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Contribution Courts guidance 

Introduction 

‘Contribution Analysis’ is unlikely a concept that makes you sit up in your seat with 

excitement. 

Instead it may feel like a dark art that happens 

over there somewhere by someone sitting in a 

tower, abstracted away from your work. 

Something hard to understand, that happens 

at your programme rather than with it. 

Well, that perception is entirely valid and 

justified, as historically this is often what 

happens. Someone very nerdy sits alone in a 

room with documents and some interview 

transcripts and figures out contribution to a 

result (yours or otherwise). Contribution Analysis has become something unnecessarily 

shrouded in jargon, and yet another aspect of Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) 

that feels inaccessible.  

This is geninely a shame, as 

development interventions in this 

era tend to reside in the domain of 

the complex: the end result isn’t 

entirely clear, and the pathway is 

highly complex. You have to learn 

as you go, change strategy, and 

have multiple unknown unknowns. 

There will be feedback loops and 

unpredictable environmental 

factors, and this cannot be repeated to get the same result. Further to this, we specialise in 

peer-to-peer partnerships, injecting small amounts of expertise in what are often crowded 

spaces. The combination of these mean that it is crucial to understand whether and how 

your work contributed to an observed success or failure. It is important not just in feeding the 

logframe beast, but also for learning.  

Understanding how your intervention contibuted to something is important for programmatic 

learning: we can see what was successful and why so that we can replicate it elsewhere. It 

is also important in times of failure, as it means we can understand why it didn’t contribute 

and why, so that we can try something different next time (or retarget efforts if a more 

successful programme is operating where you are). Understanding the nuances of what 

connects what you’re doing to an observed success is therefore not simply a punitive or 

success scoring thing: it’s a learning thing.1 

To get away from the jargon and tangle, and to do this in a way that is participatory, I have 

been developing and using Contribution Courts. 

 
1 For more details on complexity or contribution analysis, please see my guidance: ‘Complexity in Development 101’ and 
‘Contribution Analysis: what the what?’ 
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Contribution Courts 
Contribution Courts are a participatory and interactive approach to understanding the degree 

to which a programme contributed to an observed success. This allows us to move away 

from traditional, more linear and less engaging, methods.  

What is it? 

Contribution Courts are an attempt at exploring how other professions 

approach evidence and validation. 

At these ‘courts’, programme teams (in this case a member of a 

partnership, a broker, or similar) will present a Story of Change or 

result to a ‘jury’, making their case for how the programme 

contributed to a particular result, supported by evidence.2 A 

monitoring and evaluation (M&E) adviser acts as a ‘prosecutor’, 

gently questioning contribution and challenging the programme team 

to further support their claim.3 The ‘jury’ observe, and give verdict on 

the degree of contribution they have been persuaded.  

Why is it helpful? 

This approach has several takeaways: 

1. This process draws out far more information and learning for contribution analysis than 

other, more isolated, methods: by inviting those of you who have seen the changes first-

hand into the process, we can build a better picture of what did or didn't happen, by 

understanding better who did what, where, and why; 

2. By replicating a process with a more intuitive use of evidence, like a court, this 

experience allows contribution to feel more accessible as a concept; this generally helps 

us work together to see how M&E engages with and explores your work;  

3. Results are determined together, reducing the feeling of evaluation happing at, not with, 

your team, and acting as a collective learning exercise for both successful and 

unsuccessful cases (i.e. we all understand and agree why something went well or 

badly); 

4. It permits vertical learning and speaking truth to power, as the client or SRO can be 

included in the process in the jury: you get the opportunity for them to really understand 

the nuances of your stories. 

Can I have an example? 

Absolutely. In future we hope to record an example, but please find below an accessible 

example. While not from a partnership programme, health contexts are easy to engage with 

even when it’s not your specialism, and so an example from the DFID-funded EVA BHN 

Programme (a voice and accountability programme) in Pakistan is detailed. 

 
2 For example: let's say you are delivering a programme funded by DFID in the Governance space. The ‘jury’ could be 
comprised of the GOSAC SRO, a programme representative or two, and a critical friend/Troll facilitator who is familiar with 
the programme. 
3 For example: if you have staff from your organisation working on MEL for the programme, the ‘prosecutor’ could be the 
Head of MEL due to having distance from the programme, or other members of the MEL team who are not associated. This 
permits for better cross-examination as they are separate to the programme, whilst avoiding the need to train someone in 
the approach. 
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Below is a shortened and visual example of a Contribution Court Story used to analyse the 

contribution of interventions by the DFID-funded EVA-BHN programme to a story of 

change.4 The EVA-BHN programme works with communities in Pakistan to create an 

enabling environment for them to raise their voice to demand better health provision from 

their local government. EVA-BHN is underpinned by an Actor-Based Change Framework 

that uses the COM-B model of behaviour change, in which behaviour is seen as a 

combination of capabilities, opportunities (physical and social), and motivations.5 To change 

behaviour, you often need to change one or more of these facets. There was a story of 

change surrounding a community meeting leading to vaccine provision via local demand, as 

mapped out in Figure 1 below. This story was presented at a Contribution Court, with 

evidence of causality and contribution mapped out as below in Figure 2. 

While contribution always diminishes as you get further down the chain of events, it is clear 

how EVA-BHN provided contribution to this success story. The ‘jury’ determined that this 

was a case of medium degree of contribution. This was for a few reasons, but it is 

important to note that EVA tried to create enabling environments rather than force events to 

happen. Some of the reasons for this verdict are as follows. While the community group 

existed, it had no leader and wasn’t productive. EVA supported the group to appoint Mr Ullah 

as a leader, and subsequently trained him in rights-based advocacy, local legislation, and 

local government structures. This was necessary for the story, as without him and EVA’s 

training services, the knowledge of rights would not have been present. EVA’s training on 

local government structures also came into use, as it was applied at a few stages of the 

story. However, the contribution is not strong because the decision to use the media and 

pressure was entirely the community’s: EVA’s training pointed to use of district meetings in 

rights-based advocacy, and would never encourage the route they took. However, this was 

necessary to achieving the success. 

While this is not an academic contribution analysis in the paragraph above, it provides a 

flavour of the kinds of things you bear in mind: what was necessary? What was sufficient? 

What had to happen and why? If you feel your results could benefit from a team gathering to 

investigate contribution, Contribution Courts are for you.

 
4 For the full, and accurate, story please see my UKES presentation (with apologies for the terrible angle): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YrRG9QUqXhc&feature=youtu.be 
5 Michie, S., van Stralen, M. M., & West, R. (2011). The behaviour change wheel: A new method for characterising and 
designing behaviour change interventions. Implementation Science, 6, 42. 



 

 

 

Figure 1: COM-B contribution 

story 

Situation: 

community 

member denied 

vaccine for his 

child. 



 

 

 

Figure 2: evidence for contribution story 

evidence 


