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“It’s not just about this community…I am 
invested in illustrating the possible”  
Theaster Gates (The Observer ‘The New Review’ 3/5/2015, page 11) 

 
  
 
 
 



How can you ‘illustrate’ the possible’? 
You can: 
•  Live it / be it!! 
•  Diffuse information about, and experiences of, 

particular interventions and case studies to 
provoke thinking about similar / other 
possibilities, and share skills 

•  Think about ways of representing and capturing 
changes caused by interventions, to illuminate 
what is possible; what else could be done; and 
also what might not be possible. 

 
 
 



‘Monitoring and Evaluation for 
Sustainable Communities’ 

ESRC-funded Knowledge Exchange Project. 
(2013-14), based out of Oxford University 
Worked with Transition Network, Low Carbon 
Communities Network, M&E practitioners, and 
20 ‘low carbon’ groups around the UK to explore 
how they thought about, and usefully evaluate 
the impact of, their projects and activities 



What M&E is 
relevant? 

•  Consulted a wide range of practitioners, networks and 
groups to create a short-list of indicators, to be measured 
by pre-existing or created M&E tools 

Workshops 

•  Ran 3 workshops (Oxford, London, Manchester) to get feedback on 
tools and indicators chosen, and provide initial training in M&E 
development for 20 UK low carbon groups 

Field trials 

•  Groups trialled a selection of ‘internal’ and ‘external’ tools 
(from choice of 12) over summer of 2014, supported by the 
project team 

Feedback and 
further 

development 

•  Groups provided feedback on trials; indicators and tools were 
redeveloped; day long meeting with practitioners and group 
members to reflect on learning and ways forward 



Findings 
Why were people involved? Mixture of internal motivation 
and responding to increased external pressure to prove 
impact (particularly to secure external funding) 
Workshops: positive feedback; gave participants time and 
space to think about their ‘theories of change’ and learn from 
each other. Put in place initial M&E framework for projects of 
their choosing. 
Trials: mostly positive e.g. opened up conversations in 
groups; illustrated the ease and importance of incorporating 
some feedback into activities; gave impetus to new projects 
and ways forward. Groups appreciated resources and support 
Challenges: yet another thing to do; opening ‘can of worms’; 
tends to fall to one person to lead; will it be sustained? 



What do groups need / want? 
Flexibility: in terms the M&E tools they use and how 
they apply them. This means that some data is not 
comparable across groups  
Support: in kick-starting their thinking and 
conservations about ways forward; and facilitation of 
internal tools. Not just another website!!! 
Not necessarily big pots of money e.g. ‘We don’t 
have any major ambitions to bring in lots of money 
to do big projects. We’ve succeeded in the past at 
getting manageable amounts of money…just to do 
stuff that we’re interested in but it’s really small 
scale.’  
 



How then is it possible to nurture and support this 
diversity across different places, in ways that 

facilitate some form of joining of (the local) dots? 

Suggestions from our project, about M&E: 
• Stop calling it M&E!!! 
• Peer-to-peer mentoring 
• Regional M&E hubs or ‘barefoot’ M&E 
practitioners 
• Embedding M&E into any existing training and 
support for groups provided by networks and 
intermediary organisations 
 



What does that suggest about the future of 
sustainability being locally led? 

‘The idea that change can be produced by a 
multiplicity of small initiatives intersects with recent 
work that explores how social transformations occur 
not just through large-scale and coordinated political 
action, but also through multiplying and diversifying 
small endeavours.’ (Cameron and Hicks 2014: 62). 
Is our challenge then:  
• to work to make these ‘small endeavours’ 
meaningful in a variety of ways, whilst… 
• …giving critical thought to the models of collective 
action and ‘leading’ that would enable forms of 
sustainability transitions to emerge? 



If you want to access any more resources 
from our work… 

Email me at kersty.hobson@ouce.ox.ac.uk 
• Mayne, R. Hamilton, J. and Hobson, K. (2013) A step-by-
step guide to monitoring and evaluation. 
• Hobson, K., Hamilton, J. and Mayne, R. (2014) Monitoring 
and evaluation in UK low-carbon community groups: 
benefits, barriers and the politics of the local. Local 
Environment. DOI: 10.1080/13549839.2014.928814. 
• M&E Tools: http://johamski.wix.com/mesc although please 
note that we are working with Transition Network to host 
them on their new website over this year. 


