mozambique and Senegal. The evaluations
were conducted 3–10 years after the USAID-funded activities ended. The report found that, ex post, the functionality of water points ranged from 44% to 65% in predominantly rural settings in Ethiopia, Mozambique and Senegal.
Access to water had increased in Indonesia and had remained the same in one site in India while increasing in
another. Access to soap ranged from 0% in Ethiopia to 31% in Senegal. Latrine use had fallen in the case of
Madagascar, and the practice of open defecation continued in Ethiopia, Madagascar and Senegal.
In 2015, Catholic Relief Services conducted an evaluation of a multi-partnered food security project implanted
in Niger during the period 2006 to 2012 (CRS, 2016). Findings were viewed as being very positive with 80% of
activities reported to have become self-sustained. Food security had increased, women's income improved and over
90% of households reported improvements in the health and well-being. Moreover, new community innovations
emerged that community members attributed to the project such as collective funds to pay for cleaning of a new
health centre, community-imposed sanctions for births occurring outside of health centres and the monitoring of
savings from well water sales (CRS, 2016).
Some studies assess sustainability using randomised control trials (RCTs) for ex post evaluations. An RCT
randomly assigns a development intervention to some members of a population known as a ‘treatment’ group, and
outcomes are compared to those for members that did not receive the intervention, known as a control group. Given
the random allocation of the intervention, any difference in outcomes between the treatment and control groups is
assumed to be caused by the intervention. Follow-ups are sometimes possible with these RCTs.
This approach has been used to examine the sustainability of outcomes from microfinance programmes. For
example, de Mel et al. (2012) found that enterprise survival rates and profits were higher for male-owned Sri Lankan
1

The other components of assessed performance are relevance (relating to the extent that project objectives aligned with the priorities of major

stakeholders and whether project designs were appropriate), effectiveness (relating to the extent to which planned outputs and outcomes were actually
achieved) and efficiency (relating to whether the resources used to achieve the outcomes was optimal) (see IED, 2020).
Recent published studies that focus on ex post evaluation include Bishop (2018), Cisilino et al. (2019), Faure et al. (2020) and G
omez-Lobo (2020).
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21 projects in which benefits had been sustained at the same level or better than when the project completed. Almost half of the water systems
established were no longer operating as intended.
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microenterprises, 5 years after they were given a cash grant, compared to those who did not receive the grant. There
were no impacts for female-owned businesses—begging the question why intervention outcomes were sustained for
men but not for women. Blattman et al. (2014, 2018) found that an RCT that provided some women cash grants and
basic business training in northern Uganda led to large income gains 4 and 9 years after their receipt. There are
similar findings for cash grants and in-kind capital to entrepreneurs in Ghana and India for up to 5 years after the
intervention (Fafchamps et al., 2014; Rigol et al., 2017). Despite their popularity, RCTs are very expensive to run,
and they are usually unable to identify the reasons why the outcomes of an intervention are, or are not, sustainable.

3 | A R E A L I S T A P P R O A C H T O A S S E S S I N G S U S T A I N A B L E OU T C O M E S I N
INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT
This paper argues that a realist approach is ideally suited to evaluating sustainable outcomes in international development. Realist evaluation is a theory-based approach that seeks to explain how and why things work in different
contexts rather than focusing on average outcomes. The standard question in a realist evaluation is ‘what works, for
whom, in what respects, to what extent, in what circumstances and how?’ (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Westhorp, 2014).
We identify four main reasons why realist evaluation is fit-for-purpose. Firstly, it is based on programme theories
that are (continually) developed through an iterative process. Initial proposed theories are tested, refined or refuted
during the evaluation. The hypotheses that are developed from programme theories are called CMO statements.
They explain how (causal) Mechanisms (M) interact with characteristics of a Context (C) to generate Outcomes (O). It
is important to note that mechanisms are not the programme interventions themselves but (usually) invisible changes
in people's reasoning, capacity and motivation that might arise from, or in response to, the resources or opportunities
provided by the intervention (see Dalkin et al., 2015; Westhorp, 2018). Programme theories and CMOs can be
specified at different levels of abstraction. At the most granular level, they will apply to very specific elements of a
programme, while middle range theories can apply across different kinds of programmes (Pawson & Tilley, 1997;
Punton et al., 2020) or to programmes in different settings. Given the paucity of established programme theories that
seek to establish how sustained outcomes in international development are achieved when they are, and why they
are not in other cases, a realist approach will (amongst its other uses) contribute to filling this important gap.
Secondly, community-led development interventions occur in complex social systems. Programme interventions
cannot be expected to work in the same way in these systems. A realist approach is able to identify different ways in
which interventions work as well as the conditions required for them to work.4 Development actors will therefore
benefit from rich, nuanced findings and an understanding of whether, where and how their development interventions are likely to be portable to other contexts.5 Thirdly, sustainable outcomes in international development will be
largely determined by people, and people are front and centre in the realist approach. The approach recognises that
it is people who create change, and for interventions to work, participants must be motivated, engaged and have the
capacity to act in an enabling environment (Mukova-Moses, 2017; Pawson & Tilley, 1997).
Finally, realist evaluation is method-neutral in its approach, and both quantitative and qualitative data are
typically collected and analysed to test the programme theories. This means that whatever data type was used for an
end-of-programme evaluation can be incorporated in an evaluation of whether outcomes were sustained; that multiple
data types can be brought to bear in identifying and testing theories about how and why sustainability was or was not
generated; and that data can be interrogated in various ways to support triangulation and confidence in findings.
This adoption of a realist evaluation approach represents an important departure from the evaluation techniques
currently used in international development. RCTs, discussed in the introduction, have sometimes been viewed as
4

There is a growing literature using realist evaluation in the field of international development. Recent examples in the field of health include Marchal

et al. (2010); Graham et al. (2018); and Dossou et al. (2021). These studies identify the different ways in which programmes work for different people.
5

This addresses the critique of external validity that applies to RCTs and other evaluation approaches (whereby the results from an evaluation cannot
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the gold standard in evaluation. However, the limitations of RCTs are well established, particularly for interventions
in complex settings that work differently for different people (see, for example, Deaton & Cartwright, 2018;
Ravallion, 2020; Tilley & Westhorp, 2020). Nobel Prize winning economist Angus Deaton notes that ‘RCTs are
informative about the mean of the treatment effects but do not identify other features of the distribution’
(Deaton, 2010, p. 439). Deaton also argues that ‘the analysis of projects needs to be refocused toward the investigation of potentially generalisable mechanisms that explain why and in what contexts projects can be expected to
work’ (Deaton, 2010, p. 426).6
We seek to build upon some recent, realist contributions in the literature. Douthwaite et al. (2017) use realist
synthesis and other techniques to develop design principles for monitoring and evaluation for complex interventions.
Owusu-Addo et al. (2020) conduct realist evaluation to develop middle-range theory that explains how cash
transfers influence the social determinants of health, while Hoffecker (2021) draws on realist evaluation methods to
develop a middle range model of inclusive innovation processes within complex systems to inform programme
theory-building, implementation and evaluation. Our programme takes this further by applying realist approaches to
the sustainability of outcomes in international development.

4
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T H E O R E T I C A L F R A M E W O R K S F O R S U S T A I N A B I LI T Y

Assessments of sustainability will continue to provide limited insights for development actors in the absence of
programme theories for sustainability—that is, to underpin the design, monitoring and evaluation of sustainability of
the outcomes from their development interventions. The issue of sustainability must be considered from project
inception forward and the factors that are likely to be important for benefits to continue monitored closely
throughout the project, including transition to local ownership.
Many organisations have their own frameworks for assessing sustainability; here, we present two that can
inform the achievement of sustained outcomes from large multisector development programmes.7 The first is a
framework developed by The Springfield Centre (2014) for a Making Markets Work for the Poor programme, funded
by the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) and the U.K.'s Department for International
Development (DfID). The framework seeks to identify what functions and rules need to be in place for the programme to continue benefitting the poor after the intervention has ended as well as who performs those functions.
This includes the identification of who is currently doing what and paying for it and who will do what and who will
pay for it in the future (see Figure A1 in the appendix). The Springfield Centre (2014) report also poses key questions
that need to be answered in order to ascertain whether the programme is sustainable when donor funding ceases.
These questions include, if you were to leave now, would partners adopt and adapt? Would they build on changes or
return to their old ways of working? Would the system be able to support the changes that occurred, or would the
benefits depend on too few people, firms or organisations? (see Figure A2 in the appendix). Clearly, these questions
are predictive in nature.
A second framework is provided by Rogers and Coates (2015) in undertaking a four-country study of sustainability and exit strategies for food assistance projects. They identified factors that were expected to lead to sustainability, defined as continued benefit after the end of a project. The framework is based on the programme sustaining
three intermediate outcomes: (i) the creation or strengthening of service delivery mechanisms, (ii) beneficiary access
to services and (iii) beneficiary demand for services. The study team hypothesised that sustaining these outcomes
6

Note that experimentalists and realists differ in their approach to causality. Experimentalists identify ‘successionist’ causality where a cause operates

constantly and regularly to produce an effect. In these cases, if A ‘causes’ B, what the cause actually does to produce the effect is not revealed. Through
the identification of ‘mechanisms’, realists identify ‘generative’ causality and ascertain how a causal association actually comes about (DFID, 2012;
Westhorp, 2014, 2018).
7

Other related resources include a manual to planning and measuring sustainability in health programs (Sarriot et al., 2008) and a sustainability framework

and assessment tool to help build the capacity for maintaining public health programmes (Schell et al., 2013). GHPC (2016) and WVI (2016) identify the
factors that are likely to be important for outcomes to be sustained.
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requires (i) a sustained source of resources; (ii) sustained technical and managerial capacity; (3) sustained motivation
and incentives that do not rely on programme inputs; and often (4) sustained linkages to other organisations that can
promote sustainability by augmenting resources, refreshing capacity and motivating service providers and beneficiaries (see Figure A3).
Theoretical frameworks can assist donors and implementation agencies to devise, monitor and evaluate particular aspects of the sustainability of outcomes and/or development interventions. How to identify sustained outcomes,
how they were achieved, for whom and in what circumstances are all important questions. The two frameworks
above answer elements of these questions, but the predictive questions in the Springfield Centre report—while useful for planning—cannot assess whether, how or why outcomes were sustained. Similarly, the framework provided
by Rogers and Coates does not address how or why the elements in it are themselves likely to be sustained or the
contexts in which they are more, or less, likely to be so. A different approach is needed to answer these questions.

5
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In this section, we demonstrate how a framework can be used to generate testable hypotheses for realist investigation
of how and why outcomes are sustained—or not—in different contexts, using CMO statements. Each of the frameworks below, while not realist in their structure, was developed by the current authors as a product of research or evaluation projects undertaken for World Vision International. Two of the three frameworks were used to summarise
findings or insights arising from the evaluations. The third was used to inform the development of evaluation tools and
refined on the basis of the findings; it has been simplified for use in this new work. The frameworks are not intended to
be specific to World Vision as an organisation; they are developed ‘at a middle level of abstraction’ that should apply
across types of programmes and organisational providers. However, given World Vision's approaches, it is possible that
they may be most easily transferred to community-based (or ‘community led’) approaches to development.

5.1

|

Pathways to sustainability

The first framework (Framework 1 below) was developed as part of a research project investigating the effectiveness
of World Vision's community-based approach to child-focused development, delivered through Area Development
Programs (ADPs) (Feeny et al., 2017). One of the questions for that evaluation was ‘How do WV programmes enable
communities to sustain improvements in child wellbeing?’ Here, the overarching outcome of interest is ‘improvements in child wellbeing’. Considered from the perspective of ‘sustained benefits’, this could include sustaining benefits to those involved at the time of the intervention and/or similar benefits accruing to subsequent generations of
children. Benefits could be of many types, including improved health or improved education outcomes.
The framework provides a typology of pathways to sustainability of outcomes. It posits a total of nine pathways.
In column 1, there are three pathways at national or regional levels, likely to operate primarily through governments:
regulatory change, increased service system capacity and mainstreaming of services. In these pathways, benefits
may scale or spread over time and/or be maintained at a regional or national level because authority holders have
accepted responsibility for sustained outcomes.
In the second column are three pathways posited to operate at community level: maintenance by social
infrastructure, maintenance of physical infrastructure and new social norms. In these pathways, benefits may scale
to additional members of the communities involved in the programme but are less likely (or would be slower) to
transfer to other communities. In the final column are three pathways that operate at household or individual level:
maintenance of behaviour, diffusion of behaviour, and maintenance of individual benefit. In this column, changes
may be maintained amongst participating families and their immediate networks but may not scale or spread further.
Widespread diffusion is unlikely because diffusion generally occurs only within close social networks such as kinship

8
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groups, friendship groups and membership of the same organisations or groups; physical proximity (being
neighbours) is not usually enough (Kaaria et al., 2004; Kiptot et al., 2006).
Framework 1: Pathways to sustainability
1
Regional/national level

2
Community level

3
Individual/family level

Government regulation: Outcomes
are sustained through changes to
legislation or regulations at
national, district or local levels.
Responsibility has been accepted
by appropriate authority holders
for continuation, maintenance
and monitoring of regulations or
programmes that sustain
outcomes.

Social infrastructure: Outcomes are
sustained because services or
activities are maintained by local
organisations or committees, with
or without support from external
organisations or governments.

Behaviour: Outcomes are sustained
because behaviours learned and
adopted by community members
have become ingrained.
Improvements in well-being are
largely limited to those who
participated in the programmes and
changed their behaviours at the
time.

Capacity of service systems:
Outcomes are sustained through
improvements to funding levels,
policies or procedures,
capabilities and/or attitudes of
actors in service delivery
systems. Responsibility for
maintenance of the change is
accepted by the authority holders
in the service delivery system.
The original programme may not
be maintained.

Material infrastructure: Outcomes are
sustained because physical
infrastructure that was built during
initial programmes is maintained
after the initial intervention ends,
such that the benefits of the
infrastructure continue to accrue to
community members.

Diffusion of behaviours: Outcomes
are sustained because participants
deliberately pass forward
knowledge or skills learned through
their own participation to others or
because non-participants observe
benefits and decide to act in similar
ways in the interests of securing
those benefits.

Mainstreaming: Outcomes are
sustained because projects or
programmes initiated by one
organisation are mainstreamed.
Train the trainer approaches
provide the possibility of
increasing scale, capacity and/or
quality improvement over time.

Cultural or normative change:
Outcomes are sustained because
norms or cultural practices that
undermine them have been
changed or because relationships
between groups have been
improved such that risks of
negative situations or behaviours
are decreased.

Maintenance of benefits: Outcomes
are sustained simply in the sense
that benefits achieved during the
programme continue to exist,
whether or not behaviour changes
are maintained.

Source: Adapted from Feeny et al. (2017), p 25.

It is, of course, possible that there will be interactions between these different kinds of sustainability and that
some may operate as mutually reinforcing feedback loops. For example, changes in cultural norms may support regulation or policy change, and regulation or policy change may support cultural or normative change. It is also possible
that benefits at one level of the system (government, community or family) may over time affect other levels of the
system. However, it does not automatically follow that outcomes for individuals will translate to outcomes for communities, any more than it follows that outcomes for communities or changes by governments or service systems will
translate to benefits for all families.
A significant shortfall of this framework is that it excludes—or at best, lacks transparency about—interventions
which are expected to operate through the private sector—for example, value chain development. These may require
development of private sector infrastructure, capacity building for different roles along the value chain and sufficient
return on investment for the system to be self-sustaining. Resilience to climate shocks and market shocks will also
be required for the system to self-sustain. It is likely that congruence between the implementation model and the
intended final system is required. For example, in order to test whether an intervention or an innovation can survive
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TABLE 1

Initial CMOs for pathways to sustainability

Context

Mechanism

Outcome

Programmes conducted by NGO or other
organisations demonstrate positive
effects in relation to a policy priority for
the government. The level of
government (national, state or local) has
the mandate for achievement of
outcomes in relation to the issue. The
level of government has adequate
financial and human resources to
implement/administer the policy or
regulation. There is sufficient
community/population level support
for the outcome of interest.

Authority holders are convinced by
evidence that the legislation/regulation
will achieve intended outcomes; believe
legislation/regulation is the appropriate
strategy and is economically and
politically viable; and accept
responsibility for implementation,
maintenance and monitoring of
legislation or regulations.

Legislation or regulations
are introduced at
national, district or local
levels.

Legislation or regulations are introduced

Compliance with legislation or regulations

Behaviour changes that
sustain outcomes

in the market, both its effectiveness and the capacity and willingness of the market to pay for it must be tested and
demonstrated. A second shortfall of the framework, at least for realist purposes, is that it does not describe the
causal mechanisms that underpin the pathways, whether (and if so how) they differ across pathways, or what is
required in the context for those mechanisms to operate.
In Table 1 below, we demonstrate how ‘initial rough’ (Pawson, 2002) CMOs could be developed from the framework, for testing in an evaluation. The example relates to the first pathway in the first column of Framework 1—the
introduction of legislation or regulations. Two CMOs are identified: the first relating to the introduction of the legislation and the second to its contribution to sustained outcomes. In the first row, the ‘context’ column identifies a
series of conditions that are expected to apply by the time the initial programme (that is, the programme whose outcomes should be sustained) concludes. The ‘mechanism’ column refers to ‘reasoning’ on the part of authority
holders in response to those conditions, and the outcome is introduction of legislation or regulations. The second
CMO starts where the first leaves off. The introduction of the legislation or regulation now becomes the context in
which a new mechanism (compliance with the requirements of the legislation or regulation) fires, resulting in changed
practices or behaviours that sustain the outcome(s) of interest.
CMOs could be developed for each of the nine pathways. Even without them, though, Framework 1 may provide
a starting point for realist questions to be framed. For example, in what contexts are governments most (and least) likely
to change regulatory frameworks, expand service system capacity, or mainstream services, and why?
A first step towards such use of the framework was demonstrated in a later realist-informed research project for
World Vision (Westhorp et al., 2017). That project examined (amongst other things) whether and how (a) fidelity to
programme models and (b) adaptation of models to context contributed to sustainability. The nine pathways were
used as a reporting framework, examining the contexts in which particular pathways appeared or did not. So, for
example, four contexts were identified which appeared to make the government regulation pathway less likely:
poorer countries, which lacked the resources to implement national programmes or enforce national legislation;
sustained conflict and instability (e.g., in the Democratic Republic of Congo); emergencies (e.g., the Ebola crisis); and
lower levels of community awareness and support (e.g., in Cambodia) (Westhorp et al., 2017, p. 81).8 Regulatory
change appeared more likely in relatively stable countries, with somewhat better resources and capacity and where
coalitions of organisations operated together to advocate for change.
Programmes (or components of them) were more likely to be mainstreamed where the country had adequate
and relatively stable service delivery systems; the programme model was consistent with existing service delivery
8

Note that all these contexts were relevant at the time of the report—but contexts in countries change over time.

10

FEENY ET AL.

TABLE 2

Example context, mechanism and outcomes for sustainability

Context

Mechanism

Poorer countries, insufficient
resources for implementation
or enforcement

Issue not regarded as highest priority.
Governments unwilling to create risks to
governance (e.g., lack of trust) by establishing
frameworks that cannot be enforced.a

Conflict and instability
Power struggles

Lack of priority afforded to the target issue.
Lack of agreement about directions or strategies.

Intermediate outcome
(pathway to sustainability)
No changes to legislative,
policy or regulatory
frameworks

a

See OECD (2018).

models and addressed a priority issue for the government, and the functions could be subsumed into existing staff
(or volunteer) roles (ibid p. 83).
These findings have informed the contextual factors identified in the first example CMO above. This, in turn,
demonstrates how findings from series of studies can be used to iteratively refine realist hypotheses.
These findings relate only to context; they do not tell us what the mechanisms which operate in those contexts are.
It is entirely possible (and perhaps likely) that the mechanisms in the poorest countries are somewhat different from
those in middle income countries, for example, and that the mechanisms affected by high levels of conflict and instability
are different from those affected by resource availability. However, even this much information can provide a basis for
hypothesising CMOs for sustainability, which could be investigated in future research, as Table 2 below demonstrates.

5.2

|

Resources for sustainability

The elephant in the room in relation to sustainability is resourcing. International development agencies act in countries and sites that lack the resources to meet their own needs, and many aim to build their capacity to do
so. However, their interventions are necessarily limited in geographic spread, timescale and cost. Further, many international development agencies focus on the poorest and most vulnerable—by definition, those with the least capacity to sustain activities and outcomes and for whom it might be expected that more intensive, longer lasting and
more expensive interventions may be required.
Communities, however poor, do have their own resources on which to draw. Development agencies neither can,
nor should, go on providing all the kinds of resources that are required to achieve sustained outcomes. We argue,
however, for clarity about the kinds of resources that are required for sustainability, the ways that those resources
are used, and the risks that are attached to them.
The second framework addresses precisely these questions. It was developed as part of the second research
project described above, investigating how programme fidelity and adaptation to context could contribute to
programme effectiveness and sustainability (Westhorp et al., 2017). One of the research questions for this project was
‘In what circumstances and to what extent have our models9 been owned by the communities and local partners? In
what circumstances have they been able to (or are likely to) continue functioning without World Vision's support?’.
Here, the outcome was conceptualised as continued functioning of a programme, with the intent that it should continue to provide benefits to programme beneficiaries. The primary mechanism expected to contribute to this continuation was named in the first part of the question: community and local partner ‘ownership’ of the programme model
(potentially a vexed issue, given that communities are not homogenous and different subgroups within communities
may or may not feel a sense of ownership). Regardless, ‘ownership’ will only result in programme continuation if the
9

World Vision uses the term ‘model’ to refer to specific ways of implementing projects or services. Models are expected to be evidence-based, and fidelity

to the model is thus expected to provide consistency with evidence of ‘what works’. Elsewhere in this paper, we have used the more common term
‘programmes’ and adopt the term ‘frameworks’ to refer to the analytic models presented here.
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resources are available to continue it and so one of the analyses undertaken related to the types of resources required.
The four different types of resources required for sustained outcomes are provided in Framework 2 below.
Framework 2: Resources for sustainability
Financial resources

Programme resources

• Pay salaries/honoraria
• Pay transport & other costs
• Buy consumable resources
Provided by development organisation during the programme
Require continual replenishment/input both during and after
development organisation involvement.

• Models
• Curricula and training materials
• Other materials
Initially external to the community, imported and
contextualised
Can be retained for re-use in the community but
requires adequate expertise to do so.

Resources created by the programme

Local resources mobilised by the programme

• Social infrastructure
• Material infrastructure
Use both imported (know-how, facilitation, costs) and local
(human, relationships) resources to develop
Retained in community but require active maintenance
(financial & human resources)
Can generate/mobilise other resources

• Existing social infrastructure
• Existing powers, authority, capacities
• Existing norms, motivations
Pre-existed the programme but ‘put to work’ in the
service of the programme objectives
Retained in the community
Can be ‘distracted’ to other purposes

In summary, the framework suggests that development agencies use financial, programme and existing community resources to create social and material infrastructure. The intent is that the social infrastructure should then use
its enhanced capacity, along with retained programme and local resources, to sustain activity and benefits.10 However, this is only possible where communities also have, or have access to, sufficient social and financial resources to
sustain that activity. That includes sufficient funds to pay operating expenses at the very least, and in many
programmes, funding to pay salaries or honoraria as well. It seems unlikely that activities and therefore outcomes will
be sustained unless financial resource requirements are also sustained.
Intervention agencies play a critical role here, both in providing—at least for some period of time—new resources
and in mobilising local staff and volunteers. The capacity of human resources to achieve sustained outcomes can be
increased by training and potentially by strengthening aspects of social infrastructure. However, human resources in
poor communities are a finite resource, with multiple calls upon them. Turnover in personnel may undermine sustainability because trained personnel move on to other possibilities and either are not replaced or are replaced by people
who did not take part in capacity building.
Again, we provide an example of how the framework might be developed into CMOs for testing (Table 3). For
simplicity, we choose the example of material infrastructure built by a programme (think building of dams, schools or
health clinics). In this case, we have provided one ‘positive’ CMO, in which outcomes are more likely to be sustained
(the second CMO), and one ‘negative’ CMO in which outcomes are likely to wane.

5.3

|

Fidelity and contextualisation

The third framework draws from the same research project as the second (Westhorp et al., 2017). The framework
was initially developed from a half-day workshop with World Vision UK and World Vision International staff and
reflected their assumptions about how ‘fidelity to evidence-based programming’ and ‘being adapted to context’
would contribute to sustainability. These two features are policy requirements for World Vision programmes.

10

‘Cognitive’ infrastructure is another type that could be included in the frameworks. Uphoff and Wijayaratna (2000) demonstrate the importance of social

capital in for sustained outcomes in farming in Sri Lanka.
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TABLE 3

Initial CMOs for resource generation and use

Context

Mechanism

Outcome

Infrastructure is built in response to
need identified by community
leaders (not whole community).
Funding and labour for building is
provided externally (e.g., by NGO)
Unclear who is responsible for
maintenance.

Low sense of ownership of the
infrastructure.
Community believes the
problem has been addressed.

Low priority afforded to maintenance of
infrastructure. Community resources
allocated to other priorities. The
contribution of the infrastructure to
well-being wanes over time.

Infrastructure is built in response to
need identified in community wide
consultation.
Clear agreements are established in
advance about responsibilities and
plans for maintenance. Capacity
building provided re maintenance if
required.
Community is engaged in providing
labour and materials and applying
for funding if required.

High sense of community
ownership helps to hold those
responsible for maintenance
accountable.

Infrastructure is maintained, and its
contribution to outcomes is sustained.

Note that these features are not specific to particular programmes but can apply to programmes in many
domains; they are therefore further examples of ‘middle range theory’. Middle range theory, originally described by
Merton (1968), is specific enough that hypotheses can be drawn from it to test and general enough to apply across
programmes or contexts (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). It is a key feature of realist research and evaluation and contributes
to the portability of findings.
Some data were collected in relation to the framework during the evaluation, although not all aspects of it were
tested. The framework was then somewhat refined using the data collected. The refined framework, as incorporated
in the evaluation report, is represented and described further below. This process of partial testing and iterative
refinement is consistent with realist work (and indeed with research in general).
Framework 3: Fidelity, contextualisation and sustainability
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The two main features being examined (high-quality contextualisation and fidelity to evidence-based programming) appear in blue boxes at the base of the framework.
High-quality contextualisation was expected to contribute to sustainability through a number of channels.
Firstly, contextualisation should ensure relevance to need, which contributes to ‘motivation’ and thence to engagement, and through this to a sense of ownership of the programme. Secondly, culturally appropriate delivery also contributes to engagement. Thirdly, innovation as a result of adapting to the context could contribute to effectiveness in
that context but could also potentially contribute to replication or adaptation of those innovations in other settings.
Fourthly, adaptation over time in response to changes in the context changes should contribute to ongoing effectiveness. Effectiveness, in turn, could contribute to communities' and governments' motivation to maintain the model.
Monitoring and evaluation both check whether adaptations are effective and, where they are, provide evidence to
inform maintenance and/or scaling out of the programme. Finally, it was expected that monitoring and evaluation
across contexts would enable comparisons across those contexts, which should inform decision-making about programme design and implementation; whether to continue or extend use of adaptations; the need for further adaptation; in which sorts of contexts the framework should and should not be implemented; and so on. The evaluation
found evidence for some of these elements of the programme theory and identified areas for further development.
Capacity building was incorporated as one ‘sustainability element’ in the programmes being evaluated (other
elements were identified but are not addressed in this framework). Fidelity to capacity building, system strengthening and working across multiple levels of systems were expected to contribute to stronger systems, which, in turn,
should contribute to sustainability. Fidelity to the framework across sites could also support effective learning about
what works in what contexts for whom. That learning could then be used to refine the framework, potentially introducing greater variability in programme design (through contextualisation) but also contributing to effectiveness.
Fidelity could also contribute to staff expertise and to effective ‘habits’ of implementation, which operate in a feedback loop to maintain ongoing fidelity to the framework.
The framework combines many pathways and components. This is consistent with the complexity of
development programming and the complexity of achieving sustained outcomes. It is also consistent with the
complexity-theory basis of realist evaluation (Westhorp, 2012, 2013). Consequently, many CMOs could be
developed from it. Here, we demonstrate just two in Table 4 below—one positive and one negative—related to the
notion that fidelity to the programme model could contribute to learning about the programme and thus to
programme adaptation and effectiveness. This example demonstrates the value of realist approaches in addressing
organisational contexts—aspects of the implementing organisation that affect whether, how and for whom
programmes are effective.

6

IMPLICATIONS OF THE FRAMEWORKS

|

In the next section of this article, we consider the implications of these frameworks for different levels of systems:
individuals and families, communities, governments and implementing organisations. Each is discussed in turn.

6.1

|

Governments

Some programmes can only be sustained if they are adopted by governments because they require relatively
large-scale systems and recurrent funding for their implementation. The implications for governments are obvious
but no less significant because of that. For governments to be able to adopt and implement a programme, they must:
i. Prioritise the issue that the programme addresses over competing issues and rate it sufficiently highly to allocate
resources to it;
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TABLE 4

Learning from fidelity and contextualisation

Context

Mechanism

Outcome

High fidelity implementation of the
programme in multiple sites.
Coordinated and comparative realist
evaluation across sites, with data
about participant subgroups,
mechanisms, outcomes and
contextual factors.
Opportunities for shared analysis of,
and meaning-making from,
evaluation data.

Comparative analysis of data
identifies outcome patterns and the
context-mechanism configurations
causing them.
Organisational commitments to
achieving the best possible
outcomes for all and belief that
contextualisation contributes to
effectiveness.
Peer learning and problem-solving.

Redesign of elements of programme
to improve effectiveness for
specific contexts or subgroups.
Increased attention paid to fidelity
to those programme principles that
contribute to effectiveness.

High fidelity implementation of the
programme in multiple sites.
Independent organisations (or local
structures) responsible for
implementation and evaluation.
No structure or process for
coordination or communication
across sites.
Different approaches to evaluation
in sites. Analysis undertaken at
local level.

Reduced data pool (within each site)
makes identification of outcome
patterns more difficult.
Non-comparable data across sites
makes learning from comparison of
findings more difficult.
No peer learning or problem solving
reduces insight.

Weaker evidence base for adaptation
of programme.
Reduced likelihood of effective
adaptations.

ii.

Within that issue area, prioritise the programme over alternative strategies, which is likely to require belief in
the efficacy of the intervention compared to others and congruence between the programme and the
government's policy objectives;

iii. Understand the policy, resource and capacity requirements for implementation;
iv. Establish systems for the programme's implementation and administration;
v. Recruit and/or train staff to provide and manage it on an ongoing basis.
These processes all carry both direct costs and opportunity costs (that is, other opportunities that must be foregone
because the resources have been invested in the programme). Further, some programmes initiated by external
parties, including INGOs, have strong philosophical foundations—inclusiveness, democratic decision-making, equity
and the like. Governments either need to see these underpinnings as consistent with their own objectives or tailor
the programme to suit their own political and philosophical perspectives.
Either resourcing issues or politics may result in only some aspects of programmes being adopted by governments.
Without good evidence about how and why the original programme worked, partial adoption may undermine the effectiveness of the programme—in which case, the programme (or parts of it) may be sustained but outcomes may not be.

6.2

|

Communities

The three frameworks outlined above highlight several implications for the roles that communities can play in ensuring that positive outcomes from international development intervention are sustained when external funding ceases.
The first relates to ‘community ownership’ (albeit the extent to which this is spread across communities is
debatable). Community members must be involved in interventions from their inception. This ensures that interventions are desired by communities, align with their values and will be appropriate to their needs. This is likely to be a
prerequisite for community members to keep the intervention going when funding ceases.
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Secondly, ownership requires participation. Without broad-based community participation, the capacity to sustain benefits (discussed below) is unlikely to be built. Moreover, participation can strengthen community cohesion
and improve the ability of members to adopt and adapt an intervention as they learn key skills from one another.
Broad-based participation raises the likelihood of changes in social norms and practices that are necessary for
sustained outcomes as well as strengthening relationships and/or managing conflict and tensions amongst key
stakeholders.
Ownership and participation are important in achieving a third crucial factor: capacity building. If an intervention
is to be maintained, community members must acquire the knowledge and skills needed to implement, manage and
adapt the intervention themselves before funding ceases. This might also require the establishment of new structures and capacity to undertake advocacy may also be important.
Finally, as Framework 2 above suggests, benefits will not be sustained unless communities have adequate
resources. Resources here include financial resources to cover the recurrent costs of an intervention (such as
overheads and salaries) as well as the costs of maintaining and replacing any physical infrastructure; human
resources; and time. These must be sufficient to sustain both the intervention itself and the social infrastructure
required to manage it.

6.3

|

Individuals and families

The frameworks above imply quite different roles for individuals and families. Roles will vary within communities and
within programmes. This, in turn, implies that there will be different contributions to sustainability by different
subgroups of individuals and families and different effects of sustained outcomes for them.
Some people will be programme participants. Participating means that families have to prioritise the programme
over all the other competing demands on their time—farming, working, parenting their children, participating in other
community activities and so on. They have to commit (usually scarce) human and sometimes financial or material
resources to the activities required.
Given the scarcity of such resources, this implies that there must be sufficient return on that investment to
warrant its continuation—be that return in terms of human capital (new knowledge or skills), well-being
(e.g., improved health), social capital (improved relationships), economic capital (improved livelihoods) or some
combination of these. Only a very direct self-sustaining feedback loop (e.g., changed behaviour generates direct
benefits that maintain motivation for sustained behaviour change) is likely to result in sustained outcomes once the
direct supports of a programme are withdrawn. Moreover, given that outcomes of most programmes vary in nature
and extent for different subgroups within the population, it is highly likely that sustained outcomes will also vary for
different subgroups.
Other individuals will be volunteers, making a higher investment in the programme than beneficiaries and thus
facing greater potential for both benefits and costs. For example, many programmes work through peer facilitators
or peer educators. Peer educators often benefit more from peer education programmes than do participants (see,
e.g., Wawrzynski et al., 2011). However, should the programme end, the educators stand to lose many things: a valued role in the community, a source of identity and purpose, social interaction and potentially social capital and
whatever educational or material benefits the role attracted. Human capital developed through the role may be
sustained for some time but knowledge and skill deteriorate if not used; maintaining other outcomes will depend in
part on the individual and in part on the opportunity structure of the community.
Other individuals again will be in governance roles with some level of decision-making responsibility for the programme and the direct and indirect (e.g., cultural, political and environmental) costs and benefits it creates. Being a
decision-maker carries its own set of risks and rewards; these include human capital and reputational risks and
rewards, which may play out in employment and/or in political systems. Whether or not these benefits or harms are
sustained should be one component of assessments of sustainability of outcomes.
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6.4

|

Implementation agencies

The agencies implementing interventions play a critical role in improving the likelihood that the outcomes of their interventions will be sustained. As noted in the ‘resources’ framework above, agencies provide material and financial
resources as part of interventions. Choices about what to provide and how have been shown to effect sustainability of
behaviours. Rogers and Coates (2015) found that the withdrawal of free resources and participation incentives at the
conclusion of interventions could lead to loss of participant engagement in the behaviours required to sustain outcomes;
developing and testing CMOs from their framework could illuminate how and why this occurs in different contexts.
In many cases, the presumption is that other parties will provide resources on an ongoing basis once the value
of the intervention has been shown. The transition period and processes have been identified as particularly important for ensuring that intervention outcomes will be sustained into the future (Springfield Center 2014) with a gradual transition period recommended to improve sustainability. Transitions comprise both ‘phase out’ of resource
provision by the original agency and often ‘phase over’ to other partners who may take on some aspects of resource
provision (Rogers & Coates, 2015).
The ‘phase over’ of responsibility depends in large part on linkages with individuals, organisations and institutions pursued during projects. Implementation agencies need to facilitate these linkages from the earliest stages of
programmes and collaborate in development of plans and capacity building for the adopting agency.
Where volunteers are expected to sustain programme activities, strategies are required for the initial transfer of
responsibilities and for capacity building for future incumbents.
The third framework above indicated the importance of monitoring and evaluation. However, many useful indicators have not commonly been collected. Rogers and Coates (2015) noted the importance of monitoring and evaluation of continued resources, capacity and motivation; establishment of appropriate linkages; and transition to
independent operation. Trandafili (2019, p. 5) notes that indicators such as ‘group sustainment’ are required to track
how sustainable community mobilisation is likely to be. Overall, the frameworks suggest that making sustainable outcomes an organisational priority has implications for planning and design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation.

7

|

C O N CL U S I O N

This article has presented three frameworks derived from realist research or evaluation undertaken in international
development programmes. Each addresses different aspects of sustainability, and each has implications for governments, communities and individuals, as well as for organisations implementing international development
programmes. Standing back from the detail of the individual frameworks, the three together suggest a particular
sequence for planning for sustainability.
Initially, the broad pathway to sustained outcomes should be identified. This includes determining whether the
intervention itself needs to be sustained in order for outcomes to be sustained. It also includes determining the
primary pathway (or pathways) required for outcomes to be sustained.
Once the intended pathway and model are known, resource requirements can be identified, with due attention
to the different types of resources and their different sources. Likely risks to availability of different kinds of
resources can be assessed, with strategies put in place to minimise risks where possible.
Then the relative importance of fidelity to existing frameworks or evidence, and adaptation to the specific
context, can be assessed. For sustainability of outcomes, this is most likely to matter when sustained delivery of a
programme is required.
The frameworks also suggest particular issues for investigation, and frameworks for analysis, in our planned programme of research into sustainability of outcomes in international development. As noted earlier, the ‘pathways’
framework hints at but does not yet identify different mechanisms contributing to sustainability of outcomes; these
will need to be identified and the contextual factors that affect their operation identified. The resources' framework
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suggests both potential indicators for evaluation and an analytic framework for comparisons of resourcing contributions where outcomes are, and are not, sustained. The fidelity and contextualisation framework suggests features of
programme design and implementation that may be significant: whether, when and why they are should also be
included in future investigations.
Two other frameworks cited in this paper were not developed through realist research and evaluation; they
focus on factors related to outcome sustainability at the period when projects are transitioning to local ownership.
They provide a potential starting point for realist investigation of how and why particular outcomes are generated in
different transition, ‘phase out’ and ‘phase over’ contexts.
The research project on which our consortium is embarking will seek to examine these and some other vexed
policy questions. What are the relationships between sustainment of outcomes and the capacities of local stakeholders to sustain interventions? How do they vary for different types of interventions, in different contexts? Over
what time period is it reasonable to expect outcomes to be sustained, and how should those expectations vary for
different types of interventions, in different contexts? What evidentiary support is there for the various frameworks
of sustainability and their applicability across different sectors and settings? There are, however, two starting points
on which we are agreed. The first is that understanding sustainability can only be satisfactorily investigated by
starting from what is sustained (rather than predicting what might be). The second is that, given the complexity of
sustainment, only a theory-based approach to investigation holds true promise. Realist evaluation takes account both
of underlying causal processes and of the effects of context; can be applied across interventions, sectors and scales
of systems; provides a rigorous basis for generalisation; and allows aggregation of findings across multiple research
projects. We therefore contend that it is the most appropriate overarching framework for a programme of investigation into sustainability of outcomes.
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APPENDIX A

F I G U R E A 1 Sustainability analysis framework. Source: The Springfield Centre (2014) [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

FIGURE A2

Key questions and indicators of sustainability and scale. Source: The Springfield Centre (2014) [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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F I G U R E A 3 Sustainability and exit strategies conceptual framework. Source: Rogers and Coates (2015). Adapted
from Coates and Kegode. 2012. ‘Kenya Exit Strategies Study Round 2 Report’. Unpublished, submitted to FANTA
April 8 [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

