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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Drawing from the field of complex evaluations we discuss a novel appli- Received 1 March 2023
cation of process tracing for the evaluation of complex tourism inter- ~ Accepted 13 May 2024

ventions. We argue that to better evidence impact of tourism interventions KEYWORDS

and facilitate policy transfer we ought to adopt approaches to evaluation Complex tourism

that allow us to deepen our understanding of causal mechanisms at interventions;

play in an intervention. We adopt process tracing as a qualitative, theory-based evaluation;
theory-based evaluation method to make within-case causal inferences ~ process tracing; impact;
about impact. To showcase the method, we apply it to evaluate the causality

outcomes of a real-world EU-Interreg sustainable tourism intervention

called “EXPERIENCE,” implemented across six pilot regions across France

and England. We argue that deepening our understanding of how inter-

ventions work in a local context is necessary for the design and trans-

ferability of future interventions across similar contexts.

Introduction

A major concern when conducting evaluations is addressing issues of causal attribution and
contribution (Vanclay, 2015). Interventions refer to any course of action, programme, project,
policy or strategy exercised or mandated by a national or international authorities and
non-governmental actors to create some sort of change. The refers to a combination of activities
or strategies designed to assess, improve or promote change in the form of behaviour or increased
performance among individuals or a portion of the population (Clarke et al., 2019). Interventions
that include multiple independent or interactive components are referred to as complex.

To assess whether and how a set of interventions has generated particular outcomes is
crucial, and the robustness of claims around attributions is often problematic (Collier, 2011;
O’Sullivan et al., 2009). Theory-based evaluation is “an approach in which attention is paid to
the theories of policy makers, programme managers or other stakeholders, i.e. collections of
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assumptions, and hypotheses - empirically testable - that are logically linked together” (European
Commission, 2013, p. 51). Process tracing is a qualitative, theory-based evaluation method to
draw causal inferences within a single case study to evidence impact (Beach & Pedersen, 2016;
Stern et al,, 2012) whilst matching the methodological rigour of counterfactual methodologies
(Collier, 2011; Wauters & Beach, 2018).

Tourism interventions are classified as complex social interventions, yet there is a dearth
of knowledge in the tourism literature of studies evaluating their impacts with complexity
sensitive methods (Airey, 2015; Baggio, 2020; Dredge & Jamal, 2015). Tourism monitoring and
evaluation literature is in its infancy and mostly permeated with quantitative evaluation
studies using empirical indicators. These are valuable when measuring things such as visitor
satisfaction, increased length of stay or increased expenditure of visitors, but overlook the
process that led to those outcomes (O'Sullivan et al., 2009; Phi et al., 2018). Counterfactual
approaches fail to address why change happened, leaving the black-box of mechanisms
unopened (Trampusch & Palier, 2016). Without understanding why an intervention worked in
a particular context, it is impossible to understand how it could work elsewhere (Cartwright
& Hardie, 2012).

The politics of evaluation have repercussions on the chosen evaluation methods. Scholars
have highlighted how organisations often approach evaluation as a box-ticking exercise to
evidence success of an intervention at all costs, since they rely on demonstrating success to
funders to secure future funding (Regeer et al., 2016). This is problematic: 1) it hinders the
possibility of project implementers to recognise errors and learn from past mistakes; and 2) it
jeopardises the very meaning of being held accountable, since the need to demonstrate success
at all costs often translates to manipulated data to satisfy funders’ requirements (Bray et al., 2019).

As suggested by various scholars (Busetti & Dente, 2017; Eckardt et al., 2019; Phi et al., 2018),
there is a need for theory-based evaluation approaches in tourism that generate knowledge
around the context and underlying mechanisms of interventions, to improve future design
(Taplin et al., 2014). This study is a methodological contribution to the field of complex tourism
interventions presenting a process tracing evaluation case study. We adopt process tracing to
examine and explain the process that led to two specific outcomes of a tourism intervention
implemented at a regional level as part of a larger European tourism project. We evidence the
change directly linked to the project activities and resources in one pilot region. The purpose
of the paper is to showcase the methodological value of process tracing in explaining outcomes
by evidencing the causal chain leading to impact in a robust way. With this in mind, the reader
should be aware that to focus on the method and highlight the overall procedure in a mean-
ingful way, details of the evaluation per se have been scaled back.

Theoretical background

What is process tracing?

Process tracing is a case-based qualitative method and is part of a family of theory-based
evaluation approaches (Weiss, 1998). It consists of the construction of hypothetical causal chains
leading from an intervention x to an outcome y plus evidencing each step in the causal chain.
In process tracing the evidence is classified through a set of tests evaluating its strength in
confirming or disconfirming the causal hypothesis (Bennett, 2010). Process tracing has increas-
ingly been applied in recent years (e.g. Befani & Stedman-Bryce, Busetti & Dente, 2017; Chen
& Henry, 2020) because of the value it can bring to policy studies (Kay & Baker, 2015) as an
analytical tool for evidencing causal inferences or sequence of events within a single case study
(Collier, 2011). It particularly useful to evaluate interventions based on a Theory of Change
(Befani & Stedman-Bryce), especially initiatives which are difficult to evaluate solely through
experimental or statistical methods (Befani & Mayne, 2014; Wadeson et al., 2020). We advocate
process tracing not as an alternative to counterfactual methods, but as an approach alongside
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counterfactual methods to produce a more holistic understanding of how intervention contrib-
uted to create impact (e.g. Rothgang & Lageman, 2021; Schmitt & Beach, 2015).

At the heart of process tracing lies the concept of generative causality (Beach & Pedersen,
2016; Collier, 2011). Machamer et al. (2000) explain generative causality as the underlying social
responses that activities trigger within entities, that ultimately lead to change. A similar concept
is discussed by Pawson and Tilley (1997), when they advise to explore what the “initiative fires
in people’s minds” (p. 188) to understand the mechanisms behind change. Building on Pawson
and Tilley’s Realist Evaluation (1997), Deaton and Cartwright (2018) argue that in complex social
interventions, there are causal forces that can be (and should be) identified through alternative
epistemological and ontological frameworks, that are not purely empirical. Process tracing sup-
ports the researcher in establishing how a set of hypothesised mechanisms connect a given
intervention X to an outcome Y (Beach & Pedersen, 2018). It implies a causal mechanism to be
theorised as a process, i.e. “an unbroken chain of action and reaction enacted by entities - that
connects the potential cause with its hypothesised outcome” (Wauters & Beach, 2018, p. 288). By
evidencing every step in a causal chain, process tracing increases confidence in the causal
mechanisms identified as producing a particular impact (Befani & Mayne, 2014).

There are several common critiques concerning the usefulness of the method. Beach (2016)
highlights that many studies claiming to adopt a PT approach do not execute it sufficiently,
resulting in numerous ambiguities and a lack of understanding of the underlying mechanisms.
Since it is a qualitative method, it is also important to stress that it is not suited for generating
generalisable findings and is extremely resource and time-intensive, thus costly. Moreover, process
tracing has been criticised for its reliance on anecdotal data, as a link in the causal chain can
be corroborated by relatively weak evidence. Rather than a weakness however, it is a significant
strength that the quality of the evidence is not paramount, it is the evidence’s probative value
in confirming or refuting a hypothesis that is crucial (Befani & Stedman-Bryce 2017). Such pro-
bative value of each piece of evidence is determined by four different empirical tests: straw-in
the-wind, smoking-gun, hoop and doubly decisive, differing in test direction and probative value
(more detail in the methodology section). By classifying evidence through these tests (see Figure
1 below, from Collier, 2011) and subsequently pulling together the different pieces of evidence,
the researcher can make robust causal claims by evidencing every step in a causal chain.
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Figure 1. Theorising the process of improving accessibility (Author’s own, 2023).
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SUFFICIENT FOR AFFIRMING CAUSAL INFERENCE

No

Yes

1. Straw-in-the-Wind

3. Smoking-Gun

. Passing: Affirms relevance of hypothesis,

but does not confirm it.

. Passing: Confirms hypothesis.

No . Failing: Hypothesis is not eliminated, but . Failing: Hypothesis is not eliminated,
is slightly weakened. but is somewhat weakened.
NECESSARY . Implications for rival hypotheses: . Implications for rival hypotheses:
FOR Passing sf/ightly weakens them. Passing substantially weakens them.
Failing sfightly strengthens them. Failing somewhat strengthens them.
AFFIRMING
CAUSAL 2. Hoop 4. Doubly Decisive
INFERENCE . Passing: Affirms relevance of hypothesis, . Passing: Confirms hypothesis and
but does not confirm it. eliminates others.
Yes . Failing: Eliminates hypothesis. . Failing: Eliminates hypothesis.

. Implications for rival hypotheses:

Passing somewhat weakens them
Failing sormewhat strengthens them.

. Implications for rival hypotheses:

Passing efiminates them.
Failing substantially strengthens.

Source: Collier (2011), adapted from Bennett (2010).

Finally, it has been argued that there is not sufficient guidance on how to deal with rival
hypotheses that are not mutually exclusive. Competing explanations can exhibit relationships
with the primary hypothesis, each with differing implications for drawing causal inferences
(Zaks). Assuming mutual exclusivity of rival hypotheses is not realistic and can lead researchers
implementing a process tracing approach to hastily rule out other valid explanations which
may work in addition to the main hypothesis and contribute to a same outcome through dif-
ferent mechanisms. Hence, researchers ought to gather evidence to validate a main hypothesis
and rival hypotheses in parallel. When two hypotheses can simultaneously bring about an
outcome, one cannot assume that evidence for the main hypothesis automatically invalidates
the rival hypothesis. In this sense, researchers should account for the implications the different
types of rival hypothesis have in relation to the main hypothesis and how these relationships
affect judgements on the final causal inferences, as illustrated in the case by Tamm and
Duursma (2023).

Applying process tracing to attribute change in complex tourism interventions

Tourism interventions fall under the umbrella of complex social interventions, and as such,
should be evaluated with appropriate methods (Dredge & Jenkins, 2011; O’Sullivan et al., 2009).
The dearth of knowledge around the actual outcomes and efficacy of tourism interventions is
argued to be linked to a scarcity of effective evaluation methods utilised (Airey, 2015; OECD.,
2020). Claiming causal attributions in complex social interventions and linking interventions to
change is challenging (Moumoutzis & Zartaloudis, 2016). This is because often stimuli (in the
form of activities, investments, partnerships, subsidies, etc.) are implemented to enhance or
promote policies which are already pursued at a national and/or local level. Because of such
overlap, it is difficult to show that without that particular intervention, a set of outcomes would
not have occurred anyway (Airey, 2015; Stevenson et al., 2009).

Tourism interventions often operate in parallel with many other policy interventions, making
it difficult to identify which intervention led to specific impacts. Circumventing causal attribution
through overly complicated statistical methods is not effective when dealing with complexity
in the social world (Stern et al., 2012) and often fail to tackle the problem of equifinality
(Schimmelfennig, 2015), the issue that many different pathways can result in the same outcome.
Instead, process tracing is an analytical tool to empirically evidence a causal chain step-by-step,
exposing the pathway that led to the outcome of interest (Collier, 2011).
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The key intervening forces causing change in publicly funded tourism interventions are often
hidden at various nested hierarchical levels (Falleti & Lynch, 2009; Kay & Baker, 2015). To detect
what change is attributable to a specific intervention, it is vital to implement a methodology
which allows to piece together all those small changes along the way that constitute the path
that lead to overall change or impact: e.g. changes in the capacity of partners, enhanced com-
mitment of local government and private stakeholders, even degree of participation in meetings
and engagement in communication: these are all elements which can help trace and attribute
change to a specific intervention (Ashley & Mitchell, 2008). A final point to highlight is that
data available to measure change is often poor and fragmented (Ashley & Mitchell, 2008; Kay
& Baker, 2015). Process tracing can draw together qualitative and quantitative evidence, thus
overcoming many data availability challenges (Ricks & Liu, 2018). By scrutinising evidence, the
researcher can formulate theoretically informed, empirically evidenced, mechanism-based causal
claims around impact (Bennett & Checkel, 2015), significantly improving the theorisation of
programme theory (Trampusch & Palier, 2016). Process tracing is a method that allows to: 1)
trace the steps within a process leading to change; 2) gather and classify evidence for each of
those steps 3) explain how these steps constitute an overall process that contributed to an
outcome. The evidence gathered throughout this approach is not evidence of impact per se,
but evidence for the causal attribution of the impact of an intervention towards a desired
outcome. This study showcases how the method can benefit the evaluation of complex,
multi-layer tourism interventions, where data are fragmented and the edges between
intervention-specific causal forces and other external influences (national and local), are extremely
blurred.

Method

We position ourselves with a growing number of scholars arguing for the wider use of
theory-based methods to evaluate social interventions (Baggio, 2020; Byrne, 2013; Stern et al.,
2012; Twining-Ward et al., 2018). Following guidance on evaluation methods provided by HM
Treasury (2020), we opted to implement theory-based methods of evaluation, by applying
process tracing to a complex tourism intervention impact evaluation. Process tracing should
not be understood as the panacea for methods struggling to address causation. Beach (2016)
has gone as far as suggesting that although powerful in what it does, it is a limited method-
ological tool. Conscious of some of its limitations, we evaluated an EU-funded, cross-border
€24.5m project called EXPERIENCE, to our knowledge one of the largest tourism projects ever
funded by the European Commission. Involving six pilot regions across the French-English
Channel, the project involved fourteen project partners (seven councils, four destination man-
agement organisations, a charity, a private organisation, and a university). The aim was to
decrease seasonality in pilot regions by introducing sustainable, low season tourism experiences
to attract visitors year-round. Each pilot region deployed project funds to deliver activities such
as: 627 training workshops for tourism and atypical actors, consumer testing of marketing
materials, 26 infrastructure refurbishments to increase accessibility, design of 622 new itineraries,
206 of which were accessible to users with disabilities, B2C testing of accessibility of products
and itineraries, and accessibility-friendly campaigns.

All activities were aimed at the overall objective of adapting existing natural and cultural
assets to the low season and creating a more experiential and accessible tourism offer. The
project, funded by a supranational body, the EU (macro-level), was implemented by six regional
councils and three Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) (meso-level), involving
small-medium enterprises (SMEs), individual artists/artisans, accessibility groups and so on
(micro-level). The mechanisms leading to change were nested at different hierarchical levels
and process tracing allowed us to analyse all the pieces of evidence closely and discern the
level of change attributable to the project (Falleti & Lynch, 2009; Kay & Baker, 2015). In this
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sense, process tracing revealed to be a useful approach in discerning how the small incre-
mental change that happens at a micro project level can lead to major repercussions at a
higher system level (Elsenbroich & Badham, 2023). To exemplify how process tracing is a
useful, mechanism-based evaluation tool, we focus on two of the project’s desired outcomes
and describe how we gathered evidence to make causal inferences concerning the two
selected outcomes. The purpose of this approach is to focus on a narrower context to further
explore some key moments in the project and the mechanisms that it triggered. To maintain
confidentiality, we anonymised all evidence collected and used to illustrate the causal infer-
ences we make in this study.

We discuss how we integrated the empirical evidence with discursive evidence to provide
a deeper understanding of the intangible impact that increasing accessibility of tourism
products had on visitors and locals within the pilot region and to go beyond an output-focused
understanding of impact. In line with Beach (2016), we evaluated the evidence available
following three steps: (1) we predicted what empirical evidence a mechanism would leave;
(2) we collected empirical evidence and assessed whether predicted evidence was found; (3)
we evaluated whether the found evidence was reliable to make causal inferences, as
described below.

Theorising mechanisms

We started by predicting the mechanisms that were expected to trigger change (Beach, 2016).
Before gathering any evidence, it is useful to predict what kind of evidence one should exist,
if the activities and resources implemented “work” as expected in bringing about the desired
change. In line with previous studies (Mori, 2021; Wadeson et al., 2020) we opted to do this
“theory building” process and predict mechanisms through the co-design of a project-wide
theory of change (see Montano et al., 2023), a causal graph which allows to identify in a visual
representation how and why change is expected to happen. By connecting the resources and
activities planned through the project by all project partners to the desired outcomes we were
able to exploit the predictive element of a theory of change and theorise the mechanisms
expected to trigger desired change ex-ante. Building upon the assumptions made in the Theory
of Change we were able to use process tracing to trace the existence of observable and there-
fore testable implications of the possible reality theorised in the Theory of Change (Befani &
Stedman-Bryce), i.e. whether and how the projects’ resources and activities generated the pre-
dicted outcomes.

Gathering evidence

The data constituting the pieces of evidence were collected across the lifespan of the project
(approximately three years: January 2020 - January 2023) and were extremely diverse. No formal
interviews were conducted. Instead, data was gathered progressively through observation,
participation in project-wide steering group meetings and periodic one-to-ones with individual
partners. Evidence included project documentation such as activity logs, minutes of meetings,
documentation detailing resources invested, results from surveys taking place during the project
to monitor businesses’ performance in the region monthly, as well as more tangible results such
as the timing of infrastructure works, and art installations funded by the project. Most evidence
was uploaded by partners and stored onto an online project management platform, and avail-
able for all project partners (including ourselves) to access. This was a project requirement and
way for us to centralise data from all partners. We obtained discursive evidence by participating
in business networking events, steering group meetings and product testing organised by all
partners. Evidence such as feedback from users, businesses, comments from implementers and
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quotes from meeting minutes were all anonymised and used to trace the mechanisms connect-
ing project activities to outcomes in a causal way.

Being part of the evaluation team from the very beginning of the projects’ implementation
positioned the researchers in a privileged position to gain an extensive understanding of the
context in which the project was implemented and to keep track of and gather a varied array
of evidence of incremental changes. Whilst some may argue that being internal to the project
our evaluation could be biased, we emphasise that our role was to guide and support project
partners through their evaluation endeavours, but ultimately the final evaluation was then
validated externally by the funder (i.e. the European Commission). Hence, we refer to our posi-
tion as “privileged” because our role was to support partners in finding the most appropriate
evidence of impact, and not to judge them on performance. We succeeded in establishing a
continuous dialogue that ensured a healthy evaluation environment where transparency, trust
and collaboration were crucial.

Assessing the value and classifying available evidence

We defined each piece of evidence according to the framework suggested by the recent NAMA
evaluation report (Mori, 2021), adapting the framework from Delahais and Toulemonde (2017)
which categorised evidence according to whether it was (a) from an authoritative source; (b)
a signature piece of evidence, i.e. if X caused Y it left this piece of evidence as a particular
trace; (c) a convergent triangulated source, i.e. when two sources of data are independent from
one another as they originate from parties with differing interest and yet they converge, rein-
forcing the credibility of one another; (d) chronologically consistent. This classification of evidence
also supported the research team in deciding whether the evidence was reliable before making
any causal inferences (e.g. when evidence came from an authoritative or triangulated source).
To strengthen transparency and to reduce biases, we cross-referenced the evidence classification
amongst the team of researchers.

Next, evidence was subjected to the four empirical tests: “Straw-in the-Wind,” “Smoking Gun,’
“Hoop” and “Doubly Decisive!” Each test has a different probative strength and confirmation/
disconfirmation relationship to a hypothesis. Collier (2011) provides an overview of the tests
and their implications for the strength of the evidence in confirming or disconfirming not only
its link to a particular outcome, but also the robustness of the causal attribution. For example,
“Straw-in-the-Wind" evidence is weak and circumstantial, contributing marginally to our belief
or disbelief in a hypothesis. A Hoop Test strongly disconfirms a hypothesis but only weakly
confirms a rival hypothesis. A Smoking Gun strongly confirms a hypothesis but does not help
us to exclude rival hypotheses. Finally, a Doubly Decisive test strongly confirms a hypothesis
and allows us to exclude all other hypotheses with conclusive proof, which is difficult to obtain
in the social world. Most often, process tracing will be a combination of pieces of evidence
that belong to the other three tests, so that the synthesis of pieces of evidence results in a
clearly evidenced overall picture.

Finally, as a research team of four and in collaboration with the project implementers, we
considered the existence of rival hypotheses and gathered evidence in support of these. Whilst
process tracing does not involve the use of a control group to make causal inferences, it is
crucial to consider alternative explanations that may have led to a particular outcome. If these
rival explanations do not hold true, this further strengthens the primary hypothesis. If instead
a rival explanation is not easily discarded, further evidence should be gathered to dismiss this
rival hypothesis to make robust causal claims about impact and attribution (Ricks & Liu, 2018).
As mutually exclusive explanations are exceedingly rare (Zaks, 2017) and multiple hypothesis
seemed plausible, our internal role within the project allowed us to have a deeper understanding
of the project’s mechanisms to weigh evidence against rival hypotheses and judge which one
best explained the outcome being tested.



8 L. J. MONTANO ET AL.

Results

Theorising how interventions work: process-tracing and theorising process theories of
change

We present the empirical evidence we gathered and classified through a process tracing approach
to answer two key questions: (a) why entities in receipt of an intervention do what they do;
and (b) how the actions and interactions amongst entities are causally linked to the EXPERIENCE
project. Following the three steps described above, this involved (1) defining the intervention
and actors involved; (2) theorising the potential contribution pathways and the predicted mech-
anisms underpinning these; (3) unpacking the process through the classification and analysis
of empirical evidence explaining the mechanisms at play. Figure 1 shows the theorised Theory
of Change (see Montano et al., 2023 for more details), co-designed with the project partner of
one pilot region (steps 1 and 2). It is a visual representation of how project implementers
expected the intervention to unfold and contribute towards the desired outcomes, with the
activities funded through the project. This ex-ante theorising process is pivotal, as knowing
approximately what to look for can help pre-empt the type of evidence we can expect to trace
the process.

Figure 1 is a Theory of Change emphasising the resources and activities expected to bring
about change in theory, but it does not provide a clear explanation of why entities respond
to the intervention in a particular way. Whilst theorising the process in a participatory manner
with project implementers was useful to gain an in-depth understanding of the contextual
features of the intervention, and understand what happened, process tracing supported the
research team in identifying specific causal mechanisms within the intervention that may be
generalisable. Once we established what change happened, we identified the causal chain
linking project activities such as training and mentoring of businesses, to the desired outcome
(improving accessibility). We also followed a rival hypothesis which prompted us to investigate
whether this change would have occurred regardless of EXPERIENCE and gathered evidence to
also test the rival hypothesis. Figures 2 and 3 provide a detailed explanation to this chain of
events and unpack the process through which the activities initiated by EXPERIENCE detailed
in Figure 1, contributed to the desired outcomes (step 3). Figures 2 and 3 explicate the process
theory of key moments linking entities (who), activities (what), and causal principles (why) to
the contribution of EXPERIENCE towards the desired outcomes. Particularly, the two figures
highlight who were the actors involved in the change and how their reaction to the intervention
and interactions amongst each other led to the desired outcome.

Designing a new website or allocating funding for training to improve accessibility and
combat seasonality of a destination’s tourism offer does not by itself make the pilot region’s
natural and cultural assets accessible or attractive in the low season. Figures 2 and 3 outline
how the behaviour change in the relevant actors was triggered by some key events within the
intervention and by entities’ response to these project activities. For instance, the positive
response to establishing a dialogue with local access groups and disability groups caused SMEs
to re-think the accessibility of their products. The dialogue and interaction amongst these two
entities is the key to preserve for future replicability of the intervention. The key mechanism
for the successful transfer of the intervention lies in understanding that for SMEs to be moti-
vated to improve accessibility, an ongoing dialogue and mentoring with accessibility groups
and one-to-one consultations with SMEs who are already catering for individuals with different
access needs are crucial elements in the change process. Our findings show that the SMEs
involved in business networking events organised by EXPERIENCE were eager to improve acces-
sibility of their current offer because learning from individuals who experience first-hand the
challenges and frustration caused by a lack of clarity on accessibility of facilities allowed them
to empathise with the issues they had not previously considered.
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Engaging local SMEs and the local council on issues concerning accessibility :
H of tourism products, natural and cultural assets H

Intervention —) ‘ Part1 —) Part 2 —) Part 3 —) Contribution

By listening to key interest
groups, project implementers
understand the added value of
communicating accessibility
effectively on their new
website and marketing
campaigns

Project implementers meet
with local access groups,
disability groups, and engage
them in B2C testing because
they think their knowledge is
important to channel
EXPERIENCE funds effectively

Increase accessibility
of natural and cultural
tourism assets by
introducing accessible
infrastructure and
supporting local
businesses in
improving accessibility
of their offer

Members of the local council feel
urged to further strengthen current
accessibility infrastructure initiatives
beyond EXPERIENCE because of the
wave of positive media attention and

responses from the local community EXPERIENGE kickestarts

an accessibility transition
at alocal policy level,
beyond the targets of the
project

Project implementers organise
business networking events to
foster collaborations and
facilitate a dialogue between
SMEs & local access groups/
SMEs already catering for
individuals with different

SMEs are willing to listen
because they see the value of
learning from peers who are
experienced and fully aware of
the struggles of individuals
with different access needs

SMEs become aware of barriers to
accessibility they had never
considered before within their offer
and seek individual advice on how to
widen access of their current offer

Mechanism 2: the media coverage attracted by
EXPERIENCE accesibility improvements prompts the
local council to further strengthen accessibility
initiatives by attracting more funding to keep fuelling
accessibility improvements to tourism assets locally

Mechanism 1: by being exposed to issues f regarding
accessibility of tourism experiences from those who
experience these first hand, 0SMEs become more
aware and willing to make changes to their business
models

Contextual Conditions: SMEs often lack the knowledge to evaluate accessibility of their offer appropriately but are willing to listen and are
more convinced by other SMEs who have experience with this.
Peer-to-peer interactions at the business networking events led by the local council focus on a common goal: creating more value for SMEs
whilst improving the visitor experience for individuals with different access needs

Figure 2. A process theory for the engagement of SMEs and local policy actors in improving accessibility. (Author’s own,
2023, adapted from Camacho Garland & Beach, 2023).

Engaging local SMEs and atypical actors to develop low season tourism experiences

Intervention —

Increase awareness of
low season
experiential tourism
across diverse target
groups: atypical
providers, SMEs, sole
traders in
PLACENAME

Part1

Project implementers understand
that to create a low season tourism
offer SMEs and atypical actors
require training and ongoing
mentoring to develop unique
experiential tourism products that
target the low season

) Part 2 )

Part 3

Em===) | Contribution

SMEs engage with the local council
because they see an opportunity

to access funding to invest in their

business and receive free
mentoring throughout the project
implementation period

To engage local SMEs and
atypical actors in EXPERIENCE
training, project implementers
establish a local business
network with networking events
to facilitate collaboration and
learning amongst SMEs and
atypical actors who begin to
collaborate and offer packaged
experiences

Businesses feel less vulnerable and
more confident to offer
experiences in the low season
because they are part of a network
of businesses offering packaged
itineraries and marketed on the
new regional website

EXPERIENCE increases
resilience and
confidence of SMEs and
atypical to adapt their
offer or create a new
experiential product
targeting the low season

Mechanism: being part of a
network increases businesses'

self-efficacy

Contextual Conditions: SMEs often lack the expertise to recognise uniqueness and experiential aspect of their offer in the low season
Peer-to-peer interactions at the business networking events led by the local council focus on a common goal: creating more value for SMEs
whilst building a solid regional low season experiential tourism offer

Figure 3. A process theory for the engagement of SMEs and atypical actors for the development of a low season tourism
offer. (Author’s own, 2023, adapted from Camacho Garland & Beach, 2023).

An unexpected knock-on effect and local policy response (that had not been envisaged
previously when theorising change in Figure 1) is also shown to be a result of a behaviour
change (a decision to capitalise on improving accessibility) caused by the positive wave of
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attention generated by the infrastructure adjustments funded by EXPERIENCE (shown in Figure
2). This wider policy impact is an emergent outcome not previously theorised but for which
we found evidence of once conducting fieldwork. In this sense, process tracing revealed to be
an evaluation tool flexible enough to deal with the complexity of emergent outcomes, not
merely pre-defined ones.

Similarly, the establishment of a local business network encouraged collaboration amongst
SMEs and atypical actors who felt more confident to deliver low season experiences because
thanks to EXPERIENCE they became part of a network. The training and mentoring received
through project funds were important in developing skills and ideas to adapt or design new
products for the low season but being part of a local business network and offering experiences
in collaboration with others encouraged SMEs and atypical actors to invest in offering targeted
low season experiences.

In the following section we present the evidence gathered for the two outcomes discussed
above. Then we present the empirical evidence to confirm/disconfirm the process theory and
classify each piece of evidence based on its source as suggested by the framework applied in
the NAMA evaluation report (Mori, 2021). Finally, we discuss how the evidence supports us in
confirming or disconfirming how EXPERIENCE contributed to the desired outcomes. Due to the
level of empirical scrutiny required to understand causal linkages, we focus on key events to
show the causal chain linking activities and entities within the intervention and their contribu-
tion towards the desired outcome.

Evidence for outcome 1: “PLACENAME increased accessibility of tourism products to
people with disabilities by 33%”

Increasing accessibility of tourism products was one of the main pillars of the project, hence,
demonstrating that EXPERIENCE was responsible for this change was pivotal for both funders
and implementers. Process tracing is particularly well-suited to examining this outcome, as it
involves several transformative elements necessary to improve accessibility. These elements
include modifications in infrastructure and promotional materials, as well as changes in the
attitude and behaviour of SMEs, which are essential for implementing these changes in their
offers. Given that these various changes manifest in different forms, process tracing enables the
combination and synthesis of diverse pieces of evidence into a coherent causal chain of change.
Below is a table summarising available evidence which helps us understand the role of
EXPERIENCE in achieving this outcome in X pilot region (Figure 4). When theorising the change
and specific outputs we expected the project to achieve (see Figure 1), we also identified the
type of evidence we were expecting to find if the assumptions in the theorised Theory of
Change held true. For example, if EXPERIENCE training had worked in incentivising SMEs to
make their tourism products more accessible, then we would expect to see these products with
improved accessibility showcased on the region’s new website.

We gathered many diverse types of evidence connecting EXPERIENCE to the achievement of
this outcome; however, it is not possible through process tracing to assert whether these
improvements met the 33% project target also identified in Figure 1. Indeed, it was unclear
from the project proposal whether the 33% increase was across the six pilot regions or an
individual target within each pilot region. Eventually, mid-way through project implementation
the lead partner negotiated with the European Commission to change this pre-defined measure.
The hard project deadline to make accessibility improvements shows that the very existence
of the project contributed to making this change happen within a specific timeframe (see E.1.1.
in Figure 3). This piece of evidence came from an authoritative source, i.e. an official project
document accepted by the funders and is further reinforced by the pressure to complete the
works on time acknowledged by the local council implementing the project during one of our
many meetings (E.1.5.).
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: | PLACENAME increased accesibility of tourism products by 33% thanks to EXPERIENCE
g Official project deadline for infrastructure Testing of facilities with locals with
5 work to improve accessibility of Implementers acknowledge disabilities confirming increased
i itineraries: widening paths, increasing preassure from JS to complete accesibility (E.1.9.) Convergent
rest points, introducing wheelchair picnic || works by project deadline (E.1.5.) triangulated sources
] benches, introducing accessible Authoritative
interpretation of artwork installations Implementers say ‘EXPERIENCE
g (E.1.1.) Authoritative An inclusive photograpghy brief pushed local authorities
S widened perception of accesibility || to find more funding to increase
el £100,000 invested through EXPERIENCE to tourism products (E.1.6.) accesibility, it really kicked-started
] to improve inclusivity and accessibility Signature the process!” (E.1.10.) Consistent
(E.1.2.) Signature Chronology

Minutes of the six focus groups held
throughout project implementation with
local access groups, disability groups,
ethnic minority groups ( E.1.3.)
Convergent triangulated sources

Training businesses to enhance
accesibility (E.1.7.) Consistent
chronology

EXPERIENCE funds winter event in
*PLACENAME* including autism-
friendly perfomances where 97%

B2C accessibility testing ensured works
reflected true needs of people with
disabilities (E.1.4.)

Consistent chronology

Quote from a business ‘Thanks to
the EXPERIENCE business network
| was able to meet an accesbility
expert who helped me improve

accesibility of my tourism product’

(E.1.8.) Convergent triangulated
sources

of visitors with disabilities agreed
that the accessibility of th event
met their needs (E.1.11.)
Convergent Triangulated Sources

Creation of a PLACENAME Experience
Access Group responsible for directing

project focus and delivery on accessibility

and inclusivity. Signature (E.1.12)

Figure 4. Outcome 1 and evidence. (Author’s own, 2023).

The hard project deadline is further supported by evidence of investments made by the
local council from EXPERIENCE funds (E.1.2.), specifically on accessibility-related activities, which
was reinforced by the creation of a dedicated EXPERIENCE Access Group within the local council
(E.1.12.). The investments to increase accessibility were classified as a signature piece of evidence
being the outcomes of such investments visible on various sites where adjustments have taken
place. These signature pieces of evidence paired with evidence of funding, alone, show a con-
nection between EXPERIENCE and the achievement of this outcome. Moreover, paired with
evidence E.1.3. and the business-to-consumer testing (E.1.4.), which occurred concurrently during
project implementation to ensure accessibility improvements met user requirements, show a
strong causal narrative that supports us in tracing the process that led these project activities
to create a positive impact in terms of accessibility improvement.

Attention must also be paid to the value of the discursive pieces of evidence, that provide
a better understanding of the positive knock-on effects of the projects’ activities i.e. the mech-
anisms created by the projects’ infrastructure adjustments. The testimonial of a business (E.1.8.)
who improved accessibility of its tourism offer as a result of attending the training and men-
toring funded by EXPERIENCE (E.1.7.), as well as the accounts from locals/visitors with disabilities
who enjoyed better access to outdoor experiences in those areas where EXPERIENCE funds had
been devolved to improve accessibility (E.1.9.), play a significant role in tracing a causal narrative
of the projects’ more intangible impacts. Moreover, E.1.11, classified as a consistent chronology
piece of evidence, plays a significant role in demonstrating how the feedback from the ongoing
dialogue with local access groups, led project implementers to improve the design and acces-
sibility of a pre-existing local winter festival, by incorporating for the first-time autism friendly
performances. Accessibility improvement was highlighted in the visitor survey response from
the event. The discursive evidence coming from convergent triangulated sources is particularly
important because whilst documenting that the project “worked” in delivering infrastructure
adjustments in a timely manner is arguably common sense, the discursive evidence we found
allows us to understand the process that brought about this positive change and the wider
impacts it produced. Feedback from users with disabilities demonstrates that by working along-
side those who would potentially benefit from the projects’ investments, this local council was
able to better meet the needs of those with greater accessibility requirements and communicate
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accessibility more efficiently (E.1.6.). In addition, by creating a network across local businesses,
the latter were able to learn from the best practices of one another to enhance accessibility
of their product.

Testing outcome 1

The strength of each piece of evidence was determined through four empirical tests. Below is
a table summarising how we classified evidence for outcome 1 (see Table 1). Evidence E.1.1.
and E.1.5. were classified as “smoking gun” because the existence of an official hard project
deadline for work completion, as well as the pressure acknowledged by the local council from
the funders, strongly suggest that the change was funded and delivered on time due to
EXPERIENCE. We classified E.1.3., E.1.6., E.1.8. and E.1.10. as “straws in the wind” because indi-
vidually, they represent weak pieces of primarily discursive evidence that are not sufficient to
claim causal attribution. Nevertheless, drawing upon this type of evidence is particularly useful
to integrate quotes and feedback from project recipients. This evidence further corroborates
and provides a context for the hard pieces of evidence such a project deadline or use of funds,
particularly when they come from convergent triangulated source. When we asked project
implementers what role the project played in achieving outcome 1, a project implementer
commented:

“Once EXPERIENCE funds enabled the infrastructure investments to go ahead, it kind of
gathered its own momentum. Once works were complete and already during the testing, we
received many emotional stories and positive feedback from families and users with disabilities
which had been on site and seen the accessibility adjustments. The flood of positive feedback
is now pushing the local authorities to attract more funding to keep moving forward and
enhancing accessibility! EXPERIENCE really kick-started this process.” (E.1.10.)

This piece of discursive evidence highlights what Collier (2011) refers to as a snapshot of a
specific moment, a pivotal intermediate moment within the process, that allows us to trace a
mechanism within the project which generated the outcome of interest. Another example of
emerges by analysing E.1.3. and E.1.4. together. Through E.1.3. we know that the local council
organised six focus groups and several informal 1-2-1s to collect feedback from local accessibility
groups and individuals with disabilities. These consultations aimed to better plan for infrastruc-
ture works, training materials and EXPERIENCE-funded local events to increase the accessibility
of tourism experiences in the region. Whilst E.1.3. suggests that the local council invested time
and effort into understanding the needs of people with disabilities, this evidence is not strong
enough to attribute subsequent change to EXPERIENCE. However, paired with E.1.4., E.1.11 and
E.1.12, which demonstrates not only that that during the project, business-to-consumer acces-
sibility testing was carried out, but also that feedback fed into the design of an event targeting
specific accessibility requirements, the causal narrative become stronger. Paired with these pieces
of evidence, E.1.9. provides a valuable “hoop,” because if we had not found evidence confirming
that people with disabilities were enjoying better access to sites and experiences thanks to the
infrastructure adjustments funded by the project, then we would not have any evidence that
EXPERIENCE contributed to achieving this outcome.

The researchers also considered rival hypotheses in relation to outcome 1 and gathered
evidence to test their plausibility. We verified whether there were other existing factors that
may have contributed towards this outcome and whether plans were already in place to
increase accessibility locally, alongside EXPERIENCE. By conducting some desk research and
talking to members of the council implementing the project we found an official document
“Sustainable Tourism Strategy for *PLACENAME* 2016-2020" which mentioned targeting visitors
with different accessibility requirements. However, this document failed to provide details of
how this market would be targeted and what investments were planned to make tourism
facilities and cultural landscapes more accessible. In addition to this, members of the council
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had previously revealed how the project had kick-started the process and motivated the council
to seek additional funding to keep promoting and increasing accessibility. This evidence allows
for two reflections. First, if improving accessibility of tourism assets was something the local
authorities were taking seriously before EXPERIENCE, a clear outline of actions and funding
devolved to making *PLACENAME* more accessible and thus more attractive to people with
different access needs would have been included in their 2016-2020 strategy document.
Secondly, the evidence we possess in relation to the primary hypothesis, particularly the claims
made by my project implementers (members of the local council) around the previous lack of
action on behalf of the council in really addressing accessibility barriers before EXPERIENCE
significantly undermines the rival hypothesis, thus strengthening confidence in our primary
hypothesis.

Evidence for outcome 2: “EXPERIENCE increased awareness/engagement to
sustainable experiential tourism across diverse target groups: atypical providers, very
small businesses, small/medium enterprises, sole traders in *PLACENAME*, making
them more resilient and confident to open in the low season”

The second outcome we tested relates to how EXPERIENCE encouraged local businesses to
adapt their current offer to experiential tourism activities targeting visitors in the low season
(see Figure 5 below). The evidence we gathered suggests that a) some atypical actors began
to turn their products into experiences; b) businesses began collaborating with one another
thanks to the creation of a local business network. The results show us a consistent chronology
by which these changes happened following the investment of EXPERIENCE funds (E.2.1.) to
provide training and 1-2-1 mentoring to local businesses and atypical actors (e.g. artists, artisans,
foragers, etc.). Of the 120 businesses engaged, we found evidence of 116 businesses who suc-
cessfully adapted their offer to create a tourism product viable in the low season (E.2.2.), as
well as the establishment of a local business network, that facilitated the collaboration and
creation packaged experiences (E.2.7.).

products to market in the low
season. 149 SMEs engaged (E.2.2.)
Signature

o EXPERIENCE increased awareness of sustainable experiential tourism across diverse target groups: atypical
@ providers, small, very small and medium sized businesses, sole traders in PLACENAME, making them more
E resilient and confident to adapt offer to the low season
3
L Investment in business support, Investment in regular business The 5 business networking
training and mentoring, including surveys & evaluation £166,000 events encouraged tourism
] Learning Platform, £415,540 (E.2.4.) Convergent triangulated SMEs and atypical actors to
(E.2.1.) Signature sources collaborate and develop
o] packaged experiences (E.2.7.)
5 Material (photos, sign-in sheets, 311 new experiential low season Consistant chronology
fg PPT slides) from the 11 tourism products in PLACENAME
L EXPERIENCE training workshops to | | featured on new website (E.2.5.)
adapt/design new experiential Consistent Chronology

Minutes from 94 free

1-2-1 training with atypical actors
(E.2.3)

Signature

EXPERIENCE enabled PLACENAME to access
funding to create a business network and mentor
local businesses to develop low season tourism
offer (E.2.6.) Consistent chronology

Development of 35 new training resources on how to
develop experiential tourism products, freely
available on EXPERIENCE website ‘Resources Hub’

Signature (E.2.8.)

Figure 5. Outcome 2 and evidence. (Author’s own, 2023).
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The consistent chronology types of evidence (E.2.2.; E.2.6.) show us that during the project,
120 businesses attended EXPERIENCE training and accessed the mentoring programme funded
by the project. Following these project activities, we have signature evidence of the creation
of new tourism experiences (E.2.5.), which also feature on the new website mentioned in
outcome 1. Whilst we cannot assert whether businesses and atypical actors would have devel-
oped these new experiences regardless of the EXPERIENCE project, the consistent chronology
evidence (E.2.2.; E.2.6) paired with resources invested in the training (E.2.1.; E.2.3,; E.2.4.) and
the subsequent development of new experiences targeting the low season (E.2.5.), suggest a
strong causal link between EXPERIENCE and the achievement of outcome 2. Moreover, we
found evidence of the official destination’s website being redesigned to include imagery of
low season tourism offer, as well as a filtering option showing experiences available in the
low season only. Moreover, a new marketing campaign funded by the project was launched
showcasing both winter and summer experiences at the destination. The results also allow us
to see a positive unintended consequence of the project. To meet project requirements and
coordinate the creation of 311 new tourism experiences (E.2.5.), the project implementers had
to create a local business network which did not exist prior to the project. As a result, busi-
nesses were able to connect with one another and collaborate to create packaged experiences
(E.2.7.).

Testing outcome 2
Testing outcome 2 represented a greater challenge because of the nature of the impact we
were aiming to trace. Detecting the increase in confidence of non-tourism businesses to engage
in offering tourism experiences, or that of existing tourism businesses to adapt their offer to
the low season, is harder to evidence because this type of impact is in many aspects intangible
and change may not occur nor be visible straight away. Whilst it is true that for outcome 1,
simply upgrading infrastructure to enhance accessibility is not enough to claim the project
succeeded in increasing accessibility of the tourism offer in X destination, as an outcome it is
a far more tangible to test as opposed to outcome 2. This is because it is supported by visible
changes to the infrastructure in certain sites that allow us to construct a stronger causal nar-
rative. Despite this, we were able to gather evidence which paired together, supports us in
testing outcome 2 and understanding merits that are attributable to EXPERIENCE (Table 2).
Evidence of the resources invested in training and mentoring for businesses (E.2.1.), paired
with feedback collected from businesses who took part in the EXPERIENCE training and men-
toring programme offered by the council (E.2.2.), reveal clues that pulled together, allow us to
trace a significant causal narrative. E.2.1. is a valuable hoop piece of evidence because failure
to find any evidence of funds invested from the project to support local businesses in achieving
this outcome would have excluded that EXPERIENCE was responsible for any of the change
that occurred. However, simply reporting on the use of resources invested by the project is
never enough to account for impact. In this sense what were classified as “straws in the wind”
(E.2.2.; E.2.6.) again, help us in providing a snapshot of moments in the process .For example,
following training provided by the project, shortly after we found evidence that some businesses
had created low-season photography for their offer, or instead of closing their business in the
Winter, they adapted their high-season offer the low-season by integrating an autumnal themed
sailing experience with mulled-wine and cozy afternoon tea experiences. These pieces of evi-
dence strengthen the causal narrative to account for the impact the training/mentoring generated
for those involved, particularly because the feedback is from a convergent triangulated source.
“Smoking gun” type evidence is more robust and increases confidence in an outcome sig-
nificantly. For outcome 2 we classified four pieces of evidence as smoking gun (see Figure 4).
Interestingly, only E.2.3. fully passed the smoking gun test. E.2.3. suggests that the new/adapted
low season experiences that were created were all offered by businesses/atypical actors with
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some affiliation to EXPERIENCE. E.2.4. would have been a strong piece of “smoking gun” evidence
to continue to monitor the change attributable to the projects’ training and mentoring, however,
when asked to see the results, at the time of writing this article, project implementers had
discontinued the business surveys. A businesses survey was being planned for distribution
towards the end of the project, but authors were not able to assess this evidence leading to
a failure of the test. E.2.8. is yet another conflicting piece of evidence. Whilst evidence of the
35 training materials was indeed uploaded by the end of the project to meet the required
project target of training materials, the research team was aware that the “Resources Hub” which
should have hosted the training materials only came to exist towards the very end of the
project implementation period, hindering any possibility that the online resources played any
relevant part in contributing to the achievement of Outcome 2. Were these have been uploaded
in line with the initial timeline, E.1.8. could have represented a strong Smoking Gun test, but
due to inconsistency in the timeline, it failed and decreased our confidence in Outcome 2.

Finally, what emerged as a completely unintended consequence of the project, was the
creation (from scratch) of a local business network. When participating businesses were asked
in a post-training survey how they had benefitted from the projects’ activities/training, almost
all respondents highlighted that connecting with other local businesses and learning from one
another through the creation of this new businesses network was a real benefit of the project
for them and a motivation to keep-up affiliation with the projects’ activities.

As for outcome 1, we also tested rival hypotheses for outcome 2. In this case by talking to
the council team in *PLACENAME* implementing “Experience,” we learned that the council had
received additional funding from a different Interreg project “Facet,” which promoted sustainable
forms of tourism and focused primarily on increasing the adoption of circular economy solutions
for entrepreneurs operating in the field of tourism. Similarly to “Experience” we learned that
“Facet” targeted SMEs who received hands on support in changing their business models to
more sustainable ones whilst enhancing visitor experience. Although this additional project was
not aiming to combat seasonality in the pilot destination, there was an evident overlap between
how the two projects may have contributed towards achieving outcome 2 in terms of raising
awareness of sustainability solutions in tourism entrepreneurs.

It is reasonable to argue that although “Experience” project activities met the required out-
puts of the project, the relationship between the main hypothesis and the rival hypothesis in
relation to this outcome are not mutually exclusive, as was the case for outcome 1. On the
contrary, the relationship is comparable to what Zaks refers to as two congruent inclusive
hypotheses that operate via sufficiently similar mechanisms, but one theory describes an out-
come which is sequentially prior to the other. Indeed, the “Facet” project ran in PLACENAME
from 2016-2020, it ended the same year in which “Experience” started. This leads us to argue
that the primary hypothesis, i.e. that “Experience” increased awareness/engagement with sus-
tainable experiential tourism across diverse target groups: atypical providers, very small busi-
nesses, small/medium enterprises sole traders in PLACENAME, was a novel extension to an
existing change being pursued. A previous project had led the groundwork for “Experience” to
achieve and build-upon a similar outcome. This does not stop us from drawing causal inferences
on the role played by “Experience” in contributing to outcome 2. The evidence from one
hypothesis has no impact on the other. We argue that this does not undermine the validity
of “Experience” but rather, it shows how pivotal it is to learn from project mechanisms and
use them as policy tools to further capitalise on mechanisms that “work.” In fact, following a
conversation with the “Experience” project implementers in PLACENAME, they confirmed how
“Experience” was indeed a continuation of the previous “Facet” project, of which it was in a
sense, riding the wave.
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Discussion

We will now discuss two key take-away lessons around the application of process tracing to
evaluate a complex tourism intervention, along with some of the limitations. These relate to:
(1) how process tracing allowed us to better understand how the project worked; and 2) the
value of implementing a process methodology to overcome data fragmentation.

Discerning project mechanisms

We have stressed the value of theory-based evaluation methods to understand how project
interventions work to generate successful policy transfer and improve the design of future
interventions (Eckardt et al., 2019; Taplin et al., 2014). Process tracing allowed us to go beyond
accounting for what the project achieved (visitor numbers, visitor satisfaction, visitor expendi-
ture...) by unpacking project mechanisms that acted as catalysts to change, thus tracing how
change occurred. As discussed by Busetti (2023), one can never provide definite answers as to
how and why a certain intervention will work ex-ante. We show how to test causal mechanisms
previously hypothesised in a ToC, by tracing whether there is within-case process-related evi-
dence of a theorised mechanism working as expected in the chosen case (Beach, 2018). We
illustrate how process tracing allows researchers to listen to the accounts of individuals in
implementation roles or in receipt of an intervention and use such data as evidence to identify
the mechanism linking activities and entities, i.e. what the initiative fires in people’s minds (Pawson
& Tilley, 1997, p. 188) to create change.

We went beyond detailing how funders’ money was spent. In line with what Pawson & Tilley
have discussed (1997), we show how it is never simply the investments or the activities imple-
mented by a project that bring about change. For example, we learned that being connected
with individuals with special needs and learning more about some of the pain points they
experienced first-hand, prompted SMEs to look at their offer and re-evaluate areas in which
accessibility could be improved. Whilst finding the hard evidence connecting enhanced acces-
sibility to project funding was relatively straightforward, it was the acknowledgment of the
pressure implementers were under to demonstrate enhanced accessibility to their funders that
allowed to uncover another important mechanism of the project. Indeed, even if as discussed
by Moumoutzis and Zartaloudis (2016), these infrastructure activities were already being pursued
by the existing agenda of the local authorities, in line with what Busetti & Dente discussed
(2017) our findings highlight how the very existence of the project, and the hard project dead-
line motivated the local council to act on this. This caused an accessibility transition to happen
more swiftly to meet the project deadline.

Being able to use and classify all types of evidence allowed us to trace wider and unex-
pected impacts (Bennett & Checkel, 2015). For example, the knock-on effects of the projects’
investments on accessibility that triggered a response from the local authorities to attract more
funding was revealed by a member of the local council. Our findings show how small incre-
mental change at a micro project level can cause major repercussions that gradually effect
change at higher policy level (Elsenbroich & Badham, 2023). In this case, the accessibility
adjustments funded by the project attracted the attention and fuelled wider change at a local
policy level where further action was taken to attract more funding and build upon what
“EXPERIENCE” had kick-started. This may be considered as a positive unintended consequence
that triggered further impact which we would not have uncovered, nor accounted for, if we
had not implemented a process tracing approach. These considerations lead us back to the
value of process tracing in understanding the responses a projects’ activities and resources
ignite and to the relationship between activities and entities that brings about change (Pawson
& Tilley, 1997).
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A correct use of process tracing presupposes an in-depth understanding of the steps and
mechanisms that led to the achievement of certain outcomes (Beach, 2016). Whilst evidence
of the activities and resources invested by the project provided us with the initial clues to
demonstrate what had been achieved, drawing together discursive evidence from project imple-
menters and beneficiaries gave us an understanding of the context and of the response triggered
by the project’s stimuli. When analysing the evidence available for both outcomes, we soon
realised how the “straw in the wind” type of evidence, which would not be accounted for when
implementing quantitative/experimental approaches to evaluation, was pivotal to unlocking
important project mechanisms and deepening our understand of the process that led to achiev-
ing desired outcomes (Wauters & Beach, 2018).

We acknowledge that process tracing is not a method to measure impact. As was highlighted
in the results, an element of outcome 1 which we were not able to assess using process tracing
is whether the change that occurred allowed the pilot region to meet its 33% target to increase
accessibility. This is because process tracing is a method to assess whether and how impact
was achieved, not how much (Befani & Mayne, 2014). Outcomes are often difficult to measure,
leading to measuring inputs and outputs rather than outcomes (Van der Knapp., 2016). Our
findings highlight the importance of selecting evaluation methods that match the complexity
of the intervention being evaluated. There was a lack of evidence available to measure the
extent to which accessibility had been improved and whether the 33% expected target had
been met. Through process tracing we however could show that accessibility was a) supported
by infrastructure funded by the project, b) by the actions of businesses and c) by the uptake
of the new opportunities by those with accessibility needs.

Beyond the methodological implications of the usefulness of adopting a process tracing
approach to evaluate tourism interventions, our findings contribute to the current debate around
how to increase awareness and widen participation of individuals with different access needs
to tourism activities. Despite the many public and private initiatives around this topic, studies
show how people with different access needs are still less likely to take part in tourism activities
because of the many cultural and environmental barriers they face (Agovino et al., 2017). Our
findings highlight how working with interest groups and individuals who experience first-hand
the pain of accessibility barriers to raise awareness amongst businesses offering tourism activities
and policymakers is crucial. The small businesses and sole traders involved in EXPERIENCE had
not considered accessibility of their offer beyond wheelchair access, nor had they considered
how crucial it is to advertise accessibility clearly on their websites and social media channels.
Opening an ongoing dialogue with local access groups was also crucial to pre-empt accessibility
needs and plan events where accessibility is woven into the design of the event ex-ante (as
was done for 3 EXPERIENCE funded local winter events), rather than thinking about how to
make an event accessible ex-post.

Dealing with data fragmentation

Process tracing was useful in dealing with issues of data fragmentation and data accessibility.
As is often the case, availability of data is often hindered by the limited capacity of organisa-
tions to collect appropriate data to evidence impacts (Schmitt & Beach, 2015). In our case this
issue was particularly exacerbated by the very limited capacities of local councils in collecting
data, as well as the effects the Covid-19 pandemic had over travel restrictions and on initial
plans for data collection. At the beginning of project implementation, we had planned to reg-
ularly collect data from visitors to the newly designed experiences offered by businesses part
of the project. These large amounts of quantitative data that should have been used to report
on project impacts, however, were impossible to collect due to the impacts of Covid-19 pan-
demic. This forced the research team to dig deeper in search of other types of evidence that
could help us in tracing impacts to EXPERIENCE. We considered how evidence of project impact



20 L.J.MONTANO ET AL.

could be traced back to how the project improved the self-efficacy of businesses for example,
even if they were not able to collect data from their visitors.

By gathering evidence from different sources and by focusing on the idea of under-
standing the relationship between activities and entities, we built a causal narrative even
with fragmented data. Not being a method to seek a pattern of regularity, it was not the
amount of data that we focused on, but how each piece of evidence could allow us to
unlock a mechanism that triggered a certain change to occur (Bennett, 2010). A process
tracing approach also proved to be an invaluable tool to make causal inferences where
data from a control group was not available to assert causal attribution (Ricks & Liu, 2018).
We found that by conducting a closer scrutiny of all available data and being able to
collate these together into a causal narrative through process tracing, we were able to
trace mechanisms that were not quantifiable, but nevertheless provided us with a richer
account of the project’s overall impacts.

However, we must acknowledge that implementing a process tracing approach to evaluation
is resource intensive. Seeking evidence for each outcome and subjecting it to the empirical
tests and assess its causal strength and relevance is time consuming. Moreover, considering
rival hypotheses and gathering evidence for the latter and discerning its relationship to the
primary hypothesis is an additional necessary layer that also requires a lot of time. Whilst it
can indeed help in instances of data fragmentation, empirical data is still absolutely necessary
to make robust causal inferences. Robust causal claims can only be made with the existence
of highly reliable and accurate sources of data. Whilst we suggest researchers should not get
bogged-down in trying to gather as much evidence as possible to explain an outcome, much
effort is required on gathering empirical data and on the strength of a single piece of evidence
in explaining an outcome.

A final reflection to be made is that whilst it is true that process tracing, with its empirical tests
tries to increase the transparency and reduce bias within the sphere of qualitative methods of eval-
uation, there is a strong element of researcher involvement that cannot be overlooked. Researchers
may seek out evidence which confirms their beliefs, and negative evidence may be simply ignored.
To avoid this confirmation bias, we find that the counterfactual reasoning within process tracing
pushes the researcher to think of possible rival hypothesis and test their validity. Posing ourselves
the question “what would have happened if the project had not existed?” was a powerful way to
challenge our pre-conceptions but also reduce the number of alternative explanations, hence rein-
forcing the robustness of our causal claims. A summary of the common challenges and best practices
we encountered is illustrated in Table 3 below.

Table 3. Summarising common challenges and best practices when applying process tracing.

Common challenges

Best practices

Complexity of causal pathways may lead to difficulty in
identifying relevant variables.

Limited availability or accessibility of data sources may
constrain the analysis.

Time-consuming nature of data collection and analysis
may pose logistical challenges.

Subjectivity in interpretation of evidence may introduce
bias or inconsistency

Stakeholder bias or influence may impact the objectivity
of the evaluation.

Co-design a Theory of Change with project partners and
together, discern those mechanisms that allow to
strengthen attribution claims.

Use multiple sources of evidence to triangulate findings.

Conduct systematic data collection and documentation

Employ rigorous validation procedures, particularly when
classifying evidence according to the four tests,
cross-validate classification amongst with an external
evaluator.

Apply transparency and reflexivity in decision-making,
detailing why and how evidence was classified.

Engage different stakeholders throughout the evaluation
process, in order to understand the process of change
from different perspectives.
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Conclusions

The aim of this article was to show how a theory-based approach can provide depth to a
tourism intervention impact evaluation. We argue that process tracing is a valuable method
that can enhance the existing qualitative evaluation toolbox of researchers, allowing to go
beyond simply detailing how/whether money was spent to meet project targets, which tells at
most a partial story about the impact of a project’s interventions.

Our theoretical contribution through this study is primarily methodological. This is the
first article in the field of tourism to detail, step-by-step the application of process tracing
to evaluate an outcome of a complex tourism intervention. The core argument is that when
conducting evaluations, there is a need to match the right tool with the right task. We
have shown that by adopting a theory-based evaluative tool we were able to capture
important elements of project mechanisms that would have been overlooked by other
methods. Specifically, we have shown the value of process tracing in looking at the entities
within a project in a non-passive way. Whilst other conceptualisations offer a rather passive
understanding of causality and to the relationship between project activities and entities,
through process tracing and the integration of discursive evidence collected from those
implementing and in receipt of the project we have accounted for the active and some-
times unpredictable role of people in delivering change, that other evaluation methods
overlook.

Turning to managerial implications, considering our findings we believe there is a main
issue that needs addressing. Those working in the organisations that commission tourism
projects and evaluations should be trained around the value that alternative methods of
evaluating project impacts can produce. If we wish to produce robust and even more
holistic findings there needs to be a shift in our understanding of the purpose of evalu-
ations. Whilst process tracing is widely accepted as a method of evaluation within devel-
opment studies, it has so far no adoption in evaluations in tourism interventions.
Understanding how tourism interventions work allows us to better understand why a
particular destination became more sustainable than another, or why a destination suc-
ceeded in attracting more visitors in the low season, helping us in turn to replicate the
interventions that worked elsewhere in similar contexts.
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