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Executive summary

On 23–24 June 2014, in Stockholm, Sweden, the International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) hosted a roundtable called ‘Democracy 
Assistance and Results: Debates and Constructive Reflection’ to facilitate open and 
forward-looking discussions on the challenges (and opportunities) of applying results-
management approaches to democracy assistance, that is, support to parliamentary 
development, electoral processes, political parties/party systems, civil society, media 
development, etc. 

The event was part of a project led by International IDEA’s Democracy and Development 
Programme, one of the objectives of which is to contribute to knowledge and debates 
about democracy assistance and results-management approaches. 

In brief, the purpose of the roundtable was to empower and encourage participants to 
reflect critically on how to promote learning, as well as genuine partner ownership of 
democracy assistance projects and programmes. 

Plenary sessions and side sessions included presentations by Thomas Carothers (Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace), Marta Foresti (Overseas Development Institute), 
Jonas Mikkelsen (International IDEA), Hermenegildo Mulhovo (Netherlands Institute 
for Multiparty Democracy), Greg Power (Global Partners Governance), Erike Tanghöj 
(Christian Democratic International Centre), Martin Schmidt (SPM Consultants) and 
Janet Vähämäki (Stockholm University). 

One of the aims in organizing the roundtable was to provide an arena for open 
discussions among diverse stakeholders such as academia, policymakers from multilateral 
organizations, ministries and agencies from bilateral donors, intermediary partners and 
implementing partners within the democracy assistance community, based on current 
discourse and practice (please refer to a rich collection of further readings in Annex 1). 

A list of participants can be found in Annex 2, and the agenda is in Annex 3. 

During the concluding plenary session, participants had the opportunity to share 
lessons learned and ideas for the road ahead. Their views are briefly summarized in the 
following key takeaways:

1) Participants agreed that they can no longer continue down the same path. 
Results-management approaches need to be better designed and implemented 
in ways that truly promote ownership, flexibility, and learning, as opposed to 
merely control. 
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2) There is a need to promote further discussions on these topics within specific 
regions and sub-sectors of democracy assistance, as well as across different 
sectors. Regardless of the location or subject matter, more local partners need to 
be represented in these discussions.

3) It is paramount that instructive examples of innovative ways of applying results-
management approaches to democracy assistance be collected and discussed in 
order to enable learning. Furthermore, participants agreed that they need to 
test new ways of planning, managing, monitoring and evaluating democracy 
assistance projects, with the goal of developing and applying approaches that are 
genuinely sensitive to partners’ realities and needs. 

4) If efforts are to lead to the developments outlined above, understanding context 
is of the utmost importance. Participants emphasized that the context should 
determine what, in terms of results, is realistic and fair to expect in each 
individual case, and that they should find innovative ways to communicate 
results to funders. 



8

Overview

On 23–24 June 2014, in Stockholm, Sweden, the International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) hosted a roundtable called ‘Democracy 
Assistance and Results: Debates and Constructive Reflection’ to facilitate open and 
forward-looking discussions on the challenges (and opportunities) of applying results-
management approaches to democracy assistance, that is, support to parliamentary 
development, electoral processes, political parties/party systems, civil society, media 
development, etc. 

This was a follow-up event to a roundtable hosted by the United Nations Development 
Programme’s (UNDP) Oslo Governance Centre (OGC), in partnership with 
International IDEA, in December 2013, called ‘Democratic Governance: Can we 
measure up?’.1 The purpose of that event was to reflect on how to deal with challenges 
related to tracking outcomes from democratic governance support, and how to measure 
impact. Participants agreed on four key takeaways:

1) It is important to unpack the complexity of democratic governance and 
extrapolate different perspectives; 

2) Informal spaces and social/political accountability are particularly relevant but 
should not lead to essentialism about the political context; 

3) Democratic governance outcomes should be nuanced, measurable and achievable; 
and 

4) Consideration should be given to why we have measurements and who they are 
for.

In concluding the event, participants agreed that the discussion needed to continue, 
and International IDEA committed to hosting a follow-up event in mid-2014. Building 
on the key takeaways from the Oslo roundtable, International IDEA decided to focus 
on some of the specific themes and challenges discussed in order to facilitate further 
learning and improve the work carried out in the field of democracy assistance, as 
International IDEA’s mandate is in the area of democracy, rather than governance. 

The fourth key takeaway was that further consideration should be given to why we have 
measurements, in other words, who is accountable to whom and for what? Participants 
in Oslo concluded that shorter implementation periods and pressure to demonstrate 
not only outcomes, but also impact, limit partners’ ownership and the capacity of, and 
space for, development agencies to venture into the political aspects of governance. It 
would appear that democracy support requires a more flexible approach to planning, 
implementation and follow-up, in which partners and development practitioners are 
empowered to take risks; reflect on concepts of, and research on, democratic governance 
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and democratization; and donor government politicians are encouraged to realize the 
complexities of how democratization processes develop and can be supported. 

Partner countries’ capacity to drive and own democratization and development is 
crucial. Results-management approaches can play a key role in supporting progress, 
particularly if applied in ways that are truly inclusive, contextualized and sensitive 
to partners’ space for learning and internal accountability. On the other hand, there 
appears to be a tendency among funders to push for upward accountability and control, 
which in turn is driven by media scrutiny of aid funds and taxpayers’ interests in how 
funds are spent. It thus appeared timely to explore these tensions and to try to manage 
them, not least as the global environment for democracy assistance is changing, which 
calls for even more strategic, tactical and relevant support for democratization.

For these reasons, the intention with this roundtable was to provide an opportunity 
for participants to discuss underlying assumptions of the most commonly used results-
management approaches and explore ways of applying them that are more sensitive 
to partners’ realities and needs. The event was part of a project led by International 
IDEA’s Democracy and Development Programme, one of the objectives of which 
is to contribute to knowledge and debates about democracy assistance and results-
management approaches. In brief, the purpose of the roundtable was to empower 
and encourage participants to reflect critically on how to promote learning, as well as 
genuine partner ownership of democracy assistance projects and programmes. 

It goes without saying that different perspectives can be applied to these challenges. 
One of International IDEA’s aims was thus to bring together audiences that normally 
do not interact by providing an arena for open discussions among political actors, 
partners, implementers and evaluators of democracy assistance, as well as academia and 
policymakers. About a third of the 36 participants had attended the first roundtable 
in Oslo, and participating organizations included: the Association of European 
Parliamentarians with Africa (AWEPA), the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, the Christian Democratic International Centre (KIC), Demo Finland, the 
United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID), the Danish 
Institute for Parties and Democracy (DIPD), the European External Action Service 
(EEAS), the Expert Group for Aid Studies (EBA), the United Kingdom’s Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office (FCO), the German Federal Enterprise for International 
Cooperation (GIZ), Global Partners Governance, InDevelop, the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union (IPU), the National Democratic Institute (NDI), the Netherlands Institute for 
Multiparty Democracy (NIMD), the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation 
(NORAD), the Overseas Development Institute (ODI), the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), the Olof Palme International Center (OPIC), 
the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), SPM Consultants, 
Stockholm University, the United Nations Development Programme’s Oslo Governance 
Centre (UNDP-OGC), and Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem). 

In this report, you will find summaries of the presentations and discussions held during 
the roundtable event, as well as key takeaways to help us move forward. Among the 
annexes, you will also find an extensive compilation of further readings (Annex 1), 
along with a list of participants (Annex 2) and the agenda (Annex 3). 
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The sessions

The roundtable opened with introductory remarks by Keboitse Machangana, Acting 
Director for Global Programmes at International IDEA, and all participants took 
turns sharing their expectations for the event. The first presentation was then given by 
Thomas Carothers, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, who set the scene 
and provided the context for the rich discussions that followed. The morning plenary 
continued with Hermenegildo Mulhovo, NIMD, asking the very difficult question of 
whether you can educate donors about what can and cannot be measured. 

To facilitate open and participatory discussions, side sessions were held for half the 
group at a time, two sessions in parallel, and each of these sessions was repeated so that 
everyone was able to attend all sessions. The first block of side sessions was hosted by 
Janet Vähämäki, Stockholm University, and Hermenegildo Mulhovo. Ms Vähämäki 
gave the participants an overview of how results-management approaches came to 
enter the domain of development aid, and Mr Mulhovo hosted a session intended for 
experience sharing and reflection on democracy and results. 

The afternoon plenary included presentations by Marta Foresti, ODI, and Jonas 
Mikkelsen, International IDEA. Ms Foresti presented results from a survey on public 
attitudes toward development aid, followed by Mr Mikkelsen talking about whether a 
risk-management approach to results management can help mitigate adverse selection 
in implementation. 

The second and last set of side sessions was led by Martin Schmidt, SPM Consultants, and 
Greg Power, Global Partners Governance. During Mr Schmidt’s session, participants 
discussed the flexibility and adaptability of results management approaches, and Mr 
Power shared his thoughts on the weaknesses of the logical framework (logframe) 
approach and how results-management approaches incorrectly frame democracy 
assistance as something technical and not political. A presentation was also given by 
Erike Tanghöj, KIC, on efforts to develop a management method that endorses open-
ended and process-oriented objectives and indicators, and relies more upon the realities 
and experiences expressed by target groups.

The changing environment for democracy assistance 

During the opening plenary, Mr Carothers, Vice-President for Studies, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, talked about the changing international 
environment for democracy assistance. He identified and assessed some of the factors 
that call into question many of the standard assumptions that democracy assistance has 
operated on the basis of for decades. 
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After the Cold War, there was generally positive support for international assistance to 
democracy. Today, the greater political competition between Western democracies and 
non-democratic powers makes the reality faced by democracy supporters much more 
complicated. There is now an active, often fiercely competitive marketplace of political 
ideas and of political influence. 

Mr Carothers highlighted the complex wave of protest movements and democracy 
problems or reversals that have been occurring in many parts of the world, especially 
the sense of failure or disappointment in many quarters with Arab political change. 
Perceived and real weaknesses in many Western democratic systems reduce the power 
of the Western democratic example, and, additionally, other systems have proven to 
be effective in achieving peace and development, at least in a narrow sense. Some 
autocracies sell their systems based on their performance, while others try to sell theirs 
based on ideological values (e.g. Russia in claiming that being lesbian, gay, bisexual or 
transgender is Western decadence). Mr Carothers observed that it would appear that 
actors at all levels have become consumers of political systems, and that the consumer 
choice is based more on performance, such as decisiveness and debt management skills 
(China), than on ideology. 

Mr Carothers observed how numerous countries in every part of the world, not just 
Western democracies, try to influence the trajectories of neighbouring countries in 
political flux. Major non-western democracies such as Brazil, India, Indonesia, and 
Turkey have gone from being subjects of outside influence to becoming generators of 
influence in their regions. They interpret democracy in their own ways and often do not 
look to partner with the West in their efforts to have pro-democratic influence in their 
regions. Some non-democratic governments are also working hard to exert political 
influence in neighbouring states. Some of them have agendas that are religious, others 
political, and others purely economic. Mr Carothers mentioned Myanmar as an example 
of a country where multiple regional neighbours, e.g. China, India, and Japan, as well 
as countries further afield, like the United States, Norway, and the United Kingdom, 
are labouring to influence the course of its attempted political transition. Egypt is also 
a clear example of multifaceted foreign political influences at work, with Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, Turkey, the United States, and Western Europe all trying to 
exert influence during the last three years. 

‘In some contexts, I need to scratch democracy off my 
business card and be a governance expert instead.’1

Mr Carothers also reflected on the continued weakening of public support for 
development aid, leading to strong pressures to prove the utility and impact of aid. A 
heightened focus on results in the field of democracy assistance has emerged over a long 
period of time and is now in the spotlight. There are also deeper questions about what 
democracy results really mean. Democratization is not just a regime transition, it is a 
much more complex set of interconnected processes and institutions, and as such, it is 
difficult to break down into clear component parts. 

1 Illustrative quotes, without attribution, from the roundtable discussions are used throughout the report.
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Mr Carothers also pointed to changes in norms and expectations concerning what 
sorts of democracy aid governments permit in their countries. In the last few years, 
more than 50 countries have adopted restrictive legislation that targets civil society (e.g. 
Ethiopia, Hungary, Russia, and Singapore). What was earlier considered as standard 
democracy support is now considered too intrusive by some governments, with a 
resultant pushback against democracy aid. This changed context has led to different 
reactions within the democracy aid community. Some are trying to push harder, to 
be more assertive. Others are backing away, are less assertive, and are claiming that 
democracy support should be less political, and part of development aid in general. 
Similarly, while some say that there should be a clearer distinction between democracy 
aid and national foreign policies, others argue that democracy support should be more 
closely integrated into national foreign policies. This latter view would follow the trend 
of increasing the role of foreign ministries in development assistance, and the shrinking 
or disappearance of bilateral aid agencies.

‘Do not fully melt the democracy ice cube in the 
development water—we would lose our soul.’

Mr Carothers concluded by sharing his hopes that, although traditional development 
aid is probably in the process of phasing out over the next 20–30 years, the field of 
democracy support can and should survive, and that it can do so by emphasizing its role 
as a transmitter of comparative political knowledge.

Can you educate donors on what can and cannot be measured, and 
on how to carry out such measurements?

The morning plenary continued with Mr Mulhovo, Country Director, NIMD, 
Mozambique, sharing some perspectives of local partners on how to balance donors’ 
tendencies to demand quick and tangible impact against their own visions, missions 
and legitimacy vis-à-vis members or communities. Is it possible for partners in the 
Global South to be more proactive in carving out space and assuming greater ownership 
over how they would like to apply results-management approaches without risking the 
loss of funding? Can you really tell a donor outright that certain activities are difficult 
to meticulously plan, manage, and measure/monitor? Can you tell your donors that you 
would like to spend less time filling in matrices and drafting reports to fulfil their needs 
for control and more time actually carrying out your proper activities, reflecting and 
learning for the benefit of your vision and mission? 

Mr Mulhovo talked about how the above questions are still not being addressed in 
discussions between partners and donors, and he emphasized that these are issues that 
should be discussed openly with local partners. Mr Mulhovo described, for example, 
how efforts to reduce poverty in Mozambique in the five years from 2003 to 2008 
showed ‘no results’ according to official evaluations,2 although, in Mr Mulhovo’s 
opinion, this was far from a comprehensive view of the situation. Authorities have 
defended themselves, arguing that the reports do not show the whole picture, and Mr 
Mulhovo noted that if reports are failing to capture the development that is happening, 
it appears that the measurements are being used to support a certain view. 
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A number of donors’ requirements come as a burden, and so donors need to be more 
open to feedback. Who determines these requirements and how they do this is a 
primary issue, and, too often, no effort is made to match reporting requirements to the 
partners’ existing capacity. Mr Mulhovo reflected on how some donors have really been 
very helpful, and how many projects have been successful, but that the results do not 
match the logframes. He agrees that results-management approaches are appropriate, 
but says that the problem is the way they are being implemented. There is no flexibility 
to adapt existing approaches to the realities faced by local partners. 

Related to this issue, Mr Mulhovo also raised the question of whether donors would 
be willing to invest in in-depth consultations with local partners before project 
implementation. Consultations could be carried out, for instance, in relation to defining 
outcome indicators in a way that local partners deem fit, as opposed to implementing on 
the basis of externally generated perceptions about the context and needs of beneficiaries. 

Mr Mulhovo said that there is absolute ‘training fatigue’, pointing out how training is not 
only sometimes imposed regardless of the existing capacity of implementing partners, 
but that it is also, at times, of dubious quality. To some partners, it appears that they are 
learning how to write reports instead of implementing projects. Mr Mulhovo indicated 
the way donors have been focusing on results rather than the process, and how this 
means that local partners need to show results or the donor will cut off funding. He 
also highlighted the issue of the legitimacy of results. What are the desired results and 
who wants these results? Mr Mulhovo stressed the importance of remembering that the 
desired result for the donor is not always the desired result for the community. 

‘Sometimes progress is just a feeling, but 
statisticians cannot measure feelings.’

Mr Mulhovo asked whether we have to use the same measures and indicators for 
all supporting activities. Can we compile different types of indicators in the same 
evaluations? Informal relationships between the government and citizens are difficult 
to encapsulate with statistics. It is easy to lose the human aspect of development, 
including changes in people’s feelings and attitudes. Mr Mulhovo stressed once more 
that partners should be able to contribute their views regarding how to measure the 
results of democracy assistance. He talked about partners and donors producing joint 
reviews as a possible solution, where reports are based on citizens’ perception of the 
current situation, and changes that they have noted. This serves to balance top-down 
input from the government and from donors. In sum, according to Mr Mulhovo, the 
conceptualization of development problems is a learning process for all actors. 

How results management approaches came to enter the domain of 
development aid

During the first set of side sessions, Ms Vähämäki, PhD Candidate, Stockholm Business 
School and Stockholm Centre for Organizational Research (SCORE), Stockholm 
University, provided participants with a brief historical overview of how results-
management approaches came to enter the domain of development aid. Some of the 
questions asked were: Where did the ideas come from and why are they so popular in 
development cooperation today? Are the ideas and the methods any different from ideas 
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and methods used previously in history? What does the paradigm do to relations and 
power dynamics within and between donor governments, donor agencies, implementing 
partners, and their partners in the Global South? And, are they more difficult or easier 
to implement in different policy sectors, such as in democracy assistance efforts? 

Ms Vähämäki began by describing the point of departure: that we need results. It is a 
‘magic’ concept in the sense that no one is against it. 

We need results: 

• to know that we are doing the right things; 

• to know if what we are doing is effective; 

• for planning, analysis, decision-making, etc.; 

• and to ensure accountability and oversight. 

Ms Vähämäki continued by outlining the origins of results management, both generally 
and specifically in development cooperation.

Origins of Results Management Origins of Results Management in 
Development Cooperation

1920s – Scientific management, 
developed by Robert McNamara, CEO 
of Ford Motor Company

1950s – Results management used in 
the Vietnam war, Robert McNamara is 
defence secretary of the United States

1960s – Results management used in 
American public administration and 
spreads to most public administrations 
in the West

1954, 1964 – Results management is 
further developed by Peter Drucker

1949, 1954 – UN resolution on 
evaluation

1959 – UNESCO guidelines for 
evaluation

1969 – The logical framework is 
developed within USAID

1968 – Robert McNamara becomes 
President of the World Bank

1970s – Ideas spread within the World 
Bank, and many donor agencies start to 
try out new methods

Ms Vähämäki observed how results politics have been introduced during certain ‘tides 
of reforms’,3 and have typically been operationalized by the introduction of a certain 
technology, such as the logical framework.4 Results reforms do, however, tend to fail, 
which seems to be due to the fact that the results never exactly match the method. But 
after a while, similar reforms and technologies are reintroduced.5

Ms Vähämäki’s preliminary PhD thesis title is A journey towards a ‘results-based’ mindset? 
One of the questions that she addresses in her research is whether the continuous 
attempts to implement results management have led to people and organizations today 
being better prepared for the ideas of results-management approaches. Historically, 
blame for the failure of results reforms has often been placed on politicians not trying 
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hard enough and people not being able to change their mindsets: in brief, they failed 
because they were never implemented properly. 

Ms Vähämäki has conducted a case study on Sida and compared four similar ‘results 
initiatives’ within the agency. During the first tide of reform in 1971–4, Sida tried out 
an approach that, in theory, was recipient-oriented, but it failed in practice. After 1974, 
there was more focus on qualitative results, and the logical framework made its entry. 
Subsequent reforms in 1981 and 1998 had many similarities. They were driven by the 
‘dream of rationality’ and finding the ‘perfect tool’, and spurred by a wish to quantify, 
compare and simplify a complex reality. First, there was a more quantitative push, but 
when met with resistance and little use, there was again more focus on the qualitative. 

Regarding the discussion on whether implementation of results management is more 
difficult in particular sectors or areas, Ms Vähämäki reflected on the development at 
Sida where, during different time periods, staff have claimed that results-management 
approaches are more difficult to apply in, for example, public-sector support, research 
support, in a certain country and so on. Ms Vähämäki suggested that participants in 
this workshop might find it more difficult to apply results-management approaches 
to democracy assistance, but that plenty of other policy areas, countries, etc. make 
the same claim for their specific sector. Ms Vähämäki explained that, most often, 
organizations find similar types of difficulties when implementing results reforms. The 
following types of questions usually arise: What are the results? Who do the results 
belong to? Who are the results for? Also, one finds difficulties with predicting and 
following up the causal chain since reality is never like the ideal, and thus, the goal is 
seldom or never achieved. Another set of questions arises as to when to measure, what 
type of data to use and whether the data and statistics are reliable or not. Also, even if 
there are some performance data, it is difficult to determine what the results say in the 
end, and how to use that information.

Since the beginning of this century, results-management approaches have had strong 
support through a number of international agreements, such as the Paris Declaration on 
Aid Effectiveness (2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action (2008). They are also strongly 
supported by other reforms, such as New Public Management, the ‘audit/measurement/
evaluation society’, and more attention to accountability and transparency. But at the 
same time, the aid environment has become more complex. 

Results management is no longer a sub-topic, and it has moved from being seen as 
something technical to something political. The rationale is to create a supply-and-
demand market for aid and results. Today, at least in the case of Sida, there is political will 
and management support for the reform, and less resistance from employees (‘You just 
have to do it’). This could mean that the latest reform has better possibilities of lasting. 
There is, however, a paradox that if striving for too much perfection, efforts can become 
‘counterproductive’ and ‘mechanical’ and can make people passive. According to Ms 
Vähämäki, the following picture, used in the report Review: Results Based Management 
in Development Cooperation,6 demonstrates that results-based management (RBM) 
could, if used for analytic purposes in an organization, be useful in terms of improved 
policymaking. At some stage, however, if applying the approach merely for control and 
command purposes, the organization could reach a crossroads, at risk of developing 
‘obsessive measurement disorder’,7 a term first coined by Andrew Natsios, former 
Administrator of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). 
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Source: Review: Results Based Management in Development Cooperation (Stockholm: Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, 
2011), Reproduced with the kind approval of Janet Vähämäki.

In the discussion that followed Ms Vähämäki’s presentation, the issue of proving 
causality was a source of disagreement among participants. There were participants who 
felt that, in the search for causality, people seem to forget to even look for a correlation 
between the project and what happens later. In an exchange on attribution versus 
contribution, it was argued that being able to demonstrate a contribution should be 
considered a sufficient result in the field of democracy assistance. 

‘You need methods adapted to what fits your case 
the best; there is no one single method that fits all 

sectors and countries.’
It was noted, however, that problems with documenting causation should not exempt 
donors or implementers from being rigorous, but the applicability of (those usually 
referred to as) rigorous methods was a source of further disagreement. While some 
rejected experimentation and randomized control trials, others demanded a genuine 
effort to use those innovative methods that are available, and that are already being 
used in academia. Their view was that this community must not neglect innovative 
methods but should try what is doable, should be realistic about expectations, and 
should report on the reliability of results. Those who rejected these methods argued that 
you would need extraordinary amounts of resources to track correlations properly with 
randomized control trials, and the question was raised as to whether there is a middle 
way, a way of doing this at a level that is more affordable. 

Another topic that led to a discussion was the resources spent trying to measure informal 
activities through formal means, which most participants agreed is not feasible. It was 
noted that the demand for results has been pushed down on local partners, that they are 
the ones who mainly deal with these problems. Participants also discussed the history of 
democracy movements, typically growing from the inside, and what implications this has 
for the applicability of results-management approaches in the field of democracy assistance.
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‘Aid is subject to much more scrutiny than other 
public sectors. Why? How can you, for instance, 

justify the military in a country that has had peace 
[in recent] decades? Is such a country peaceful 
thanks to the military? The push for causation 
is going way too far. We should push back and 
defend our non-material values and norms, and 

accept some risks.’

Exchange of experiences—space for reflection

The purpose of this session was to provide an opportunity for participants to share, 
discuss and reflect on challenges and opportunities related to learning, accountability 
and context when using different types of results-management approaches. The 
discussion was rich, and here follows a summary of some of the topics covered:

• Ownership features in the Paris, Accra and Busan declarations on aid 
effectiveness, but what can be done to hold donors to account with respect to 
these declarations?

• Planning or programme design is essential to allow for learning and measurement. 
However, it is always easier to set things in motion than actually learning from 
previous actions, and to truly integrate and apply this new knowledge.

• There is a need for increased focus on evaluation. What matters is not only if 
the indicator is measurable, but also how we measure, in particular when trying 
to capture ongoing changes, such as the dynamics of democratization processes. 
In such cases, end-term evaluations may be less suitable.

• Planning and evaluation should be two sides of the same coin. If you identify 
in your plan what you will base your evaluation on, it is easier to evaluate, and 
probably also to implement, and there will be better opportunities for learning. 

• It is up to all of us, including local partners, to be creative and come up with 
alternatives, and avoid always ‘blaming the donors’. There are donors who support 
innovative ways of carrying out monitoring and evaluation.

• Timescale issues: it takes time to plan properly in order to facilitate genuine 
ownership. Measurability is proportional to the length of projects. 

• The contested concept of democracy is an issue. What is democracy assistance? 
What are we trying to measure?

• Unintended outcomes can make you start working on things you had not 
thought of, and they can also cause you to stop working on something that you 
had high expectations for. In either case, such outcomes should be reported. 
Some organizations have even introduced instructive ‘failures reports’.



18

‘The logic of large bureaucracies is that of oil 
tankers. [They] cannot be stopped, but can [only] 

change direction, albeit…slowly.’
• Start small, and then continue supporting the projects that produce interesting 

outcomes.

• The demand for results makes donors and implementing partners choose 
projects based on the measurability of the intended project results, and not 
what they believe could have the greatest impact.

• If you are realistic and put realistic objectives into a matrix, you may have a hard 
time ‘selling’ the project. Funders might find your objectives insufficient. 

• To ministers and parliaments, the question is simple: has our money changed 
anything? However difficult to measure, they need the numbers, or can they 
perhaps be convinced by strong narratives?

• There is a need for increased flexibility. Logframes easily become obsolete, and 
contexts change fast. It makes it difficult to take advantage of opportunities 
that arise. However, not all governance/democracy sub-sectors require the same 
degree of flexibility.

• A disproportionate amount of time is invested in training as an activity within 
democracy assistance, possibly as training sessions are easier to plan, implement 
and follow up than other types of activities. 

• Donors need to manage their expectations and be more realistic as to what can 
actually happen within a short period of time and in different contexts.

• When using outcome mapping, you agree with your partners on what type of 
change you would like to see at different levels, and what you would love to see. 
Then you can ‘harvest’ and discuss with your partner what is actually happening. 
However, this is a time-consuming method.

• Develop good baselines and carry out periodic tracking of results. This will shed 
light on/reveal change. Good baselines require a lot of honesty: trust is key. 

‘One organization in Afghanistan had to spend 
eight months learning to fill out the required 

templates of their main donors. … It really would 
be better to allow for partner ownership and then 
use innovative methods to track what happens.’

Public attitudes to aid and development

Ms Foresti, Head of the Politics and Governance Program at ODI, opened the 
afternoon plenary with a presentation on public attitudes to aid and development. Ms 
Foresti noted that the political leaders of donor governments often refer to taxpayers/
public opinion and their interest in knowing if aid delivers. There is, however, emerging 
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research that suggests that public opinion might actually be more nuanced than first 
thought. According to ODI and the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), citizens 
across the United Kingdom are actually starting to reject simplistic aid messages (e.g. 
‘spending money saves lives’) and instead recognize that change in developing countries 
is likely to be much more messy and complicated.8 ODI notes that ‘clearly, taxpayers 
in the UK and elsewhere are unlikely to support the idea of unstructured and open-
ended funding, but these findings suggest there may be scope to communicate more 
effectively about some of the complexities and tradeoffs of development assistance, and 
greater openness to approaches that recognize and respond to failures through learning 
approaches rather than presenting a “perfect” aid model’.9

The research carried out by ODI and IPPR10 is based on four deliberative workshops 
held in London, Newcastle, Edinburgh and Evesham (February–March 2012). The 
workshops entailed in-depth discussions with members of the public not strongly pro 
or against development and aid—rather representing a middle ground. Discussions 
were stimulated by, for example, open-ended questions and prompts. Some of the key 
findings were:

• Moral views underpin attitudes:

- General recognition of the moral case for supporting those in developing 
countries

- Issues of fairness came up repeatedly, much more than arguments of self-
interest

• But there were calls to prioritize dealing with poverty in the United Kingdom:

- The opinion that ‘charity should begin at home’ was expressed in all the 
workshops, along with calls to prioritize people who are poor in the United 
Kingdom

- The impact of the financial crisis was mentioned in most sessions, that it is 
harder to make the case for development spending in an era of austerity

Another finding shared by Ms Foresti was that participants saw international 
development and aid differently. Development was seen more positively, while aid was 
seen more negatively. There were concerns about waste and inefficiency, and a sense of 
little substantive change over the last two decades. 

Ms Foresti also talked about how defensiveness and distancing in the way people talk 
about aid may erode long-term support. Images of poverty and hardship reinforce 
simplistic understandings, and scepticism towards aid may be reinforced by some 
campaign/fundraising tactics. She argued that the problem is how aid is conceived—
rich countries giving money to poor countries. During the deliberative workshops, 
there were calls for more nuanced narratives and images of people’s lives in developing 
countries. Participants showed a strong appetite for stories of process and progress, and 
many wanted to know more about how and why change was possible. There were also 
requests for a better understanding of what exit strategies for aid might look like, driven 
by a desire to reduce aid spending and from a sense that dependency relationships can 
be detrimental. Ms Foresti thus noted that international aid is under threat, with or 
without results. 
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Can a risk-management approach to results management help 
mitigate adverse selection in implementation? 

Mr Mikkelsen, Head of Strategic Planning and Results-Based Management, 
International IDEA, continued the afternoon session with a presentation on how a risk-
management approach to results management can help to improve implementation of 
results-management approaches in the field of democracy assistance. Some of the main 
points from Mr Mikkelsen’s presentation were as follows:

In times where public expenditure is under intense scrutiny, any kind of expenditure that 
does not produce a tangible output at the lowest possible cost to the constituents poses 
a political risk to governments. Implementers inherit this transferred risk downstream, 
and the result is sometimes, unfortunately, adverse selection in the results approach with 
a focus on short-term (and low-value) rather than long-term (and high-value) results. 

When donors focus on overheads rather than insistence on good management, it opens 
up avenues for an increased risk of corruption. A structured and time-bound approach to 
risk management along the results chain could help mitigate adverse selection through 
risk sharing rather than risk transfer. 

Results-management approaches, context and flexibility: do they 
go together?

Martin Schmidt, Managing Partner, SPM Consultants, hosted a side session where the 
topic of discussion was if and how results-management approaches can be relevant to 
development aid, and democracy support in particular. His perspective is that of an 
evaluator and adviser on development of partner-country performance assessment and 
planning frameworks.

Mr Schmidt’s answer to the title question is ‘yes’. He is a proponent of the results-
management perspective, but not of its current predominant application in development 
aid. This is because, currently, the approach is associated with accountability requirements 
and rigid reporting frameworks that, according to Mr Schmidt, are far removed from 
the original intentions of the RBM perspective. By contrast, results-oriented approaches 
to management are centred on the adaptability and continuous learning capacities of 
successful managers. In line with this thinking, development aid managers should not 
despair over the faults of the RBM perspective, but rather over the interpretation that it 
is only a question of stringent reporting according to an unalterable matrix. To illustrate 
the idea, the group’s attention was turned to a standard definition of RBM employed by 
the OECD Development Assistance Committee (see below). 

Werner Meier’s definition11 of RBM for consideration by the OECD/DAC in 2003:

‘Results-Based Management (RBM) is a management strategy aimed at achieving 
important changes in the way organisations operate, with improving performance in 
terms of results as the central orientation. RBM provides the management framework 
with tools for strategic planning, risk management, performance monitoring and 
evaluation. Its primary purpose is to improve efficiency and effectiveness through 
organisational learning, and secondly to fulfil accountability obligations through 
performance reporting.’
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Mr Schmidt observed that two purposes dominate existing definitions of RBM. 
The first is the learning objective, and the second is the accountability objective. He 
argued that in development aid practices since about the time of the DAC high-level 
roundtables on results (Washington and Marrakesh in 2002 and 2004, respectively), 
far too much emphasis has been put on the second objective. In an article published in 
2010, as mentioned before, Andrew Natsios, former USAID Administrator, coined the 
term ‘obsessive measurement disorder’.

In fact, according to Mr Schmidt, the first objective, learning, seems to be largely 
misunderstood or disregarded in the development community. What is implied by the 
learning objective is that, for results management to be an active practice, performance 
information should be used in real planning and as part of the basis for strategic 
priorities and decision-making.

Mr Schmidt provided the roundtable participants with some conclusions ‘from the 
evaluator’s point of view’:

• Donor agencies have been preoccupied with the demonstration of results 
(accountability), and have disregarded the need to change planning practices 
(including a stronger element of performance assessment and analysis as a basis 
for real decisions).

• Support to partner-country planning frameworks is too rare despite the explicit 
intentions of the Paris Declaration.12

• Results matrices are unhelpful with respect to sound results-management 
practices when applied under an accountability agenda. One reason is that they 
inject a measure of inflexibility into a learning approach that in fact embraces 
flexibility and changes in behaviour, targets and means as a consequence of 
changing contextual conditions (an ability to adapt to changing conditions is 
considered a strength from a planning perspective).

• Adopting a results-management approach means introducing performance 
information into the planning framework of all actors: donors, implementers 
and partners.

• When performance information is used in actual planning, the planning often 
takes on an outcome-oriented shape as opposed to the activity-output-oriented 
and quantitative character of the obligatory results matrices.

• In democracy assistance, this practice would, in general, be no more difficult 
than in other sectors/areas. However, it is suggested that the framework is less 
visible in democracy support than in some other areas such as education, health 
or agriculture. 

During the discussion that followed Mr Schmidt’s presentation, there was again 
agreement that time frames are a real concern, both from the perspective of not having 
sufficient time to benefit from the information available from previous evaluations, 
reviews at too early a stage of a project (pressure to demonstrate results too soon), and 
lack of time to gather and share the information that, for example, staff in the field have 
in their heads. Information was another topic that led to a discussion. Opinions diverged 
over whether all of the information that is needed is already available but has not been 
gathered, whether smaller actors have the capacity to make use of the information (there 
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was agreement that analysis is key), and whether data on democracy are simply too 
subjective. Mr Schmidt shared his view that information is flawed, but that when you 
start to use information systematically, for real purposes, in real planning, one does get 
a more solid foundation to build on. 

Quotes from the discussions:

‘Why are we not learning? Learning really is the forgotten part of RBM. It is always 
annually, or every third year, that you are required to evaluate and report, but 
learning can be something so much more informal.’

‘We should talk more about the learning of our partners, and not just our own 
learning, as donors. That is an important distinction to make. … There are very few 
incentives to follow up and learn amongst donors as the staff turnover is so high.’

‘Within my own agency, it seems like you make a career from managing successful 
programmes, meaning that there are few incentives to learn from mistakes. … We 
look for results that confirm our assumptions, rather than what actually happens.’

‘We only do half circles. We push partners to do this/do that, but then we do not 
follow up our own input into steering and planning. We simply do not seem to care/
have the capacity to receive and make use of what comes out at the other end.’

‘A ministry in country X had to deal with a matrix of 147 indicators. Everyone 
expected a clear and succinct report, but not a single donor/creditor was willing to 
support the planning or M&E unit in the ministry.’

‘There is a results-based “market” where donors come and “buy” certain results and 
partners “sell” certain commitments.’

‘One of the real drawbacks of focusing on accountability and control (rather than 
learning) is the tendency to view the logical framework approach in a very inflexible 
way … while the environment in which you [are working] is very volatile. This is 
particularly challenging in democracy assistance. If you stick to a matrix that was 
created several years ago, you are going to be hopelessly lost.’

‘More projects are actually adjusted along the way nowadays. You can reassess things, 
and objectives are not set in stone. We always ask partners to share results that were 
not expected, but welcome.’

‘The flexibility of taking higher risks seems to generate more discretion—and more 
results.’

Mr Schmidt concluded by highlighting that learning should be about strengthening 
planning processes, whether of the partner or the donor. He urged participants to 
support the planning units of partners. 
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It’s all about behaviour: What logical frameworks don’t measure, 
and why it matters 

One of the side sessions was led by Greg Power, Director, Global Partners Governance 
(GPG), who talked about weaknesses of the logical framework, behavioural change as 
the overarching goal of governance support, the mixing of quantitative and qualitative 
measurements to capture progress, and a few football analogies. According to Mr 
Power, the way governance support projects are planned, managed and evaluated needs 
to change, and this was the starting point of his presentation. Mr Power read three 
quotes from practitioners in the field of governance support:

What we need is less money and more time.

Our agency is more interested in doing things the right way than in doing 
the right things.

The best projects are those that deviate the most from the original project 
document.

In a paper produced by GPG based on this presentation, the problem is briefly 
summarized as logframes, at present, being asked to carry a load they were not designed 
to bear.13 Mr Power covered the standard complaints about logframes: that they are 
based on predetermined assumptions of progress; they depend on politics staying 
static for the duration of the project; and that the initial analysis in a logframe often 
comes from a scoping mission that is unrealistically expected to include all relevant 
information for the project lifespan. In short, complaints revolve around linearity, 
rigidity and predictability. 

Logframes ask implementers to guess at outputs, outcomes and indicators. 
Project success is then effectively measured on whether those initial guesses 
were correct. … While logframes do have certain benefits, the assumption 
of linearity and the rigid application of its contents runs counter to all that 
we know about how politics works in practice. And, in using the logframe 
to measure progress against indicators dreamt up at the beginning of the 
project, it tells donor agencies about an implementer’s prescience, but not 
necessarily their effectiveness.14

Mr Power also talked about how indicators are being confused with targets. An 
indicator should indicate that change is occurring, a target is something that you need 
to work towards, and with the wrong targets you end up doing the wrong things. Mr 
Power observed that project delivery is often judged against its ability to deliver to the 
logframe, and an assumption of linear progress. In this sense, according to Mr Power, 
theories of change are merely ‘logframes on steroids’. Mr Power argued that logframes 
should instead provide general direction and create a coherent plan, similar to a game 
plan in football, instead of drawing straight lines that development never follows. 
According to Mr Power, the logic of football can very well be applied to governance 
projects:
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Logframe linearity assumes a “route-one” style of play, or at least something 
similar to it, where the ball is kicked forward and forward again, and 
then inevitably into the net (the goal). … In reality a football will go 
in many different directions before it ends up in the goal—if indeed it 
does. The ball will be passed sideways, backwards and forwards. Players 
will be tackled, possibly fouled, driven off their original direction and 
lose the ball. … As opponents start to disrupt progress, so the supporters 
need to change tactics and style of play, perhaps making the occasional 
substitution to counter the effects of the opposition. … 

In football, as in politics, there will also be a huge amount of activity 
during a match that does not directly affect the progress towards a specific 
goal. Working out what activity is relevant will emerge only as the game 
progresses. At the start, it is impossible to identify how each of the 22 
players will behave during ninety minutes. And yet, the current application 
of logframes means that we are essentially being asked to predict the entire 
passage of the match—and the actions of both supporters and opponents. 

Worse than this, that guesswork is then used to create the indicators of 
success. Projects are measured against an ability to predict, reasonably 
precisely, how a goal will be scored before the match has started. Without 
taking into account the opposing side, the conditions or the fitness of your 
players. The bigger danger is then one of simply following a preset plan, 
regardless. If you know you’re going to be measured against the activities 
you said you were going to do, then you will do your damnedest to make 
sure you stick to them, ignoring whether they are actually working or 
not.15 

He argued that while the overarching goal should be clear, we must be prepared to 
change everything else. The strategy he suggests is to start with the people, not the 
structures, since reforming institutions is about changing behaviour more than changing 
rules. According to Mr Power, when working with altering institutional structures or 
providing resources, what is most important is how these changes will subsequently 
shape behaviour.16 Understanding why people are behaving in a certain way, how to 
motivate them to behave differently and to recognize the capacity of people to prevent 
change is essential. Mr Power mentioned that interesting work has been done by the 
Behavioural Insights Team,17 formerly a government institution in the United Kingdom 
dedicated to the application of behavioural sciences, and today a social purpose 
company that helps organizations apply insights from academic research in behavioural 
economics and psychology in their work. 

Mr Power concluded by stating that donors, of course, need indicators to measure 
against. But once indicators are established, all project activity is geared towards 
making sure you hit them. And with the wrong indicators, as with the wrong targets, 
you end up doing the wrong things. Rather than simply pointing to the weaknesses 
of logframes, the emphasis is now on implementing agencies to come up with an 
alternative. Implementers have a huge amount of expertise on the ground and need 
to help donor agencies measure impact more effectively. A system that is better at 
measuring progress would help donors, implementers and, ultimately, the people whose 
lives such programmes are designed to improve. 
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To move towards action-oriented discussions, Erike Tanghöj, who is currently working 
as a business developer at the Christian Democratic International Centre (KIC), 
a Swedish political party foundation, was asked to share her experience of results-
management methods in working with the Program of Young Politicians in Africa 
(PYPA). 

‘With the wrong indicators, you end up doing the 
wrong things.’

PYPA is a multi-party youth political capacity-strengthening programme with the aim of 
grooming democratic leaders and increasing youth political participation. Ms Tanghöj 
described how the grooming of a democratic leadership is about changing behaviour, 
attitudes and values, and that increased participation of a marginalized group is about 
questioning and challenging traditional power structures. According to Ms Tanghöj, 
conventional results-management methods, such as the logical framework approach 
and results-based management, are rather unsuitable for revealing the dynamics of 
these processes. 

Ms Tanghöj talked about the need for a paradigm shift: to change our way of thinking 
about who gets to define results and who donors relate to when they evaluate the 
successes and failures of a programme. She spoke of how staff at the PYPA programme 
try to explore, develop and put into practice a less positivistic management method that 
endorses open-ended and process-oriented objectives and indicators, and relies more 
upon the realities and experiences expressed by the target group. They use different 
tools of results management and not only one single results matrix or model. 

Ms Tanghöj stressed that we need to look into who gets to define what the results are 
and whether they are adequate. In the PYPA management model, the target group 
owns the right to define and present the results of the programme. If the results are 
unsatisfactory, changes are made according to the recommendations of the target group. 
As such, management is carried out by the participants through the extensive evaluative 
measures and learning loops employed by the programme. 

Ms Tanghöj also pointed out that, in this process, the use of ongoing external 
evaluations is crucial. The evaluators are the guardians of the programmatic interests of 
the target group. They provide independent expert analysis of the data provided by the 
participants. They follow, register, and analyse the changes and developments, as well 
as social interactions, of the participants and donors/practitioners. According to Ms 
Tanghöj, ongoing evaluations, compared to traditional end evaluations, succeed with 
both the accountability aspect and the learning aspect of evaluation to a greater extent. 
In Ms Tanghöj’s view, ongoing evaluation leads to lessons being learned during, not 
after, projects, and hence enables constructive changes as projects proceed. Apart from 
detecting results, ongoing evaluation puts emphasis on why and how those results were 
achieved, feeding into the general learning loop and making the programming more 
relevant and effective. 

In the ensuing discussion, several participants stressed that there is no single results-
management approach that is suitable for all projects. One participant also pointed out 
that we need to differentiate between how to plan, implement and monitor projects, and 
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how to communicate results to funders. Opinions were expressed that logframes should 
be used in a more flexible way, for learning and adaptation, and some participants 
questioned why we should keep logframes at all, considering the arguments put forward 
against them. One topic that led to a discussion was whether all partners have the 
capacity to implement the methods favoured by donors, and it was suggested that ‘story 
telling’18 could be explored as a method for demonstrating complex change. Finally, 
there was agreement that we need to combine quantitative and qualitative measures, 
as well as change the role of project implementers from controlling and overseeing to 
giving advice and guidance. 

Concluding roundtable discussion

The concluding session of the roundtable was devoted to sharing lessons learned and 
thoughts on what the next steps should be. All participants agreed that discussions 
had been very rich, but they also agreed that the operationalization of roundtable 
discussions, that is, how to practically move forward, partly remains to be worked out. 
Below follows a compilation of topics raised, arguments put forward and suggestions 
for future actions.

‘We need to make [an] impact outside the 
logframes.’

As in earlier discussions, a source of disagreement was whether the application of 
results-management approaches is more difficult in the field of democracy assistance 
than in other sectors of international development assistance. Participants observed 
that the field is constantly and rapidly changing, and views were expressed that this 
makes the job of results managers more difficult. Several participants said that when 
dealing with complex issues, programmes need to be planned in a different way, and 
they claimed that the struggle with measurements and communication of results is 
a never-ending story. The question was also asked whether we really understand the 
context we are working in, as regards behaviour, values and norms. Other participants 
were of the opinion that, although it could be the case that, for example, relationships 
with implementing partners are more difficult in the field of democracy assistance than 
in other, less political sectors of international development, we need to stop comparing 
levels of complexity. Beliefs were shared that the donor-country taxpayers still have an 
appetite for democracy support, but that it needs to be communicated in the right way 
and not only be focused on the achievement of, or failure to achieve, predetermined 
results. 

Many participants stressed that ownership is a key challenge when applying results-
management approaches in the field of democracy assistance, and that partners need 
to be involved to a higher degree at all stages of future projects. One participant 
observed that, despite all the talk about ownership, donors are still supply-driven 
instead of demand-driven. Opinions were expressed that, without ownership, there is 
no legitimacy of results, and that it is important to involve partners when looking 
for ways to measure results, namely, donors have the responsibility to not just pass 
measurements down to their partners. Views were expressed that democracy assistance 
providers should give local partners the tools to work out their own objectives, that it 
has to be driven from partners towards donors. One roundtable participant said that 
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partners need to understand not only the political context but also who the donor is and 
who within the donor agency they can turn to with concerns. 

‘When we actually got results was when we did 
not use RBM but rather communicated, listened 

and interacted with the communities.’
Participants also talked about the importance of trust. One participant claimed that 
the private sector has virtually abandoned results-management approaches and instead 
focuses on trust management—building trustful relations and contacts. It was said that 
businesses get results when they learn and dare to trust each other, and that learning 
itself requires a level of trust. Several participants stressed that trust is crucial when 
working with democracy assistance, partly because trust makes it OK to say: ‘We need 
to do things differently.’ Other participants had concerns regarding whether trust-based 
management is compatible with standard results-management approaches. 

Some statements concerned the need to shift focus from monitoring and evaluation for 
control and accountability towards learning and strengthening the planning capacities 
of the actors involved. Participants talked about bringing back learning in results 
management, as defined by Werner Meier,19 but also raised concerns about the time, 
resources and capacity needed to turn performance data/information into learning and 
planning for continued and future projects. Several participants expressed the notion 
that information and context analysis is needed, but that resources for internal reflection 
are diminishing. It was suggested that one should think of what the results are needed 
for—is it for planning or for measuring whether people are doing their jobs?—and only 
gather performance information that can be used for planning purposes. Participants 
did, however, have different perceptions as to whether the information that is needed is 
available and just needs to be used more intelligently or whether gathering information 
itself is also an issue. 

‘Think about what you need your results for.’
Another view that was expressed during the concluding plenary session was that the 
best programmes are the more flexible ones that do not fit very well into matrices. 
Many participants expressed the need to use standard results-management approaches 
in more flexible ways. As one participant put it, countries look very different, meaning 
that results management instruments need to look very different and be very flexible. 
Another participant expressed it as a need to be able to measure beyond the logframes 
and that, once again, time and resources are key if programmes are to be more flexible. 
Others reiterated the view that standard results-management approaches, such as RBM, 
are more flexible than many people give them credit for, and that the problem rather lies 
in the implementation. 

As for the next steps, there seems to be unanimous support for continued exchanges, 
although different ideas were expressed as to which topics to discuss and in what forums. 
According to one participant, the first thing we need to do is to discuss and decide on 
a definition of democracy assistance if we are to be able to evaluate our performance 
in the future. Another participant argued that, given that democracy assistance is 
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inherently political, any definition will be ideologically biased, but that we can get 
a lot further in recognizing the various ideologically based interpretations and their 
effects on our priorities in this work area. This participant argued that, for instance, 
proponents of a liberal democracy definition tend not to recognize outcomes in terms 
of realization of social and economic rights, while one could claim that a substantive or 
social definition of democracy would encompass all human rights. The use of just these 
two different definitions could have substantive effects on what you will work on, how 
you will prioritize your work and, consequently, what you consider to be results. 

Many participants suggested discussions in particular sub-sectors of democracy 
assistance and in specific regions since contextual differences imply that challenges 
(and opportunities) of applying results-management approaches also differ. NIMD 
expressed interest in hosting a similar meeting to this roundtable, but at the regional 
level, and co-hosting that event with local partners. Several participants also argued 
that the issues and the needs of organizations of different levels differ (e.g. multilateral 
organizations, national development aid agencies, country offices and implementing 
partners of different capacities) and might need to be discussed separately. Whatever 
proposals the participants presented, everyone seemed to agree on the importance of 
engaging more with local partners, shifting focus to local contexts and jointly deciding 
on practical solutions. 

‘Rather than asking “Would I put my own money in 
this?” I think we should turn the question around 
and ask “Would my partner miss me if I were not 

here tomorrow?”’
Some of the more concrete suggestions for continued exchanges were:

• Smaller, more focused working groups made up of practitioners meeting and 
sharing experiences

• Discussions with a diverse group of actors working on different levels within the 
same sector/region

• Discuss pros and cons of different methods and where they would be more 
useful/less useful

• Sessions for presenting and discussing experimental designs

• Discussions that focus on specific challenges of democracy assistance, such as 
non-tangible phenomena (values, norms)—the deliberative aspects of democracy

Participants also talked about being more proactive in putting concrete and workable 
methods on the table, and to avoid developing sophisticated methods that are not 
actionable. Participants said that it is important to internalize feedback from staff in 
the field about approaches that are difficult to implement, and to stop trying to adjust 
and mend things that are thrown at the community of democracy assistance providers 
from the political level. Some saw this unwillingness to change the status quo as the 
biggest barrier to improvement, and therefore suggested efforts to identify incentives/
disincentives for change as the next step. A joint position paper on the challenges 
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discussed during the roundtable, drafted by actors such as those who participated in 
the event, was also suggested. 

‘There is still a lot of talk about problems instead 
of solutions. Talking about solutions generates a 

different kind of energy.’
One participant argued that we must incorporate a human rights based approach to 
results-management approaches. Most importantly, this participant argued, we need to 
take responsibility within our own organizations and be more explicit towards senior 
management about not only what can and cannot be done, but also what issues there 
are, and what the consequences could be if what can be done is implemented. 

Another participant stated that understanding the environment we work in is a different 
challenge than understanding what we can actually contribute. This participant 
stressed that democracy assistance providers are not driving the agenda, and that it is 
tremendously important to be realistic about what we can and cannot do, and to find 
that space if we want to monitor results. 

It was also observed that there are very few applications of innovative and experimental 
methods of monitoring and evaluation in the field of democracy assistance, and some 
argued that this is something to change, or that we at least should compile what has 
been done so far to enable learning from successful attempts. 

While one participant pointed out that the problem with results in development aid 
has been present since the 1960s, others saw progress in the fact that policymakers and 
practitioners are asking themselves harder questions, and that evaluations of different 
results-management approaches are being conducted by a plurality of organizations 
and governmental agencies. For example, the OECD is doing a study on results-based 
approaches in the public sector and another on innovation in public-sector reform. 
Now, rough ideas for solutions need to be tested, and it is time to determine whether 
new ways of measuring are helpful to the sector of democracy assistance. 

‘We will never find a tool that is perfect and [that] 
will solve all our problems. But we could identify 
a number of tools and measurements that are a 

better fit in different contexts.’
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Key takeaways and the road ahead

During the roundtable’s concluding plenary session, participants had the opportunity 
to share lessons learned and ideas for the future. Their views are briefly summarized in 
four key takeaways and a discussion on the road ahead. 

Key takeaways

1) Participants agreed that they can no longer continue down the same path. 
Results-management approaches need to be better designed and implemented 
in ways that truly promote ownership, flexibility, and learning, as opposed to 
merely control.

• Local partners need to own projects and the targets of those projects for 
the results to be legitimate and for democracy assistance to be carried out 
democratically. This requires lines of communication to be established/
improved, trustful relationships to be built and the internalization of feedback 
from local partners. The Paris Declaration identifies ownership as the first 
out of five fundamental principles for making aid more effective, and that 
declaration needs to be properly implemented.

• Results-management approaches must promote organizational learning, 
which means providing sufficient time and resources to reflect on and 
reconsider the current approach. It also means that performance information 
must be collected for the purpose of being used in future planning and not 
just for upward accountability and control. This could also lighten the burden 
of actors that struggle with monitoring and reporting results, since only 
information that can be used for real purposes will be collected.

• To be able to adjust to ever-changing political and social contexts, as well as 
uncertain funding, unintended results and discovering what actually works, 
the methods of management, monitoring and evaluation must be flexible. 
When applied in non-flexible ways, logframes can become a straightjacket, 
limiting the choice of projects to fund and implement to the ones generating 
easily measurable results. Honesty should be encouraged: it must be OK to 
say what is not working and what is working but not generating quantifiable 
results.

2) There is a need to promote further discussions on these topics within specific 
regions and sub-sectors of democracy assistance, as well as across different 
sectors. Regardless of the location or subject matter, more local partners need to 
be represented in these discussions.



31

• Practical solutions need to be discussed, incentives/disincentives for change 
identified, pros and cons of different methods evaluated, and local partners 
need to be represented in larger numbers in these forums. To enable in-depth 
discussions about challenges and solutions, it would be useful to have these 
discussions in several regions, and within the communities of specific sub-
sectors of democracy assistance, divided on the basis of working methods and 
target groups. Organizing meetings at the regional level would also secure 
the attendance of more local partners—who otherwise might not be able to 
cover the travel expenditures—thus enabling local partners’ participation in 
the development of general working methods, and not solely methods applied 
in a specific project. 

3) It is paramount that instructive examples of innovative ways of applying results 
management approaches to democracy assistance be collected and discussed in 
order to enable learning. Furthermore, participants agreed that they need to 
test new ways of planning, managing, monitoring and evaluating democracy 
assistance projects, with the goal of developing and applying approaches that are 
genuinely sensitive to partners’ realities and needs.

• New ideas need to be developed and tested, and examples of ideas that have 
been tested successfully (as well as unsuccessful ones) need to be compiled 
and disseminated, as such collections appear to be missing today. New 
approaches to planning, managing, monitoring and evaluating projects, 
including experimental ones, also need to be documented, along with their 
usefulness for different purposes and in different sub-sectors of democracy 
assistance. It is important to internalize feedback from staff in the field about 
approaches that are difficult to implement, and, to the extent possible, to 
stop trying to adjust and mend things that trickle down to the community of 
democracy assistance providers from political levels.  

4) If efforts are to lead to the developments outlined above, understanding context 
is of the utmost importance. Participants emphasized that the context should 
determine what, in terms of results, is realistic and fair to expect in each 
individual case, and that they should find innovative ways to communicate 
results to funders. 

• It is essential to recognize how thoroughly political this work area is. There 
is a strong need to grasp the larger context of power relations and politics, as 
well as the social context in which democracy assistance takes place. Results-
measurement mechanisms need to be simplified, and our understanding of 
results broadened, accordingly. Moreover, participants recognized the need 
to allow for more process-oriented, as opposed to progress-oriented, result 
agendas. If targets are not adjusted to context, then results will be out of 
reach. Finally, more efforts at innovative ways of communicating results to 
funders and political actors are clearly needed. 

The road ahead

As for the road ahead, International IDEA may consider hosting a follow-up event 
next year that will focus on practical solutions to the challenges discussed during the 
roundtable and, if so, will be very much open to different ways of doing so, including 
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with possible co-hosts. The presence of more local partners, including beneficiaries, 
would be very valuable, as would be representatives of additional sub-sectors of 
democracy assistance. Tentatively, the idea would be to invite participants to share 
real-life experiences of various innovative solutions to applying results-management 
approaches in democracy assistance, including the application of methods such as 
outcome harvesting, most significant change, or ongoing external evaluations. Others, 
however, noted that if the next step is to find solutions, discussions should take place at 
the sub-sector level. Moreover, it would also be useful to find examples where a donor 
agency and a partner jointly present the achievements of, and challenges faced, in joint 
projects. NIMD expressed interest in hosting a similar meeting to this roundtable, 
but at the regional level, and co-hosting that event with local partners, such as public 
institutions and civil society organizations. UNDP-OGC suggested that a future event 
include role-playing exercises based on a series of case studies on democracy assistance, 
without the actual ending, to facilitate discussions among participants about what 
they would do if they were in the shoes of the partners/project managers. Further, the 
Political Party Peer Network, which has a dedicated sub-group working on these issues, 
suggested that the next step could be to move these debates into the network, partly to 
benefit from its online knowledge platform. 

One study being produced by the OECD/DAC Governance Network (GovNet) 
centres on results-based approaches in the public sector, and another on innovation 
in public-sector reform, in collaboration with the OECD observatory of public-sector 
innovations. DFID was just about to conclude a note on parliament and parties, 
including support to women in parliament, and IPU was working on a set of common 
principles for parliamentary support. One participant suggested producing a type of 
‘do no harm’ joint position paper on the challenges discussed during the roundtable, 
drafted by actors such as those who participated in the event. GPG was working on its 
own methodology for delivering projects and measuring progress (under the acronyms 
KAPE and README), which was just about to be published. The methodology builds 
on a results-chain approach, combining qualitative and quantitative measures, that 
encourages new patterns of behaviour. 

‘If we work in this sector not just to have a job but 
because we believe in making change somewhere 
down the line, I think we should properly acknow-
ledge the sector’s structural weaknesses, and use 

this as a starting point for change and improvement.’
To sum up, the roundtable showed that democracy assistance and results management 
approaches are considered important topics for continued work, and that future events 
need to focus more squarely on how to move forward in practice. New approaches to 
planning, managing, monitoring and evaluating democracy support projects need to be 
developed, and existing approaches need to be implemented in ways that promote local 
ownership, as well as organizational learning and flexibility to adjust to ever-changing 
political and social contexts. 
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