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QUICK INTRODUCTION TO THIS GUIDE

1 DeLancey, D., & Rowe, A. (2023). Sustainability-ready evaluation: A call to action. Canadian Journal of Program Evaluation, 
38(1), 128-138. https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe.76349
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publications
2 Rowe, A., & Uitto, J. I. (2023). Sustainability, evaluation, and credentials. Journal of MultiDisciplinary Evaluation, 19(46), 
124–134. https://doi.org/10.56645/jmde.v19i46.887 - página 134

What is this guide about?

This guide introduces a practical tool called the Footprint Evaluation Typology. 

This tool helps evaluators and decision makers answer a critical question: How much is the 
project, program, or policy we are evaluating beneficial or harmful to the environment?

As evaluators, one of our key responsibilities is to ensure our conclusions are not only valid but 
crystal clear, so that decision-makers can fully understand the severity of any actual or potential 
impacts on natural systems. That’s what allows them to manage the intervention to benefit 
both people and nature. 

The Typology can help us deliver that kind of clarity. 

Why is it important?

Evaluation as a profession has historically focused mostly on policies and programs designed to benefit 
people and society—also known as “human systems”—unless the evaluation was of an intervention 
with explicit environmental objectives.1  

We now have solid knowledge that evaluation has not shown much interest in natural systems or 
sustainability except as threats that humans need to be protected from. Indeed, at national and 
global levels the overriding focus of evaluation has been and still is on humans. This worldview 
where natural systems are not seen as having value in themselves is pervasive and comes directly to 
evaluation through social sciences that are heavily imbued with this “dominion”-shaped worldview 
that sees only instrumental value for the environment and natural resources.2 

Why include natural systems in an evaluation of a human systems-focused intervention? 

Because human and natural systems are “coupled.” Not only do human activities impact nature; 
inadvertent or ignored environmental harm often adversely affects the very people that the intervention 
is trying to help, as well as others who depend on nature for their survival. 
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In other words, environmental harm can undermine program success! That’s why effective design and 
management of all interventions need to take into account both human and natural systems so that 
everything we do benefits both people and the environment, not just one or the other. 

For decision makers who recognize the need to do this, how can we give them succinct, clear insights 
that will help them make these kinds of win-win decisions? That’s where the Typology comes in. It’s a 
simple but powerful evaluative rating scale that helps evaluators clearly convey to decision makers the 
environmental impacts of policies, programs, and other interventions. 

Decision makers are more likely to take action when they know not just what the outcomes and 
impacts are, but what that means: Is the initiative Restorative (beneficial to the environment), does it 
do No Net Harm (unharmful, or any harm is offset with beneficial actions), is it Sustainability-Aware 
(aware of the problem and taking steps to reduce harm), or does it Ignore Natural Systems (and is 
likely destructive to the environment)?

Who is it for?

This guide is primarily for:

•	 Evaluators who want to tackle the environmental crisis but need a clear, systematic way to 
do so. The Footprint Evaluation Typology, a practical methodology and tool, guides evaluative 
reasoning and synthesis, thereby enabling evaluators to systematically and transparently show 
how beneficial or harmful the intervention is to the environment. It also helps them effectively 
convey these important insights to decision makers. 

•	 Decision makers (such as program managers, policy directors, and funders) who need clear, 
easy-to-understand insights about the environmental consequences of their investments, so 
that they can better manage these interventions to benefit both people and the planet.

•	 Policymakers, program designers, and program staff who need to ensure that the policies 
and interventions that they design and implement are beneficial rather than harmful to the 
environment, as well as to people, society, and the economy.

What will you learn?

After studying this guide, you will understand:

•	 Why we need a simple Typology to assess environmental impacts.

•	 What the Footprint Evaluation Typology is and how it was developed.

•	 How to apply the Typology using collaborative processes, expert judgment, and case studies, 
illustrated with a real-world example from the International Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD).

•	 How to apply the Typology using evaluation rubrics and survey data, illustrated with a real-
world example from the Colombian Department of National Planning (DNP).

•	 How to take the next step by linking environmental sustainability with equity using the Equity-
Sustainability Matrix.
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WHY WE NEED A TYPOLOGY

Scientists have precise tools to measure the many effects of, for example, building a school on 
the environment including local wildlife, water quality, air quality, and greenhouse gas emissions. For 
a decision maker without a natural science background, these results are often difficult to interpret.

Decision makers need to know: Overall, did the intervention help, harm, or have no net effect on the 
environment? In other words, what is the direction (positive, negative, or neutral) of the impacts? 
Also, what’s the magnitude or environmental significance of the impacts—minor or major? 

From a technical perspective, the Typology provides a useful evaluative framework for synthesizing 
mixed-method evidence about environmental impacts using systematic and transparent evaluative 
reasoning. As such, it supports good evaluation by ensuring that findings go beyond numbers and 
descriptions to say clearly how beneficial or harmful the initiative is to the environment. 

Giving crystal clear answers to these questions is a massive step forward for interventions that have 
been primarily designed to benefit human systems. It allows evaluation to begin contributing more 
seriously to the 2030 global Sustainable Development Goals without getting bogged down.

We are at the frontier. We need “learner tools”—like training wheels on a bicycle. These tools may not 
be perfect, but they get us started safely and effectively. The Footprint Evaluation Typology is one of 
these essential learner tools. 

The Typology provides a simple, structured way to make clear judgments about environmental impact. 
It allows us not only to learn and improve as we go but also help create lightbulb moments for decision 
makers (things they can’t unsee) that will influence their future decisions about how much the projects, 
programs or policies they design, fund or approve are more environmentally sustainable.
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WHAT IS THE FOOTPRINT EVALUATION  
TYPOLOGY?

Figure 1. The Footprint Evaluation Typology
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At its heart, the Footprint Evaluation Typology is a scale used to make clear, defensible judgments 
about an intervention’s environmental impact (Figure 1). The four categories created are:

Restorative / Beneficial: The initiative is overall beneficial to natural systems because it minimizes 
harm and actively restores damaged natural environments to leave them better than they were 
before.

No Net Harm / Neutral: The initiative is neutral for natural systems because it either does no 
harm, or it offsets any negative environmental effects with restorative actions.

Sustainability-Aware / Still Harms Natural Systems: The initiative monitors its negative impacts 
and may be try to reduce them with sustainable practices but is still causing net harm.

Ignores Natural Systems / Destructive: The initiative design and implementation neither 
monitors effects on natural systems nor uses sustainable practices and is therefore causing 
environmental damage.
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WHY THIS TYPOLOGY MATTERS NOW

Currently, most human systems-focused projects fall into the “Sustainability-Aware” category—
they use some sustainable practices to reduce harm but still cause damage. That’s promising, and 
certainly an improvement over the extractive practices of the past, but it is still not enough.

A critical insight that the Typology provides for leaders is that simply reducing harm, and even 
achieving No Net Harm, is useful progress along the way, but it is no longer sufficient. Given the 
severity of existing environmental damage, we must strive for “Restorative” initiatives that actively 
restore damaged ecosystems through practices like soil regeneration and habitat restoration. These 
are the only initiatives that are actually beneficial to natural systems. 

It is important to note that the Typology’s 4-point scale is not a rigid, one-size-fits-all target for every 
circumstance, but rather a progression that shows what every policy, program, and project needs to 
aspire to—yet it still allows us to celebrate progress along the way. When applying the Typology to 
a particular initiative, it is useful to say what’s a commendable result on the scale (given the context 
and what’s feasible right now) while also pointing out that we need to strive to be more restorative in 
everything we do.

The Typology should always be applied and explained in ways that are appropriate to the sector and 
the context. For example, we know that No Net Harm is difficult to achieve in agriculture (because 
agriculture is an inherently environmentally harmful activity) but is totally achievable in electricity 
generation in most countries. However, in some countries renewable energy is significantly harder 
to develop due to space/land constraints, limited sunlight or wind, costs, lack of financing, or lack 
of infrastructure. In those cases, the evaluation should acknowledge that reality while encouraging 
environmentally conscious innovation.

Bear in mind that reasonable expectations change over time as well. Renewable energy generation 
technology has become more advanced and affordable over the past few years. A few decades ago, 
achieving Sustainability-Aware status (using some renewable sources and sustainable designs) would 
have been a reasonable performance expectation, but in most places No Net Harm should be the 
expected standard now. Evolving expectations also apply to specific projects. In the agriculture sector, 
for example, projects that were already achieving No Net Harm five years ago could reasonably be 
expected to be in the Restorative zone by now. 

If things keep going in the direction they need to and we find ourselves evaluating projects that are 
already restorative and now need higher levels to aspire to, we can always adapt the Typology by 
expanding the top end of the scale: Slightly Restorative, Substantially Restorative, etc.
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HOW TO APPLY THE TYPOLOGY: 7 KEY STEPS

he application of the Footprint Evaluation Typology generally follows the same basic steps:

1.	 Contextualize. Consult with local and natural system 
knowledge holders to contextualize the meaning of the 
four levels and what they would look like in the context of 
each project and its locale.  

2.	 Identify needed and available evidence. Determine, with 
input from local and natural system knowledge holders, 
what the mix of information and evidence should look 
like at each level of the Typology and where that evidence 
could feasibly be gathered from.

3.	 Gather and summarize evidence. Gather the relevant 
information and evidence and summarize/analyze it for 
easier discussion and collaborative sensemaking.

4.	 Make ratings. In a collaborative sensemaking process that 
includes local and natural system experts, consider the 
mix of evidence alongside the levels on the Typology (and 
the contextualized meanings developed in Step 1) and 
make Typology ratings supported with multiple pieces of 
evidence and sound evaluative reasoning.

5.	 Review and validate. People deeply familiar with 
the intervention review and validate the ratings, the 
reasoning, and the information/evidence used. Strengthen 
if necessary. 

6.	 Extract actionable insights. Identify the insights and 
develop clear messaging for decision makers, using the 
Typology to clearly convey the evaluative conclusions.

7.	 Engage primary intended users. Workshop the findings 
with primary intended users to discuss and understand 
the key insights and determine how they should be used. 

In the following sections, we illustrate the application of the Typology in two contrasting examples. 
The first is a collaborative process with a group of experts using mostly qualitative case study evidence. 
The second example demonstrates a more quantitative approach in which survey responses were 
synthesized using a rubric-guided algorithm to generate Typology ratings. Later, we discuss when and 
why you might choose either approach, or adjacent alternatives. 

5
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APPLYING THE TYPOLOGY USING EXPERT  
JUDGEMENT: THE IFAD EXAMPLE

he Typology was born out of a real-world need. It was first developed and applied during a major 
evaluation for the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD).3 This thematic evaluation 
looked at how IFAD support was helping smallholder farmers adapt to climate change.

The evaluation team faced a challenge: how to consistently judge the environmental impact of IFAD-
supported investments in 20 countries’ different agricultural systems without a massive, unaffordable 
scientific study.

To make the assessment manageable, Footprint Evaluation’s Andy Rowe and evaluation team 
colleagues developed the Typology to guide judgments and facilitated a collaborative process that 
synthesized the various pieces of evidence in the case studies. That collaborative process was not just 
to ensure valid ratings; it was also to ensure agreement and consensus about the assessments from 
stakeholders and interests at multiple levels of the organization. 

3IFAD—International Fund for Agricultural Development. (2023). Thematic evaluation of IFAD’s support for 
smallholder farmers’ adaptation to climate change. IFAD Independent Office of Evaluation. https://ioe.ifad.org/
documents/38714182/47469902/Thematic+evaluation+of+IFAD’s+support+for+smallholder+farmers’+adaptation+to+cli
mate+change/858b6eb7-1cf2-3ffa-c633-1c8f6e8a0a4f 

For more details on the rationale behind the Typology, see: 

Rowe, A. (2022). Evaluation at the endgame: Evaluating sustainability and the SDGs by moving past dominion and 
institutional capture. In J. I. Uitto & G. Batra (Eds.), Transformational change for people and the planet (pp. 207-221). 
Sustainable Development Goals Series. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-78853-7_14

Their process, led by Andy Rowe, was pragmatic and evidence-based:

1.	 Case Study Review: The larger evaluation was undertaken during COVID times and compiled 
case studies for the 20 countries using interviews, document and data review and site visits 
where in-country support was available. Individual case studies were led by senior consultants, 
all of whom had some capacity in the specific agricultural systems or environment more 
generally. The case study designs included reviewing environmental effects (e.g., sustainable 
water management, soil health, protecting ecosystems).

2.	 Typology Development: To support the co-generation of evaluative judgments from the case 
studies, an initial version of the Typology was developed based on the information available in 
the case studies. It was refined later in the process once the evaluation team started applying 
it, to make sure that it was clear and usable.  

3.	 Evidence Extraction: All relevant evidence from each case study report was pulled out and 
compiled. The exact evidence varied from project to project because of differences in the  
intervention and in the human and natural system settings. An example of the evidence used 
in a project that achieved No Net Harm status is shown below (Table 1).

T
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4.	 Initial Judgment: An initial rating was assigned to each project using the Typology. During 
the analysis, the team noticed a significant variation within the “Sustainability-Aware”  
category. Some projects were aware of their negative impacts and were actively trying to 
reduce them (“Sustainability-Aware+”), while others were aware but were taking no meaningful 
action (“Sustainability-Aware”). This distinction provided a more nuanced understanding of 
their progress, so the Typology was updated accordingly.

5.	 Team Consultation: The rating was discussed and refined with the case study leads, who 
had local knowledge. They asked questions like: Were sustainable farming methods used? 
Were animals kept away from water sources? Were output limits maintained (e.g. number of 
grazing animals)? Were offsets for environmental damage meaningful or just token efforts?

6.	 Validation: The judgments were reviewed with IFAD operational staff, IFAD IEO and regional 
IFAD managers and technical leads to ensure they were credible and accurate, and where 
modification was warranted, it was undertaken. It was then presented to IFAD management 
emphasizing that a substantive number of investments was modelling how to achieve do no 
harm levels.

Table 1 shows an example of a final assessment for a project rated No Net Harm, including the key 
evidence considered and the expert reasoning supporting the rating. Because each of the 20 projects 
was in a context where different ecosystem considerations were in play, the exact types of evidence 
extracted from each case study varied to take this into account. This is one reason why this case study-
based approach benefited from having a group of experts with sufficient natural systems expertise to 
judge what evidence was relevant and important to include in each case. 

Table 1. Example of a “No Net Harm” project from the IFAD evaluation (p. 222)

Country Project Evidence and Reasoning for “No Net Harm” Rating

Kenya UTaNRMP  
(2012-2020)  
Cereal  
Enhancement 
Project –  
Climate  
Resilient  
Agricultural  
Livelihoods  
Programme

Project addressed the nexus between rural poverty and ecosystem health in a densely 
populated and environmentally fragile water catchment area of critical national and 
global significance. It emphasizes biodiversity conservation and ecosystem services and 
building absorptive, adaptive, and transformative capacities.

It used participatory natural resource management and biodiversity conservation 
strategies by mainstreaming ecosystem services in farming and land management 
practices, in particular water security and nature conservation.

The project employed integrated participatory natural resources management to 
enhance smallholder farmers’ CCA while proactively contributing to nature conservation 
objectives.

To mainstream ecosystem services, the project design included mobilizing a wide 
range of technologies and land management practices to ensure that farming and land 
management practices contribute to ecosystems resilience. The aim is to address local 
communities’ water needs through water harvesting and storage (‘blue’ water), crop 
production requirements (‘green’ water) through soil and water conservation activities 
and agroforestry, and activities to recharge the aquifers.

UTaNRMP was effective in enhancing the capacity of community-based organizations 
to integrate CCA options and ecosystem services in human-dominated areas and 
conservation landscapes of the River Tana Basin.
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The IFAD evaluation used the individual case studies from the much larger overall evaluation effort 
that included environment as a topic and gathered sustainability-related knowledge for assessing the 
net environmental effects of each intervention. The overall evaluation approach was mixed methods, 
for the sustainability-inclusive assessment the primary method was expert judgment based on their 
work on the case studies and drawing on their knowledge of environmental sustainability. Where 
possible given COVID-19 restrictions, these case-studies incorporated perspectives from affected and 
relevant stakeholders obtained through interviews conducted by local consultants and remotely by 
the evaluation team. The evaluation process was guided by the Rapid Impact Evaluation framework4 , 
whose structured approach proved resilient against attempts to sideline the sustainability assessment.

This process demonstrated that it was possible to make robust environmental assessments without 
necessarily conducting new scientific measurements. It relied on existing evidence and expert judgment, 
structured by the Typology, and it was undertaken with processes to build consensus and support.

Key Insight: “No Net Harm” is Not Enough

The results from the 20 IFAD cases were revealing (Figure 2):

•	 Six out of 20 initiatives had achieved no net harm to the environment, despite the inherent 
environmental impacts of traditional agriculture (e.g., tilling, use of pesticides, proximity 
to water bodies, etc.). This is noteworthy given that agriculture is one of the most harmful 
environmental activities globally, so it was an impressive achievement in this context.

•	 Fourteen initiatives were still harming the environment—nine of them were aware of their 
negative impact (Sustainability-Aware) and five had already incorporated some recognized 
sustainable practices (Sustainability-Aware+).

•	 None of the initiatives had completely ignored natural systems or implemented practices that 
caused significant environmental damage.

Although a No Net Harm rating is cause for celebration in agriculture and shows valuable ways 
forward, the Typology highlights a critical insight for decision makers: Given the extensive damage 
already done to our planet, simply avoiding harm is no longer sufficient. Accordingly, a key message 
from the evaluation was this: We need to build on the success of the “No Net Harm” projects meaning, 
at a minimum, sustainability-awareness is fully built into all projects so that they achieve no net harm 
levels, and we should aim for “Restorative” interventions that actively restore natural systems and are 
therefore beneficial to the environment.

4 Rowe, A. (2019). Rapid impact evaluation. Evaluation, 25(4), 496-513. https://doi.org/10.1177/1356389019870213
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Figure 2. Results of the Application of the Footprint Evaluation Typology  
in the IFAD Assessment of Smallholder Farming Initiatives
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COMBINING THE TYPOLOGY WITH EVALUATIVE  
RUBRICS: A RETROSPECTIVELY CONSTRUCTED  
RUBRIC FOR THE IFAD EVALUATION

                he IFAD case showed that expert judgement works well to apply the Typology in a setting where 
the ratings are being made by experts who already have a strong understanding of environmental 
sustainability. Because of their expertise and the relatively small size of the group, it took very little to 
get them all on the same page about what the different levels mean, what kind of evidence to look for, 
and consistently interpret in each of the 20 case studies. It also highlighted the merit of collaborating 
with agency expertise in reviewing (and where needed adapting) the assessments.

But what do you do if you need a much larger number of people to make the ratings (for example, 
because you are rating projects in 200 locations rather than 20); if not all of the raters have sufficient 
expertise in relevant aspects of natural systems; and/or if they can’t spend a lot of time talking together 
to build the shared understanding that would ensure good interrater reliability? This is a frequent 
challenge when evaluating across multiple sites, often in very different human and natural system 
settings, and sometimes with projects that are independent and unique (as in the IFAD example). In 
some evaluations, there is a need to rate multiple times over the life of the project, frequently with 
different people making those ratings each time.

How can the evidence be assessed consistently across projects and by multiple different practitioners? 
One answer is by using evaluative rubrics to guide the ratings.

	 What is a Rubric?

	 A rubric is an evaluative reasoning guide that describes what mix of evidence is needed to 	
	 rate something at each level of performance. 5 

Rubrics have often been used in education for grading student work and have been used in program 
evaluation for at least 30 years. Rubrics make visible the evaluative reasoning process of combining 
evidence and values to come to an overall evaluative judgement. 

Rubrics are different from indicators in two important ways:

•	 They use multiple pieces of mixed-method evidence, not just a single measure, to make the 
assessment.

5Davidson, E. J. (2005). Evaluation methodology basics: The nuts and bolts of sound evaluation. Sage. https://doi.
org/10.4135/9781452230115 

Davidson, E. J. (n.d.). What are rubrics? Real Evaluation. https://realevaluation.com/what-are-rubrics/ 

Davidson, E. J. (2013). Actionable evaluation basics: Getting succinct answers to the most important questions [minibook; also 
available in Spanish and French]. Real Evaluation. https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1480102695/ 

T
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•	 They generate explicitly evaluative conclusions. That means, they don’t simply measure or 
describe outcomes and impacts; they say explicitly how beneficial or detrimental they are.  

Rubrics developed to apply the Footprint Evaluation Typology to the IFAD evaluation would need 
to broadly define what mix of evidence would place a project in one of the five Typology categories 
used for that evaluation: Restorative, No Net Harm, Sustainability-Aware+, Sustainability-Aware, or 
Ignores Natural Systems.

Ideally, rubrics are developed before evidence is gathered. This helps ensure that all the evidence 
needed to make a rating is available. However, rubrics can also be developed once the evidence is 
already in hand, and they are often refined at that point anyway to deal with any unforeseen issues.

Whenever and however they are developed, rubrics should always be considered a living tool to be 
updated and improved as new information comes to light. If a project runs for 5 to 10 years and multiple 
Typology ratings are to be made over the life of the project, it is good practice to refresh andupdate any 
rubrics as needed, so they remain relevant to the project. For example, new technologies or practices 
may emerge or new ecosystem impact considerations may come to light. When that happens, update 
the rubric so it reflects the best knowledge available.   

What if the IFAD evaluation had used a rubric?

To help illustrate this using the IFAD example, we retrospectively constructed a rubric that mimicked 
the guidance shared in those conversations among the expert raters (Table 2). The rubric also provides 
examples of the kinds of practices that by typical at each level but does not attempt to anticipate 
every possible relevant example (which would be counterproductive).

•	 The bottom of the scale is straightforward: If there was no evidence that natural systems were 
considered, then the project was rated as Ignores Natural Systems. 

•	 At the next level up, if the case study had at least some mention of environmental issues 
and included some less harmful agricultural practices, then the project would be rated 
Sustainability-Aware. 

•	 If there was evidence of strong sustainable practices, although not quite enough to cause no 
net harm to natural systems, the rating would be Sustainability-Aware+. 

•	 At the No Net Harm level, we would need to see not just the strong sustainable practices at 
the level below, but also enough important, well-designed offsets to ensure that no net harm 
was being done to natural systems. 

•	 Finally, at the top level, we would see all of that plus other restorative actions that actually left 
natural systems in better health than they were before. 

It is important to note that the above rubric is designed for application by people with a reasonably 
substantial understanding of natural systems. As noted earlier, when the evidence and evaluative 
reasoning was presented for a No Net Harm project (Table 1, p. 9), the exact evidence needed varied 
from project to project because each one faced different ecosystem challenges and aimed to address 
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different human system needs as well. Without the needed expertise, the most relevant evidence 
might not be identified, and the reasoning might not be as sound as needed. 

For instances where those making the ratings do not all have sufficient expertise, a different approach 
would be required. That might mean much more extensive guidance on what evidence to extract from 
each case study or project site, perhaps including the construction of evidence capture instruments 
that practitioners in the field can use, as well as detailed guidance for analysis. An example of detailed 
methodology, developed for Save the Children, is outlined elsewhere.6  

Table 2. A rubric constructed to mimic the reasoning of the experts in the IFAD evaluation

Rating Description of Case Study Evidence* 

Rating Description of Case Study Evidence* 

Restorative A combination of strong sustainable agricultural practices, sustainable offsets, and 
restorative actions meant that the health of natural systems across relevant ecosystems 
or landscape was improved / restored overall as a result of the smallholder farming 
efforts in question. For example, addressing water shortages in semi-arid settings by 
improving landscape-level water capture and retention thereby addressing water needs 
for humans including agriculture, and for other fauna and flora. 

No Net Harm Strong sustainable agricultural practices and important, well-designed offsets were 
used effectively to ensure that the project did no net harm to natural systems across 
ecosystems or landscapes. For example, applying integrated watershed management as 
in the Kenya example above (Table 1, p. 9).

Sustainabilty- 
Aware +

Strongly sustainable practices were being used, usually related to agricultural 
practices which reduced harm but still incurred environmentally adverse results. 
For example, in pastoral agriculture: appropriate location with respect to landscape and 
important ecosystems; respectful of local agricultural and cultural practices; limiting the 
number and type of livestock; maintaining important farm boundaries, keeping animals 
away from water bodies, buffers to reduce sediment and nutrient flow into water bodies; 
using Climate Smart Agriculture but using harmful elements such as trying to generate 
additional income by planting heavy water-using fruit or nut trees as hedgerows.

Sustainability- 
Aware

The project at least considered environmental issues, such as including mention of 
key terms such as environment, climate, sustainability, landscape, ecosystem, integrated, 
pest and water management, etc. But lacking fidelity in design and implementation. 
Some sustainable practices may have been evident, but the inherently harmful effects 
remained. For example, very farm centric such as not planting buffers (e.g. indigenous 
shrubs or trees) to protect adjacent water bodies.

Ignores  
Natural Systems

The project was in proximity to protected areas or waterbodies, removed tree cover, etc., 
but the case study showed no evidence that natural systems were considered. For 
example, industrial style farming using herbicides and pesticides, deep annual tilling.

6 Davidson, E. J., Chianca, T. K., Dulieu, N., & Sigdel, A. (2025). Rubrics as a powerful tool to turn children’s stories of 
change into rich, trackable outcomes: Save the Children’s journey in child-led development and evaluation. Journal of 
Multidisciplinary Evaluation, 21(49), 38-55. https://journals.sfu.ca/jmde/index.php/jmde_1/article/view/1047 
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COMBINING THE TYPOLOGY WITH EVALUATIVE  
RUBRICS:  A PRACTICAL APPLICATION  
IN COLOMBIA

ootprint Evaluation Typology-based rubrics were applied in an evaluation of IT systems7 across 
110 Colombian government agencies in 2024. The primary goal of the evaluation was to assess the 
efficiency of government IT systems; the environmental sustainability portion was added to also 
evaluate the environmentally sustainability of these systems. 

Evaluative rubrics typically combine qualitative and quantitative evidence to assess performance. 
However, the evaluation of the Colombian Government IT systems was constrained by its context. 
There were 110 government entities to be covered, and the bulk of the effort for the broader evaluation 
needed to focus on IT system efficiency. Working within such constraints was made possible with 
the natural systems knowledge on the evaluation team, who was able to devise ten closed-ended 
survey questions that captured most of the important issues. Using responses to these items only, 
we devised a way to generate rubric-based judgments based solely on quantitative survey data, 
for the first time in our extensive experience with rubrics methodology (in contrast with the usual 
mixed-method approach). 

Full tools and details are contained in the Appendices:

•	 Appendix 1 (p. 22): The 10 survey questions used to gather the evidence.

•	 Appendix 2 (p. 24): The full set of rubrics used to interpret the survey evidence. 

•	 Appendix 3 (p. 28): An explanation of how to interpret the evidence and assign rubric ratings.

7Evaluación de operaciones de los sistemas de información administrados por las entidades del Gobierno Nacional, con 
enfoque en los del Departamento Nacional de Planeación https://sinergia20app.dnp.gov.co/evaluaciones/1300 

The Process

1.	 Developing the Rubrics: The team identified four evaluation dimensions to be the most 
relevant to assess the environmental sustainability of the IT systems: 

o	 Energy consumption/ greenhouse gas emissions, 

o	 Water efficiency; 

o	 E-waste disposal and circularity; 

o	 General systems (organizational sustainability efforts that cover multiple areas and are 
not specific to energy/GHG, water, or waste/circularity). 

Best practice would have been to develop the rubrics before the evidence was gathered, so 
that we could be certain that the evidence capture instruments included all of the information  

F
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needed to make robust ratings against the Typology’s 4-point scale. However, in this case, the 
survey had already been administered to all 110 entities and the evaluation team needed to 
make evaluative judgments based on what they had. So, we started with the survey questions 
and responses and used these to design rubrics to interpret the available evidence. Although 
not ideal, this still produced useful and reasonably robust conclusions. We discuss the evidence 
limitations in the next section. 

2.	 Refining the Categories: Preliminary evaluation results showed that respondents assessed 
their IT systems in the broad “Sustainability-Aware” (orange) category. To provide more useful 
information, the evaluation team split this level into three sub-levels:

o	 Sustainability-Aware: Agencies are creating plans for sustainable management or 
calculating/tracking environmental footprints.

o	 Some Sustainable Practices: Agencies are implementing at least one organizational 
practice that addresses environmental impact

o	 Strong Sustainable Practices: Agencies are implementing all or nearly all of the 
covered organizational practices that address environmental impact.

3.	 Analyzing and Rating: Survey responses from the agencies were assessed against the rubrics 
to assign a rating.

Challenges and Adaptations

This application also revealed important realities:

•	 Inherent Harm: IT systems are inherently harmful to the environment. For example, to do 
zero environmental harm on energy/GHG emissions, the entire power source would need to 
come from renewable energy, which is not possible given the energy sources that currently 
feed the Colombian power grid. Similarly, while some hardware can be recycled, it is not 
possible to achieve zero electronic waste through repurposing or recycling. Therefore, No 
Net Harm cannot be achieved without unless there are also some actions being taken to 
repair environmental harm.

•	 Evidence Limitations: It is possible that some of the entities surveyed are engaging in some 
restorative action, but this question wasn’t among the short list of questions they were 
asked about sustainability (nor in the suggested questions we sent to the evaluation team). 
So, unfortunately, we don’t have enough evidence to rate any agency at the top two levels.

•	 Communication is Key: It was essential to explain these limitations clearly in the report, so 
decision-makers could understand that the ratings were based on the evidence available 
and that some agencies might be doing more than the survey captured.
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Clear Visualization

The team used a bubble graph to present the results clearly for decision-makers with a few features 
to make it easier to interpret:

•	 Color-coded bubbles and rating labels (y-axis) that match the Typology level colors

•	 Icons along the x-axis to signify the four areas rated 

[Note: All labels use words as well as colors, which helps ensure that readers with any form of 
colorblindness will still be able to read the graph.] 

•	 Alongside the top two levels (Restorative and No Net Harm), a note explaining why these 
ratings were not possible to ascribe with the evidence we had, and why it is possible that some 
agencies may in fact be performing at these more sustainable levels if they are also taking 
restorative actions. 

The graph showed how agencies performed across the four sustainability areas, making it easy to 
see overall progress. Finally, three of the 110 surveyed entities were rated as using Strong Sustainable 
Practices on all four rubrics. These high-performing agencies might be a source of insights that may 
help other agencies as they work to improve their environmental sustainability.

Figure 3. Evaluative conclusions derived from the Typology and the rubrics

This case shows that the Footprint Evaluation Typology, when paired with well-defined rubrics, is a 
flexible and powerful tool. It can be adapted to different sectors and data sources to produce clear, 
actionable findings.
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WHEN AND WHY ARE RUBRICS A USEFUL WAY  
TO APPLY THE TYPOLOGY?

he IFAD example showed how a collaborative evaluation process involving multiple knowledge 
holders can deliver robust Typology ratings without the use of a rubric. This is because the individuals 
involved had sufficient knowledge of natural systems already; that expertise allowed them to identify 
the appropriate evidence and validly assess it against the levels in the Typology; and they had 
opportunities to discuss their ratings and ensure they were consistent and valid. 

Rubrics can still be useful in cases like this, when the evaluation team has sufficient natural systems 
expertise, because they transparently lay out the reasoning used to make the assessments. This helps 
build buy-in and use of the findings, and it can also help stakeholders and other interests understand 
the ratings and contribute suggestions that will improve the robustness of the judgments.

In contrast with the IFAD example, there are many evaluations where not all of the individuals 
making the Typology-based ratings may have sufficient natural systems expertise to identify the 
relevant evidence (which may vary considerably from project to project) and validly assess it against 
the Typology without some more specific guidance about how to make these judgments. In addition, 
various evaluation constraints may not allow time for the kind of in-depth discussion that could help 
ensure strong interrater reliability. 

When deciding whether or not to use rubrics to apply the Typology, consider which of the following 
benefits of rubrics would be worthwhile to enhance evaluation validity and use:

	 Rubrics make evaluative reasoning more transparent and easier to follow, which allows 
more stakeholders and other interests to engage with it and suggest improvements, thereby 
enhancing validity as well as buy-in and use. 

	 They are designed to mimic the evaluative reasoning of seasoned experts. This helps ensure 
that sound reasoning is applied when interpreting evidence, even when those doing the 
rating may not all have sufficient natural systems expertise. As such, rubrics serve as useful 
‘trainer wheels’ for those new to identifying and synthesizing mixed-method evidence and 
making evaluative judgments about environmental sustainability.

	 Rubrics provide a shared language for assessing environmental sustainability (and other 
outcomes). With the right capacity development and guidance, rubrics help enhance 
interrater reliability across multiple projects and with different people making the ratings. 

	 For evaluations where the exact same evidence may not be appropriate or available across 
multiple projects or sites (for example, because the projects have different purposes and/

T
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or exist in different human and natural system settings), rubrics are flexible rather than 
prescriptive about the evidence to be used. Rather than forcing each project to use specific 
mandatory indicators, each project or site can use the evidence that is available and 
contextually relevant for them.

	 Rubrics make it easier to synthesize meaningful insights from diverse projects, even those 
that employ different, context-appropriate evidence to evaluate environmental sustainability. 
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TAKING THE TYPOLOGY TO THE NEXT LEVEL:  
THE EQUITY-SUSTAINABILITY MATRIX

uman well-being and environmental health are deeply coupled. An evaluation that only looks 
at the environment is incomplete, just as one is that only looks at people. The urgency of the world’s 
polycrisis calls for a way to represent the coupled crisis of environment and equity. So, the final step 
is to bring these two systems together.

The Footprint Evaluation Initiative explored this possibility and realized that there were important 
parallels between the Typology scale and thinking about equity, particularly when taking a systemic 
perspective. We also noted that there are also strong correlations between the two that seem to be 
rooted in certain worldviews.

At the bottom, most harmful levels, a colonial worldview tends to take an extractive position when it 
comes to both nature and people. Natural and human resources are there for the taking. For example, 
governments may use natural resources for the people and businesses can use both human and 
natural resources to return profits to their owners and shareholders. This extractive way of thinking 
about “resources” leads to environmental harm and to the exploitation of people with relatively less 
power in the system.

One level up, at Sustainability-Aware and Gender and Diversity-Aware, there is some awareness about 
environmental and equity issues. We start to see the gradual adoption of less damaging practices. 
For example, governments put in place rules and protections for people and for the environment; 
organizations and businesses start to use more sustainable practices as well as efforts that protect 
some human and labor rights. 

At the No Net Harm level, we are talking about having systems and practices in place that cause no 
more harm or that offset any harm to the environment. In the equity space, we would have decolonized 
and restructured systems and processes so that they no longer disadvantage certain groups or deliver 
inequitable outcomes.

At the Restorative level, the emphasis is on addressing past harm. For the environment, that means 
restoring natural systems so that they can thrive again. In human systems, it means things like making 
reparations or providing substantial additional support to offset the multi-generational harm that has 
compounded over generations. 

To better capture these parallels and to encourage coupled-systems thinking, the Footprint Evaluation 
Initiative has developed the concept of the Equity-Sustainability Matrix. It pairs the Footprint 
Evaluation Typology for environmental sustainability with a similar typology for equity, using the 
same general logic (as outlined above) to define the levels. Figure  shows an example of an Equity-
Sustainability Matrix, here emphasizing equity for women and other marginalized groups. The tool 
is designed to be expanded and adapted for evaluations addressing different issues and placed in 
different contexts. The Footprint Evaluation Initiative will be sharing some applied examples in the 
future. 

H
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Figure 4. Example Equity-Sustainability Matrix 

How does it work?
The matrix creates a grid. The vertical axis represents environmental sustainability (from Destructive 
to Restorative). The horizontal axis represents equity (from Destructive to Restorative). Any project or 
policy can be placed on this grid based on its performance on both dimensions.

The goal is to push initiatives into the bottom-right “green zone”—where they are beneficial for both 
people and the planet.

The matrix is a tool to guide evaluative conclusions pertaining to the inescapable coupling of equity 
and environmental sustainability. It can be applied to a single project or policy, to multiple initiatives 
in different locations, or to a mix of both. To use it, the evaluation team follows two steps:

1.	 Assess Performance: Judge the initiative’s results (or likely results) for both people (equity) 
and the planet (environmental sustainability), using the methods discussed above or other 
robust evaluative approaches.

2.	 Mark the Matrix: Plot the corresponding ratings on the matrix using an “X,” a number, or a 
letter to visually represent its position.
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Why is the matrix so powerful for decision-makers?

This matrix forces “AND” thinking. Instead of asking, “Should we feed people OR protect the 
environment?” we ask, “How can we feed people AND protect the environment?”

A great example is the World Food Programme (WFP). Their primary goal is to feed people in crisis (a 
strong equity goal). They are now working to make their supply chains sustainable (an environmental 
goal). The matrix helps them visualize their progress toward the ultimate goal: “Feed people using 
sustainably produced, transported and distributed food.”

By plotting different projects or locations on the matrix, evaluators can provide a powerful visual 
snapshot for leaders. It makes the trade-offs and synergies between equity and sustainability crystal 
clear, highlighting where urgent action is needed to optimize outcomes for both human and natural 
systems.

CONCLUSION: GETTING STARTED

he Footprint Evaluation Typology is more than just a tool; it’s a mindset. It is a practical, accessible 
entry point for evaluators and decision-makers to begin the essential work of integrating environmental 
sustainability into their thinking.

It acknowledges that we are all learners in this space. We start with the training wheels—making 
simple judgments about positive or negative impact—and as we build confidence and capacity, we can 
incorporate more complex measurements.

The time to start is now. By using this Typology, you are taking a crucial step toward ensuring that our 
evaluations, and the decisions they inform, contribute to a future that is both equitable and sustainable.

T
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Appendix 1: 

Questions and Response Codes for the Survey  
Used in the Colombian Government IT Systems Evaluation

Codes Questions and Response Options

H2.
Does the entity have an Institutional Environmental Management Plan (PIGA) and 
what is its status? 

H2.1 Yes, we have a PIGA in implementation status.

H2.2 Yes, we have a PIGA, but it is not in implementation.

H2.3 No, the entity does not have PIGA.

H2.99 I do not know

H1.
Does the entity have an Environmental Management System (EMS), under the ISO 
14001:2015 standard? 

H1.1 Yes

H2.2 No

H2.99 I do not know

H3.
Does the entity carry out any of the following activities? (Select all that apply): 

H3.1 Dumping (discharge of wastewater or solids)

H3.2 Air emissions

H3.3 Hazardous waste generation 

H3.4 Others, which ones?

H3.99 I do not know

H4.
Has the entity carried out an inventory of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions, also 
known as Carbon Footprint? 

H4.1 We have not carried out a Carbon Footprint inventory

H4.2 Yes, we have a Carbon Footprint inventory, but it is not verified

H4.3 Yes, we have a verified Carbon Footprint inventory

H4.99 I do not know

H5.
What sustainability requirements are considered in the acquisition of technological 
infrastructure in your entity? 

H5.1 Energy efficiency requirements

H5.2 Design Requirements for Recycling

H5.3 Sustainable Manufacturing Requirements

H5.4 Sustainability requirements are not considered

H5.89 Others, which ones?

H5.99 I do not know
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Codes Questions and Response Options

H6.
Which of the following sustainability programs does the entity have? (Select all 
applicable options): 

H6.1 Water saving and efficient use program
H6.2 Energy Saving and Efficient Use Program
H6.3 Comprehensive waste management program
H6.4 Comprehensive hazardous waste management program
H6.5 Climate Change Adaptation Program
H6.89 Others, which ones?
H6.99 I do not know

H6A.
As part of the Systems area, have you and your team participated in any 
campaign related to...? (Select all applicable options):

H6A.1 Saving and efficient use of water
H6A.2 Energy saving and efficient use
H6A.3 Comprehensive waste management
H6A.4 Comprehensive management of hazardous waste
H6A.5 Adaptation to climate change
H6A.89 Others, which ones?
H6A.6 No

H7.
Do the buildings of the entity that house the Information Systems have 
renewable energy sources or plans for the implementation of this type of 
energy? 

H7.1 Yes
H7.2 No
H7.99 I do not know

H8.
Does the entity quantify the amount of IT systems’ electronic equipment that 
reached their end of useful life for its original purposes? 

H8.1 Yes, there are inventories
H8.2 Yes, there are certificates of repurposing or final disposal
H8.3 They are not quantified
H8.99 I do not know

H9.
Has the water footprint of the buildings that house Information Systems been 
evaluated? 

H9.1 Yes, the water footprint has been evaluated.
H9.2 No, the water footprint has not been evaluated.
H9.99 I do not know
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Appendix 2: 

Evaluation Rubrics for the Sustainability Component  
of the Colombian Government IT Systems Evaluation

1. General Systems Sustainability Assessment Rubric

Rating Description Algorithm 

Restorative

The agency is minimizing harm to natural systems by actively 
implementing all 3 of the items under Strong Sustainable Practices. 

In addition, the agency has implemented restorative actions that 
more than offset any harm, so that the agency’s impact on the natural 
environment is net restorative, allowing natural systems to thrive.

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

No Net Harm

The agency is minimizing harm to natural systems by actively 
implementing all 3 of the items under Strong Sustainable Practices.

In addition, the agency has implemented restorative actions that offset 
any harm that still occurs – or the agency has ensured that its activities 
cause no net harm to the environment. 

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

Strong  
Sustainable 

Practices

The agency is minimizing harm to natural systems by actively 
implementing all 3 of the following:

•	 An Institutional Environmental Management Plan (PIGA)
•	 An Environmental Management System (EMS) compliant with 

the ISO 14001:2015 standard 
•	 Sustainable manufacturing requirements are considered in the 

acquisition of technological infrastructure

YES to all of: H5.3; 
H2.1; H1.1

Some  
Sustainable 

Practices

The agency has started implementing one or two of the following:
•	 An Institutional Environmental Management Plan (PIGA)
•	 An Environmental Management System (EMS) compliant with 

the ISO 14001:2015 standard 
•	 Sustainable manufacturing requirements are considered in the 

acquisition of technological infrastructure

YES to one or two 
of: H5.3; H2.1; H1.1

Sustainability- 
Aware

The agency has an Institutional Environmental Management Plan 
(PIGA) but has not yet begun implementation, nor has it implemented 
the other items listed under Some Sustainable Practices.

YES to: H2.2
And NO to: H5.3; 
H2.1; H1.1

Ignoring  
Sustainability

The agency has neither a PIGA nor an EMS in place (or respondents do 
not know if it has them) that outlines how any environmental damage 
should be mitigated, nor are sustainability requirements considered in 
the procurement of technological infrastructure. 

YES to all of: H2.3 
(or H2.99); H1.2 (or 
H1.99)
And NO to: H5.3
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2. Energy and GHG Emissions Assessment Rubric

Rating Description Algorithm 

Restorative

The agency minimizes its energy consumption via energy efficient procurement 
requirement and using all or nearly all of the other systems and practices listed 
under Strong Sustainable Practices. 
The agency tracks its GHG emissions via Carbon Footprint calculations, which 
show improvement over time. 
In addition, the agency is taking restorative actions that more than offset the GHG 
emissions of its IT systems, so that the agency’s impact on the natural environment 
is net restorative, allowing natural systems to thrive.

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

No Net Harm

The agency minimizes its energy consumption via energy efficient procurement 
requirement and using all or nearly all of the other systems and practices listed 
under Strong Sustainable Practices. 
The agency tracks its GHG emissions via Carbon Footprint calculations, which 
show improvement over time. 
In addition, the agency is taking restorative actions that fully offset the GHG 
emissions (including energy consumption) of its IT systems. 

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

Strong  
Sustainable 

Practices

The agency considers energy efficiency requirements (and perhaps also other 
GHG-relevant criteria) in the acquisition of technological infrastructure.
In addition, the agency has implemented 3 or 4 of the following:

•	 A verified inventory of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions, also known as 
Carbon Footprint 

•	 Renewable energy sources for the buildings that house the Information 
Systems use (or there are plans for the implementation of this type of 
energy)

•	 An energy conservation and efficient use program
•	 Campaigns in the Systems area relating to energy conservation and 

efficient use

YES to: H5.1 
(maybe H5.2, H5.3, 
H5.89)
And YES to 3 or 
4 of: H4.3; H6.2; 
H6A.2; H7.1

Some  
Sustainable 

Practices

The agency has implemented at least one of the following:
•	 Energy efficiency requirements (or other GHG-relevant criteria) are 

considered in the acquisition of technological infrastructure
•	 Renewable energy sources for the buildings that house the Information 

Systems use (or there are plans for the implementation of this type of 
energy)

•	 An energy conservation and efficient use program
•	 Campaigns in the Systems area relating to energy conservation and 

efficient use

YES to at least 
one of: H5.1; H6.2; 
H6A.2; H7.1

Sustainability- 
Aware

The agency has completed an inventory of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions, also 
known as Carbon Footprint (which may or may not have been verified), but has 
not yet (or respondents do not know if it has) implemented any of the items listed 
under Some Sustainable Practices. 

YES to: H4.2 or 
H4.3
No to all of: H5.1; 
H6.2; H6A.2

Ignoring  
Sustainability

The agency has implemented none of the following (or respondents do not know if 
it has them):

•	 Consideration of energy efficiency requirements (or other GHG-relevant 
criteria) in the acquisition of technological infrastructure

•	 An inventory of Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions, also known as Carbon 
Footprint 

•	 Renewable energy sources for the buildings that house the Information 
Systems use (or there are plans for the implementation of this type of 
energy)

•	 An energy conservation and efficient use program
•	 A campaign in the Systems area relating to energy conservation and 

efficient use

NO to all of: H5.1; 
H6.2; H6A.2; H7.1
And YES to: H4.1 
or H4.99
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3. Water Efficiency Assessment Rubric

Rating Description Algorithm 

Restorative

The agency has minimized water consumption by considering 
water footprints in its procurement of technological infrastructure, 
including off-site and cloud hosting. It also uses best practices in water 
conservation and efficient use in its own sites and is tracking progress 
against the IT Systems building’s water footprint calculation. 

In addition, the agency has implemented restorative actions that more 
than offset any environmental harm from its water consumption of its IT 
systems, so that the agency’s impact on the natural environment is net 
restorative, allowing natural systems to thrive.

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

No Net Harm

The agency has minimized water consumption by considering 
water footprints in its procurement of technological infrastructure, 
including off-site and cloud hosting. It also uses best practices in water 
conservation and efficient use in its own sites and is tracking progress 
against the IT Systems building’s water footprint calculation. 

In addition, the agency is taking restorative actions that fully offset any 
environmental harm from its water consumption of its IT systems or 
the agency recycles the water used by the IT system and its buildings, 
resulting in no net depletion of water. 

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

Strong  
Sustainable 

Practices

The agency has completed or is currently implementing all three of the 
following:

•	 A current, ongoing water conservation and efficient use program
•	 Participation in campaigns in the Systems area relating to water 

conservation and efficient use
•	 Calculation of the water footprint of the buildings that house 

information systems

YES to all: H6.1; 
H6A.1; H9.1

Some Sustain-
able Practices

The agency has implemented or is currently implementing at least one of 
the following:

•	 A water conservation and efficient use program
•	 One or more campaigns in the Systems area relating to water 

conservation and efficient use

YES to one of: 
H6.1 or H6A.1
And YES to: 
H9.2 or H9.99

Sustainability- 
Aware

The agency has calculated the water footprint of the buildings that house 
information systems, but it has not  
(or respondents do not know if it has) implemented any programs or 
campaigns relating to water conservation and efficient use in the Systems 
area or elsewhere in the agency.

YES to: H9.1
And NO to: H6.1 
or H6.99 and 
H6A.1 or H6A.6

Ignoring  
Sustainability

The agency has implemented none of the following (or respondents do 
not know if it has them):

•	 A water conservation and efficient use program
•	 A campaign in the Systems area relating to water conservation and 

efficient use
•	 Calculation of the water footprint of the buildings that house 

information systems

NO to both: 
H6.1 and H6A.1 
(or YES to: 
H6A.6) 
And NO to: 
H9.2 or H9.99
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4. Waste Disposal and Circularity Assessment Rubric

Rating Description Algorithm 

Restorative

The agency minimizes e-waste by ensuring that technological 
infrastructure (hardware and peripherals) procured meets ISO standards 
for circularity using enabling designs and has safe/ sustainable final 
disposal options. It also uses at least 4 of the other practices listed under 
Strong Sustainable Practices. In addition, the agency is taking restorative 
actions that more than offset the e-waste coming from its IT systems, so 
that the agency’s impact on the natural environment is net restorative, 
allowing natural systems to thrive.

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

No Net Harm

The agency minimizes e-waste by ensuring that technological 
infrastructure (hardware and peripherals) procured meets ISO standards 
for circularity using enabling designs and has safe/ sustainable final 
disposal options. It also uses at least 4 of the other practices listed under 
Strong Sustainable Practices. In addition, the agency is taking restorative 
actions that fully offset the e-waste coming from its IT systems. 

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

Strong  
Sustainable 

Practices

The agency considers design requirements for recycling and/or 
safe/sustainable final disposal in the acquisition of technological 
infrastructure. 
In addition, the agency has implemented at least 4 of the following:

•	 An inventory of end-of-use IT equipment 
•	 Certificates of new-life reuse or final disposal for end-of-use IT 

equipment 
•	 A comprehensive waste management program
•	 A comprehensive hazardous waste management program
•	 Campaign in the Systems area on comprehensive waste 

management
•	 A campaign in the Systems area relating to comprehensive 

management of hazardous waste

YES to: H5.2 and/or 
H5.89 (safe/ sust. 
disposal)
And YES to 4 or 
more of: H8.1; 
H8.2; H6.3; H6.4; 
H6A.3; H6A.4

Some  
Sustainable 

Practices

The agency has implemented at least 1 of the following:
•	 Consideration of design requirements for recycling and/or 

safe/ sust. final disposal in the acquisition of technological 
infrastructure

•	 Certificates of new-life reuse or final disposal for end-of-use IT 
equipment 

•	 A comprehensive waste management program
•	 A comprehensive hazardous waste management program
•	 Campaign in the Systems area on comprehensive waste 

management
•	 A campaign in the Systems area on comprehensive management 

of hazardous waste

YES to at least 1 
of: H5.2 and/or 
H5.89 (safe/ sust. 
disposal); H8.2; 
H6.3; H6.4; H6A.3; 
H6A.4

Sustainability- 
Aware

The agency keeps an inventory of end-of-use IT equipment but has not 
yet (or respondents do not know if it has) implemented any of the items 
listed under Some Sustainable Practices.

YES to: H8.1 
And NO to: H5.2 
and/or H5.89 (safe/ 
sust disp); H8.2; 
H6.3; H6.4; H6A.3; 
H6A.4

Ignoring  
Sustainability

The agency does not have an inventory of end-of-use IT equipment 
and has implemented none of the items listed under Some Sustainable 
Practices (or respondents do not know if it has).

NO to all of: 5.2 
and/or H5.89 (safe/ 
sust. disposal); 
H8.1; H8.2; H6.3; 
H6.4; H6A.3; H6A.4
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Appendix 3: 

Example of a rubric rating process using the Footprint  
Evaluation Typology as part of a Colombian Government  

IT systems evaluation

The evaluation of Colombian Government IT systems was a large-scale undertaking, necessitating a 
primarily quantitative approach. The evaluation team surveyed 110 government entities—including 
federal ministries, national institutes, and pension funds—using a comprehensive 100+ item 
questionnaire on IT effectiveness, efficiency, and usefulness.

The environmental experts responsible for the implementation of the sustainability component, from 
CarbonBox, integrated 10 key sustainability questions into this survey.

A primary challenge for the environmental experts was interpreting the survey responses to classify 
each entity according to the Footprint Evaluation Typology (Beneficial, Neutral, Harmful, Destructive). 
To address this, the Footprint Evaluation team developed explicit evaluative rubrics. These rubrics 
defined the specific evidence required for each rating level.

Let’s use as an example, the rubric created to assess the Colombian entities’ sustainability practices 
related to water efficiency is reproduced in the table below. The rubric was created based on the three 
survey questions relevant to that issue. As you can see in the second column of that table, for each 
rating, the rubric describes the corresponding evidence profile.

                                   

Applying the Rubric: A Decision Algorithm

To ensure consistent ratings, we created a simple decision “algorithm” based on the answers to the 
three water-efficiency survey questions. This logic is summarized in the final column of the table below.

For example, an entity would be rated as having “Strong Sustainable Practices” if it answered “yes” 
to all three of the following:

•	 H6.1: Having an ongoing water conservation and efficiency program.

•	 H6A.1: The IT team’s participation in water conservation campaigns.

•	 H9.1: Calculating the water footprint of the buildings housing its IT systems.

A Critical Distinction: It is important to emphasize that even an entity with “Strong Sustainable 
Practices” remains in the “Still Harmful” zone of the Typology. This rating indicates that while the 
entity is taking meaningful steps to minimize its environmental impact, the inherent operation of its 
IT systems still results in a net negative effect on natural systems.
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Rating Rubric Description Algorithm 

Restorative

The agency has minimized water consumption by considering 
water footprints in its procurement of technological infrastructure, 
including off-site and cloud hosting. It also uses best practices 
in water conservation and efficient use in its own sites and is 
tracking progress against the IT Systems building’s water footprint 
calculation. 
In addition, the agency has implemented restorative actions 
that more than offset any environmental harm from its water 
consumption of its IT systems, so that the agency’s impact on the 
natural environment is net restorative, allowing natural systems to 
thrive.

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

No Net Harm

The agency has minimized water consumption by considering 
water footprints in its procurement of technological infrastructure, 
including off-site and cloud hosting. It also uses best practices 
in water conservation and efficient use in its own sites and is 
tracking progress against the IT Systems building’s water footprint 
calculation. 
In addition, the agency is taking restorative actions that fully offset 
any environmental harm from its water consumption of its IT 
systems or the agency recycles the water used by the IT system and 
its buildings, resulting in no net depletion of water. 

Not possible to 
assess using the 
survey data

Strong  
Sustainable  

Practices

The agency has completed or is currently implementing all three of 
the following:

•	 A current, ongoing water conservation and efficient use program
•	 Participation in campaigns in the Systems area relating to water 

conservation and efficient use
•	 Calculation of the water footprint of the buildings that house 

information systems

YES to all: H6.1; 
H6A.1; H9.1

Some  
Sustainable  

Practices

The agency has implemented or is currently implementing at least 
one of the following:

•	 A water conservation and efficient use program
•	 One or more campaigns in the Systems area relating to water 

conservation and efficient use

YES to one of: 
H6.1 or H6A.1
And YES to: 
H9.2 or H9.99

Sustainability 
Aware

The agency has calculated the water footprint of the buildings that 
house information systems, but it has not  
(or respondents do not know if it has) implemented any programs 
or campaigns relating to water conservation and efficient use in the 
Systems area or elsewhere in the agency.

YES to: H9.1
And NO to: H6.1 
or H6.99 and 
H6A.1 or H6A.6

Ignoring  
Sustainability

The agency has implemented none of the following (or respondents 
do not know if it has them):

•	 A water conservation and efficient use program
•	 A campaign in the Systems area relating to water conservation 

and efficient use
•	 Calculation of the water footprint of the buildings that house 

information systems

NO to both: 
H6.1 and H6A.1 
(or YES to: 
H6A.6) 
And NO to: 
H9.2 or H9.99
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Understanding the “Not Possible to Assess” Ratings

Note that the top two levels in the rubric (No Net Harm and Restorative) are marked as “not possible 
to assess using survey data.” This is due to two key reasons:

1.  Inherent Environmental Impact: The lifecycle of IT systems—from manufacturing and 
transportation to operation and disposal—inherently consumes energy and water and 
generates electronic waste. This creates a baseline of environmental harm.

2.    Scope of the Survey: The survey questions did not inquire about restorative or compensatory 
actions that could offset this inherent harm. 

For example, achieving a “No Net Harm” rating for energy use would require powering IT systems 
entirely with renewable energy, which is not feasible with Colombia’s current grid. Similarly, achieving 
zero electronic waste is not possible with current recycling technologies.

To offset the environmental harm from IT systems and achieve “No Net Harm” would require restorative 
actions in other areas, which may not necessarily be the responsibility of individual government 
entities but the government as a whole.

As in all good evaluation, it is important to point out not just what might need to be done to achieve 
higher levels of performance, but to clarify that the entity or system being evaluated is not necessarily 
where that authority or responsibility lies.

Key Insights for Decision-Makers: 

•	 Even when only 4 rating levels were possible due to data constraints, the findings were still 
helpful and encouraging: 100 of the 110 entities were using at least some sustainable practices 
in water consumption and management, with 45 of them using strong sustainable practices. 
These results show that there are positive practices that can be built on, with some entities 
leading the way.

•	 By retaining the top two levels in the rubric, we can help convey another critical message to 
decision makers: Without intentional, compensatory restorative practices, IT systems cannot 
achieve environmental neutrality. Their inherent harm remains, although it can be substantially 
reduced using strong sustainable practices.

•	 An important purpose of this work was to demonstrate that sustainability-inclusive evaluation 
is both feasible and useful, even without allocating substantial additional resources. This 
evaluation demonstrated that valuable insights can be produced even when full, detailed data is 
unavailable. It also highlighted the boundaries of the current assessment and pointed decision-
makers toward the necessary actions—like investing in offsets or restorative programs—to 
reach higher sustainability goals.
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