Conceptual frameworks

Conceptual frameworks demonstrate the theory of the sequence of cause and effect that ultimately lead to a particular problem or, turned around to a positive view, a particular ultimate result.  They typically trace out several layers of causality as well as lateral relationships. 

In the example of the UNICEF conceptual framework on nutrition below, three levels of causes of child malnutrition are detailed:

· child malnutrition, death and disability are the manifestation of a problem;

· inadequate dietary intake, disease are the immediate causes;

· the underlying causes are insufficient access to food, inadequate maternal and child-care practices, poor water/sanitation and inadequate health services.
More encompassing is the UNICEF Conceptual Framework for Situation Assessment and Analysis of the Rights of Children and Women (see next page).

Conceptual framework: Causes of child malnutrition

Causal analysis of the rights of children and women
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Conceptual Framework for Situation Assessment and Analysis of the Rights of Children and Women UNICEF, PPP Manual (fig 3.2).

Using conceptual frameworks 

to define information needs

In assessment, monitoring and evaluation activities, the two broadest questions we are trying to answer are "What is happening/happened?" and "Why?"   Conceptual frameworks facilitate this.  

· They represent the theory of cause and effect that we should explore and test through data collection; e.g. if there is a problem in malnutrition, the conceptual framework directs us to explore problems in food security, water and sanitation services and caring practices.

· They help us to foresee how a change in context might influence eventual outcomes.  This helps us to pinpoint where in the chain of events we should be looking to detect change.   For example, if economic crisis or conflict force some family members to leave the home in search of labour or as recruited fighters, the distribution of labour in the home is likely to change.  We can anticipate that this may negatively affect the child-caring practices and possibly child nutritional status.

· They help us distinguish questions that are relevant for immediate and longer-term programme response, i.e. questions related to immediate, underlying and basic causes point to successively longer-term areas of action.  

· By highlighting the sequence and inter-relatedness of different causes of a situation, the conceptual framework is a reference that helps to situate what a given piece of information actually tells you about the situation.  This is useful in identifying and interpreting indicators.  For example, the conceptual frameworks presented above reveals three possible meanings to an increase in child malnutrition. 

· Conceptual frameworks provide a clear reference for later developing indicators and proxy indicators (and testing the specificity of indicators; specificity of indicators is explained in core content sheet "Selecting indicators — Criteria").  
Note: Programme Logic Models (see separate core content sheets “What is a programme logic model” and “Using programme logic models in M&E”) serve similar purposes in M&E.  They represent the theory or plan of a specific programme, including cause –and effect of inputs and activities.  

Source: The State of the World’s Children 1998.




Inadequate and/or inappropriate knowledge and discriminatory attitudes limit household access to actual resources





Political, cultural, religious, economic and social systems, including women’s status, limit the utilisation of potential resources
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Source: The State of the World's Children, 1998.





Potential resources: environment, technology, people





Quantity and quality of actual resources — human, economic and organisational — and the way they are controlled
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