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Contribution Analysis
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Find an example of 
where you are 

wondering if your efforts 
or intervention had some 

influence on a 
community change or 

result. 
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Main Ideas 
• Social innovators – and those who support them – want to get a sense of the extent to which 

their activities are responsible for hoped for outcomes, results or changes.

• The traditional approach to assessing attribution ‘ – experimental designs, including randomized 
controlled trials – are impractical except in a few niche situations.

• The alternative is contribution analysis, an approach that is in early phase of development.

• The contribution analysis framework includes five steps – with examples, techniques and 
principles – that can guide other contribution analysis innovators.

• It will take a lot of practice and peer sharing to more fully develop a strong pattern of 
contribution analysis practice. 



The Challenge



• From 1974 to 1989, 
incidences of violent 
crime increased 80% 
in the US. Within 
years, dropped back 
to levels not seen 
since 1950s.

• What are the top 
three reasons for this 
drop?

Table Exercise



Popular Crime Drop Explanations in Media and Research

Crime Drop Explanation Number of Citations

1. Innovative Police Strategies 52

2. Increased Reliance on Prisons 47

3. Changes in crack/drug markets 33

4. Aging of population 32

5. Tougher gun control 32

6. Strong economy 28

7. Increased # of police 26

8. All other (capital punishment, 

concealed weapons laws, 

buybacks, etc.)

34
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Results of Contribution Analysis

• Top Three Likely Reasons:

• Crack Bubble Bursts – a key driver of 
violent crime. 

• Tougher prison sentencing – prevents 
existing offenders from reoffending (for 
the time being). .

• Wade Versus Roe =Reduction in the 
number of at-risk young men –
demographic dip and legalized 
abortion
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The Challenge: 
What would have happened in absence of the intervention (aka 

the counterfactual)?



The Traditional Approach: Attribution Analysis

Experimental Methods

• Randomized Controlled Trials

• Quasi-Experimental Designs

• Comparison Groups

• Various Statistical Models & 
Techniques

• The traditional approach to 
establishing the counterfactual or 
assess attribution, is  
experimental design, used to be 
the widely accepted ‘gold 
standard’.

• Experimental designs are 
impractical,  except in a few niche 
situations, because of costs, time, 
requirements imposed on 
intervention, ethics and 
complexity of many community 
change interventions. 



The Alternative



Attribution Versus Contribution



"Far better an approximate answer to the right 
question, which is often vague, than an exact 
answer to the wrong question, which can 
always be made precise."

John Tukey, Mathematician



Early Days in the Practice
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Five Steps
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Step 1: Frame Contribution Challenge

Tasks
• Select the outcome(s) for 

which you want to assess 
contribution.

• Determine if they are 
direct or indirect analysis.

• Confirm audience and 
implications for 
assessment.



Task: Select Outcomes & Level of Analysis

Less Complex, Less Effort
More Confidence in Results

More Complex, More Efforts
Less Confidence in Results
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Task 2: Confirm User & Use

Type User/Use Implications

Developmental or 
Formative

To help innovators get 
feedback to affirm or guide 
changes in direction.

Internal document; level of 
rigor requires varies.

Summative To determine the merit or 
worth of an intervention. 

External document: high 
level of rigor and 
transparency required.

Accountability or 
Marketing

To demonstrate progress 
and/or secure more 
resources to external bodies 
(e.g., funders, policy makers, 
public).

Greater level of suspicion 
about the credibility of 
results; third party 
verification important; 
important to be careful 
about claims.
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Step 2: Select Method

Tasks

• Select methodology.

• Design, implement and 
adapt. 
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#1: Stakeholder Assessment:
(aka The Journalist)

Aim

• To engage stakeholders in 
assessing the relative 
contribution of an intervention 
to an observed outcome. 

Steps

1. What are the possible 
factors underlying this 
outcomes?

2. Which ones – based on our 
evidence – can be 
eliminated?

3. Which explanations are the 
most compelling?



Example: Outcome Harvesting

Source: http://outcomeharvesting.net/





Sample of Outcome Contributions



#ECISASK2017

#2: The General Elimination Method 
(aka Detectives)

Aim

• To trace the ‘factors’ that may 
have led to an outcome or event 
and then systematically 
eliminating factors – one by one -
until the most compelling 
explanation(s), supported by the 
evidence, remains.

Steps

1. What are the possible factors 
underlying this outcomes?

2. Which ones – based on our 
systematic review of evidence 
– can be eliminated?

3. Which explanations are the 
most compelling?



Method: Process Tracing

Smoking Gun: 
points in this 

direction.

Doubly Decisive:
appears conclusive

Straw in the 
Wind: maybe,

investigate further.

Hoop Test: 
promising,

keep looking.

#1: Set Context & Surface Hypotheses

#2: Review evidence, spot clues and dig.

#3: Draw Conclusions
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Example: 
NGO Efforts to 
Advocate For a 

Specific Supreme 
Court Decision in the 

USA
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Method #3: Counterfactual Scenarios
(aka Time Machine Travelers)

Aim

• To explore ‘counter-factual scenarios’ 
that are logical, plausible, feasible 
and likely to imagine what else may 
or may not have occurred by 
‘triangulating’ the perspectives of 
stakeholders, experts and decision-
makers.

Questions

1. What are other plausible 
scenarios – including ‘do nothing -
for how we could have 
approached this challenge?

2. What are the estimated (direct) 
effects of each scenario?

3. What is the difference between 
the scenarios?

Tested in refugee resettlement 
programs, climate change, sustainable
development, public health, with the 

Federal government.



Example: Rapid Impact Evaluation



Producing Estimates
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Example: Addressing 
Collapse of Fish Stocks In a 

Region of Fiji

D
o

 N
o

th
in

g There is an ad-hoc approach 
to fishery management, with 
community piggeries 
generating waste into water 
system, the uncontrolled 
cutting of mango trees, and 
mismanaged local and 
regional harvesting of fish.

Lo
ca

l F
is

h
e

ri
e

s 
M

gm
t Establish and enforce a (no 

take) zone on the reefs, 
prevent poaching by local and 
outside fishers, stop dynamic 
fishing, yet allow for 
ceremonial harvests of select 
species.

Offer fishing community 
technical assistance for 
resource management and 
new harvesting methods, 
conduct regular stock 
assessments on reel and 
shoulder areas.

C
o

n
se

rv
at

io
n International NGO funded to 

enforce a no-take zone, with 
support from conservation 
authorities.

Entry would be permitted for 
traditional or ceremonial 
purposes, but no harvesting 
would be allowed. 

National government is 
cooperative, with resistance –
and possibly non-compliance 
– from national fisheries, local 
community and national 
politicians.. 
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Method #4: Theory  Based Evaluation
(aka The Scientist)

Aim

• To explore the extent to which a group’s 
theory of change – or other factors – provides 
a reasonable explanation for observed 
outcomes.

Questions

1. What is our theory of change? Is it 
plausible?

2. To what extent did our theory unfold as 
planned?

3. To what extent are the key elements 
confirmed by new or existing evidence?

4. To what extent have other influencing 
factors been identified and account for?

5. To what extent have the most relevant 
alternative explanations been disproved? 



coming

#1

#2

#3

#4
#5
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Approach Stakeholder
Assessment

General 
Elimination 

Method

Theory-Based Counterfactual
Scenarios

Evaluator Role Journalist Detective Scientist Story Teller

Unique
Methods

Outcome Harvesting Process Tracing Theory of Change Rapid Impact 
Evaluation

Strengths Easy to understand;
can handle a lot of 

outcomes; flexibility in 
approach.

Thorough process 
that is culturally 

credible in 
western cultures. 

Works well with 
existing theories of 
change; designed

to tackle ‘complex’ 
causal packages.

Very useful when a 
group faced with 

different 
strategies. 

Limitations Sensitive to 
stakeholder biases; 

not thorough in 
addressing other 

factors. 

Can take a long 
time to complete. 

Can take a long 
time to complete;
approach still in 

development with 
some unclear 

steps. 

Important to 
follow model with 
high fidelity; may 
not perceived as 

credible by 
external people.

Expertise Modest expertise 
required; effort varies.

Specialist skills in 
GEM and process 
tracing required.

Strong facilitation 
skills; wide range 

of evaluation skills.

Requires multiple 
types of ‘content’ 

expertise.
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Step 3: Rate the Contribution

Tasks

• Assess the relative 
strength of the 
contribution of the 
intervention to the 
outcome(s).



Some Rating Options

We feel that the program
can claim 25% credit

of the start-up businesses
from this program.

Canadian Business 
Development Program 

Local partners felt 
that the 

contribution of 
Opportunities 

Niagara
(a collective impact

Group) to a new 
housing 

Project was a 6.5 
out of 7. 

Local Heroes: CAW 
199

Our project had major 
contributions to immediate results and 

weak contribution to impact results.
International Development Program

25%
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Example: 
The Toronto Region 

Immigrant & 
Employment Council

To what extent did 
TRIEC’s cluster of 

programs and supports 
contribute

To employers’ efforts to 
learn more, hire and 

promote skilled 
immigrants? 



#ECISASK2017



#ECISASK2017

Step 4: Assess Rigor (optional)

Tasks

• Assess the overall 
strength of the 
contribution analysis.
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One
Framework
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Step 5: Develop Contribution Story

Tasks

• Develop a contribution 
story, test it with key 
stakeholders, and refine 
it based on feedback, 
include returning to 
earlier steps if 
necessary. 
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Elements of a Contribution Story

• The context of the 
intervention

• The causal package (factors 
and outcome) being 
analyzed

• The methodology & 
limitations

• The findings and claim

• Additional insights and 
questions
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Main Ideas 
• Social innovators – and those who support them – want to get a sense of the extent to 

which their activities are responsible for hoped for outcomes, results or changes.

• The traditional approach to assessing attribution ‘ – experimental designs, including 
randomized controlled trials – are impractical except in a few niche situations.

• The alternative is contribution analysis, an approach that is in early phase of 
development.

• The contribution analysis framework includes five steps – with examples, techniques and 
principles – that can guide other contribution analysis innovators.

• It will take a lot of practice and peer sharing to more fully develop a strong pattern of 
contribution analysis practice. 
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1. An innovator willing to help build a 
contribution practice.

2. An early adopter keen to proceed 
once the practice and results are 
more clear.

3. A prospective early/late majority 
that is open to contribution 
analysis but will wait until the 
evidence, practice and ecology are 
firmly established.

4. A skeptic that would prefer 
overwhelming evidences to be 
convinced or has a ‘funny feeling’ 
about this.

5. Other
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1. What insights or 
questions (if any) 
emerged for you 
during this session? 

2. Where might you 
employ contribution 
analysis in your 
evaluation scope of 
work? 
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Questions?  
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Building a connected force for community change.

• Online Learning Communities
• Communities of Practice
• Monthly online seminars
• A monthly online journal – Engage! magazine
• Face to face learning events

To learn more email: tamarack@tamarackcommunity.ca

tamarackcommunity.ca


