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# Chapter One: Terms of Reference

The first thing Amara noticed, stepping through the arrivals doors at JKIA, was the quality of the light. She had been cataloguing it for fifteen years - this specific shade of late-afternoon east African sun, the way it fell sideways through the glass panels above the departures hall and gilded everything it touched, the trolleys and the touts and the women in bui-buis meeting their families with a particular restraint that Amara had never learned. The light was the same. She had expected it to be different. Or she had expected to feel differently about it. One of those.

She shifted her carry-on to her left shoulder and walked toward the taxi rank, bypassing the men holding name cards because she'd already booked an Uber. The app said seven minutes. She stood in the mild early-October heat and let Nairobi arrive around her.

Arrivals at JKIA was a specific kind of sensory experience: bodies in transit, the sharp smell of diesel and something floral underneath it she'd never been able to name, the particular Nairobi ambient noise of matatus and conversation and someone somewhere playing music at a volume optimised for a larger space than the one it was occupying. She stood in it and did what she always did: she began to notice, to categorise, to assess. It was a habit she'd formed in the first years of evaluation work and had subsequently been unable to switch off. She noticed everything now, which was useful professionally and occasionally exhausting personally.

The Uber was a silver Toyota. The driver's name was Francis. He had a small laminated card of Psalm 91 on the dashboard and a phone mount and, playing at low volume from the speakers, something Amara recognised from childhood as benga - that Luo guitar style, bright and forward, that her father had loved. She didn't mention this. She looked out the window.

Nairobi on the Mombasa Road: the industrial estates, the billboards, the roadworks that had been ongoing since at least 2018 if her recollection of her last visit was accurate. A man selling water bottles at the traffic light, unhurried. The overpass at Mlolongo, the slow rise into the city proper. She had grown up in Westlands, then spent six years of her childhood in Kilimani when her parents moved, then gone to secondary school in Nairobi before leaving at seventeen for England and constructing, piece by piece, a life that was based in London and worked to a rhythm she'd chosen for herself. She'd been back twice in the intervening fifteen years. Once for a funeral, once for a conference that had required only three days and which she had extended by two out of a sense of obligation she hadn't entirely been able to name.

She was back now for six weeks, which was its own category.

The Uber turned onto Haile Selassie Avenue. Nairobi's CBD on a Tuesday afternoon: the buses stacked three deep at the terminus, the hawkers with phone cases fanned out on the pavement, the woman at the intersection selling avocados from a basket on her head with the calm efficiency of someone who had been doing this for long enough that it required no more attention than walking. Amara watched. She was aware of watching in a way that was slightly different from simply seeing, and she was aware of the difference, and she did not know, on balance, whether that was good or bad.

On her lap was the evaluation brief. Twenty-two pages, the foundation's standard template, her own annotations in three colours. She knew it well enough that she no longer needed to read it; what she was doing instead, when she opened it, was checking herself - confirming that she had not, in the process of reading it eleven times, begun to mistake the brief for the actual programme. This was a specific error she had seen other evaluators make. You started with the terms of reference and ended up evaluating the terms of reference, which was a comfortable recursive exercise that told you nothing about the thing you'd been sent to look at.

The Umoja Community Health Initiative. Six years operating in Nairobi's informal settlements. Foundation funding for the past three. Impact evaluation commissioned for the current funding cycle; Amara had been selected because she specialised in adaptive evaluation methodology and because she had, in two published papers, made arguments that the foundation considered relevant to the programme's design. These were fair reasons to select her. They were also reasons that, when she thought about them carefully, put her in a slightly uncomfortable position, because the programme had been designed in partial response to a critique of evaluation methodology, and she had, in one of those two papers, made arguments not entirely unlike that critique - or at least, arguments that occupied adjacent territory.

The critique in question was Joel Mbiti's "Measuring the Immeasurable: Why Standard Impact Evaluation Fails Community Health Programmes," published in the International Journal of Health Policy three years ago. She had read it three times.

She did not, on the Mombasa Road, think about why.

—-
[image: ]


The guesthouse in Kilimani was a well-run establishment that catered primarily to NGO staff, visiting researchers, and the middle-range of international consultants - people with expense accounts that were adequate but not generous, who wanted clean rooms and reliable wifi and did not require a pool. Amara had stayed in four guesthouses in Nairobi over the years and they had a family resemblance: the wooden furniture, the thin floral bedspread, the kettle and two teabags, the framed print of an abstracted Maasai figure that had nothing to do with the neighbourhood it was hanging in.

Her room was on the second floor. She unpacked methodically: clothes in the wardrobe, toiletries on the bathroom shelf, laptop on the desk, power adaptor plugged in. Then she laid out her working materials in the order she used them - the evaluation brief, the prior evaluation reports for the programme (two of them, both unsatisfying in different ways), her field notebook, her private notebook. The private notebook was not a professional document. It was a habit from her DPhil, the practice of keeping two sets of observations running in parallel: what she would argue in formal academic or professional writing, and what she actually noticed. The private notebook never went into any report. It went into her thinking.

She made tea. Outside the window, the Kilimani evening was assembling itself: boda-boda engines, someone cooking something with onions, the trees that lined the residential streets shifting in the warm air. She stood by the window for a moment and tried to locate herself in relation to the city.

Then she sat down and opened Joel Mbiti's critique.

She had printed it again for this trip. Her copy had annotations from all three readings - pencil first, then pen, then a second round of pencil. The argument was structured the way she'd expected from his other published work: concise, almost impatient, building from empirical evidence toward a theoretical claim with the minimum scaffolding required and no apology for the conclusion. What he argued was that standard impact evaluation methodology for community health programmes was not simply imprecise but structurally misaligned with what it was trying to measure. It wasn't that the tools were blunt. It was that the tools were the wrong shape. He used the phrase *incommensurable metrics* in three different sections, which she had flagged each time because she agreed with him on the underlying point and disagreed with his use of the term, which was careless in a way that undermined the argument he was clearly capable of making properly.

She had written *sloppy terminology / better argument available* in the margin on the first reading.

On the second reading she had written, underneath that: *though he's right.*

She read the paragraph she'd read four times by now - the one in section three, where he described what he called the listening infrastructure of effective community health programmes: the informal knowledge networks, the trust relationships between community health workers and residents, the accumulated social credibility that made the difference between a health intervention that people used and one they didn't. *These structures,* he wrote, *cannot be captured by utilisation rates, health outcome metrics, or cost-per-beneficiary calculations, because they are not outcomes. They are the conditions under which outcomes become possible. To evaluate a programme without evaluating its conditions is to describe a house by measuring its rooms while ignoring whether it has walls.*

It was a good paragraph. It was almost infuriating how good it was.

She closed the journal and opened her private notebook and wrote, without preamble: *The walls problem. He has named the thing. Question: can I build the walls into the framework without losing the foundation?*

She sat with that for a moment, then added: *Secondary question: does he know that he's named it?*

She called her mother.

"Amara." Her mother's voice, warm and immediate, the Mombasa lilt stronger than Amara remembered or maybe she only heard it when she was on this side of the Indian Ocean. "You're there?"

"I'm here. I'm at the guesthouse."

"How was the flight?"

"Fine. Long. Doha was a two-hour stopover."

"Did you eat?"

"On the plane."

"That's not eating," her mother said, which was a position she had held consistently for thirty-two years and showed no signs of revising. "There's a place in Westlands, near the roundabout, very good nyama choma. You should go tomorrow."

"I'm in Kilimani."

"Kilimani is not the moon."

Amara smiled at the window. "I know."

"How long?"

"Six weeks. I told you."

"Six weeks in Nairobi," her mother said, and there was something in her voice that was not quite assessment and not quite hope but occupied the territory between them. "You should call your Auntie Grace. She'll want to see you."

"I'll call her."

"And the work? The NGO?"

"The evaluation starts properly tomorrow."

"And who is running it? The NGO."

"A man called Joel Mbiti. He's the programme director."

There was a brief pause. Her mother said: "Mbiti. That's Kamba."

"Mum."

"I'm just saying."

"I know what you're saying."

"I'm not saying anything," her mother said, in the particular tone that meant she had said everything she intended to say and was now waiting for it to settle. "Call your Auntie Grace."

After she hung up, Amara sat with her cold tea and the city sounds and thought about the terms of reference, which was what she was supposed to be thinking about, and which she was thinking about. She was also, in a compartment she'd learned to maintain with some discipline, not thinking about anything else at all.
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The Umoja offices were in Mathare.

This was the first thing that recalibrated her, the morning of day one. She had expected Westlands - most Nairobi NGOs with foreign funding operated from Westlands or Upperhill, the specific geography of international development, its proximity to the embassies and the other foundations and the decent coffee. She'd had the address but she'd processed it abstractly, and so when she asked the Uber driver to confirm, and he confirmed, she had a brief moment of recalibration.

Not performative. She noted this carefully, standing on the street outside the building and looking at it. There was a specific NGO aesthetic she'd learned to read on sight - the deliberate humility, the secondhand furniture posed for donor photographs, the wall art that said *this is a grassroots organisation* in a way that was primarily communicative rather than functional. This building did not have that aesthetic. It was a two-floor concrete block with a corrugated iron roof, shared with what appeared to be a grain merchant on the ground floor, located on a side street that had two speed bumps and a pile of scaffolding someone had begun and abandoned. The Umoja sign was painted directly on the wall. Black letters, clear and plain.

Inside, it was busy.

That was the second thing. Not performatively busy - not the particular busyness of an office that has learned that busyness signals productivity to visitors. Just: people working. Three desks in the open ground floor, all occupied, a whiteboard covered in what appeared to be a community health map, a filing cabinet that had clearly been repurposed as a surface for everything that hadn't found a home elsewhere. A young man was on the phone, his voice low and careful, clearly talking to someone who needed to be handled with patience. Two women at the far desk were arguing quietly about something in a spreadsheet. There was a smell of chai from somewhere and something slightly warmer underneath it, cooking oil maybe, drifting in from the street.

A woman appeared from the back of the room. Thirty, maybe thirty-two, in a yellow top with a directness to her walk that Amara recognised as someone who was both good at her job and had no patience for the performance of being good at her job.

"Ms Ochieng? I'm Wanjiku. Programme coordinator."

Her handshake was firm. Her assessment of Amara was rapid and, Amara suspected, fairly complete.

"The director is still at Korogocho this morning. He said he'd be back by eleven, but Korogocho visits have a way of running long." Wanjiku said this without apology and without particular concern, which indicated that she was used to it and considered it a feature rather than a fault. "I'll show you where you can work. We've set up the small conference room for you. You have the prior evaluation reports?"

"I brought them."

"Good. Ours are slightly different from what the foundation has. We keep our own." Wanjiku said this in a neutral tone that nonetheless communicated: *and ours are more accurate.* "I'll give you those as well. Tea?"

"Please."

The small conference room was upstairs: a table that seated six, four mismatched chairs, a window that looked out over the side street. Someone had put a vase of flowers on the table. Yellow. Amara did not know if this was for her benefit or if the flowers lived there; she didn't ask.

There was a note on the table, folded once. Her name on the outside in neat handwriting.

*Ms Ochieng - apologies for the absence this morning. I will return by 11. The prior evaluation reports are in the folder; I've marked sections you'll want to look at. The staff will answer any questions. I'd suggest not starting with the data. - J. Mbiti*

She read it twice. She was not entirely sure how to categorise the last sentence. It wasn't a welcome, exactly. It wasn't quite a directive. It was something in between: the assumption of a shared language, offered without preamble. *I'd suggest not starting with the data.* Not: *please don't start with the data.* Not: *we would prefer.* Just: a suggestion, left on a table like a considered thought that had been there ahead of her.

She sat down, opened the prior evaluation reports, and started with the data.

By ten-thirty she had read both prior evaluations, made notes on seven specific discrepancies between the foundation's numbers and Umoja's own records, and was working through the community health mapping data when she heard someone downstairs. Not entering - already there, already talking, already folding back into the rhythm of the office in a way that suggested someone who had come home rather than arrived.

She heard Wanjiku's voice. Then a lower voice, a question.

Then footsteps on the stairs.
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He was taller than the conference photograph. This was the first thing she observed and the least useful. He was wearing a dark blue shirt and carrying a folder and his face, when he walked through the conference room door and found her already there with her materials spread across the table, registered precisely one thing: that she had started with the data.

"Ms Ochieng."

"Mr Mbiti." She stood because it seemed natural and not because she felt she should. "I'm sorry you were held up."

"I'm not." He set the folder down at the opposite end of the table and looked at the reports laid out in front of her. "Korogocho ran long because something useful was happening." He glanced up. "You started with the data."

"I did."

"I left a note."

"You suggested I not start with the data. I noted the suggestion."

A pause. Not hostile - she would have been comfortable with hostile, she had experience managing hostility in programme directors, it was a known configuration. This was something else: the particular stillness of someone who had just received information about you and was deciding what to do with it. He looked at the reports, then at her, then sat down.

"And?"

"Several discrepancies between your records and the foundation's. I'm not raising them as problems. I'm noting them as data points. They may represent methodological differences rather than errors." She slid one of the reports toward him. "I've marked the sections."

He looked at the marked sections for a moment. She watched him read.

He was not what she had assembled from the critique and the one conference photograph: a shot from a health policy symposium in 2022, slightly out of focus, in which he had been talking to someone off-frame and hadn't known the camera was on him. That photograph had given her a certain impression - preoccupied, slightly impatient - which was not wrong, exactly, but was incomplete. In person, the impatience was quieter. What was louder was something she would have filed, in a professional context, under *investment*: the specific quality of attention in someone who has built something and will not pretend otherwise.

He closed the report. He said: "What would you like to do first?"

She said: "I'd like to see the programme."

He said: "Then we'll start tomorrow." He pushed the folder across the table to her. "My records. The sections I've marked are where I think your framework will have questions."

She looked at the folder. She said: "Where do you think the framework will have answers?"

He almost smiled. It was brief and she might have missed it. He said: "Tomorrow. We'll go properly." His emphasis on that word: *properly.* Not a promise, not a challenge. Something in between.

He stood and picked up his folder. "Wanjiku will make sure you have everything you need. The data you're looking at - the discrepancy in the Q3 utilisation figures - it's a counting methodology issue. We count a return visit as a separate contact. The foundation doesn't." He moved toward the door. "That's in a footnote in our reporting but the foundation has never asked about it."

"I'm asking about it now."

"I know," he said. "That's why I mentioned it."

He left. Amara sat in the conference room with the flowers on the table and the side street outside and Joel Mbiti's folder in front of her, and she thought about what she had just been given, and what it meant that he'd given it to her before she'd asked, and whether that was something she needed to account for in how she proceeded.

She opened the folder.

The first section he had marked was not data. It was a handwritten note, two pages, on what the programme had been built to do and what it had learned along the way about what it actually was. Not a formal document - she could tell by the lack of letterhead, by the tense changes, by the fact that two sentences had been crossed out and replaced. Not a draft, either. Something more like a working record, kept for himself.

She read it twice, taking no notes.

Outside, a matatu horn sounded in three short blasts. Somewhere in the office below, the phone was ringing. The chai smell drifted up through the floorboards.

Amara picked up her pen and opened her private notebook, and wrote at the top of a clean page: *Day one. He is not what I expected. The office is not what I expected. The question is: does that change what I'm measuring, or only how I see it?*

She underlined the last four words. Then she closed the notebook, picked up the folder, and went downstairs to find Wanjiku and begin.

—-
[image: ]


# Chapter Two: Methodology

Joel made coffee at 6am, which was earlier than necessary and not earlier than he'd been awake.

The South B apartment had a single east-facing window in the kitchen, and on clear mornings the light came through it at a low angle that was, in his experience, an unreliable comfort. It made things look significant that were not significant. The pile of papers on the counter, for instance. The coffee cup. Himself, standing at the counter reading an academic article for the third time.

He'd downloaded Amara Ochieng's most-cited paper four months ago, when the foundation had confirmed her selection. He had read it twice then and once more last night, and his annotations by this point constituted a more or less continuous argument conducted in three different pens. The paper was called "Measuring What We Cannot See: A Case for Adaptive Evaluation." It was good. This was part of the problem. If it had been careless or wrong he could have set it aside; instead it was sharp and principled and made several of the arguments he'd been making for years from within the system he'd been arguing against from outside, and the effect was something like the experience of shouting across a river and discovering that someone on the other bank has been shouting back and you have both, up until this moment, failed to make yourselves understood over the water.

There was a passage in section two he had circled on first reading. *The adaptive evaluator's fundamental obligation is not to the framework but to the question. When the framework fails to hold the question, the framework must be revised.* He had written in the margin: *who decides when the framework fails?* And then, on the second reading, underneath that: *she does, presumably, and she didn't in the Q3 report.* Because he had also read her Q3 evaluation of a similar programme in Kisumu, which the foundation had commissioned two years ago and which had produced, in his view, the kind of rigorous and technically accomplished evaluation that answered the questions the framework had been built to ask rather than the questions the programme was actually raising.

He had a specific opinion about what the Kisumu programme's listening infrastructure had been doing - he'd had a conversation, four months ago, with a colleague who worked in the same region and who told him that Kisumu's third leg had lost funding after the evaluation cycle. The evaluation had not documented it as a primary outcome driver. The funding had gone to the legs that the evaluation said were working. He had not known for certain this was what happened; it was possible that the Kisumu programme had changed direction for other reasons. But the pattern was familiar enough, and the coincidence specific enough, that he had kept reading the Kisumu evaluation and had found what he expected to find: a technically correct document that had, by measuring only what it had been designed to measure, done the programme a specific kind of harm.

She was capable of more than the Kisumu evaluation. The paper proved it. He wanted to understand the distance between the two, because it was not a trivial distance, and because the explanation for it - what she did in practice versus what she argued in theory - was actually the most interesting thing about her and the thing he most needed to understand before he let her loose in his programme with a methodology checklist.

The neighbour's dog scratched at the door. Joel let it in - a small brown dog of indeterminate breed, belonging to Mrs Kamau upstairs, who left at six-thirty every morning and who Joel had been inadvertently co-parenting for two years. He gave it the piece of bread he'd been going to eat and watched it eat it with tremendous focus.

"Don't tell anyone," he told the dog. The dog did not appear to have this intention.

He got his bag. He read one more paragraph of the paper. He underlined a sentence that he thought was almost exactly right: *The question is not whether we can measure impact but whether the impact we can measure is the impact that matters.* He closed the paper and put it in his bag. He was going to have a professional day.
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The conference room smelled of chai and, faintly, of the flowers Wanjiku had put on the table, which was a kind thing Wanjiku had done for a visitor and which Joel found he had no opinion about either way.

He sat at the head of the table. Wanjiku to his right, then Kiptoo, who ran the health navigator training, and Fatuma, who managed community outreach. Amara Ochieng sat at the other end. She had a laptop and two notebooks and a copy of her evaluation framework printed and tabbed in at least four places. She had also, he noted, brought the prior evaluation reports with her own annotations, which she'd stacked to her left.

She had started, he knew from Wanjiku, with the data. He had expected this. He had expected everything so far and found that expectation was doing only some of the work of preparation.

She presented without preamble. He appreciated that. The framework itself was sound - more than sound. It was the same adaptive evaluation structure she'd described in the paper, with operational modifications for a community health context, and the modifications were sensible. She had a clear sense of what she was trying to measure and why. She explained the methodological rationale for each section without being asked, which he also appreciated, because it meant she was treating them as people who required explanation rather than people who required management.

Kiptoo asked about the health navigator training metrics: how she'd be assessing the informal health workers' competency development. She walked him through the framework with patience. Kiptoo nodded, asked a follow-up, nodded again. He was not easily impressed; he appeared to be, if not impressed, then at minimum not concerned.

Fatuma asked about community engagement measurement. Amara gave a clear answer. Joel noted that the answer was correct and did not address what Fatuma was actually asking, which was how you measure the confidence a community places in an outreach worker over time. He made a note.

He asked his first question: "Your timeline for the data collection phase - you have ten working days in field observation. Is that set by the foundation or by your own methodology?"

"Foundation protocol. Minimum eight, I've built in two extra."

"The programme runs on a four-week cycle for most of its community activities. You'll catch one and a half cycles."

"I know. I've accounted for that in the analysis design."

He nodded. That was a procedural question and it had a procedural answer and they both knew it. He waited.

His second question was: "When you say adaptive evaluation in your framework documents, you mean responsive to emerging data. How do you operationalise that in a six-week timeframe when the foundation expects a fixed methodology?"

She paused briefly - not because she didn't know the answer, he thought, but because she was deciding how much of the answer to give. "I operationalise it by building in iterative review points. If the data is pointing at something the framework wasn't designed to capture, I revise the capture method and note the revision in the methodology appendix."

"And if what the data is pointing at requires a structural revision rather than a capture method revision?"

"I make the argument in the methodology section and present parallel analysis."

"Has the foundation accepted that before?"

Another pause. "Once."

He let that sit for a moment. Kiptoo was watching him with the specific look he used when he suspected Joel was about to say something he'd have to manage later. Joel ignored this.

His third question - the one that had been waiting - was: "In your 2021 paper, you argue that a metric-first evaluation design structurally privileges measurability over significance. My programme's third operational leg doesn't have what your framework would recognise as primary metrics. How do you propose to evaluate it?"

The room was quiet in a new way.

Amara set down her pen. She looked at him without hurry. She said: "The third leg - the listening infrastructure - can be assessed through utilisation and referral rate changes, which are proxies for trust development in the health system. The proxies aren't perfect. I'll note that in the framework documentation."

"Proxies for trust development," he said. "Not trust development itself."

"No. Not trust development itself."

"Because trust development itself doesn't have a metric."

"Because trust development itself doesn't have a metric," she agreed, in the tone of someone agreeing with the statement of a problem, not a concession. "But proxy measures, properly constructed and properly caveated, are a legitimate method in the literature."

"I know they are. My paper argued otherwise."

"Your paper argued that proxy measures are used to *replace* the underlying construct when what they're measuring is not actually proximate to it. That's a different claim."

He looked at her. She looked back. This was the moment - the specific beat - where the thing he'd been reading on paper became something else. She had read his argument carefully enough to distinguish it from arguments it resembled. She had read it carefully enough to know where the distinction lived - in the word *replace* - and to use that word back to him accurately. That was not nothing. That was, in fact, something considerably more than he had expected from the first day of a foundation-commissioned evaluation.

"It's a related claim," he said.

"It's a related claim," she said. "I know. I said so in a footnote in the 2021 paper. Footnote twelve." She said this without smugness. As a fact. She was not scoring a point. She was reporting accurately on the record.

He said: "I read footnote twelve."

"I thought you might have."

He had, in fact, read footnote twelve with a specific feeling that was close to frustration: not because the footnote was wrong, but because the footnote was right in a way that the main text hadn't followed through on. The footnote had said: *here is the problem, stated precisely.* The main text had said: *here is how I'm working within the constraint of the problem without quite solving it.* He had wanted the main text to say the thing the footnote said and had been waiting, without quite knowing he was waiting, for the author of the footnote to do something more with it.

There was a brief silence. Wanjiku looked at the ceiling in a way that suggested this was going better than she'd feared, or possibly exactly as she'd feared, and she had not yet determined which.

"I'll note the methodology limitations in the framework documentation," Amara said. "I'll also note what the proxy measures can and can't tell us. That's the most I can offer within the current terms of reference."

"Within the current terms of reference," he said. Not an echo - a flag. She heard it. He saw her hear it.

"We'll talk more," she said. "I'd like to see the programme operating before I finalise anything."

He said: "That seems sensible."

The meeting ended. Kiptoo and Fatuma went back to work. Wanjiku gathered the tea things. Amara made a note in the notebook he couldn't read.
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He walked the programme floor after, which was what he did when he needed to think without thinking about thinking. The health navigator station, the training room, the corner desk where the referral log was kept, updated daily in a handwriting he knew was David's because David was twenty-five and wrote like he was doing calligraphy. Six years of building this. Not from nothing - the initial community health mapping project had been two years before that, volunteer work, scraps of grant funding, long nights with a laptop and a wall map and a question he couldn't stop asking: *what is the community actually saying about its own health needs, and who is listening?*

The answer, when he arrived at it, had been: almost nobody. Not because the people weren't there - there were community health workers, volunteers, informal networks of women who knew things about their neighbours that no health system ever recorded. But the formal health infrastructure didn't have a way of hearing them, and so the knowledge they carried didn't travel, and so it didn't become care.

That was the listening infrastructure. That was what he'd built. Not an innovation - he was careful about the word innovation, which in development circles tended to mean *thing a foreigner has brought* - but a formalisation of something that already existed, given resources and training and a connection to the formal system that meant that when Margaret or someone like Margaret heard something that mattered, it reached a clinic.

He stood in the training room doorway and thought about what Amara's framework would do to it.

The first leg, health navigation, would evaluate cleanly. Utilisation rates, referral completion, cost-per-beneficiary, health outcome tracking for referred cases. The numbers were good. He knew they were good; the programme's two prior evaluations had confirmed it, for whatever that was worth, which was something but not everything.

The second leg, informal health worker training, would evaluate reasonably well. Pre/post competency assessments, number of trained workers operating at twelve-month mark, supervision and mentorship records. Messier data, more attrition in the cohort than he'd have liked, but a defensible picture.

The third leg would not evaluate. Not in any clean sense. He had tried, twice, to build a metrics system for it, and both times what he had built was a system for measuring the *activity* of trust-building - number of listening sessions held, number of community members engaged, number of issues flagged to the formal system - while the actual outcome of the trust-building, which was the thing that made the programme work, remained unmeasured. The outcome was something like: *people who would not otherwise have used the health system begin to use it, and use it differently, because they believe someone there is paying attention.* He had tried to operationalise *believe* and the result had been embarrassing.

Amara's proxies were not embarrassing. They were careful. They were also not quite right, and he suspected she knew they were not quite right, and the question that was alive for him now was: what would she do with that knowledge?

He thought about footnote twelve.

He thought about the Q3 Kisumu evaluation.

He thought about the distance between the two, and what was in it.

—-
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He stood in the training room doorway for another few minutes after this, which was longer than necessary and which he was aware of. He was, he admitted to himself, trying to locate the thing that was different from what he'd expected. He had expected a competent evaluator with a well-designed framework. He had prepared for a professional argument about methodology. He had
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