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Preface
Democracy support has grown dramatically in the past two decades, and so has 
interest in the methods and techniques of evaluating democracy support.  

It is often asserted that evaluation of democracy support differs from the evaluation 
of other areas of development cooperation. In particular, it has been noted that the 
former field faces problems that relate to the diverse conceptions and definitions of 
democracy and democratization; the complex nature of democratization processes; and 
the difficulty of attributing changes at the national political level to individual projects. 
Such difficulties form the theoretical setting for the chapters of the present volume. 

This book is based on the proceedings of a workshop on Methods and 
Experiences of Evaluating Democracy Support, organized by the International 
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) and the 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), and held in April 
2006. The main aim of the workshop was to explore ways in which existing methods 
and techniques of evaluating democracy support deal with challenges of causality and 
attribution. Clearly, this book is nowhere near providing answers to these questions, 
nor is it intended to. Rather, IDEA and Sida seek to share the main deliberations of 
the workshop, to stimulate further debates on the subject of evaluating democracy 
support and the challenges it faces, and—most importantly—to contribute to any new 
conceptualizations of methods and techniques for evaluating democracy support. 

The workshop also aimed to bring together three different communities, using 
International IDEA’s convening power and Sida’s expertise—the community of 
evaluators, the community of democracy programme designers and planners, and 
the community of implementers and practitioners. It produced a rich debate and a 
meeting place for very different perspectives. 

We take this opportunity to thank Professor Peter Burnell for the excellent work he 
has done in editing this book, as well as contributing the introductory chapter, which 
sets the publication in context. We thank Eve Johansson, whose professional input 
improved the readability of this publication tremendously. We also thank Keboitse 
Machangana, Advisor for Democracy Analysis and Assessment at International IDEA, 
and Fredrik Uggla of the Department for Evaluation and Audit at Sida for working 
tirelessly to bring this book to fruition. 

Vidar Helgesen						      Eva Lithman

International IDEA					     Sida

Stockholm
August 2007 
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In the early 21st century we live in an age of evaluation, performance indicators, 
league tables and the like. This can be said almost without regard to domain or 
kind of activity, country, or, indeed, organization or type of organization, whether 
governmental or non-governmental. Assessments of the state of democracy in 
different countries and comparisons of the same between democracies or in a single 
country at different points in time have now become commonplace. There is even a 
Handbook on Democracy Assessment from the International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA 2002). But that is not all. 

Attempting to assess the progress that democracy has made in a particular country 
or region or in the world as a whole is one thing; trying to estimate the bearing 
that international factors in general have had on that progress or lack of progress 
is completely different. Yet neither endeavour is the same as assessing the record of 
international democracy support or evaluating the performance of organizations for 
whom that activity features prominently among their activities, perhaps as their sole 
or main activity. 

Democracy support is an international activity that involves an increasing 
number of institutions—indeed a growing number of different types of institution, 
some of them more specialized than others. On one side or the other they engage 
the majority of the world’s countries in what in historical terms is a relatively new 
activity. Here the story parts company with what is known about the larger business 
of international development cooperation, or what is sometimes called development 
assistance or foreign aid—something that has evolved over many more years. 
Development assistance has lengthy experience of trying to assess the performance 
of development aid interventions. For a long time development economists have 
tussled with complex and at times seemingly insurmountable issues concerning 
how to evaluate the performance of aid. Many of the findings, in respect of both 
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evaluation methodology and the actual results from assessing aid, are freely available. 
(On methods see for example the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (Sida) evaluation manual, Looking Back, Moving Forward (Molund and Schill 
2004).) 

There is a clear contrast here with democracy support. For, as Sweden’s new 
government-funded Swedish Agency for Development Evaluation (SADEV) says, 
knowledge of the results of efforts to strengthen democracy and human rights in other 
countries is ‘limited’. Even in the United States research on the impact of democracy 
support and the conditions under which it can be most effective has been said to be 
‘lagging behind’ the increased funding commitments to democracy support (United 
States Agency for International Development 2005: 3). SADEV’s own interest in 
democracy aims to develop methods for improved planning, follow-up and evaluation 
of democracy programmes. Moreover, this ambition to devise more rigorous ways of 
doing evaluations is not confined to Sweden, let alone SADEV. On the contrary, by 
2007 similar aspirations were being expressed on a more global stage in relation to 
the national, multinational and multilateral endeavours that make up international 
democracy support. Notable examples include a workshop on Measuring the Impact 
of Democracy and Governance Assistance, co-sponsored by the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID) and the Netherlands’ Clingendael Institute 
in The Hague, March 2005 (the discussions were reported in United States Agency 
for International Development 2005, and Green and Kohl 2007). Then there was 
a follow-up workshop entitled Methods and Experiences of Evaluating Democracy 
Support, sponsored by IDEA and Sida and held in Stockholm in April 2006 (which 
provides the basis for this book). Representatives from democracy support agencies 
and academia participated in both events.

This book is a tribute to the ambition and aspiration to improve the way in 
which we go about evaluating democracy support. This opening chapter helps sets 
the scene. It broaches such questions as why evaluate, what should be evaluated and 
how? It notes some recent efforts to get to grips with the methodological challenges 
of doing evaluations in this context. And above all it introduces some recent and 
experimental contributions to the debate, which form the heart of this book, before 
finally concluding with some remarks on the direction that democracy support 
assessments might take in the future. 

What is evaluation?

Evaluation has been defined as the system for and objective assessment of an ongoing 
or completed project, programme or policy, and its design, implementation and 
results. The aim is to determine how relevant the objectives have been and how far they 
have been fulfilled, and to assess the efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability 
of programmes. Evaluation also refers to the process of determining the worth or 
significance of an activity, policy or programme (Molund and Schill 2004: 106). 



17

Methods and experiences of evaluating democracy support: a moving frontier

Marginally different versions cluster around this definition, such as the more 
extended and more normative idea that evaluation goes beyond just assessing results 
or providing a performance measure: ‘Evaluations seek explanations, and account for 
why and how things happen, and also arrive at value statements’ (Forss 2002: 3). A 
striking example in this book is Mirimanova’s account of conflict-prone Tajikistan 
(chapter 8). There, insofar as external democracy support can be judged to have been 
successful, this seems to have been largely because local people viewed democratic 
progress as instrumental to gaining greater access to international economic support, 
vital for the reconstruction of the physical infrastructure. And yet even there 
inequalities arising from the distribution of the new resources, which reflect the pre-
existing power imbalances, appear to threaten to reopen conflict. They could make 
one of democracy’s main defining values—political equality—that much harder to 
achieve. This could affect how we value the overall impact. Clearly, then, evaluation 
can be a complex business. But it is no less clear that there are good reasons for trying 
to evaluate. 

Why evaluate?

Evaluations can serve different purposes. The choice of purpose can influence the 
design of the methodology, who carries out the evaluation and the spirit in which 
it is conducted, as well as what happens to the results. Conversely, the purpose will 
depend in part on the nature of the organization and on who calls for or commissions 
the study. The source of the demand can lie within the organization or come from 
outside. The political pressure to evaluate democracy support coming from the 
funding side is said to be driving a good deal of the present interest. The main reasons 
for doing evaluations (apart from the fact that it may be legal requirement) are, 
however, reasonably well known. 

The reasons are: to ensure proper bookkeeping, that is, accountancy-type audits; 
to serve the aim of achieving efficiency or value for money; to facilitate accountability 
to the political masters and taxpayers who sanction or authorize democracy support in 
their name, which is a case that looks incontrovertible for any organization that claims 
to stand for democratic principles; to enable lessons to be learned from experience and 
make improved and more effective practice possible; and to offer a form of security 
against the kind of ill-judged ‘political meddling’ that displaces the formal goals of 
an organization or takes decisions on operational details away from the hands of 
able and experienced practitioners. Finally, evaluations can be called to inquire into 
very specific qualities such as establishing the level of gender awareness and gender 
sensitivity (or conversely bias) exhibited by projects or programmes such as those 
in democracy support. Evaluating their environmental credentials is a comparable 
illustration taken from the world of more conventional initiatives in economic aid. 

All these reasons apply as well in the case of international development cooperation, 
where there is a long history of commitment to evaluation. It is sometimes said that 
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governmental bodies are more aware of their accountability, which tends to make them 
risk-averse and reluctant to innovate, in contrast to non-governmental and private or 
autonomous organizations that tend to be more persuaded by the learning effect. 
However, this dichotomy is much too crude. All organizations should aspire to do 
better. Evidence both from the chapters in this book and from evaluations that have 
been reported elsewhere suggests that almost all democracy support organizations, 
irrespective of their status or source of funds, experience difficulty in transferring the 
benefits of knowledge gleaned from evaluations into policy and strategic review. In 
any case the most prominent autonomous actors in the field of democracy support 
derive the greater part of their income from official sources. In some cases this comes 
in the form of an annual grant and in other cases their activities are paid for on a 
contractual basis, perhaps after a process of competitive tendering. Either way they 
may be required to submit themselves to formal independent evaluation from time 
to time as a condition for renewal of the financial support. In these situations the 
evaluators may report direct to the funding body. In the case of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) Evaluation Office, which is neither a government 
nor a private body but a multilateral intergovernmental organization, Cole et al. 
(Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2006: 32) found that much greater emphasis was 
being placed by all concerned on trying to aim directly for the learning benefits of 
evaluation. By comparison too little attention was being paid to accountability, that 
is to say ‘the systematic assessment of both expected and achieved development results, 
the impact of assistance and the performance of the parties involved’ (emphasis in 
the original). 

Evaluation and participation
 

One further and rather special reason for evaluating democracy support is to use it as 
an exercise in exemplifying and transferring democratic values, or the principles that 
democracy purports to stand for and represent. The act of evaluation itself becomes 
an exercise in democracy support, in addition to whatever purpose it might have 
for improving the support activities that are under evaluation. This claim resembles 
the kind of thinking that informs IDEA’s approach to democracy assessment, 
namely the option for the citizens of virtually any society to make their own self-
assessment (International IDEA 2002). In turn this means a participatory approach 
to evaluation, which Crawford (2003b) among others has made a strong case for. 
Madsen (in chapter 5) also inclines towards this approach in her account of ‘process 
rights’ and ‘process evaluation’—the desirability of making democracy support not 
just participatory but accountable and non-discriminatory as well. 

Indeed evaluation procedures can themselves be evaluated and compared for 
their participatory content. Take for instance programme theory evaluation (PTE), 
the subject of chapter 3, which does not lend itself so readily to a broadly based 
participatory approach. A broadlybased approach would at a minimum include all 
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would-be beneficiaries, although it is easy to see how higher echelons in the partner 
organizations might be brought into the process of doing a PTE. Even so, one of 
PTE’s more attractive features in some eyes might be that it seems to throw the onus 
of responsibility for shortcomings in democracy support on to those who design 
and initiate the programmes, rather than the partners, especially those in foreign 
countries whose task is to help implement the programmes in the field. Ironically, the 
institution that might need to change its thinking and behaviour in the light of the 
findings from PTE becomes the supporting agency, such as Sida, rather than, or as 
well as, the targeted actors and would-be beneficiaries in the field. 

Of course participatory evaluation is not a new idea: it is well established in 
international development (see Molund and Schill 2004: 19–20). And it is important 
to debate who exactly should participate. The notion of stakeholders, or agencies, 
organizations, groups or individuals who have a direct or indirect interest in the 
intervention or its evaluation, is relevant here. Thus for instance Sida’s evaluation 
manual makes a distinction between participatory evaluations and participatory 
evaluation methods. Further distinctions that might be made are between primary 
stakeholders, that is to say target groups who benefit from an intervention together 
with those who may have been adversely affected, and all those persons who feel 
they should have been included as beneficiaries but are excluded from its effects. 
In Sida’s view, the best way to promote participatory evaluation is to strengthen the 
element of participation in the preceding stages of the intervention process (Molund 
and Schill 2004: 20). That means when the project or programme goals, and the 
criteria by which performance will be judged, are being determined. There will then 
be consequences for the kind of evaluation questions that it is sensible to ask. 

However, whatever specific choices are made over how to operationalize the 
participatory ethos, at one level the general reasoning remains the same. If participatory 
approaches are deemed intrinsically desirable in international development 
cooperation (that is, development by definition must be a participatory process, 
as well as participation being functional for information-gathering and attaining a 
project or programme’s other objectives), then the political argument must be even 
more compelling in regard to efforts to support democratization. In reality the 
evaluations do tell us that the quality of relations between democracy supporters and 
their partners in the field can be critical to both impact and effectiveness. They inform 
us that establishing the right time to curtail support is crucial: too soon and the 
partners may not be able to continue the work; too late and a culture of dependence 
with all its failings can easily take hold. Both sides have responsibility for getting 
relations right; using evaluations to heap either credit or blame on just one side would 
be irresponsible.

There are objections to and reservations about participatory approaches too. 
These have been well summarized elsewhere (Green and Kohl 2007: 154–6). And 
participatory evaluation is probably more talked about than practised even among 
organizations that are predisposed in principle to be sympathetic to the idea. 
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Nevertheless, there are some examples of limited forms of participatory evaluation 
being practised in the field of democracy support: for instance, the Clingendael 
Institute included local partners in the data collection and analysis when assessing 
democracy assistance in a number of post-conflict societies (see de Zeeuw and Kumar 
2006). At the same time the enthusiasts also recognize that building local capacity 
in doing evaluations can be resource-intensive, and that a long-term view should be 
taken of the possible benefits. For all the resources at its disposal it seems that even 
the European Commission has yet to take seriously investment in domestic systems 
for monitoring and evaluating progress in regard to democracy and governance and 
related assistance. USAID’s efforts offer an interesting comparison, for, although 
the USAID surveys of local people’s attitudes towards and perceptions of the state 
of democracy in their country do not amount to consulting them on democracy 
assistance and its efficacy, it seems that these surveys are increasingly informing the 
indicators that USAID uses to measure the progress of its democracy programmes in 
these countries (see chapter 2). 

Evaluation and avoiding failure

A final reason for evaluating democracy support—one that is so obvious that it is 
rarely mentioned—is to try to avoid the harm that can be done by mounting support 
activities that are badly advised or go horribly wrong. Waste of financial resources 
is not the issue here. Instead it is the consequences for the hopes, freedoms, and 
sometimes the very lives of peoples who look to international support, only to feel 
let down or misled, or, in the most damning scenarios, find themselves victimized 
by their oppressors. These last are the power-holders who react to ill-thought-out 
democracy interventions by taking reprisals against fellow citizens, in particular 
against people who have voiced their support for democratic reform and cooperated 
with foreign support actors. Whether they are simply emboldened or conversely feel 
more threatened by unsuccessful attempts at external democracy support, the negative 
consequences of such retaliation may be the same. Where democracy support must 
share the responsibility for bringing about a collapse of order or an increase in sub-
state violence—inter-communal warfare for instance—then the harm done could be 
even greater. 

Even where on balance democracy does register an advance, there may be human 
casualties or at a minimum some costs of adjustment experienced along the way. These 
are reasons enough for aiming to get democracy support right, which in turn means 
trying to establish sound methods of evaluation. There are no grounds for believing that 
the maxim ‘do no harm’, expressed so often in regard to international humanitarian 
assistance, does not apply equally seriously to democracy and human rights support—
or, indeed to the methods of evaluation as well. An unfortunate evaluation experience 
can sap morale and alienate partners; methods that display patronizing attitudes or 
convey elitist and exclusionary norms would be just as inappropriate. 
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Evaluation then is burdened with many high expectations. That places a heavy 
responsibility on those who would design the evaluation methodologies. There may 
well be tensions if not outright incompatibilities between the different rationales for 
doing evaluation. This makes the challenge that much more difficult. One of the 
lessons learned about democracy support (for example, from the inquiry into the 
Westminster Foundation for Democracy conducted by River Path Associates, 2005) 
is that organizations should avoid taking on too many responsibilities. They must not 
try to pursue more objectives than their limited resources will support; similarly, the 
guidelines given to evaluators should specify a clear and achievable sense of purpose. 

Furthermore, no rounded consideration of the reasons for evaluating democracy 
support would be complete without at least some reference to the counter-case. There 
can be bad, mischievous, or irrelevant reasons for commissioning evaluations in any 
walk of life. Examples include a mere gesture or nod to fashion, or the intention of 
interposing delays in decision making. That an evaluation might be commissioned 
in the expectation that the findings will only obfuscate rather than give weight to an 
otherwise compelling case for change is at least a possibility. It would be surprising 
if some of the more politically motivated demands for more evaluation were not 
grounded in an interest in finding reasons to discontinue the activity. That could be 
due to a sense that democracy support undermines the pursuit of more prized national 
and other objectives. Or it might simply be part of the usual rough and tumble that 
accompanies competitive scrambles over taxation and public spending levels and 
resource allocation. Equally, where there is strong political pressure to show results 
from democracy support—and that means positive results—there is an incentive for 
the decision to evaluate to concentrate on a selection of activities or areas where the 
likelihood is that there will a good story to tell. At worst the incentive structure may 
be such as to give reason to ‘massage’ the findings accordingly, or release them on a 
selective basis only. 

The timing of evaluations and the duration selected for evidence-gathering can be 
important as well. Too early and there is a possibility that some of the effects of democracy 
support will not be registered. The finding by Finkel et al. (2006) that the positive 
effects of USAID support for democracy and governance included a lagged dimension 
and tend to be cumulative are worth noting here. Too late and the opportunity to learn 
from experience and make relevant improvements could be lost. Evaluations can inhibit 
experimentation: the perceived risks that failure might involve may weigh too heavily 
as a result. There can be other adverse effects if they are handled clumsily. For instance 
there is the possibility that evaluation will sow discord precisely where mutual trust and 
a shared sense of endeavour are most needed—among all the partners to democracy 
support. Bossuyt et al. (2006) found that their efforts to establish a general picture 
of European Commission support to governance even aroused suspicions among the 
European Union (EU) country delegations in the chosen case study countries, not to 
mention the governments of those countries. And yet commenting on the performance 
of those delegations and governments was never the purpose of the exercise. 
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Evaluations can be done in-house, embedded in the organizational culture even, or 
alternatively delegated to an external contractor: in either case the way in which the 
terms of reference are worded is likely to be critical to the exercise or its outcome. In 
the second case the virtue of impartiality or objectivity would seem to be assured, but 
it might be easier to dismiss unwelcome findings on the grounds that the outsiders 
were poorly informed or not sufficiently in tune with the organization’s strengths. At 
the same time professional evaluators from the outside might claim to concentrate 
expertise and experience far more than a democracy actor by itself can manage. 
In contrast, in-house evaluations will only divert personnel from getting on with 
doing the job they are employed to do—initiate democracy support. Nevertheless, 
confirming shared ownership of the evaluation findings and their policy implications 
could be problematic, for various reasons. So in the world of evaluation there is no 
single procedural model. In Sida’s case, for instance, the evaluation department has 
a semi-autonomous position within the organization. It began investigating how far 
Sida’s support for democracy and human rights could be evaluated only as recently 
as 1997. 

What can be evaluated?

Before going any further it is useful to make a distinction between the evaluation of 
democracy promotion in terms of its own democratic objectives (intrinsic evaluation) 
and in terms of extrinsic evaluation. The latter is concerned with how far democracy 
promotion serves the various policy rationales, drivers or motivations that underlie 
the foreign policy decision to support democracy abroad. For example, democracy 
support can be assessed by how far its achievements really do serve to bring about a 
more peaceful world, or help combat the threat of international terrorism, or facilitate 
economic and social development in the developing world. These extrinsic yardsticks, 
while enormously important and perhaps increasingly relevant as the securitization 
of democracy promotion and democracy support policy gains ground in some policy 
quarters, are not the subject of this book. However, we come back to some of the 
implications for evaluation at the end of the chapter.

Similarly, democracy support and its effects on democratization could also be 
examined for their consequences for other notable aspects of the political condition 
within the countries that are selected for support. And these may affect those countries’ 
political development more generally, and the international order too, either directly 
or indirectly. This relates to such large and important projects as nation-building and 
state-building. Again, these kinds of externalities, whether favourable or unfavourable, 
are not the main focus here, with the important exception of Natalia Mirimanova’s 
chapter (chapter 8) in this book on the contribution made by democracy support to 
conflict mitigation in Tajikistan. Given the high degree of interdependence that can 
exist between different processes of political change, the point should be made that it 
may be not just unrealistic but also undesirable to adopt a very narrow understanding 
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and assessment of the effects of international democracy support. 
In terms of the intrinsic evaluation of democracy promotion, then, almost anything 

can be evaluated. That includes evaluations; the methods used to do evaluations; 
the process of evaluation; and the evaluators themselves. Assessing the quality of 
evaluations and devising an assessment framework for this purpose are thought to 
be a fairly recent innovation in the multilateral and bilateral development agencies 
(Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2006: 40). Denmark’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
conducted a peer assessment of evaluation in multilateral organizations, specifically 
the UNDP’s Central Evaluation Office, in December 2005 (Danish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs 2006). It is this office which has the responsibility for evaluating the 
UNDP’s large and growing democratic governance programme, currently valued at 
around 1.4 billion US dollars (USD) and extending to over 130 countries. 

The Danish report found that the Evaluation Office ‘enjoys an acceptable 
level of independence and which produces evaluations that are credible, valid and 
useful for learning and strategy formation in the organization. At the same time, its 
potential for helping strengthen accountability and performance assessment is being 
underexploited, both for the purpose of accountability and as an essential basis for 
learning’ (Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2006: 4). It will be interesting to see 
whether the Evaluation Office will warrant comments like these when it turns its 
attention to the UNDP’s support for democratic governance. What future evaluations 
of the office might tell us about the demands of evaluating democratic governance 
programmes as compared with evaluating other more traditional forms of UNDP 
development cooperation will definitely be worthy of interest. The Danish report’s 
finding that little has been done up to now to ensure the involvement and ownership 
of partner country stakeholders in the evaluation process should also be revisited, 
once the UNDP Evaluation Office proceeds to investigate the UNDP’s democratic 
governance programmes. 

In international democracy support there are a number of potential candidates 
for evaluation. As of now some are more in the evaluators’ sights than others. And 
it should be noted that, while an individual or stand-alone evaluation can be very 
informative, assessments that are done on a comparative basis are potentially more 
revealing, irrespective of the basic unit of analysis such as a project or country that 
the assessment takes. 

In the evaluators’ sights

First, there are individual projects that occur in one country and address a specific 
sector or sub-sector, such as human rights non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 
The candidates may be selected on a more or less random basis or according to such 
criteria as their symbolic significance, for example, early flagship projects that have 
the longest history of operation, or by size. 

Second, evaluation can focus on programmes, which include all projects in a 
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particular sector or sub-sector either in one country or in several countries. Kumar’s 
(2006) comparative assessment of support for independent media in several countries 
is a recent example from the literature, although its coverage is of US support only and 
it does not claim to be comprehensive even then. The German Technical Cooperation 
Agency (Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit, GTZ) now pursues a middle 
way between evaluating projects and overall outcomes by focusing on intermediate 
objectives, for example to improve the rule of law. Carothers (2006c) offers an 
extended compendium of collected experience in reviewing rule-of-law promotion. 

Third, the principle of selection can be a partner country or countries, selected 
perhaps because they are leading partners or for special historical or political reasons, 
the aim then being to cover the full range of projects and programmes mounted in 
that country or countries. The attempts by Michael McFaul and others to examine 
the contribution that external support made to the origins of the so-called ‘Orange 
Revolution’ in Ukraine in December 2004 are illustrative (see, e.g., Åslund and 
McFaul 2006). Among other things they demonstrate how difficult it is to pin down 
the influence of external factors, for it is mainly in the interaction with internal forces 
and local actors that political outcomes come to be determined.  

Fourth, an institution responsible for democracy support can be evaluated as a 
whole, with evidence drawn perhaps selectively from the entire range of its activities 
or country involvements. Recent examples include the evaluations of the Netherlands 
Institute for Multiparty Democracy (NIMD) (European Centre for Development 
Policy Management 2005) and the Westminster Foundation for Democracy in the 
United Kingdom (River Path Associates 2005). The institutional partners in countries 
where democracy initiatives are being supported may also be the subject of evaluation, 
and in this context the arguments surrounding participatory evaluation become 
especially salient. By implication, even if this is not specifically called for in the terms 
of reference, evaluations of democracy support organizations may include comment 
on the selection mechanism and actual choice of foreign partners. In principle that 
could extend to relations with collaborating support partners, where the provision of 
support is organized on a joint or collective basis. 

Fifth, and more challenging and considered less often, is the possibility of 
evaluating the choice of methods, approaches, or instruments that are used to promote 
and defend democracy abroad. In practice that is most likely to mean democracy 
support—non-coercive and concessionary initiatives, otherwise known as democracy 
assistance or democracy aid. However, in principle it could include all the ways in 
which international activities are undertaken with democracy promotion as their 
primary objective. That includes diplomatic initiatives, foreign aid incentives, the 
use of trade, investment and other sanctions, covert intervention and even coercive 
threats or outright military involvement, in short, what is often called ‘hard power’ 
as well as ‘soft power’ techniques. Thus for instance Schraeder (2002) explores the 
‘spectrum of violence’ in which a variety of ‘interventionist tools’ have been employed 
in democracy’s name, drawing on a five-year joint European–North American research 
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project that was funded by the Finnish International Development Agency. The 
findings reported (Schraeder 2002) highlight the constraints on effective democracy 
promotion. But the time for this ambitious multi-country comparison to be repeated 
and brought up to date is now rapidly approaching, notwithstanding the recent 
attempt by Youngs (2006) to summarize European experience only. 

Taken all together, then, the overall commitment displayed by just one government 
or intergovernmental actor, or by an international organization like the United 
Nations, the West or even the so-called international community, to promoting 
democracy by all means is an obvious candidate for assessment. Who could not be 
interested in establishing some plausible overall verdict, say a figure scored out of 
ten? Or perhaps two figures—one representing level of commitment, and another 
achievement, success or failure? Such an assessment could be framed in terms of the 
strategy for supporting democracy (see Burnell 2005; Piccone and Youngs 2006). A 
complex and challenging exercise of this nature could not be undertaken lightly. It 
is just the sort of area where research must draw on the work of many analysts and 
only after the research design has first come up with a conceptual and methodological 
framework that is adequate to the task (Burnell 2007/8). That is still some way off. 

Finally, an even grander extension would encompass not just active democracy 
promotion, where intentionality and sense of purpose are among the defining properties, 
but also what might be called passive democracy promotion. That refers to all the ways in 
which external actors generally, or even just the governments of established democracies 
in particular, impact on democracy and democratization inside the prospective, new and 
emerging democracies, for good or for ill, regardless of whether the likely consequences 
for democracy were intended, considered or desired (Burnell 2006). 

From among this ascending list of candidates for evaluation, it is on the first-
mentioned and least ambitious candidates that the majority of actual attempts to 
evaluate have tended to concentrate, at least in the democracy support organizations 
themselves. The more grandiose and most challenging possibilities have been left to 
academia to muse on and grapple with, not least because the subject matter is so 
highly political, although even here until recently the literature has been remarkably 
thin. A notable exception is the European Union’s use of conditionality to promote 
human rights and democratic reform in states from Central and Eastern Europe 
seeking accession to full membership of the EU, in accordance with the Copenhagen 
criteria of 1993. A growing number of detailed studies by scholars in both Europe 
and North America have homed in on this (Kelley 2004 and Vachudova 2005 are 
two outstanding examples). By and large they agree that the EU’s experience to date 
has been remarkably successful, while giving rather varied accounts of the main 
reasons why. It is very unlikely that this record will be repeated in the future, once EU 
enlargement has come to an end. In the meantime, as the EU itself seeks to reinvent its 
post-enlargement strategy for promoting democracy abroad, approaches to evaluating 
EU efforts in the years to come will have to do more than copy even the relatively well 
developed lines of inquiry that have contributed enlightenment in the recent past. 
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Results-based and programme theory evaluations

In the world of democracy support, projects and programmes tend to be assessed for 
their effectiveness, which involves identifying both the outputs and the proximate 
outcomes, and, rather more ambitiously, their impact. Both are results-based 
measures. 

Effectiveness refers to the extent to which support for democracy achieves its own 
goals and objectives. Clearly, careful attention to the way in which these are specified, 
that is to say clear and precise specification at the planning and design stage, is crucial 
if performance is to be monitored later and for the results to be assessed. Surprisingly, 
project goals have not always been formulated in ways that allow evaluation (Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency 2000: 3). This would seem to 
provide an area where improvement should easily be possible, even though in some 
cases there may be good political reasons why goals and objectives are ambiguous, or 
not all are stated, or they are sometimes left a little fuzzy. 

Impacts may be experienced both directly and indirectly; they can be negative as 
well as positive, and either intended or unintended. In democracy support, impact 
assessment tends to mean the wider consequences for democracy and democratization, 
including those that might emerge only in the medium to longer term. Of course it 
also includes those which emerge sooner but whose sustainability should be the main 
point of interest. Several evaluation studies note that impact is more significant than 
effectiveness and call for more thought to be given to ways of assessing impact. At the 
same time the difficulties, such as problems over attribution, have been well rehearsed 
(see, e.g., United States Agency for International Development 2005: 11–14). To 
illustrate, a Sida inquiry (Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
2000: 3) into the evaluability of democracy and human rights projects found that 
for most of the projects examined it would be difficult to evaluate impact by means 
of a goal-oriented approach based on logframe analysis. This is in spite of the fact 
that the point of logframe is to specify goals, purpose, outputs and activities in ways 
that enable results to be identified at every level. There are other limiting factors too, 
because eliminating the effects of ‘noise in the system’ from the analysis, in other 
words the influence of all other factors, is deeply problematic. 

While both impact and effectiveness dwell on results, a rather different if still 
quite experimental approach to evaluation, explained and examined in this book by 
Fredrik Uggla (chapter 3), inquires first into the assumptions and the reasoning—the 
internal ‘logics’—that inform programmes of democracy support. Programme theory 
evaluation may not capture consequences in the field, let alone identify and help 
solve problems that arise in the course of implementation. Nevertheless, it could feed 
into policy on democracy support at the policy planning and policy making stage of 
the decision cycle, in other words policy appraisal, especially if used in conjunction 
with findings from more results-based assessments. After all, it is only some external 
reference point that can tell us whether the theory’s internal assumptions are truly 
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realistic, once any obvious incoherence or contradictions among the assumptions 
have been stripped away. 

Evaluation: lessons of experience

There is a substantial history of evaluation in the field of international development 
cooperation. Democracy support should not have been obliged to reinvent the 
wheel in all respects, but there has been a fairly shallow learning curve in respect 
of identifying and addressing the problems nonetheless—practitioners have yet to 
come to terms fully both with some methodological difficulties that are familiar from 
the evaluation of development assistance and with the difficulties that resonate more 
sharply or have peculiar resonance in respect of democracy support. 

However, while evaluation is supposed to tell us something about democracy 
support, there is also some merit in reversing the question and asking what have 
the evaluations of democracy support and their findings told us about evaluation 
methodology, in particular any weaknesses or shortcomings? To illustrate the point, 
Forss (2002: 49) reports that the large Danish International Development Agency 
(Danida) evaluation of Danish support for human rights and democratization in 
1990–8 raised ‘fundamental and challenging issues, notably concerning methodology 
and impact evaluation’, ‘raising more questions than answers’. The lessons from 
evaluation for democracy support and the lessons about evaluation are analytically 
distinct, although in the practice of democracy support and its assessment the two 
should be considered inseparable. 

Prominent issues revealed by attempts to evaluate democracy support to date 
can be briefly summarized in terms of the ‘what’, that is, the object of democracy 
support; the ‘how’, that is, how to collect evidence and interpret its significance as 
well as decisions on what actually counts as evidence; and on when to make the 
investigations. 

Measuring democratic progress

In regard to the ‘what’, the general object of democracy support seems less easy to 
define than is, say, the object of international development assistance. There, not 
only is economic growth an idea that is reasonably clear, precise and, most significant 
of all, quantifiable, but there are widely understood notions of what is meant by 
economic development, social development and human development. At least there 
are some internationally sourced and recognized indicators for measuring economic 
growth. In comparison, democracy is an ‘essentially contested concept’ (Gallie 1956). 
Democratization is an even more blurry idea: attempts to distinguish democratic 
transition, democratic consolidation, sustainable democracy and so on do not settle 
matters but often serve only to add further confusion. The same is true of such normative 
distinctions as those between liberal and electoral democracy, market democracy and 
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social democracy, and the like. Contested discourse surrounds the exact relationship 
of democratization to human rights and to the rule of law in particular, although few 
commentators would dispute Madsen’s claim (in chapter 5) that human rights supply 
a fundamental pillar. Beyond even the matter of definitions and their relationship to 
one another, however, lies an even bigger, more contested and wide-ranging debate 
over how to explain democratic change. Efforts to understand what makes it happen, 
how and why it happens, and what prevents or reverses the process have generated a 
vast literature that sends many different and in some cases conflicting signals to those 
actors who would wish to make a difference in practice. 

For the purposes of evaluation, capturing the democracy effects of democracy 
support in the form of a meaningful, usable and perhaps above all agreed set of 
indictors is a vexed issue. Take for example just one of the more widely used sets of 
indicators, the Freedom House annual country ratings for political and civil liberty. 
These are often used as proxy for the level of democracy. Notwithstanding their 
convenience and popularity (the one helps explain the other), a number of academic 
analysts and more policy-focused commentators have voiced serious reservations 
about the methodology. See for example the entry for ‘Freedom House Annual Survey 
of Freedom’ contained in the UNDP Oslo Centre’s Governance Indicators: A User’s 
Guide (United Nations Development Programme, no date). 

All this complicates the business of impact assessment. There, the setting of 
benchmarks for democratic progress can fall foul of disagreements not just over the 
meaning of democracy and democratization but also over what it is appropriate to 
expect in the context of the particular circumstances of the country concerned. For 
instance, what consideration should be given to the amount of resistance to change 
put up by the people in power? This is important as some evaluations purport to find 
that government ownership of political reforms is a major influence on the success 
of external efforts to provide support. Bossuyt et al. (2006), for instance, both make 
this claim themselves and refer to similar findings from other European Commission 
studies. And should evaluators take account of the resistance that is due to the 
suspicions, fears and uncertainties about change among ordinary people, perhaps the 
majority of society, or the economic conditions and whether there has been a previous 
history of failed attempts to introduce democracy? What might seem like a rather 
modest advance for democracy in one country could represent a giant leap forward in 
another country where the situation had initially looked much less promising. 

In comparison with democracy, we might think that human rights and also some 
features of ‘good governance’ (and thereby ‘democratic governance’ too) would be 
more amenable to definition. After all, certain rights are named and spelled out in 
the form of national or international declarations, bills or conventions of the kind 
that most governments have ratified or signed. Governance touches on variables that 
in some cases are more of an administrative and managerial than a value-laden or 
political nature. But of course the objectives of projects to support human rights and 
governance might not bear out these properties in practice. It seems that in reality the 
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indicators for human rights remain confused, or consensus on what they should be 
remains elusive (see chapter 5). 

The International IDEA Handbook on Democracy Assessment (International 
IDEA 2002) might be considered a breakthrough in terms of offering a universal 
template by which to assess progress towards democracy. Yet, although the model has 
now been applied in several countries, there are no examples of attempts to measure the 
performance of democracy support against the yardsticks that the template provides. 
As Hanne Lund Madsen pointed out at the IDEA/Sida Stockholm workshop, it 
would be interesting to consider how the democracy assessment framework could 
help structure the evaluation of democracy assistance. A very useful exercise would be 
to pilot just such a study. However, even that would not immediately resolve some of 
the outstanding methodological difficulties. The overriding issues here concern first 
the rival claims of qualitative and quantitative approaches, and, second, problems to 
do with attribution and the assignment of ‘effects’ to specific causes or democracy 
support interventions. 

Quantitative and qualitative methods

A substantial body of qualitative evidence about democracy support drawn from 
interviews with stakeholders, consultation of documentary sources, case studies, 
and the evaluators’ own observations already exists, and much of it is publicly 
available, some of it in printed and some in electronic form. Thomas Carothers, who 
has been researching the United States’ democracy support in particular (although 
not exclusively), has been in the forefront here, with eight books and many more 
articles to his credit (e.g. Carothers 1996, 1999, 2004, 2006b, 2006c; Carothers and 
Ottaway 2005; Ottaway and Carothers 2000). He has been called the world’s leading 
authority on democracy promotion. His assessments have been largely critical of the 
way democracy support has been pursued, although not so damning as to lead him 
to believe the activity is fatally flawed. His well-informed and well-judged advice is 
highly sought after within the democracy support community. 

The findings of several other writers, including quite a few from European 
countries, can be found in a fairly narrow range of academic journals, of which 
Democratization is the single largest source (a small selection is Blair 2000 and 2004, 
on support for decentralization and civil society respectively; and Scott and Steele 
2005, on the United States National Endowment for Democracy) and in collected 
volumes (for example Erdmann 2006 on Germany’s Stiftungen and their help to 
political parties in particular). Official and other formal reports provide another and 
growing source of qualitative assessments (examples are River Path Associates 2005, 
on the Westminster Foundation for Democracy; European Centre for Development 
Policy Management 2005, on the Netherlands Institute for Multiparty Democracy; 
and Bossuyt et al. 2006, on European Commission support for good governance in 
third countries). The last spilled over into democracy and human rights issues. This 



30

Evaluating democracy support: methods and experiences

illustrates the difficulties of drawing tight lines around the meaning of democracy, 
and shows that even evaluations without democracy in the title or terms of reference 
may end up telling us something interesting about democracy support. Bossuyt et 
al. (2006: 25–8) in fact employed a combination of methods—archival sources, 
interviews, case studies, and focus groups and large-scale questionnaires too. The 
report also helpfully contains short descriptions of the weaknesses of each method. 
For instance, the circulation of staff inside democracy promotion organizations and 
transfers outside will impinge on the available institutional memory, and, as United 
States Agency for International Development (2005) also notes, this may impede 
good data recovery. 

In contrast, USAID has led the way in respect of the aggregate assessment of its 
entire support programme for democracy and governance in 195 countries, of which 
over 120 were actual ‘recipients’ (see chapter 2 by Margaret J. Sarles). This exercise 
subjected all programmes from 1990 through to 2003 to independent quantitative 
evaluation (Finkel et al. 2006). This USAID evaluation, which uses both Freedom 
House and Polity IV data to measure democratic progress, leads us to believe that 
large quantitative evaluations are technically feasible so long as adequate data can be 
found and presented in a form that is related to the outputs, outcomes and impact of 
democracy support (cf. the situation Cole et al. say they found in the UNDP (Danish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2006: 37)). As chapter 2 reveals, just assembling the data 
may be no mean feat in itself. 

The USAID study also claims to find that democracy assistance can be—that is to 
say has been—positive, although the overall impact has been blunted by the meagreness 
of the resources hitherto put at its disposal. Interestingly, the effect was found to be 
negative for human rights, which the report speculates might be due to a positive 
influence that support had on the availability and publishing of information about 
human rights abuses. This illustrates well that it is not just the figures but how we try 
to make sense of them that is so important. Such studies as the USAID one also serve 
to caution us against rushing to quick and simple inferences, for example, the idea that 
there might be a guaranteed democracy dividend for each and every country where 
democracy support is increased by a given amount. Obviously such a leap cannot be 
made on the basis of Finkel et al.’s (2006) findings. Endorsing an observation freely 
made by Sarles, that correlations do not themselves amount to a full explanation, the 
really vital issue for democracy support actors is the question why democracy support 
expenditures might have such effects and under what conditions. No matter how 
technically sophisticated the methodology, the way in which we interpret the findings 
and moreover the political uses to which they are put (or whether they are ignored) are 
what make all the difference—between a constructive experience of evaluation and one 
whose results prove to be irrelevant or damaging to the activity of democracy support. 
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Assigning consequences

The problem of assigning effects is magnified the further the chosen object departs 
from a tightly defined project or programme and takes in sector-wide and multi-sector 
support initiatives as well. The problem increases as evaluators attempt to aggregate 
the effects of multiple initiatives or, conversely, try to disentangle the effects that can 
be assigned to just one intervention from a context where several democracy support 
actors and multiple, perhaps mutually reinforcing (or cancelling), initiatives have 
been involved. For instance, the possibility of there being unintended cross-sectoral 
influences at work cannot be excluded. To illustrate, it has sometimes been suggested 
that external support to civil society has been detrimental to political parties and the 
development of a competitive party system. It threatens to have this effect by drawing 
away able leaders and resources, and encouraging the formation of a false idea of 
‘civil society good, political parties bad’. Moving away from trying to demonstrate 
effectiveness to establishing impact compounds the difficulties enormously, most 
notably when trying to move from propositions about the micro level to meso and 
macro effects. 

In terms of ‘when’, the right moment to look for evidence of what democracy 
support has or has not achieved may not be self-evident. The timing or duration 
could well differ as between different projects, programmes, sectors and countries. 
This only complicates the business of trying to make up some aggregate picture for 
the purpose of reaching some general inferences about support as a whole. The longer 
the gestation period or the wait, the harder it could be to reconstruct the data and 
the greater the chance that any lessons learned will soon be out of date. Conversely, 
evaluations that are ‘quick’ (if not necessarily ‘dirty’) may be unable to capture the 
full picture and carry the real risk of distorting the portfolio of democracy support 
in the direction of activities that are believed to hold the most promise of producing 
early (favourable) results. By general consent in most cases democracy-building is a 
long-term project and friends in the international community must expect to have to 
make an appropriately long-term commitment. 

Finally, there is the old refrain that you cannot know the counterfactual. A truly 
convincing verdict on the success or otherwise of democracy support must have 
good reasons for saying what would have happened in the absence of democracy 
support. Thus Finkel et al. (2006) resort to modelling the ‘normal’ projected trend 
in democratization as a way of trying to establish the difference USAID democracy 
support made. It employs specific statistical techniques to tackle the endogeneity 
issue, which is a term that refers to the possibility of reverse causality, in other words 
where democratic progress or its absence are responsible for pulling in the democracy 
support. 

Just as with (for instance) the issue of quantitative versus qualitative methods, 
however, the counterfactual problem is not unique to evaluating democracy support. 
The same can be said in respect of the principles that underlie case selection in 
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comparative analysis, that is whether to choose the most different or the most similar 
cases to compare. And, as with the other issues raised, here it is unreasonable to expect 
inquiries into democracy support to solve problems and settle disputes over methods 
that have bedevilled social science for generations. It is equally unreasonable to 
counsel against evaluating democracy support on the grounds that current evaluation 
methods attract criticism or that the current refinements and all future developments 
are bound to be less than perfect. 

A look forward 

This is not the place to foreshadow in detail the contents of the chapters that follow. 
Rather, just some of the more notable features of the collection are introduced here, 
against a background of drawing attention to the implications for the future of 
democracy support evaluation. 

Introducing the chapters

First, the methods introduced in the chapters all share an experimental quality, but 
one that is grounded in the authors’ own practical experience and does not just 
reflect ‘ivory tower’ thinking. The majority embrace a commitment to qualitative 
methods, but a high-profile attempt at more quantitative assessment is also strongly 
represented. It seems incontrovertible that some features of democracy programmes 
are more susceptible to meaningful quantification and related forms of assessment 
than are others, just as some forms of democracy support may well be more amenable 
to evaluation than others. However, knowing how to integrate in a meaningful way 
the findings from the best of both quantitative and qualitative approaches not only 
remains one of the most intriguing conundrums; it is also one of the most worthwhile 
objectives for evaluators to aim at. There is more to be gained by trying to address 
this issue constructively than by portraying quantitative and qualitative approaches as 
rivals, a battlefield where analysts feel compelled to take one side and decry the other. 
In reality there are alternative ways of approaching evaluation even within both the 
quantitative and the qualitative approaches. 

Even so, it is worth emphasizing that decision making on what pro-democracy 
activities to support, and how, should not be determined purely by which ones 
can be subjected to statistical measurements of performance afterwards. Even 
their evaluability more generally should not be the sole determining or overriding 
criterion. Just as evaluators should employ methods that can capture the unintended 
(and possibly negative) consequences of democracy support activities, so they should 
be alert to the possibility of unintended and even undesirable consequences of being 
too zealous about evaluations and of the evaluation methodology choices they make 
or approaches they take. Thus there is something to be said for the eclecticism that 
Sandra Elena and Hector Chayer argue for in chapter 4.
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A second shared characteristic of the chapters is that they contain critical commentary 
expressed either directly or by implication on weaknesses in the state of the art of 
evaluating democracy support. In practice evaluation itself may not be an entirely 
happy experience: it can lead to some uncomfortable findings; organizations have to 
learn to live with the possibility that criticism of themselves or their modus operandi 
could follow. At the same time none of the authors is shy of noting the limits to the 
alternative proposals they are putting forward, and all recognize the need to develop 
their own ideas further. 

Third, although evaluation is a common reference point, the chapters offer some 
quite diverse perspectives in respect of which aspect of democracy support they focus 
on. None are concerned with accountancy-style audits or purely financial—that is to 
say, ‘value-for-money’—types of evaluation. But they do range over different sectors 
of democracy assistance, such as rule-of-law assistance and civil society aid. Inevitably, 
in a book of this size the coverage cannot be comprehensive. 

Thus, some important components of democracy support are not highlighted. 
Examples include the aim of strengthening political parties and competitive party 
systems in emerging democracies, which is an area that has recently started to attract 
more attention (see Carothers 2006b); support to electoral procedures (see Bjornlund 
2004; Lean 2007); and governance assistance and, more specifically, the strengthening 
of legislatures. Attention to obtaining the right balance in civil–military relations and 
full civilian control of the entire panoply of military, paramilitary and intelligence 
agencies—the ‘security community’—in states facing serious internal threats of 
political violence is an under-researched subject generally. These are all areas of 
democracy support where attention to evaluation is warranted, notwithstanding the 
excellent work that has already been done by Carothers and others. Civil–military 
relations in particular can easily fall between the two stools of international endeavours 
to promote democracy on the one side and national or international security on the 
other. Much scope remains for exploring improved ways both of coordinating the 
support efforts and of determining their efficacy. 

However, while there are whole sectors of democracy support as well as types 
of individual project or programme within sectors that would benefit from greater 
attention (a more systematic and comprehensive checklist approach to sectoral 
evaluations would aim to do this), we should not lose sight of the bigger picture 
either. As is noted above, democracy support is but one element of a much more 
varied and wide-ranging set of approaches, instruments or tools all of which denote 
international democracy protection and promotion of one form or another. On the 
one hand, comparing democracy support against these other approaches—with which 
they are often used in tandem—would be as fruitful for future strategic thinking on 
the diffusion of democracy as comparing the effects of alternative sectoral programmes 
in democracy assistance. This could mean making a double shift, from the ex post 
evaluation of democracy support to the ex ante appraisal of democracy promotion 
tout court (Burnell 2007/8). On the other hand, the intellectual challenge this poses, 
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just like that of assessing the sum total of international influences on the prospects for 
advancing democracy, must lie outside the confines of these chapters. 

A fourth point that can be made about the chapters as a set is that they offer 
different but complementary material in respect of the main launch point of their 
inquiry, and not only in terms of the particular institution or support sector(s) they 
concentrate on. This point merits some elaboration. Take first chapter 2 by Margaret 
J. Sarles, which sets out to describe USAID’s not inconsiderable experience of trying 
to get to grips with the challenge of evaluating democracy support, culminating in 
the state of play at the time of writing—as represented in the report Effects of US 
Foreign Assistance on Democracy Building: Results of a Cross-National Quantitative 
Study. Final Report (Finkel et al. 2006). The ambitious nature of this attempt at 
evaluation and related initiatives—exceptional in terms of scale, breadth and universal 
coverage—make it highly appropriate that this account opens the set of substantive 
chapters. Contrasting with this account, then, is the chapter by Elena and Chayer 
(chapter 4), which tackles the question of how to establish outcomes and effects 
in regard to just one individual sector or field, namely rule-of-law programmes. 
Chapter 4 is based on the experience of an Argentinian NGO, the Forum for Studies 
on Judicial Administration (Foro de Estudios sobre la Administractión de Justicia, 
FORES), in its work in that single country, Argentina. 

Writing also from an institutional perspective, Michael Wodzicki (chapter 6) 
inquires into the lessons to be learned by evaluating a process of evaluation 
already carried out into the performance of another organization, namely Canada’s 
International Centre for Human Rights and Democratic Development (Rights & 
Democracy). This chapter relates the experience of this independent organization, 
which, following its establishment by act of Parliament in 1988, has utilized a human 
rights perspective on democracy and democratization to advance support to civil 
society abroad. This chapter explicitly broaches the issue of how to evaluate evaluation 
methodologies in action, which is an underlying theme running through the book 
as a whole. 

Introducing the theme that makes human rights a major component of democracy, 
Hanne Lund Madsen (in chapter 5) examines the evaluation of human rights more 
generally but with specific reference to a rights-based approach to both programming 
and evaluation. This approach follows from the recommendation of the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights that a ‘rights-based approach’ 
to development integrate ‘the norms, standards and principles of the international 
human rights system into the plans, policies and processes of programme development’ 
(Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 2003: 1). Madsen’s offer 
of a ‘rights-based approach navigator’, while it is a contribution to meeting this 
requirement, also shows how detailed the focus must be in order to explore the two 
sides—rights-holder and duty-bearer (or electorate and representation). 

Meanwhile in regard to democracy support more generally Fredrik Uggla in 
chapter 3 shows how we can evaluate the assumptions and the reasoning that lie 
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behind the design of democracy support initiatives, and why this could enhance the 
art of evaluation. This innovative approach, which Sida is currently investigating, 
offers a sharp contrast to both the extensive quantitative modelling and the more 
qualitative fieldwork-based approach to investigation that is described in the case of 
USAID. And, although PTE might not uncover all the shortcomings that can arise 
during the course of programme implementation—something that Sarles’ reference 
to USAID consulting ‘voices from the field’ seems to try to tap—it can certainly help 
prevent programmes from being adopted that are internally flawed or fundamentally 
misguided from the outset. 

In chapter 7 Harry Blair takes another major sector of democracy support as 
his focus and asks what it means to establish the effects of civil society advocacy. 
This question and the novel way he goes about providing an answer can be seen as 
essential preliminaries to trying to establish how far international support to civil 
society organizations itself makes a contribution to democracy. Methodologies for 
the latter must be contingent on an adequate conceptualization of the former. Blair 
offers detailed case studies from India and the Philippines to illustrate his theoretical 
approach. The analysis draws out an important distinction between the consequences 
of advocacy for the civil society organizations and their objectives, on the one hand, 
and for the wider political system on the other. If the two do not coincide, as at times 
seems possible, then democracy support organizations are faced with some difficult 
practical choices in regard to their choice and treatment of foreign partners. 

Blair’s account also adopts a largely statist approach, that is to say the target of 
civil society advocacy is presented as government institutions. Further research could 
usefully address whether the analysis can be extended to the larger set of governance 
institutions. These are the institutions, some of them non-governmental and some 
of them inter- and supra-governmental, that observers writing from a globalization 
perspective argue are increasingly central to the complex of power relations that 
exists at local, national and global levels. In fact this is an issue not just for evaluation 
methodology but for democracy and human rights support and democracy promotion 
more generally. The challenges to democratization that lie beyond the nation state—
the challenges that globalization poses to democracy inside countries and the challenge 
of democratizing the institutions of global governance—have barely registered on the 
radar of international democracy promotion (see Burnell (ed.) 2006, chapters 1, 2). 
Unsurprisingly, to date the evaluation discourse has had virtually nothing to offer on 
this. 

In chapter 8 Natalia Mirimanova examines the consequences of community-
level democracy support for conflict resolution in the interesting case of Tajikistan. 
The question how to evaluate is not the sole focus of this chapter. Nevertheless the 
study raises important issues for evaluation methodology in situations where there 
are multiple goals, such as peace, development and democracy. Implementing these 
and other goals of international involvement can encounter conflict between them as 
well as some synergies and relations of mutual support. How external support affects 
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democracy and the impact of democratization on conflict resolution are analytically 
separate issues. In practice they may be related in different ways—one can imagine a 
matrix of more democracy and less conflict; more democracy and more conflict; less 
democracy and more conflict; less democracy and less conflict; no change in one or 
either. Different conflicts can have different causes, and the potential for democracy 
support to make a difference may also vary from one situation to another. To weigh 
and summarize the consequences in a single composite verdict may be an impossible 
task, perhaps confirming that there are limits to what can reasonably be expected from 
evaluations and from the design of evaluation methods, no matter how refined. 

In these situations different kinds of international organizations are involved on 
the ground and exercising their own distinctive mandates, quite legitimately pursuing 
their own agenda—peacemaking or peacekeeping, humanitarian relief, economic 
reconstruction, capacity-building in governance, fashioning democracy, and so on. 
Here the question of who should evaluate is more than usually tied up with the 
issues to do with the terms of reference and what should be the main criterion or 
object of evaluation. On this question, evaluation methodology itself cannot provide 
answers, but perhaps faces some of the biggest challenges of all. And, given that such 
situations, whether we call them conflict-prone, post-conflict, ‘states under stress’ 
or ‘complex environments’, are not uncommon and show no sign of disappearing, 
additional experimental work on the evaluation of international interventions in such 
circumstances merits a high priority. 

That said, even in more stable and peaceful situations there is much to be gained 
by considering evaluation methodologies for democracy support in tandem with 
considering comparable methodologies for engaging in more ‘normal’ development 
work. That means the participatory strategies for development more generally, and 
developmental initiatives in female empowerment and promoting gender equity 
specifically. While the reality seems to be that, both in development discourse and in 
development practice, development objectives and democratization considerations are 
often treated separately, the potential gains to be achieved by more holistic thinking 
regarding support for development and support for democracy together—and so the 
implications for evaluating either one or both—cry out for serious investigation. In 
other words, development practitioners and democracy practitioners should talk to 
one another more often. And, if the evaluators in both cases are not the same people, 
then perhaps the different constituencies too should follow likewise. First, however, 
as Patrick Molutsi argues in the concluding chapter, there is still work to be done 
in bringing together evaluation frameworks for democracy support with assessment 
frameworks for the condition of democracy itself—and with input from local people 
being essential to both of these. No less pertinent, Molutsi urges that progress towards 
a global index for measuring the impact of democracy assistance should be the short-
term objective for democracy support actors, which perhaps must take precedence 
over other, more all-embracing aspirations. 

A fifth comment on the chapters as a whole concerns not what they contain 
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but something they do not do. While they all generate valuable insights into how not 
to evaluate and the failings that should be avoided, none of them considers whether 
some useful insights might also be gained by comparing cases where democracy support 
has been provided against cases where it has not been provided. Instances of the latter 
could be drawn both from countries where there has been democratic advance and 
from countries where there has not. Counties where democracy or the momentum 
to democratize has gone into reverse are also eligible. Reflecting on how to discover 
whether external support would have made a difference, and how, when, and where, 
offers yet another area of inquiry relevant to future research on methods and experiences 
of evaluating democracy support. At the present time, however, this seems like a tall 
order. In most, if not all, democracy support organizations there is still substantial 
progress to be made just in terms of organizing and implementing the routine collection 
of data about actual democracy support interventions, let alone trying to construct data 
about situations where few or no interventions were planned or have taken place. 

Finally, while each chapter offers something different, and none pretends to 
introduce all the issues that might be raised, when taken all together they help form 
an overall picture that is quite distinct. For one thing it becomes clear that there is 
no standard model or single approach that is employed uniformly by democracy 
support agencies. Indeed, it is not obvious that democracy support organizations 
either collectively or individually are consistent in terms of whether they evaluate 
their activities at all, or in the methods employed. Moreover it may be both 
unrealistic and undesirable to be searching for a universal approach. The ‘one size 
fits all’ approach has been the butt of much criticism in debates about approaches to 
devising solutions for economic development and political reform alike. We should 
avoid the temptation to seek straightforward comparisons between what in essence 
may be not just different democracy support activities but intrinsically different 
approaches to ‘doing democracy support’—offered by different kinds of organization 
and not simply different organizations, each one possessed of its own mandate and 
endowment of resources or instruments. They all have their own ideas about the main 
purpose and the outcome to be achieved. 

That said, something else that the chapters all agree on is that all democracy and 
human rights support bodies should think carefully about the analytical framework 
and issues of methodology not just when designing the evaluations but much earlier 
in the process too, namely when deciding their support interventions in the first place. 
Otherwise, attempts to evaluate the support are bound to struggle right from the 
start. But, if that remark says something only about the early stages in the sequence, 
then what happens in subsequent stages cannot be ignored either. 

What happens after evaluation?

It is evident from the chapters in this book that methods and approaches to evaluation 
in democracy support are still under construction; much scope remains for review, 
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reflection and further development: stimulating these is precisely the book’s intention. 
But at the same time there is little point in pondering to excess all the details of 
evaluation methodology if we do not dwell also on how the lessons learned from 
evaluation can be taken up by the democracy support agencies and, even better, shared 
among them. In short, there is the issue of individual and collective institutional 
learning. 

In fact one of the most frequently encountered findings of democracy support 
evaluations is that the institutional capacity for learning is defective even in organizations 
that show interest in conducting evaluations and are judged to perform well in other 
terms too. The NIMD, whose approach to democracy support was commended as 
innovative and a potential ‘best-seller’ (European Centre for Development Policy 
Management 2005), is an example. And more generally Wodzicki (chapter 6) offers 
some clues from Canada’s Rights & Democracy as to why very little action may follow 
an evaluation. In part the problem seems to be a bureaucratic one. The organizational 
relationship of those who devise the evaluations and do the evaluations to the other 
parts of the machinery for democracy support could have a strong bearing on both 
evaluation design and how—indeed, whether—the findings are used. Use here does 
not mean the slavish adoption of an evaluation’s recommendations, but it does mean 
a considered response to the findings at an appropriate level in the organization. 

The issue of who gets to see the findings could itself be a matter of some 
contention. For instance, it was learned from the March 2005 Clingendael workshop 
that respondents to evaluation questionnaires administered by the GTZ are given 
the opportunity to define how they measure the success or failure of a project rather 
than feel constrained by questions that have been pre-formulated. This looks like a 
step in the direction of so-called ‘fourth generation’ evaluation methodology (the 
first three ‘generations’ being measurement, description and judgement). The ‘fourth 
generation’ applies a constructivist mindset. In the extreme case it may even call 
into question the idea of scientifically verifiable reality. At a minimum it appears to 
take stakeholder concerns into consideration. Yet at the same time it seems that the 
GTZ does not disclose the evaluation findings to overseas partners, even those whose 
support is likely to be cut as a result of a disappointing assessment. 

The issue of follow-up to evaluations is also bound up in part with political control. 
How interested are the political decision makers who ultimately determine the policy 
commitment to democracy support and sanction the resources to do evaluations? Are 
they sufficiently interested in the research methodologies to want to take advantage 
of the benefits that sound evaluation procedures and practice might offer? What do 
they want from evaluations? Do they demand findings only in a form that can be 
communicated quickly and easily to hard-pressed government leaders or to the mass 
media, or to the popular constituencies that they turn to for electoral support? 

All these and similar questions go well beyond the terms of reference of this 
collection. But that they are not purely ‘academic’ questions is confirmed by anecdotal 
evidence and, for instance, a report commissioned by the European Parliament on 
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the financial instruments available to the EU for its democracy and human rights 
activities in third countries. The report, prepared by an independent democracy 
support organization, determined among other things that a ‘choice must be made on 
whether the EU believes a more precise and systematic evaluation of its democracy and 
human rights policies is warranted; or whether it wishes to retain the approach that 
measuring impact beyond the individual project level is not desirable?’ (Netherlands 
Institute for Multiparty Democracy 2005: 21). This is relevant to the question of 
whether evaluations should be routinized and conducted on a regular basis. 

Here the financial, staff time and other costs—costs both to the democracy 
support organizations and to their partners abroad—should be borne in mind, and 
not only in regard to small organizations with a modest budget or few dedicated 
personnel capable of mounting only small-scale democracy initiatives. In their case 
informal systems of evaluation may make as much sense as the more formal set-piece 
evaluations—especially if it seems likely that the reports are destined to languish 
in the files. The USAID evaluation (Finkel et al. 2005) called on very substantial 
human and technical resources. Tracking how its findings are subsequently used in 
the organization and by the politicians outside as well will be very instructive. The 
frequency of evaluations is also pertinent. The USAID study was intended to be just 
the first round. But a standard recommendation argues the merits of preferring a 
smaller number of occasional evaluations of high quality over the multiplication of 
evaluations to the point where they become a major distraction to the organization 
and prevent it from pursuing its goals. 

Putting it another way, while a ‘Rolls Royce’ approach to evaluation that 
encourages organizations to employ all possible methods and techniques might seem 
to offer the best chance of compensating for each method’s individual weaknesses 
(see chapter 4), it may not be the optimal approach. That different methods will suit 
different situations—‘horses for courses’—does not mean that all available methods 
should be employed for every case. Where a variety of methods are employed there 
is always a chance that they may produce conflicting results, with one possible 
consequence being confusion. For instance, what is the obvious course of action to 
follow where the findings of programme theory evaluation and the conclusions from 
results-based evaluations clearly contradict one another? 

Of course the political context is relevant also to the chances of carrying out 
experimentation with multi-donor evaluations and, at a more modest level, the pooling 
of data from evaluations by different organizations, or the compiling of an open-access 
account of evaluation findings. The report by Bossuyt et al. (2006) for instance listed 
lessons learned from evaluations by other donors, but did not go on to explore what 
those evaluations might tell us about how to do or not do evaluations. And on this 
occasion the compilers did not offer any recommendations of their own. 

The above discussion also prompts the question whether in their choice of what 
and how to evaluate organizations should be guided by trying to establish and confirm 
their comparative advantage—their niche in the democracy support market. The 
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answer may well have implications for how they view the evaluations, the methods 
and the findings in other democracy support organizations. A similar point could be 
made about situations where different organizations are involved in countries that 
vary widely in respect of other major political problems and in how these are perceived 
abroad. These might range from instances of state failure, as in Somalia, or societal 
disintegration, as in the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, to cases of seemingly smooth 
democratic consolidation or a surprising and worrying interruption to what had 
previously looked like a stable new democracy, as in Thailand’s 2006 military coup. 
There may be no consensus among international actors over how they characterize 
and understand the main ‘game in town’ and the appropriate response. That has 
consequences for evaluation. 

The fact is that there is no one organization in international democracy support 
comparable to the World Bank in the field of development lending that has a vested 
interest and enough resources to take the lead in developing evaluation methods, 
submitting its own projects and programmes to evaluation, and making the findings 
publicly available. After all, nowhere among democracy support agencies is there 
anything like the sizeable financial or economic incentive to seek out the benefits of 
evaluation that attach to the World Bank, with its multi-billion dollar spending on 
development assistance, or even the somewhat smaller development aid budgets of 
most bilateral donors. 

Nevertheless, as more and more evaluations are done, perhaps an organization like 
International IDEA would be an appropriate location to site a public clearing house, 
a universal knowledge bank. That said there may be limits to the transferability of 
findings between different contexts and even different institutions, not least where the 
latter have conflicting views on the merits of different evaluation methods. Moreover, 
while the obstacles that flow from different reporting systems and timescales and 
the incompatibilities between different assessment methods may not be insuperable, 
some constraints are still bound to exist because of the political sensitivities that can 
surround democracy support policy, and the confidentialities pertaining between 
partners. For instance, one participant in the Stockholm workshop (Hanne Lunde 
Madsen) noted in regard to the often ‘vague objectives and unclear indicators’ of 
democracy support that ‘many initiatives on purpose concealed their real intentions 
in order to survive’. 

There may well be instances where the knowledge gleaned from evaluation ends 
up in the ‘wrong hands’. This is not a reference to the root-and-branch opponents 
of external democracy support in the established democracies. Instead it means the 
opponents of democracy in countries where the people in power use the knowledge 
gained from evaluations to devise strategies of resistance to democracy support. 
Nevertheless, it seems self-evident that openness and transparency should be defining 
principles in anything to do with democracy support, including evaluation, so long 
as it does not put the lives of democracy’s supporters at risk. And, while the sharing 
of findings among support agencies—including findings about methods—in largely 
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ad hoc and informal ways may be the most that can be expected, there are no strong 
grounds for saying that this cannot be effective. Indeed the fate that greets the 
rather remarkable contents of this book will be a good bellwether. And, like donor 
coordination more generally, perhaps initiatives like this one should be encouraged 
and resourced more often. 

In sum, then, as well as addressing how best to combine qualitative and quantitative 
approaches, and in addition to evaluating democracy support against other approaches 
to democracy promotion, one further important item that should be on the research 
agenda is the question of what happens next, that is, following an evaluation. How do 
democracy assistance actors respond and how should they respond once a significant 
evaluation or sequence of evaluations has been conducted? Under what circumstances 
will the findings be reflected on and the right course of action instigated? How are 
the results taken up in the wider political debate? Can interested observers in the 
academic world and think tanks offer useful support in some way—and do they too 
not have much to learn by trying harder to find out what the democracy support 
agencies themselves are doing? The suggestion that more research should be carried 
out into the impact that evaluations at the operational level have on the larger policy 
decisions seems obvious almost regardless of what is judged to be the main point of 
having evaluations—for instance, to render democracy support fully accountable; to 
apply lessons from experience; to democratize the practice of democracy support; or 
some other goal. 

Another question to address here is whether the choice of evaluation method has 
any systematic impact on the likelihood of institutional learning. In principle this is 
worth considering even if the connections are likely to be mediated by the quality 
of the report in which the evaluation findings are presented, and the mechanism 
or route by which they are conveyed. There is certainly no shortage of exhortation 
in this area. Bossuyt et al. (2006: 32), for example, called for a ‘qualitative jump’ 
in reducing the gap between European Commission policies and implementation 
practice (on governance they urge the Commission to become a ‘learning 
organization’). Their report provides a compilation of criteria that could be used to 
assess evaluation reports—meeting needs; relevant scope; defendable design; reliable 
data; sound analysis; credible findings; validity of the conclusions; usefulness of the 
recommendations; clearly reported; contextual constraints. Naturally, some of these 
criteria would benefit from fuller specification, for instance, whose needs?; credible 
in whose eyes?; useful to what end?; and so on. Other writers on evaluation have 
formulated the criteria slightly differently, like Forss (2002: 26) who summarized 
the evaluation industry standards as utility; feasibility; propriety; and accuracy. Of 
these, Madsen (in this book) for instance places special emphasis on propriety. All 
in all, the following observation by Cole et al. (Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
2006: 41) for all its simplicity is well worth repeating. If institutional learning is to 
be possible then it helps if the links between analysis, findings and recommendations 
in evaluation reports are made as explicit as possible and some order of priority is 
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indicated and if necessary itemized stakeholder by stakeholder, when evaluations 
throw up an impossibly long list of recommendations. Given the commitment that 
USAID is now making to evaluation, the amount of impact this has on future US 
democracy support policy will be a major test case in this regard. 

Evaluation in perspective

At the end of the day, views about what democracy is and what democratization looks 
like will shape how the possible findings from evaluation are conceived in advance 
and how the actual findings are received in practice—the ‘results’ that are expected 
from the process; how the findings are interpreted; the recommendations that are seen 
to follow; and the action, if any, taken. The political dynamics that even successful 
democracy support interventions play a part in may be hard to grasp even after the 
event, evaluations notwithstanding, let alone flag up a train of developments that 
can be foretold in advance. Quite apart from that, however, and regardless of how 
advanced the evaluation methods are and no matter how illuminating their findings, 
they will not by themselves tell us how—or even whether—the findings will be acted 
on or, indeed whether they should be acted on. This is especially true in regard to 
such a politically embedded and highly charged subject as democracy support. Even 
so, this need not be a cause for alarm. 

In some measure all the variables just mentioned must be context-specific, 
on both sides of the democracy support relationship—the democracy support 
organizations and the societies whose politics are attracting external interest. In 
‘getting the evaluation methodology right’ there is no escaping that there may be 
some hard choices for instance, overviewing the activity in largely technical terms; or 
as a procedure essential to making the case for continued funding; or as an exercise 
in team-building among democracy practitioners on the support side or across both 
sides in an international partnership; or as something to convey democratization in 
its own right; an opportunity to promote a specialized form of democratic governance 
capacity-building. In some situations evaluation’s contribution to a solution for acute 
social conflict or similar malaise that is connected directly or perhaps very indirectly 
to shortcomings in democracy or human rights may have to be taken into account. 
In practice it is likely that a number of views about the purpose of evaluation will 
be present even within the same democracy support organization. Trying to satisfy 
all of them could well be an evaluation challenge too far. And we should not be 
surprised if there is some institutional or personal resistance to evaluation, especially 
if it threatens to bring a loss of control. 

The following chapters explore these and many other aspects, as they help further 
new directions in the evaluation of international democracy support. Forss (2002: 33) 
even believes that that evaluation is of itself pioneering in nature: ‘The fact is, that 
an evaluator who simply used the models of another evaluator would be accused of 
plagiarism and would get a bad reputation’. This looks rather extreme. Yet democracy 
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support itself is an area of human endeavour that is evolving as we speak. It seems 
likely to remain a moving frontier—or, more accurately, constellation of frontiers—for 
some considerable time. It is also an inherently political endeavour, both in its object 
and the driver or motivation. For this reason it would be no disservice to conclude 
this introduction by saying that methods and experiences of evaluating democracy 
support should always be kept in perspective. Certainly, the fact that ‘there is much 
that social scientists do not yet know about how democracy grows or is eroded’ (Finkel 
et al. 2005: 59; 84) means there are likely to be more investigations in the future, and 
this is how it should be. However, while it is ‘generally understood that evaluations 
do not provide final answers, they enlighten the debate, guide decision-making and 
extend knowledge’ (Forss 2002: 3), it is also reasonable that evaluators do not have 
the final word, especially in democracies. 

Thus the conclusions of even the most advanced thinking on evaluation, 
no matter how favourable the evaluations are to democracy support, cannot by 
themselves determine whether, where and for how long democracy support should 
remain a prominent feature of international politics in the 21st century. They offer no 
guarantee that democracy support efforts will be rewarded with success, let alone that 
democracy’s advance will provide an answer to every need. Indeed, the easy victories 
for democracy’s progress have now been won. Not just opposition to democratic 
reform but resistance to external democracy support are now more in evidence in 
many of the countries where little progress has been made. Whether methods for 
evaluating democracy support should take this scenario into consideration is a moot 
point, for in the present climate it is not even obvious how democracy promotion 
strategies and the practice of democracy support should respond. Evaluating the 
strength of what has been called the ‘backlash’ against democracy support and seeking 
to understand the causes should be undertaken as a matter of urgency. The same is 
no less true of what might be called the ‘frontlash’, a shrinking away from the idea 
of offering democracy support that may be detected in some political circles in the 
established democracies. A distinct lack of enthusiasm has been reported in many 
European governments and left-of-centre political parties (Mathieson and Youngs 
2006). 

And yet by the same token we should not assume that reservations about the 
effectiveness of democracy support, even in the presence of sound techniques, 
or disagreements over how to evaluate the findings, or evaluations that throw up 
unfavourable findings, will signal the death knell of democracy support. The Westminster 
Foundation for Democracy, for instance, has survived a critical evaluation (River Path 
Associates 2005) although naturally there have been some changes as a consequence. 
By comparison the verdict that was delivered on the NIMD (European Centre for 
Development Policy Management 2005) was more favourable, but even it issued a call to 
pause and reflect. The recommendation to invest in upgrading the NIMD’s managerial 
systems before aiming to renew growth and expand its reach to new countries can be 
read both as highlighting a limitation and as a vote of confidence in the future. 
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For the governments of established democracies the international kudos to be 
gained by being seen to endorse a sincere commitment to democracy support—or 
at least the adverse reputational consequences of being thought to be hostile—may 
continue for some time to come, evidence of ‘backlash’, ‘frontlash’ or other reactions 
notwithstanding. But in a rapidly changing world, demonstrating the effectiveness of 
international democracy support for democratization may not be enough to secure 
the activity’s future indefinitely. This is not so much because democracy support seems 
likely to become a victim of its own success, or a casualty of failure or of a proven 
inability to do better. Rather it stems from the premise that we cannot assume that 
democratization will be seen as a solution to large and potentially hugely threatening 
problems that could come to crowd in on human beings almost everywhere. And at 
the very minimum, democracy support is not normally the most significant influence 
on democracy’s progress: this is one finding that nearly all the evaluation studies so 
far agree upon. 

So, while the evaluation of democracy support and research into methodologies 
both justify more attention, in part because they start from such a relatively low base 
when compared to, say, the evaluation of international development cooperation, 
it might prove difficult to justify a quantum leap in allocating resources to these 
activities. In all probability there will be more evaluations. But without more of the 
kind of stimulus offered by the exchanges that led to and inform this book, the 
growth of a culture of doing evaluations, while necessary, may still not be sufficient 
for there to be a concomitant investment in developing the evaluation methods. 

The conclusion that the Stockholm workshop itself arrived at, that more research 
is required and a rolling programme of further workshops should be arranged, might 
seem predictable. Better, however, to finish on a more ambitious note, as befits the 
significance of the desire to see a world populated by democracies and universal respect 
for human rights. Marching orders for the way ahead should involve exploring ways 
of assessing and more especially comparing the effects of all the different kinds of 
external intervention, both positive and negative, and unintended as well as intended 
influences. Of course democracy support must be included in this, even though it 
is only one of the many ways whereby external forces and actors interact with the 
domestic counterparts that in most cases still seem to be the primary determinants of 
a country’s politics and its pattern of political change. 
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This chapter describes the efforts of the US Agency for International Development (USAID) 
to examine the impact and effectiveness of its democracy and governance (DG) programmes 
through the Strategic and Operational Research Agenda (SORA). With annual democracy 
budgets in the range of 700 million US dollars, even excluding Afghanistan and Iraq, the 
need to invest in this research is clear. SORA focuses on developing rigorous comparative 
methods, including country case studies, large-scale quantitative studies, systematized 
expert interviews, democracy surveys, and specialized comparisons of areas such as the rule 
of law. While limited by the state of art in academia in measuring processes of democratic 
development, some progress has been made. A path-breaking quantitative methodology has 
shown a significant positive relationship between USAID DG assistance and some processes 
of democratic change, with the highest impact being found in civil society and electoral 
assistance, and in countries where initial levels of democracy were lowest. Time-series data 
from democracy surveys are now yielding solid information on changes in democracy that 
are attributable to USAID programming. The National Academy of Sciences is assisting 
USAID in refining its operational definitions of democracy, developing better comparative 
methods for country case studies, and recommending how to combine various methodologies 
for best results and improve future evaluations. 
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Introduction to the Strategic and Operational Research 
Agenda (SORA)

During the wave of democratization that has swept through the world over the 
past 25 years, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
has supported processes of democratization in more than 125 countries, extending 
to every region of the world. As governments moved from authoritarian to more 
democratic political systems, replacing dictators with elected leaders, institutionalizing 
democratic rights and procedures into new constitutions and developing new systems 
of accountable governance, USAID for the first time in its history developed a broad 
array of programmes to encourage and accelerate those processes. 

Often in opposition to many in the development community—sometimes 
even within the institution—USAID began to support a new field of democratic 
development alongside health, education, the environment and economic growth. 
From its initial forays in the 1980s in Latin America focusing on elections and justice, 
programmes broadened to accompany democratization in the new post-communist 
regimes of Eastern Europe and extend support to democratic reforms in Africa and 
Asia. Democracy and governance now represent the second-largest sector of the 
agency’s work, with programmes currently existing in 82 countries. Programmes 
roughly divide into four categories: Good Governance; Civil Society; Rule of Law; 
and Elections and Political Processes. 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe USAID’s efforts to examine the impact 
and effectiveness of the agency’s extensive democracy and governance programmes 
over the past 20 years, through a number of evaluation and research activities loosely 
grouped under the Strategic and Operational Research Agenda (SORA). The SORA 
findings should provide a firm analytical base on which to make decisions regarding 
the type, mix and sequencing of democracy and governance programmes. 

The core of SORA research and evaluation focuses on developing rigorous 
comparative evaluations of present and past country and programmatic interventions, 
to capture USAID’s field experience and to learn from it. It has expanded over time 
to include numerous methodologies: SORA activities include the entire process of 
developing indicators, evaluation, dissemination of findings through training and 
other means, and adoption of better practices. Ultimately, SORA’s success will be 
measured not by the strength of its findings but by its success in improving future 
democracy programmes and policies. 

SORA began in 2000. As it developed and tested methodologies and theoretical 
frameworks, the serious nature of the challenges of evaluating democracy and 
governance interventions became more apparent. We needed to find, or in some 
cases develop, methodologies for analysing the complex realities of changing political 
systems and the relationships among different areas of change—a neglected field of 
political science research. Just as difficult, we needed to be able to measure donor 
impact on that change and capture it in a rigorous, comparative way so that policy 
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makers could make decisions based on strong evidence of what was likely to succeed. 
We needed to understand not only a programme’s relationship to small immediate 
changes but also its relevance to building a sustainable democracy beyond the project 
level. To answer these needs, SORA has become more ambitious in scope. 

At the time of writing some aspects of SORA are complete; some are in progress; 
many are still under discussion. We have had false starts and greater difficulties than 
anticipated on many fronts. Perhaps most serious of all, we have had to face the reality 
that the rigour with which we can examine the impact and effectiveness of our work 
is limited by the stage of development of academic inquiry that seeks to explain and 
measure processes of democratic change. Nonetheless, some preliminary results to date 
give us some confidence that we are on the right track. We have been able to engage 
some of the best academic and policy-oriented researchers in developing evaluation 
methodologies that will lead to better decision making on where to invest resources 
in the future. And we have similarly begun to develop linkages with colleagues in 
other donor agencies to learn from their evaluation efforts. SORA is now part of 
an exploding, transforming field in which a large community of academics and 
practitioners are developing indicators, methods and theory. This chapter is designed 
to contribute to that transformation. 

The account given here first discusses why SORA activities are important to 
USAID and the US Government. It notes briefly earlier efforts at evaluation and then 
discusses the main methodologies and findings to date. The methodologies include 
worldwide quantitative analyses, in-depth expert interviews, country case studies, 
cross-national surveys and thematic comparative studies. The chapter concludes with 
a short discussion of plans for the coming year and a summary of what we see as 
the main challenges yet to be overcome, conceptually and logistically, in developing 
appropriate evaluation methods and implementing them. 

The rationale for SORA 

SORA represents a significant evaluation commitment for the US Government over 
a number of years. Why has USAID been willing to undertake this? We can point to 
several critical factors. 

First, USAID and the State Department have been investing heavily in the field 
of democratic development for well over 20 years, at an increasing rate (see figure 1). 
Excluding Afghanistan and Iraq, by fiscal year (FY) 2006, USAID grants to governments 
and non-governmental institutions totalled nearly 750 million US dollars (USD). 
The median size of USAID democracy programmes has also increased. From 1998 to 
2005, the median size of democracy and governance funding per country rose from 
3.5 million to 5.5 million USD per year. Simple fiduciary responsibility requires us 
to improve our knowledge of how best to support democratization, understand what 
is likely to work and not work under what circumstances, drop programmes that not 
work, and maximize the benefits. 
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Figure 2.1: USAID-managed democracy and governance 
programmes 
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Source: Figures from the Democracy Database of the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), Office of Democracy and Governance, 2007. 

This responsibility is even greater now than before because democracy promotion 
is a high foreign policy priority for the US Government, and has been over several 
administrations. The US Government is likely to continue to support the efforts 
of democratic reformers. As part of a larger US Government effort that includes 
diplomatic as well as development assistance tools, USAID’s efforts in democracy 
promotion need to be as well targeted and successful as possible. 

Second, often what we ‘know’ is based on insight and anecdote rather than 
empirical evidence. And it is quite possible that we have been biased on the side 
of believing in our success. During the prolonged period of worldwide democratic 
improvement over the past quarter-century, it has not been too difficult for any donor 
to find strong positive relationships between democracy assistance and improvements 
in democracy. However, the jury is out as to whether or how that assistance has 
actually helped democratic reform. As Dr Gerald Hyman, Director of the Office of 
Democracy and Governance at the time, noted to a group of experts in 2002: 

	 There remains, both within the community of practitioners and analysts, profound 
uncertainty about the efficacy of democracy assistance…. We do not really know 
with any degree of certainty—and based on empirical evidence—what works 
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and what does not, what works better and what works less well, in any particular 
context, or in general, for that matter. In the main, we have been left to depend 
on vague generalizations—slogans even—based as much on hope as experience 
(Hyman 2002).i 

Success in democratization over the past quarter-century has had a thousand 
‘fathers’—actors claiming the credit—including USAID. However, future support 
for democratic development is likely to be at risk if we continue to rely solely on 
anecdote and individual success stories. The international arena now is a very different 
place compared to 25 years ago, and making democratic gains in the future will be 
more difficult than it was in the past. The unreformed authoritarian governments 
of today may be the most difficult and the least likely to accept donor support for 
democratization efforts, certainly within the short time frames US Government 
planners usually use. With a ‘first generation’ of improvements in human rights and 
electoral processes under their belts, many other countries either seem to be finding 
further reforms increasingly difficult or, in many cases, are actually regressing on a 
number of democracy indicators. If US Government democracy programmes were 
thought a success during a period of a ‘rising sea’, they may be vulnerable to charges 
of failure in the next period, which may well be more characterized by backsliding. 

Third, both the USAID leadership and USAID democracy officers in the field 
are demanding better information. In 2006, the new director of foreign assistance 
mandated a set of ‘common indicators’ of progress across all USAID missions in order 
to get an improved understanding of country programmes and to be able to report 
better to Congress and the executive branch. This came on the heels of several years of 
pressure from policy makers to find out what the US Government (the Department 
of State and USAID) were actually doing to support democracy, and whether it made 
a difference. SORA activities are meant to respond to this policy need. 

Much of the impetus for improved democracy indicators, and for better knowledge 
of where to invest scarce field mission resources, however, comes from democracy 
officers in the field. With some notable exceptions, the compendia of ‘quantitative 
indicators’, ‘qualitative indicators’, ‘lessons learned’, assessment methodologies, 
handbooks for action, guidelines, training and other products have often not been 
based on enough rigorous research. In consequence they usually provide only very 
general and often untested guidance and insight to the field. As the managers 
ultimately responsible for whether their programmes have a sustainable impact on 
democracy and governance, field officers have often incubated some of the most 
innovative measurement work, particularly democracy surveys. But in such cases 
their practices are often not widely known nor replicated across USAID democracy 
programmes. 

Fourth, our current evaluation practices are totally inadequate for determining what is 
likely to lead to sustainable gains in democracy and governance. As part of SORA, USAID 
commissioned a Social Science Research Council (SSRC) study of the many democracy 
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evaluations already undertaken. Could we extract from them the comparative data we 
needed to make policy recommendations on where and how to support democracy and 
governance? The potential savings in research time and cost would have been significant. 
The results of the study, unfortunately, were not encouraging. 

The researchers identified three major flaws with the evaluations that limited their 
validity even at the country level, and made cross-country comparisons impossible. 

• 	 First, the evaluations did not consistently provide the most basic facts of the 
project, such as funding levels and the length of implementation time, making 
comparisons along these two important dimensions impossible. 

• 	 Second, the evaluations tended to focus on the immediate outcomes of very 
specific activities (for example, the number of judges trained) rather than on their 
link to a broader USAID goal or interest (such as improvements in the rule of 
law). This made it difficult to assess whether an activity or programme, however 
‘successful’ itself, was relevant to the larger picture of building democracy. 

• 	 Third, it was rare for an evaluation to consider whether other factors could 
have been responsible for the outcome, rather than the USAID intervention: 
alternative explanations were not explored. 

Finally, USAID’s democracy promotion efforts have often been judged harshly as 
‘irrelevant’ to the big-picture challenges of democracy. Notwithstanding the existence 
of USAID programmes, authoritarian tendencies have re-emerged in a number of 
countries. One charge is that we fund small programmes that may be ‘successful’ 
but in fact are irrelevant to the main democracy issues in a country, and have no 
real impact outside the narrow parameters of the specific programme. Is this a valid 
complaint? Certainly USAID democracy strategies link their programmes ‘up the 
system’ and hope to have an impact on the most critical democracy problems. But to 
what degree should a specific democracy project, or even an entire USAID democracy 
and governance programme, be expected to have an independent, measurable impact 
on the overall democratic development in a country? 

The above sets a high and perhaps unreasonable standard of success. Decades ago, 
USAID stopped measuring the success of its economic development programmes against 
changes in the recipient countries’ gross domestic product (GDP). Rather, we look for 
middle-level indicators: we measure our anti-malaria programmes in the health sector 
against changes in malaria statistics, our support for legume research against changes 
in agricultural productivity. What seems to be lacking in democracy and governance 
programmes, as opposed to these areas of development, is a set of middle-level indicators 
that have two characteristics: (a) we can agree that they are linked to important 
characteristics of democracy; and (b) we can plausibly attribute a change in those 
indicators to a USAID democracy and governance programme. It seems clear that we 
need to develop a methodology that is able to detect a reasonable, plausible relationship 
between particular democracy activities and processes of democratic change. 
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Earlier efforts: the Center for Development Information and 
Evaluation and SORA, Stage 1 

The current SORA effort is based on earlier efforts to measure the impact of USAID 
democracy programmes. One of the earliest was a series of comparative ‘impact 
evaluations’ undertaken in-house, mostly during the 1990s, by the Center for 
Development Information and Evaluation (CDIE) in many sectors of development, 
including two in the area of democracy that focused on programmes for legislative 
strengthening and democratic local government. For each study, teams of experts 
evaluated programmes in five or six countries, including by way of field investigations 
of around three weeks per country. The case studies were synthesized in a final ‘lessons 
learned’ document intended for policy makers and general users. Each study was 
based on a common framework; each required a serious commitment of USAID 
resources and time. 

The results, however, were problematic in the democracy field. In some areas 
of development, for instance agriculture, USAID had many years’ accumulated 
experience and a strong history of research and evaluation; inquiring into ‘impact’ 
was feasible in such cases. In contrast, democratic development was still a very young 
field, with virtually no academic research behind it. Moreover, because programmes 
were still not very old, ‘impact’ studies occasionally included cases where programmes 
had been in place for less than two years. Certainly there were important insights 
gained, particularly from the individual case studies. Overall, however, the comparative 
analysis yielded very little: the lack of available data and experience, the lack of a 
theoretically sound underpinning, and the very general findings severely limited their 
usefulness. 

In 2001, the Global Center for Democracy began SORA as a pilot comparative 
evaluation methodology to determine whether it was possible to assess whether 
USAID democracy programmes had actually changed countries’ political systems. The 
two questions SORA set out to answer were ‘In what areas did USAID’s democracy 
programmes positively or negatively influence the political system?’ and ‘What 
factors might explain the success or failure of USAID’s democracy programmes?’. 
Academics, independent contractors with expertise in evaluation and democracy, and 
in-house democracy experts collaborated on this ambitious effort. Two sets of three 
countries were chosen for sequential evaluation based on hypotheses about where 
democracy programmes were more likely to have been successful or less successful. 
The investigation advanced the field of comparative methodology in some significant 
ways. It included, for example: 

•	 a common definition of democracy. This allowed us for the first time to develop 
common dependent variables, so that we could answer the question ‘What should 
change as a result of our democracy programmes?’. The methodology settled on three 
‘levels’ of expected change—individual (‘cultural’), institutional and national;
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• 	 a common methodology, namely ‘process tracing’. Field researchers tried to follow a 
cause and effect chain from a USAID democracy intervention to its consequences, 
wherever they were. This comprehensive method let the analysts examine in depth 
why some programmes succeeded while others failed, as they traced through each 
process. It also captured unanticipated consequences; and 

• 	 the planning of two kinds of research, to be able to focus on both country and  sectoral-
level findings—overall country comparisons and comparative sectoral studies. Six 
pilot country case studies were planned. In the first year, three relatively successful 
programmes were chosen, and in the second year three that had been more 
problematic. At the same time, research teams began to prepare for thematic, 
cross-national sectoral studies in areas such as legislative strengthening, civil 
society, political party strengthening, local democratic governance and rule of 
law in order to compare their effectiveness and learn what kinds of activities were 
more or less successful under what conditions. 

Methodological findings 

SORA I was a pilot, to determine whether it is possible to measure the impact of donor 
democracy programmes at the national level. It found that process tracing was a great 
advance in linking support for specific activities to broader democracy outcomes, 
and should be a part of future efforts to trace relationships between assistance and 
national-level democratization. 

However, its limitations also became very apparent. As a method it is biased 
towards attributing a country’s democratic change to a USAID intervention because 
it does not seriously examine alternative explanations. Furthermore, at least in a short 
period of time, it is not possible to compare the success of one kind of programme 
with another, or to get very far in understanding how or why specific interventions 
seemed to succeed or fail. In a subsequent test of the methodology, researchers tried 
to compensate for both these weaknesses by focusing on one geographic area and one 
sector (rule-of-law programmes in Eastern Europe), and beginning their work with 
open-ended discussions with key national figures to see if their assessments of the 
causes of change included activities funded by USAID. While these methodological 
changes improved the evaluations, other time-related and theoretical issues remained. 
Process tracing became increasingly difficult to use after the first few steps. As one 
researcher reported, it went ‘from a small stream … to a delta, and it became very 
difficult to follow all the streams’.2 There were often big gaps in tracing causality 
that researchers needed to leap over, substituting theoretical assumptions for on-the-
ground evidence. In addition, the three-week time frame for in-country study was 
insufficient for carrying out this kind of causal analysis, which is a painstaking process 
involving many interviews and can lead the inquiry down some unexpected routes. 

Researchers were also forced to make compromises that illustrated potential 
problems with future evaluations. The careful process of country selection was 
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compromised when some field missions declined to be selected as pilots. Even 
more important, researchers occasionally encountered restrictions on their work set 
by the US embassy or the USAID mission, limiting their access to stakeholders in 
the country, and thus compromising the validity of the findings. In addition, the 
‘individual (that is, cultural) change’ level of study proved not to be fruitful. 

The syntheses also demonstrated a basic conceptual problem in developing policy 
guidance from the investigation. The process tracing method provided rich detail and 
often represented excellent scholarship. However, at the end of the day there were 
too much data, too much richness, and too much nuance for rigorous national-level 
comparisons. We were drowned in a sea of information. USAID needed to undertake 
much more synthesis and discussion to make this a success. The work plan had to go 
from design through dissemination to policy makers and practitioners. 

As the evaluation project developed, another major logistical issue also emerged. 
SORA I presumed that the country-level process tracing would be followed by in-
depth sectoral analyses or case studies. Teams were beginning to gear up to undertake 
cross-national studies in legislative strengthening and other areas. How were they to 
work in the field in conjunction with subsequent country-based evaluation teams? 
Would one set of teams be travelling the globe undertaking country studies, while 
other sets visited the same countries, often asking the same questions and looking at 
the same issues, to examine one aspect of the programme in greater depth? The sheer 
expense, the potential duplication of effort and the nightmare logistical problems 
finally brought a hiatus to this approach. 

Substantive findings

SORA I tentatively concluded that most programmes did indeed have an impact 
in the sector in which they operated, with electoral support programmes the most 
clearly successful. One of the most intriguing findings seemed to be that USAID’s 
approach to long-term institution-building in democracy and governance might be 
flawed. The case studies showed a pattern of success when ‘institutional development’ 
focused on a single institution, such as elections, and much more ambiguous results 
for more complex institutions, such as a local government systems or justice systems. 
There was no hard evidence that such programmes did not work; only that there 
seemed to be ‘ludicrously short’ time frames and unrealistic expectations of what 
could be done. This is a critical area where more evaluation is clearly needed. 

A second finding was that programmes in democracy and governance were 
often too ‘technically’ oriented and did not sufficiently consider the real incentives 
of stakeholders and the ‘politics’ of the situation. Hence, programmes in legislative 
development often foundered as they became footballs in political party competition. 
Again, this finding needs further testing through field studies. 
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SORA, Stage 2

In 2003, USAID went back to the drawing board and commissioned the SSRC to 
develop a methodological and analytical strategy for evaluating USAID democracy 
programmes, this time setting up an Advisory Group of academic experts to review 
the findings.3 The result was the ‘Research Design to Evaluate the Impact of USAID 
Democracy and Governance Programs’ (Bollen, Paxton and Morishima 2003).4 Their 
recommendations became the core of the current SORA evaluation effort. Because 
they may also be useful to other donors, a brief summary of them is provided here. 

1.	 Focus on the future as well as the past. Most current projects did not collect the 
baseline data needed to determine later on what change had occurred and why. 
Therefore, the processes of data collection and analysis needed at the beginning of 
every programme should be instituted now so that reliable, comparative evaluations 
are possible in the future. 

2.	 Focus on democracy ‘activities’ rather than a more general sectoral level. Although the 
recommendations offered some guidance on how to proceed in sectoral analysis, 
they also suggested dropping down a level to one where better, more quantitative, 
measurement was possible. For example, in justice reform, a programme 
includes many activities such as judicial training, advocacy by non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) for justice reform, constitutional reform and so on. 
Comparing success and failure at this low level of analysis can be more rigorous, 
although the cost is that it allows fewer conclusions about overall democratic 
impact. Of course, it is possible to fund the examination of only a small percentage 
of such activities, so they should be chosen carefully. The SSRC therefore outlined 
a process of data collection, resource analysis and analysis of expected outputs and 
outcomes to help determine what activities should be studied. 

3.	 Do not use only one methodology in evaluating the programmes. Different methods, 
and combinations of methods, are appropriate for different sectors and activities. 
Once it is determined which programmes or activities will be evaluated, consult 
with an expert group to determine the best mix. The use of combined methods 
will provide greater rigour, more flexibility, attention to results at different levels, 
and ‘triangulation’, that is, using multiple methods and testing the findings arrived 
at by one method with the findings of another method. 

4.	 There are basically six kinds of methods that should be considered, and mixed, 
in undertaking comparative democracy evaluations. These include randomized 
experiments; quasi-experiments; surveys of individuals and groups; interviewing 
and site visits; sector overviews by country experts; and cross-national quantitative 
research. Each has a slightly different function and provides a different mix of findings 
at the ‘output’, ‘outcome’ and ‘impact’ levels. Some can be used only in future 
programmes, others to evaluate past and ongoing activities. The report provides a 
great deal of detail on how to apply each method. For example, the ‘cross-national 
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longitudinal data collection and analysis’ provided specific recommendations on 
the international democracy data sets that should be compiled, along with specific 
USAID data, for inclusion in a common data bank for analysis. 

5.	 Convene a task force to make the difficult choices on the particular sectors, areas or 
country programmes to evaluate, once the agency has the data needed for informed 
decision making. 

The SSRC report became USAID’s reference document for how to move forward. It 
is important, therefore, to note that some issues were not covered. 

First, the report did not discuss how to define ‘success’ in terms of democratization. 
It did not include discussions of how to select dependent variables, or how far up 
the chain of attribution one could expect to go. Second, by concentrating primarily 
on the ‘activities’ within projects the report did not discuss how to measure the 
interactions of different democracy interventions or how to assess the relative success 
of different sectors of work that might lead to policy shifts. The report noted that 
until USAID collected better data it would be difficult to go beyond this level and 
make any plausible claims of attribution. 

USAID responded to the report by initiating activities in several directions. Data 
collection is now being improved. Large-scale quantitative research commenced. 
USAID has accepted the importance of evaluation ‘triangulation’ as described above. 
And USAID began a new effort with the National Academy of Sciences to supplement 
the quantitative research with case studies that would overcome the problems that 
had been experienced in the earlier SORA work. 

Setting up a Democracy Database

While it was not initially feasible to develop as intensive a database on USAID 
programmes as the SSRC recommended, we created a USAID Democracy Database 
that covered all financing of democracy and governance programmes from 1990 to 
2003 (it has since been updated to 2005).5 Although it is based on official budget 
figures, developing this database was a mammoth undertaking. USAID’s budgets were 
not designed to trace funding over time or to be useful for comparative research. Budget 
coding systems changed frequently, so that, for example, for one year, financing for 
media programmes might be hidden in a general civil society code, and for another 
year it might have its own coding number. In addition, funds were often obligated to 
a grantee or to a region, rather than to a country or a country programme, requiring 
painstaking investigation and budget manipulation. SORA was able to provide 
significantly better information to USAID on the nature of its democracy funding 
than could be found in its official statistics; unfortunately, this also meant that the 
numbers varied slightly from the official budget figures and were not readily accepted. 
With a new agency system in place in 2007, some of these problems may now be 
lessened. SORA figures are now compatible with the agency’s own budget figures, so 
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that in future years the Democracy Database may become an official data source. 
The USAID Democracy Database has already proved its usefulness in measuring 

programme impact, as demonstrated below. However, it has also had an important 
serendipitous role as an independent SORA product. For the first time, we have been 
able easily to explain what we do and have done in every democracy programme over 
time. We can, for example, show for one country, such as Indonesia when we began a 
democracy programme, the overall level of funding over time, the major components 
of the programme (rule of law, human rights, civil society, media, good governance, 
and elections and political processes) and the amount and proportion each of these 
has contributed compared to the total. We can also show total levels of democracy 
funding in comparison to overall USAID funding in a country, and to other areas 
of development financing. Charts and tables for congressional briefings, for talking 
points and for supplying background material to the agency leadership and our own 
office are now standard products that USAID can provide. 

A worldwide quantitative study of USAID’s democracy impact

Through a university-based competition held by the Academic Liaison Office (ALO) 
for University Cooperation in Development (a consortium of six presidential higher 
education associations), USAID commissioned Steven Finkel and Aníbal Pérez-
Liñán of the University of Pittsburgh, and Mitchell Seligson of Vanderbilt University, 
to undertake a longitudinal, worldwide research effort to measure the impact of 
USAID’s democracy and governance programmes in 2005. Dinah Azpuru of Wichita 
State University provided assistance. The final study, ‘Effects of US Foreign Assistance 
on Democracy Building: Results of a Cross-National Quantitative Study’ (Finkel et 
al. 2006), is a comparative analysis that employs complex growth models not often 
associated with political science research. It is by far the most scientifically rigorous 
work we have yet undertaken. Covering the period 1990–2003 (now updated to 
2005), it examines the relationship of USAID democracy assistance to changes 
in national-level indicators for freedom and democracy from the Freedom House 
and Polity data sets, controlling for alternative explanations.6 While the results are 
necessarily general, this approach overcomes some of the problems of bias, attribution 
and overly nuanced findings that had plagued the earlier case studies. This new 
study comes closest to giving us sound findings on where and when our democracy 
programming has had the greatest impact on democratization.7 In addition, USAID 
set up an outside academic expert ‘review panel’ to guide and critique the research at 
key points.8

The most important impact findings can be summarized as follows.9 

1. Using Freedom House and Polity IV measures of democracy, USAID democracy 
programmes have had a clear and positive impact on democratization worldwide. 
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In the words of the authors, ‘USAID Democracy and Governance obligations 
have a significant positive impact on democracy’ (Finkel et al. 2006: 3). 

2. USAID democracy assistance is not only statistically significant, but can be an 
important factor in raising a country’s democracy levels. The average country 
eligible for USAID democracy assistance increased its Freedom House score by 
about five one-hundredths (.05) of a point per year on a 13-point scale over the 
14-year period of the study, 1990–2003—a total of a 1.1 point change over the 
period. Each 1 million USD in USAID democracy assistance increased that value 
by 50 per cent over what would have been expected that year.10 With an average 
programme funding of about 2.07 million USD per year over the 14-year period, 
therefore, USAID funding doubled the amount of democratic change that an 
average country would otherwise have been expected to achieve in the respective 
year.11

3. Funding levels are critical, since the level of gains in democracy depend on the 
investment. The larger the investment, the larger the gain. Median programme 
size continues to rise; excluding Iraq, it reached 3.32 million USD in 2004. A 10 
million USD annual investment would cause a fivefold increase, according to the 
model—a gain of half a point on the Freedom House scores each year. Funding 
impact was not conditioned by the size of the country. 

4. Two other variables also contributed to democratic development—(a) growth in 
GDP over the past year, and (b) the ‘neighbourhood effect’, the level of regional 
democracy in the past year. These findings are consistent with other research 
showing that short-term economic performance and ‘diffusion processes’ from 
neighbouring states contribute to democratization. In the other direction, political 
conflict and violence both had a negative short-term impact on a country’s level 
of democracy. Many other possible explanations for the rate of democratization, 
including measures of economic development, social indicators, political history, 
and indicators of state failure and the diffusion of democracy, were also considered 
but not found to be significant. 

5. Some areas of funding seemed to be more successful than others. Using the 
breakdown offered by USAID’s democracy data set, the model looked at the 
individual impact of programmes under the Elections and Political Processes, 
Rule of Law (including a further breakdown for human rights), Civil Society 
(including a breakdown for media support), and Good Governance headings. The 
best investment seemed to be civil society programmes, followed by investments 
in elections and political processes, in terms of overall impact on democracy. 
In human rights, a significant negative relationship was found: USAID funding 
seemed to lead to an increase in human rights abuses.12 This may be because of 
better reporting of abuses, although it is also possible that democracy support 
could lead to a crackdown by an authoritarian government and thus a real increase 
in abuses. 

6. It was not possible to measure whether USAID funding had an impact on the rule 
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of law, or on governance, primarily because the literature offers no good measures 
of these concepts. We are now supporting more research in this area. However, 
the Rule of Law programming did have a lagged effect on overall Freedom House 
scores. 

7. 	 Based on preliminary analysis, there are important differences in impact by region. 
The effect of USAID democracy assistance has been strongest in Asia, followed by 
Africa, and lowest in Latin America. 

8. Contrary to expectations, democracy programmes seem to have the greatest 
impact in countries with more difficult political and social settings, where the 
initial level of democratization is low. We expected that a more middle-level 
country, with more developed institutions and human capital, could more easily 
take advantage of funding so that it would have greater impact. In contrast we 
expected to find that countries struggling in the early stages of democratization, 
often poorer and with a multitude of other issues occupying the attention of 
government, would not make as much progress. But the finding was quite the 
opposite: the lower the initial level of democracy, the greater the gains as a 
result of USAID programmes. The study also found important lagged effects, 
suggesting that programmes may take several years to yield results and that the 
results of programmes may be cumulative. A follow-up quantitative study will 
look at the cumulative effects. 

The methodology was powerful and the results compelling and positive. The growth 
model used in the study yielded good results, and the concentration on testing for 
‘alternative explanations’ for improvements in the rate of democratic development 
addressed one of the fundamental criticisms of the SSRC. It also overcame a 
principal weakness of the process tracing that had been used in the country case 
studies, which did not consider alternative explanations in a systematic way. This 
aspect of the methodology probably did more than any other to convince sceptical 
academics as well as policy makers that USAID’s programmes did indeed have 
a positive effect, even at the national level, on increasing the rate of democratic 
development. 

Of course, the results raised as many questions as they answered. While the 
model showed that USAID has had a significant overall impact on democracy, it 
relied on aggregate numbers, and could not tell us which specific countries benefited 
most and which benefited least from democracy assistance, by how much, or why. 
And, while the researchers tested for a very wide range of possible explanations for 
democratic change, on the basis of an exhaustive literature review, the aggregate 
model itself explained only a part of the process of democratic change observed. 
Obviously, other factors that have not yet been considered are also important. 
The study also demonstrated the lack in the literature of precise definitions of 
operationally commonly used concepts of democracy. The authors have now 
embarked on a follow-up study to provide greater depth to the study and answer 
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a number of unresolved issues. This follow-up also includes a specific element to 
develop a better dependent variable for changes in human rights and governance. 
The negative relationship demonstrated between USAID democracy assistance and 
improvement in human rights levels is of great concern to USAID. 

Democracy surveys as evaluation tools 

Survey research is now emerging in USAID as one of the best and most rigorous 
evaluation tools for measuring the impact of democracy programmes. Following the 
end of the civil war and the 1994–6 peace accords in Guatemala, the USAID Mission 
in Guatemala commissioned Mitchell Seligson to undertake the first national survey 
of citizens to gauge their support for democracy, the DIMS (Democratic Indicators 
and Measurement Survey). This survey set the model that has now become the norm 
throughout USAID missions in Latin America. By 2006, every USAID mission 
in Latin America and the Caribbean had participated in the surveys, and a similar 
effort is being scheduled for 2008.13 USAID-funded national democracy surveys 
have certainly not been limited to Latin America, however. Most missions in Eastern 
Europe and Eurasia have carried them out, as have many missions elsewhere in the 
world, and USAID has also supported Afrobarometer surveys. Outside Latin America, 
and to some degree Africa, however, surveys have generally not been carried out at 
regular intervals, nor have the same questions always been asked, which has limited 
their usefulness as an evaluation tool. This is changing rapidly. 

There has traditionally been an assumption that such national-level surveys suffer 
from several weaknesses that make them unreliable and not very useful as evaluation 
tools. Because they are national in scope, they might seem inappropriate for looking 
at project-level change, some of which is below the national level, often focused on 
a few regions. This national-level orientation has not proved to be a shortcoming, 
however. Many programmes of civic education, electoral observation and civil society 
advocacy are nationwide, or the programme objective is to reach people throughout the 
country. Furthermore, the national surveys are carried out in appropriate indigenous 
languages (six in Guatemala, for example), allowing programme managers to compare 
the effectiveness of their programmes by ethnic group, as well as gender, income and 
employment, and a host of other variables. 

Surveys took a quantum step forward as a good evaluation tool with the 
introduction of over-sampling in the 2004 round, which increased the number of 
people interviewed in the area of the projects. For the first time, we could measure 
attitudes, perceptions and behavioural characteristics that we hoped to change, before 
beginning a programme, as well as monitor change during the life of the project and 
evaluate the final effects at the end—‘before’ and ‘after’. We could correlate behaviour 
with other attributes, such as voting behaviour, or trust in government. Additionally, 
the surveys compared changes in the project area with overall national changes, so 
that we could compare change in the project areas with change outside the project 
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area—the ‘with’ and ‘without’ scenarios. This essentially sets up a ‘semi-experimental’ 
research design, and is the closest we have come to developing indicators that test the 
actual effects of USAID programmes, to see what change can validly be attributed 
only to the USAID programme. 

Democracy surveys have often been seen as a way of looking at ‘democratic 
culture’, a somewhat diffuse concept that seems to have little relationship to the kind 
of specific dependent variables needed for the evaluation of programmes. In fact, the 
attitudes, perceptions and behavioural attributes of citizens now help us to define 
levels of democracy and look for specific changes that can be attributed to USAID 
programme interventions. The quantitative study carried out by Finkel et al. (2006) 
focused on Freedom House and Polity IV scores as dependent variables, which often 
emphasize the strength of democratic institutions and substantive rights. In contrast, 
the democracy surveys focus on concepts such as support for democracy and political 
tolerance as measures of the state of democracy. Both have their place and each can 
reinforce the other. 

Specific clusters of questions and indices developed from the surveys are used to 
monitor and evaluate programmes. In the area of behaviour, for example, the Latin 
American surveys inquire about whether a respondent has been the victim of a crime, 
or been asked for a bribe, or participated in various kinds of political activity. All of 
these measures are used to evaluate USAID programmes. Democracy programmes 
also may focus on changing attitudes (for example, whether it is worthwhile voting) 
or perceptions. 

Democracy surveys are growing rapidly as a mission-led evaluation tool. In some 
countries, such as Bolivia, over half of the annual indicators used by the mission 
to measure the progress of its own democracy programmes are now taken directly 
from the survey. Similarly, the 2006 democracy survey in Indonesia includes many 
questions that give the mission the tools needed to monitor changes in the specific 
areas of democracy they are promoting. Missions in Africa have used the results more 
as a basis for diagnosis and discussion than as specific evaluation tools, but that is 
changing; four missions have commissioned over-sampling of Afrobarometer surveys 
in the last round for the first time. This will provide excellent baseline data to examine 
change in the geographic areas of the programmes in the coming years. 

USAID mission staff in the field and democracy practitioners in Washington 
alike welcome the surveys, and not only because they provide sound information for 
evaluation. The surveys are a multi-purpose tool. In fact, many missions consider the 
most important purpose of surveys to be programmatic, not evaluation—a vehicle 
for mobilizing support and discussion around democratic reforms. The national 
legislature, the press and NGOs often discuss and disseminate the results. They are 
also excellent diagnostic tools. In one recent case, for example, the surveys showed 
that voter turnout was low not because it was difficult to get to the polls but because 
women were less inclined to vote. The mission immediately switched its programme 
from increasing the number of polling places to efforts to improve the turnout of 
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women. The surveys are normally carried out every two years—in some missions, 
every year. There is a core definition of democracy based on concepts of legitimacy 
and political tolerance, used in every survey, as well as a set of core questions. USAID 
missions, with Professor Seligson and national institutions, have developed ‘modules’ 
of questions in particular areas of programming and high political interest, including 
local government, corruption and crime. This has allowed cross-national comparisons 
over time. There is also room for missions to add questions of more particular interest 
to their country. 

In Washington, not only are the national results of interest, but the comparative 
analysis that develops from aggregating the results is valuable. Policy makers analyse 
trends in democracy, look for potential difficulties and opportunities, and assess 
the relative success of different kinds of programme throughout the region. US 
Government offices looking at illicit drug production, for instance, or the importance 
of issues such as the environment or health, can make use of them. Specialized reports 
on corruption and crime and other analyses of the survey data are often used by the 
host government and other donors in policy dialogue and reform. 

The multi-purpose use of the surveys presents us with a winning evaluation 
methodology, with many kinds of users, and hence the willingness to invest in them 
on a regular basis. 

Needless to say, democracy surveys have important limitations. They do not 
capture change in democratic institutions very well, particularly the slow, incremental 
improvement in transparency, capacity, and other bureaucratic attributes. Nevertheless 
they do capture a significant portion of USAID activities in a measurable way. They 
have become one of the most promising new methodologies to be incorporated into 
monitoring and evaluating USAID programmes. 

Expert interviews: ‘Voices from the Field’ 

SORA has piloted one more methodology to be used in conjunction with country and 
sectoral studies and large-scale quantitative analyses—structured, in-depth interviews 
of experienced USAID democracy practitioners. This endeavour, dubbed Voices from 
the Field, reaches for the opposite end of the continuum of research methodology to 
large-scale quantitative research. Rather than rely on worldwide longitudinal data 
sets and indicators, it focuses on extracting rich details through interviews with 
experienced democracy field officers. 

The basic concept behind this research is that experienced experts can provide judgements 
and information that are not available through any other means. Expert interviews can 
be used to develop hypotheses that can be put to the test in wider settings. They help 
us discover what USAID in practice defines as the ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of a democracy 
intervention. They also provide insights on the complex interactions among whole classes 
of possible causes of democratic progress or backsliding. Such interviews also add texture 
and real examples to illustrate comparative findings. They help ‘explain the story’. 
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Democracy and governance field officers live with the day-to-day reality of working 
with governments and civil society organizations and acquire deep knowledge of their 
capacities and commitment. They operate within the framework of US foreign policy 
priorities, and embassy and mission leadership objectives, and within a bureaucracy 
that experiences particular funding and personnel constraints. They plan and develop 
programmes based on in-depth assessments of democracy and governance issues in 
the country, and are forced to prioritize among alternatives based on their judgement 
of how these factors fit together. Democracy practitioners have a sense of sequencing 
and of the complex relationships among elements that are difficult to pick up in any 
other way. Moreover, they are responsible for establishing indicators to measure and 
assess progress on a regular basis, and for revising programmes during implementation 
if problems arise or initial judgements prove faulty. Their understanding of the relative 
importance of factors that encourage or inhibit successful democracy programming, 
and the relationships among those factors, thus offers a unique source of data for this 
evaluation programme. Most have managed programmes they consider successful 
and most can cite a spectacular failure or two. 

Of course, any team of evaluators is likely to consult with the democracy officers in 
the field. The methodological challenge is to capture their knowledge in a systematic, 
comparative way. The protocol that USAID has developed and pilot-tested is its effort 
to do this. It has found respondents to be franker in an oral setting than they might be 
if asked to put their views in writing. In this research, the number of experts was limited 
to a group of officers who have served in at least two countries as democracy officers. 
It may later be expanded to include a sample of foreign nationals who have experience 
working in democracy offices in missions overseas. 

The protocol examines in depth the experts’ understanding of a ‘democratic success’ 
or ‘failure’, and what specific factors seem to be most important in determining success 
or failure. We can first determine if managers measure success primarily at the activity 
level or if they have a larger vision of democratization. In the latter case, they can usually 
articulate the desired ‘democracy goal’ and trace out the relationship between the 
activities or projects they support and that goal. This train of reasoning provides a rich 
vein of hypotheses that we can test in other settings. In addition, the protocol requires 
the experts to specify and prioritize the variables that are most important to programme 
success or failure. 

The Voices from the Field methodology developed four categories under which to 
capture these variables. Under each category, respondents are asked what factors are the 
most important to success or failure, and to scale them. The scaling is an essential part 
of the protocol, forcing prioritization and allowing comparisons. 

1. General characteristics of the country apart from its path of democratization. This 
includes factors such as the level of economic development, cultural and social 
conditions, historical precedent, international orientation, and conditions in the 
region. These variables were included based in large part on the variables analysed 
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in the quantitative study, which were widely discussed and examined. 
2.  Country conditions related specifically to democracy and governance. This includes regime 

type, government commitment to reform, institutional capacity, corruption, civil 
liberties, political competition, political inclusion, the power of civil society, and 
similar topics. 

3. The influence of the foreign policy priorities of the United States and other governments. 
As a variable conditioning project success and failure, this factor has not been 
sufficiently studied relative to endogenous factors, considering that democracy 
promotion is one of the US Government’s highest foreign policy priorities. This 
factor acknowledges that USAID is a US Government funding institution working 
under the State Department and according to its priorities, and, overseas, within 
and under the ambassador and the US Embassy. With the 2006 policy reforms 
in foreign assistance, under which the US State Department and USAID jointly 
determine even the ‘sub-elements’ of particular democracy projects, understanding 
whether and how policy concerns affect field success is important. 

4. Variables internal to the project or programme. It is possible that such factors are more 
important in some cases than anything else in determining success or failure. This 
includes such factors as the level of funding, and its predictability, variability and 
sequencing. It also includes issues such as the quality of the project design, whether 
it is implemented through a well-defined contract or a looser grant mechanism, and 
the experience, capabilities and other characteristics of the implementing party. 

The interview process explores these questions through analysing specific cases. 
Respondents are asked to identify the ‘most successful programme’ they worked on, 
and then to explain why they define it as a success—the characteristics of a successful 
programme. Later in the interview, they are asked to discuss their ‘second most 
successful’ programme in similar terms. In both cases, they are asked to work through 
the four categories of variables, ranking both the categories and the specific factors 
in each category. Finally, after some level of trust and openness has been established, 
they are asked to identify the least successful (‘turkey’) project they ever worked on, 
define what they mean by failure, and explain what led to it. 

The combination of open questions, closed questions and scaling exercises is 
designed both to elicit the maximum information possible and to provide data that can 
be used for comparative study and feed into the other, broader, SORA methodologies. 

SORA, Stage 3: the National Academy of Sciences and the future 

By 2006 USAID had arrived at: 

• 	 aggregate analysis showing a positive impact of USAID democracy programmes, 
with some details about when impact was likely to greatest; 

• 	 findings from the SORA Stage 1 pilots on: (a) how to improve case study 
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methodology and the issues in undertaking future country assessments; (b) how to 
test for national and institutional level change; and (c) factors found to be important 
in the pilots for programme success or failure, which needed further testing; 

•   a democracy database updated annually on where and how USAID spends its 
democracy resources, which is of great use to the agency generally; 

• 	 growing support for and use of democracy surveys as a strong evaluation 
methodology, particularly with over-sampling; 

• 	 the piloting of more sophisticated interview techniques to capture the learning of 
democracy officers in the field; 

•	 an identification of intellectual areas, such as ‘definitions of democracy’ (and 
therefore the measures of success of our programmes), that stubbornly remained 
under-researched, as well as questions on how to put together, both intellectually 
and logistically, the tools and findings of the endeavours to date. 

The question was now how to put this complex work together to reach our basic 
goal. In concert with an academic Advisory Group,14, we drew up a research/action 
agenda to move towards a method for fieldwork and research that would get us there. 
Writing this final ‘scope of work’ was an ambitious task that engaged the SORA team 
in USAID and the academic community for many months. 

Who could carry out such an agenda? USAID needed an institution with autonomy 
and independence from USAID and with the ability to put together a first-rate intellectual 
product. The National Academy of Sciences (NAS) took on this challenge. It is now 
engaged in developing an overall research and analytical design for understanding the 
impact of democracy programmes on a country’s development along key dimensions 
of democracy and the factors critical to programme success and failure. The NAS will 
be responsible for developing operational definitions of democracy and governance that 
can be used in the field. Based on the previous work reported in this chapter, the NAS 
will develop and test fieldwork research methodologies in the field to assess their validity 
and cost effectiveness. Finally, it will make recommendations on how the many pieces of 
SORA research can best be integrated into analytical products, developing an integrated 
final research and analytical design for consolidating the research elements. 

The NAS committee is also focusing to some degree on ‘prospective evaluations’—
how to set up programmes so that they can best be evaluated, including, when possible, 
semi-experimental designs. Field missions are already signalling their enthusiasm for 
help in this area. 

SORA has become more than a centralized series of comparative analyses. It has 
become a learning process, with improvements in evaluations and policy guidance 
every year. We are incorporating mission-led successes, such as the democracy 
surveys, and training and supporting missions elsewhere to undertake them. We are 
providing specific training to the Washington technical experts, as major ‘diffusers of 
the culture’, so that as they provide mission assistance, they improve programmes and 
evaluations of programmes. 
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There are significant intellectual challenges ahead to improve programming 
by better understanding what works and what does not work under what 
circumstances. 

First, more bridging between academia and USAID practitioners needs to take 
place. Too often, information is conveyed only in one direction—from academics to 
practitioners. Recommendations for change are often too theoretical or too basic, rather 
like research doctors looking at a patient and basing their findings on what they already 
know rather than on a clinical, intensive knowledge of the patient in front of them. 
Interaction with the ‘patient’ is not only needed, but essential: USAID needs to strongly 
engaged in learning from its own experiences, and not to assume that academics can 
carry the task alone. 

Second, the state of knowledge of democratic development is still not very 
advanced, and that impedes evaluation work. Until we do more to develop ‘operational 
definitions’ of democracy and understand the relationships among different elements 
of democratization apart from the impact of donor interventions, it will be difficult 
to measure the impact of democracy support on democracy or to identify how to 
use support resources most effectively. USAID has developed its own indicators of 
democratic change through trial and error; these need to be tested, particularly for 
long-term effects. 

Third, while USAID has committed itself to SORA, it will be called upon to allocate 
even more resources over time to improving indicators, monitoring and evaluation and 
to keep up the training and technical assistance that are needed. In a resource-tight 
environment, programme improvement, evaluation and monitoring are often left 
behind. 

Fourth, USAID has not had a culture of promoting and disseminating its own 
findings, either internally or, even more difficult, externally. SORA’s approach depends 
on creating a learning cycle, with increasingly useful baseline data, monitoring and 
evaluation plans, and on dissemination and training. Essentially, at present the balance 
between programme implementation and analysis of what USAID has done is too 
heavily weighted towards the implementation side. With the huge investments that are 
now being made in democratization each year, it is time to re-balance this equation. 

Notes

1  Dr Hyman is in many ways the ‘father’ of SORA, providing the initial intellectual and administrative support to get 
it under way, and sustaining USAID commitment to its goals over many years. 
2   Lynn Carter, email correspondence, 1 April 2007. I am grateful to Lynn Carter for her comments and improvements 
in this section of the chapter. 
3   The Advisory Group included Robert Bates, Thomas Cook, Charles Kurzman, Gail Lecce, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, 
Mitchell Seligson, Brian Silver and John Tirman. 
4 The report was commissioned by the Social Science Research Council under John Tirman. The SSRC also 
commissioned a final revised version, written by Andrew Green, which was delivered in January 2004. This summary 
draws on both documents. 
5  This work was accomplished through the efforts of Andrew Green, as a democracy fellow in the Strategic Planning 
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and Research Division of USAID’s Office of Democracy and Governance. 
6 Bruce Kay, a member of the SORA team in the Democracy Office at the time, was a major proponent and leader 
in bringing forward this approach. 
7 It may be worth noting that we undertook this quantitative study with serious misgivings about its usefulness. 
Even if it were to be successful, we did not think it could provide the kind of information needed, for example, 
to train democracy specialists in how to improve their work. Moreover, we had very serious doubts that USAID’s 
relatively small programmes could move the large-scale democracy indicators of Freedom House and Polity, even if 
the programmes in reality were successful. We were very aware that we might find no relationship at this level between 
USAID’s democracy work and broad indicators, and that such a finding could undermine support for democracy 
work, perhaps undeservedly. 
8 The panel included Michael Bratton (Michigan State University), Michael Coppedge (University of Notre Dame) 
and Pamela Paxton (Ohio State University). 
9 Steven Finkel, Mark Billera and David Black meticulously analysed this summary, making many useful additions 
and corrections. 
10 Using Polity IV data, the corresponding change is about a 33 per cent increase over the expected level of democratic 
growth for every 1 million USD. 
11 The model itself does not look at rates of change in Freedom House, but only the effect on the level of Freedom 
House scores in a given year. While we are now testing more cumulative-effect type models, at the present we cannot 
talk about doubling ‘rates of change’, but rather the effect on a given year. (Steve Finkel, email, 13 April 2007.) 
12 While many reasons have been suggested to explain what we hope was an anomaly, more research has now been 
commissioned on this specific topic. 
13 These surveys and others, as well as reports in Spanish and English based on them, are available through the Latin 
American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) at the University of Vanderbilt run by Mitchell Seligson. They are fully 
described on the website www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop>. The data from the surveys are freely available for analysis, 
through the website, managed by the Centro Centroamericano de Poblacion (CCR) in Costa Rica, including an 
online querying system. 
14 From the donor community and academia, the Advisory Group included Guilan Denoux (Colby College), Larry 
Garber (New Israel Fund), Martha Gutierrez (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (German 
Technical Cooperation Agency, GTZ)), Philip Keefer (World Bank), Michael McFaul (Stanford University), Gerardo 
Munch (University of Southern California), and Mitchell Seligson (Vanderbilt University). Each provided written 
comments on the plans developed by the USAID SORA team (Mark Billera, David Black, Andrew Green and Margaret 
Sarles). They met at a workshop organized by Development Associates, Inc. with other USAID participants (Patricia 
Alexander, Ed Connerly, April Hahn, Kimberly Ludgwig and Keith Schultz) to synthesize the recommendations on 
the scope of the work for the National Academy of Sciences. 





Chapter 3

Programme theory evaluation 
and democracy promotion: 
reviewing a sample of 
Sida-supported projects



This chapter presents a method for systematizing and evaluating the programme theories of 
a set of projects in the area of support for democracy. It is argued that this technique allows 
for the systematic consideration of assumptions and theories, and that such an assessment 
is particularly crucial in this area of development cooperation. While the method proposed 
cannot substitute for results-based evaluations, it can constitute a useful complement to such 
exercises and one that is particularly suited for diagnostic purposes. In order to demonstrate 
the practical applicability of the technique proposed, 52 Sida-financed projects drawn 
from Bolivia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, South Africa and Vietnam are subjected to such 
an evaluation. 

Introduction

The Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) is currently 
exploring new methods of evaluating projects and programmes in the sector of support 
for democracy and human rights. This chapter describes one of these initiatives which 
consists of a programme theory evaluation. 

As is well known, previous attempts, both by Sida and by other development 
agencies, to evaluate their democracy support have incurred problems relating to 
the attribution of effects and the use of indicators to measure success. This chapter 
discusses an approach that attempts to circumvent such problems by focusing on the 
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programme theory underpinning efforts in the area of human rights and democracy, 
rather than on actual results. Although it cannot substitute for results-based enquiries, 
such an approach can provide a useful complement which for certain evaluation tasks 
may actually be of equal importance. 

More specifically, the account presented here offers a simple model by which several 
projects can be brought together for systematic comparison and assessment, which 
then allows for a discussion about the prevailing practices and general assumptions 
within a field. Hence, rather than being a model for the evaluation of an individual 
project, what is proposed below is a model for evaluating and comparing intervention 
theories and programme logics across a set of projects. 

In practical terms, this chapter brings together and examines the programme 
logic of some 50 Sida-supported projects in the area of democracy, good governance 
and human rights. The projects have been drawn from four countries that represent 
very different political contexts—Bolivia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, South Africa and 
Vietnam. At the same time, the four countries are among the largest recipients of 
Swedish support for democracy and human rights (as well as of Swedish development 
cooperation in general). In 2005, the year from which the information below is 
drawn, Vietnam was the largest recipient of such support, while South Africa was 
the fourth-largest. Bosnia and Herzegovina and Bolivia occupied places 11 and 12, 
respectively, on the same list. 

The practical application of a programme theory evaluation to this selection of 
projects yields two kinds of results. In the first place, a number of points are made 
about the project logics thus discerned, about national variations, commonalities 
across countries, and the feasibility of the assumptions involved. Second, the findings 
indicate areas for subsequent study and evaluation. Because programme theory 
evaluation as applied here is primarily diagnostic, this exercise may be followed up 
by targeted results-based evaluations and studies directed at specific assumptions and 
mechanisms that are discerned with the help of this method. 

Focusing on programme theory

Evaluability is a key problem in aid for democracy and human rights. In Carothers’ 
view in Aiding Democracy Abroad (1999: 8–10), democracy promoters have tended 
either to ‘under-do’ evaluations, carrying them out haphazardly, or using superficial 
methods, or to overdo them, elaborating complex, rigid methods. Key problems in 
the area are a lack of suitable indicators and the difficulty of attributing effects to 
causes—and, hence, deciding what to measure and why. 

Programme theory evaluation (also called theory-based evaluation, programme 
logic evaluation, and, by Owen and Rogers (1999), ‘clarificative evaluation’) provides 
a (perhaps defeatist) solution to some of the problems associated with results-based 
methodologies. In essence, this approach abandons the focus on results in order to 
study the underlying assumptions and rationales for the programme in question. The 
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reason for such an undertaking is relatively simple: projects may fail either because of 
problems related to their implementation, such as too little money or poor guidance 
and steering, or because the logic on which they were built was wrong in some 
way—for example, it had an unclear focus or was based on unrealistic assumptions 
(Pressman and Wildavsky 1979: 191). Programme theory evaluation focuses on this 
latter set of problems. What this technique considers is thus the theoretical basis for 
the programme in question, which is evaluated according to such concepts as realism, 
coherence and relevance. Necessary steps include the reconstruction of underlying 
theory and the assessment of its constituent parts, as well as their interconnections. 

One could argue that the very features that make support in the area of democracy 
and human rights difficult to monitor and evaluate on the basis of results make 
assessment of the underlying programme theory essential for the development of 
successful programmes. As aid officials working in the area are generally unable to 
observe the actual impact of their efforts, they have to rely on informed guesses and 
some general assumptions if they are to devise and implement projects in this area. 
For instance, supporting a neighbourhood association in the name of democracy 
requires a number of explicit or implicit ideas about the possible impact that such a 
group might have on political decisions, about the aggregate result of a number of 
such groups pressing their demands on the state, and about the effects of a vibrant 
civil society on governance in general (see the discussions by Putnam 1993; and 
Avritzer 2002). Similarly, supporting a training programme in human rights for 
police officers requires several assumptions concerning, for instance, the reasons for 
human rights violations and how people react to training. In such cases and others 
like them, programme officers who will be unable to observe the eventual outcome 
of their efforts have to believe in the accuracy of such assumptions in order to justify 
commencing the projects. 

Even though programme theory evaluation cannot aspire to capture the crucial 
issue of impact, it may serve to question and evaluate such ideas and assumptions. If a 
programme theory evaluation reveals unrealistic assumptions and unclear theoretical 
connections then it will have proved its usefulness as an audit technique. 

Moreover, programme theory evaluation should be seen as a tool for learning (van 
der Knaap 2004). It has the ability to expose underlying assumptions, to bring central 
but tacit elements to the fore, and to critically examine theoretical foundations—all 
elements that are of critical importance for learning exercises. Moreover, the intended 
audience for such exercises can be both local project owners and financing agencies 
such as Sida. To a certain extent, the approach proposed here may thus do away with 
the exclusive focus on the putative project owners and executors in the field, which is 
common to evaluations. In fact, in the example below, it is Sida itself that is the focus 
of evaluation, not its partners. 

Furthermore, while impact evaluation can only be undertaken after a programme 
is completed, and should preferably allow for a time-lag for all the effects to show, 
programme theory evaluation can be performed at any time during the project cycle. 
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This means that the learning phase can be integrated with the project implementation 
process and run alongside it to some extent. By involving intended beneficiaries and 
local stakeholders in such processes, the evaluation method proposed here can thus 
open the way for more participatory techniques, and for the concomitant gains of 
stakeholder involvement and commitment, and mutual understanding. 

In some ways, the proposed technique comes close to the so-called logical framework 
approach (LFA, or ‘logframe evaluations’) as it shares with that methodology the 
systematic discernment of goals, actions, and the theoretical connections between 
them. The LFA is currently used in Sida as a standard tool for ex-ante evaluation of 
individual projects. In spite of the similarities, however, there are differences between 
the methods. While the logical framework approach is focused on different levels of 
goals, in programme theory evaluation the focus is on the mechanisms and actions 
involved in a project. Furthermore, what is proposed here is a model for aggregating 
and evaluating project logics across sets of projects, rather than for the consideration 
of individual projects. 

Evaluating programme theory

Notwithstanding the potential benefits, previous experiences of programme theory 
evaluation have demonstrated a number of shortcomings. Even so, as is spelled out 
below, the approach has the potential to alleviate some of these problems. 

A first problem with programme theory evaluation concerns the reconstruction 
of programme theories. In most cases, there is no explicit theory that can be distilled 
from programme documents. This means that evaluators have to begin their work by 
attempting to piece together such theories if they are to go on to test them later. In 
this regard, Frans Leeuw (2003) has proposed different methods for reconstructing 
programme theories. However, while his ideas deal with questions such as where one 
should look for theoretical statements, and who should be able to give views on the 
subject, they do not tell us how a scheme of analysis for such statements could be 
constructed. The absence of a model of analysis, in turn, gives the reconstruction of 
programme theories an ad hoc character when it comes to deciding what elements of 
a theory shall be included in the evaluation. 

In order to counter such a problem, the present writer employs a fixed model 
of analysis which, although simple, offers us a guideline as to what elements of 
the theory should be collected/reconstructed. In addition to making the enquiry 
more systematic, the application of this model allows for comparisons between the 
programme theories and project logics of different projects. 

A second problem concerns the question of how to judge and evaluate the programme 
theories that are discerned in the exercise. One obvious possibility would be to rely on 
juxtaposing the theoretical statements with scientific findings in order to determine 
how far they are relevant and correct. However, while such a procedure is perfectly 
reasonable, it is not problem-free. For instance, merely listing scattered evidence that 
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appears to contradict or confirm assumptions in the programme theory overlooks the 
fact that most findings in social science are seldom clear-cut and they cannot be applied 
across all the different contexts (see Haarhuis and Leeuw 2004). Indeed, academic 
work thrives on contradiction and counter-arguments, which complicates and limits 
the use of general scholarly findings as a standard for evaluation. 

The presentation below offers a different method of analysis that is based on an 
attempt to discern patterns among a larger set of programme theories. Hence, the 
objective is not primarily to see whether the theoretical underpinnings of a study 
concur with social science findings in general, but rather to make explicit certain 
assumptions or theoretical patterns that recur across a large set of projects. (Of course, 
such prevalent ideas may subsequently be evaluated according to the extent to which 
they seem to agree with scholarly findings.) 

The combination of these two techniques—using a fixed model of analysis 
and the comparative assessment of programme theories across a range of different 
projects—represents an improvement in the use of programme theory evaluation. 
As is demonstrated below, it allows for comprehensive treatment of a sector or a 
thematic area. By doing so, it can serve as a diagnostic tool and enhance discussions 
and learning exercises. 

Discerning programme theory

Sida’s portfolio of projects in the area of democracy and human rights amounts to 
hundreds of projects. To construct a manageable sample, four countries were selected for 
field studies—Bolivia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, South Africa and Vietnam. For these 
countries, all projects active in the area in April 2005 were initially selected. Subsequently, 
some had to be excluded due to lack of data or because they lacked relevant components 
(e.g. evaluative assessments). The final sample included 52 projects. 

This sample was subsequently coded and systematized according to a model of analysis 
chosen to describe the programme theory of each project. The information used was 
principally drawn from the assessment memoranda that constitute the basis for decision 
making within Sida, and that are written by Sida staff for each project. Subsequently, 
interviews were performed with desk officers who had insight into the projects in order 
to validate the findings gleaned by studying the assessment memoranda. 

It should be noted at the outset that there is no such thing as a ‘Sida project’ 
properly speaking, as Sida’s role is limited to financing initiatives proposed by its 
partners. Nevertheless, the assessment memoranda do detail the appraisal made by 
Sida of the projects’ relevance and feasibility, and hence the theoretical underpinnings 
for support. (Of course, there may be a reciprocal effect here also, in the sense that 
partners may frame and describe their proposals in terms that will appeal to Sida. 
In such cases, Sida also has an indirect effect on the projects. (For an interesting 
comparison see Bob 2005.)  

Moreover in several cases the entire programme theory cannot easily be discerned, 
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either because certain parts of it are absent, or because they are not expressed in the 
documentation from the projects. This may not be as grave a fault as it sounds: to 
give a typical example, the account given of a project to support the development of a 
lobbying organization may not include a discussion of whether this organization will 
register an impact on public policy. However, for present purposes, natural or implied 
steps were assumed even when they were not expressed in the project documentation 
(in the example above, it would be assumed that the organization would target public 
authorities who would listen and alter their behaviour, for instance). As is noted above, 
such reconstructions were subsequently submitted to desk officers for validation.  

The programme theories of all contributions were summarized and reconstructed 
in order to allow for comparison. This was done by applying a simple model of analysis 
that allows for the systematization of projects according to a common format. This 
model of analysis fundamentally depends on two chains—one of actors and one of 
actions. (The model is somewhat similar to the description of ‘development pathways’ 
discussed by Poate et al. 2000: 14ff. See also Jarstad 2005.) 

The model of analysis

In international development cooperation, a donor contribution normally passes 
through one or several intermediaries before reaching the actual target population, 
which in most cases means people living in conditions of poverty. These intermediaries or 
actors could be seen as links in a chain between the donor and the target population. 

It may seem beside the point to include the chain of actors in an assessment of the 
programme theory, but in fact it is vital to connect actions/mechanisms to actors, as 
the chain of actors reflects a number of assumptions about the correspondence between 
different actors’ preferences. In effect, this is a chain of delegation, which in practice can 
face a whole series of problems to do with co-optation, goal displacement and the like. 

In the most general of terms, it is possible to discern some common models of 
chains that respond to different needs and goals. For instance, if the goal is simply 
provision of a good, the chain may look as follows: 

Provision chain: [Providers – executors – beneficiaries] 

In a slightly more complicated model, the goal is not provision, but rather that a target 
group (for instance, a group of state bureaucrats) will start acting in a different way 
vis-à-vis the intended beneficiaries. For that to happen, another group may have to 
inform, teach, or support the target group. In this case the model may look like this: 

Change chain: [Providers – executors – target – beneficiaries] 

In some projects with a political component, it is possible to find an even more 
elaborate chain, which includes different sets of target groups with one attempting to 
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influence the other, while being changed (for instance, trained) itself. The following is 
an example: 

Pressure chain: [Providers – executors – target (1) – target (2) – beneficiaries] 

The relevant actors and the actions they are supposed to undertake are introduced into 
a scheme of analysis as in table 3.1, where a fictitious example illustrates a potential 
programme theory for a programme outlined according to the pressure chain. The model 
distinguishes between actions that take place within an actor (internal transformations, 
white fields in the table) and actions that are externally directed towards another actor 
(external transformations, shaded fields in the table). 

Internal transformations are processes, mechanisms and changes that an actor 
has to undergo in order to connect to the next link in the chain of actions. The list 
of transformations includes categories such as ‘Absorption of information/training’, 
‘Absorption of arguments’, ‘Change in behaviour or attitude’ and ‘Internal reform’. 

External interventions are actions that an actor conducts that are directed 
at another actor/other actors in the chain. Obviously, there is quite a long list of 
possibilities here. It includes categories that relate to education and information (e.g. 
‘capacity building’, ‘training’, ‘information campaigns’), material support (‘financial 
contribution’, ‘material provisions’), and pressure (‘advocacy’, ‘lobbying’, ‘litigation’). 
Other categories capture mechanisms that are not so clear-cut but are nevertheless 
crucial. Examples include ‘demonstration effect’ or ‘spreading effects’ that attempt to 
capture two possible mechanisms by which effects on the target group are supposed to 
reach the broader population. 

For both these general sets of mechanisms, the present writer applied the coding 
according to an open model, in which new categories were added as they appeared. 

Table 3.1: Programme theory model of analysis: a hypothetical example

Actor

Actor’s external intervention

Donor/Sida

Financial contribution (to actor X)

Actor X

Training of actor Y

TG1: Actor Y Learning, change of behaviour

Application of new knowledge in treatment of actor Z, e.g. lobbying

TG2: Actor Z Susceptibility to influence by actor Z. Change in behaviour

Target group large/representative enough to allow for significant impact on society

Society

 
Key: TG = target group. White fields in the table indicate internal transformations. Shaded fields indicate 
external transformations—actions that are externally directed towards another actor. 
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Thus, the programme theory of each of the projects in the sample was reconstructed 
to fit into this model of analysis. By converting projects to a common format, 
comparison and aggregation between different projects become possible. In the tables 
below, most of these aggregative measures are simple counts of the number of times a 
certain feature (an actor, a specific mechanism and so on) appears among the projects. 
Because of the nature of most projects, however, such counts can take very different 
forms. It is very common, for instance, for one particular project to feature several 
different target groups, and hence several different mechanisms. Below, most counts 
have been made according to whether a particular feature appears in a project. For 
instance, it is found that the internal mechanism of ‘change in behaviour’ is expected 
to occur in 21 of the projects, whereas 17 projects include elements of the external 
mechanisms of lobbying and litigation. 

The countries studied

The four countries studied differ greatly in their political context.

•	 Bolivia is the longest-standing democracy of the four, and during recent decades 
has undertaken a number of institutional reforms, including decentralization 
and the creation of new institutions, such as a human rights ombudsman. These 
institutional reforms have not, however, prevented growing political instability, 
particularly in the form of potent social mobilization. 

•	 Bosnia and Herzegovina represents a post-conflict case in which the most acute 
political task is to construct a viable state out of the institutions and regional 
autonomies created under the Dayton peace accord (1995), while promoting 
reconciliation of the main ethno-religious groups in the country. In this, the 
proximity of the country to the European Union gives it a special position. 

•	 South Africa must be considered one of the most successful cases of African 
countries that democratized in the 1990s. Fears of violent conflict emerging out 
of the post-apartheid situation have largely subsided, as political and economic 
development has continued apace. Even so, however, the country faces a number of 
pressing problems as it tries to live up to the population’s expectations of social and 
economic improvement. 

•	 Vietnam remains an authoritarian dictatorship. In spite of economic liberalization 
and tentative steps towards more administrative openness, the Communist Party is 
firmly in power, and neither political opposition nor a civil society can be said to 
exist. Instead of democratization there have been a number of piecemeal institutional 
reforms, but it is uncertain how far these go in the direction of democratization. 

Given these differences, an overall question of the analysis becomes the extent to which 
projects in the area of democracy support are contextualized, that is to say, whether 
their design responds to the political conditions in which they will operate. It is a 
common lament that projects for democracy and good governance are insufficiently 
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related to political conditions in the countries where they are supposed to operate 
(e.g. Carothers 1999: 338). In this regard, two hypotheses can be advanced. First, 
according to a convergence hypothesis we would expect to find a typical model of 
democracy projects that does not vary much between different countries. No matter 
how stark the country or regional differences, there is an expectation that they would 
be overcome by some preferred way of working. Second, one could speculate that 
certain factors such as contextual ones are bound to assert themselves in the design of 
projects in spite of the prevailing modes of operation, in which case one would expect 
to see a fundamental divergence between the logics of the projects in the different 
countries. 

The variation between countries will be a recurring theme in the discussion of 
findings which follows. Such a discussion is not the only task, however. Of potentially 
greater importance is what this sample of projects may tell us about Sida’s work with 
democracy in general. Thus, although the limited number of cases observed should 
inspire caution, the following pages will attempt to give a general overview of common 
patterns and variations in Swedish support to democracy promotion. 

Comparing programme theories

Having converted the programme theory of each of the 52 projects into a single 
format for purposes of comparability, the assessment compares and aggregates these 
project logics. For reasons of space, the present assessment is illustrative only and 
cannot pretend to be exhaustive. 

In the first place, the actor chain is examined and discussed. As is noted above, 
when it comes to executing agencies the elements of this chain rely on assumptions 
concerning the suitability of different actors, the concurrence in goals between 
different actors in the chain, and so on. For target groups, conversely, the structure of 
the actor chain demonstrates who is to be subject to the project intervention. 

Second, the elements of the intervention chain—the mechanisms involved in the 
projects—are examined. In this regard, the frequency with which certain mechanisms 
are used will inform us about the degree to which different actions are judged to be 
feasible, what assumptions are held about how to best influence target groups, and 
what internal transformations are required in order for the projects to be effective. 

Third, the analysis demonstrates how information from the two chains can be 
combined to tell us what changes and developments are expected from whom. 

Fourth and finally, whereas the previous questions assume that the (reconstructed) 
programme logic is more or less clear, the material can also yield information about 
the extent to which that is true. The final part of this section thus examines the extent 
to which an elaborate programme theory is really present when it comes to ideas 
about broader impact. 
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The actor chain

The scheme of analysis applied here distinguishes between actors according to the 
different roles they fulfil in the project in question. Hence, supporters contribute 
funds or activities to the project, executors are charged with the actual performance of 
project activities, targets are actors that are supposed to change or alter their behaviour 
as a result of the intervention in question, and beneficiaries are the actors that are 
supposed to draw benefit from such changes. 

It should be noted that these categories are not entirely mutually exclusive. For 
instance, it is relatively common to find that the same actor is included both as 
executor and as target. An example is where a state agency provides training for its 
own employees. 

A first query, then, relates to what kinds of actor are charged with the different 
functions. Primarily, this is an issue for the two ‘middle’ functions of executors and 
targets. Supporting and beneficiary actors do not exhibit many differences; typically, 
Sida and other international agencies cover the first, while citizens in general are the 
beneficiaries in most cases. 

In more analytical terms the distinction between executors and targets relates 
to who will initiate the relevant developments, and who will be targeted by such 
initiatives. Hence, while one would expect executing actors to hold a view of goals 
that corresponds to Sida’s own (in order for delegation to work), this may not be 
a correct assumption in regard to the targets. On the contrary, and as is discussed 
further below, the targets can be seen as the actors that are to be changed through the 
project (either qualitatively, by fundamentally altering their behaviour, for instance, 
or quantitatively, by becoming better at what they do). 

In order to answer the questions who is charged with producing change and 
who is the target of such efforts, the actors are divided into four categories: central 
state authorities; non-central and autonomous state authorities; national non-state 
actors; and international actors (typically consultants or Swedish authorities involved 
in ‘twinning’ exercises). 
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Table 3.2: Number of projects involving different types of actor in different 
tasks 

Bolivia 
c. state

Bolivia 
dec. state

Bolivia 
no-state

Bolivia 
internat.

Vietnam c. 
state

Vietnam 
dec. state

Vietnam 
no-state

Vietnam 
internat.

Execution 2 3 1 3 6 0 1 6 

Targets 4 4 4 N. a. 8 3 6 N. a.

	
BiH c. 
state

BiH dec. 
state

BiH no-
state

BiH 
internat.

SA c. state SA dec. 
state

SA no-
state

SA 
internat.

Execution 3 3 2 13 2 6 8 6 

Targets 9 12 15 N. a. 14 14 13 N. a.

Key: BiH = Bosnia and Herzegovina; c. state = central state authorities; dec. state = non-central and 
autonomous state authorities; no-state = national non-state actors; N.a = not applicable; SA = South 
Africa. 

Contrary to what might have been expected, the central state authorities in all 
four countries are included not only as targets for interventions but also as executors 
of projects. This is particularly so in Vietnam, where a majority of projects rely on 
the central state bureaucracy for their implementation. This contrasts with the more 
democratically organized countries such as Bolivia, where only two such cases exist 
(support to enhanced management systems was implemented with the Bolivian vice-
presidency). Similarly, in South Africa, central state authorities are rarely executors of 
projects, but feature frequently as targets of actions. 

The high reliance on state agencies as executors of democracy projects in an 
authoritarian state such as Vietnam represents a paradox. It can be explained, however, 
by the simple fact that in a country like Vietnam there are very few possibilities of 
working outside the state. Indeed, there is only one project in Vietnam that relies on 
national non-state actors to execute the project, and it rests on non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) that are supposedly autonomous and other associations in the 
field of gender. 

With regard to targets, this category in a sense manifests assumptions about what 
actors need to be changed, strengthened or altered in order for democracy to be 
enhanced. Here again, Vietnam stands out, as most projects—although executed by 
state agencies—also have as their targets other state agencies. Conversely, in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, most projects aim to produce change in society in order to enhance 
democracy (see table 3.6). Bolivia and South Africa present a more varied picture, 
with state and non-state actors more or less equally in focus. In this regard, however, 
the distribution of targets is not very surprising. In both countries the obstacles to 
advancing towards enhanced democratization can be said to be located in society as 
well as in the different reaches of the state. In contrast, the distribution of targets 
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in Bosnia and Herzegovina is influenced by the fact that the legacy of conflict still 
plagues society and constitutes a primary obstacle to democratic development. In 
Vietnam, the fact that the primary obstacles to reform are located in the central state 
is perfectly understandable. 

Going into even more detail, it is possible to use the actor chain to separate top–
down from bottom–up approaches (see table 3.3). The former involves central state 
agencies as executors and decentralized agencies or social groups as targets; the latter 
involves the reverse situation (decentralized agencies and social groups as executors 
and central state agencies as targets). Accordingly, in the top–down cases, central state 
agencies try to change the practices of institutions and organizations at lower levels. 
Bottom–up approaches feature the reverse order of things—assisting more or less 
autonomous groups to influence the central state agencies. 

Table 3.3: Number of projects featuring top–down and bottom–up 
approaches

Bolivia BiH SA Viet Nam

Top–top 1 1 1 5

Top–down 1 5 1 3

Bottom–up 2 4 9 1

Bottom–bottom 3 10 13 2

 
Key: BiH = Bosnia and Herzegovina; SA = South Africa. 

It is very possible that all support for democratization requires working with 
both the state and society. However, the findings here indicate a variation between 
the countries that is of some interest. Most notable is the reliance in Vietnam on the 
central state authorities as both implementers and targets. Also, it is evident that in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina quite a large number of projects feature central state organs in 
an executive capacity, and groups at lower levels as targets. This is a surprising finding 
given the decentralized nature of the country, but it corresponds to a large number of 
projects in which a centrally located institution receives support for strengthening its 
relationship with local entities. 

South Africa represents the converse situation, in which support overwhelmingly 
goes to groups and actors that are independent from the central state, and which 
act either vis-à-vis the organs of the state or vis-à-vis other parts of civil society/
decentralized agencies. (A large number of projects contain simultaneous actions vis-
à-vis both the ‘top’ and the ‘bottom’ level. An example is support to land organizations 
that simultaneously lobby the government authorities and attempt to educate 
smallholders.) 

Again, one should note that the question of who attempts to change whom relates 
to a broader question of the initiators and objects of changes in a democratic direction. 
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In Vietnam, the fact that most projects target central state authorities corresponds to 
the political situation in the country. However, that initiators are to be found at the 
same level may be more surprising, as it appears to rely on an assumption that there 
is a real willingness at that level to pursue democratic reform. Whereas the present 
assessment cannot, of course, vouch for the correctness of such an assumption, it can 
at least make the assumption explicit, and thereby facilitate further discussion of how 
accurate it really is. 

In sum, the above analysis helps us appreciate some fundamental differences in 
how projects in the area of democracy support are conceptualized. Whereas in Vietnam 
a typical project consists of central state agencies attempting to influence other parts 
of the bureaucracy at the same level, projects in South Africa are much more likely to 
include elements of society attempting to influence the state. Conversely, in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina most projects aim to produce change in society, and the initiators of 
such projects are found at the level of central authorities, in society itself, and among 
international consultants too. 

Mechanisms

The discussion so far has relied on an analysis of the actor chain. Moving on to the 
intervention or action chain, attention shifts from who the participants in the project 
are, to what is supposed to happen within it, and the assumptions that are embodied 
in such assessments. As is noted above, the scheme of analysis differentiates between 
internal and external effects and transformations. 

External effects represent the attempts at influence between the different actors. 
In particular, interest here is on the mechanisms that make up the relationship 
between executing and target groups. Table 3.4 illustrates some of the mechanisms. 
It is relatively rare for them to be used in isolation; more typically projects tend to 
include several different methods of influence. 

To this effect, the analysis distinguishes between a number of different possible 
mechanisms, ranging from the provision of thematic expertise through the placement 
of international experts (e.g. providing Swedish experts to carry out a study of 
corruption in Vietnam), to support of court litigation against government authorities 
(e.g. by supporting the Treatment Action Campaign’s work to make the South 
African Government distribute antiretroviral HIV treatment), and capacity training 
in a number of areas (such as informing Bolivian public servants about new laws and 
regulations). 
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Table 3.4: Number of projects that contain different external mechanisms 
(fractions of total in brackets)  
	

Total (52 
projects) 

Bolivia (6 
projects)

BiH (17 
projects)

SA (19 
projects)

Viet Nam (10 
projects)

Thematic expertise/
external consultant

15 (.29) 0 (.00) 4 (.27) 7 (.37) 4 (.40)

Information 
campaigns 

19 (.36) 2 (.33) 2 (.20) 9 (.47) 6 (.60)

Capacity building, 
training 

34 (.65) 3 (.50) 11 (.82) 12 (.63) 8 (.80)

Twinning, 
international exch. 

8 (.15) 0 (.00) 2 (.13) 1 (.05) 5 (.50)

Advocacy/lobbying/
litigation 

18 (.35) 1 (.17) 4 (.27) 8 (.42) 5 (.50)

Material, financial 
support

17 (.33) 3 (.50) 5 (.33) 4 (.21) 5 (.50)

Key: BiH = Bosnia and Herzegovina; SA = South Africa. 

As can be seen in table 3.4, training dominates as the instrument of choice in 
democracy support to these four countries. Indeed, two-thirds of all projects contain 
elements of capacity training. The remainder of the mechanisms considered here are 
involved in between 30 and 40 per cent of the projects. The special case of international 
exchange/‘twinning’ features in only 15 per cent of the initiatives. 

The general picture is thus rather eclectic; a variety of mechanisms are employed. 
Furthermore, no country appears to stand out very much from the average. In 
practice, this means that the same general mix of policy instruments appear to be used 
in all four countries. Given the different political circumstances and the fairly large 
variation in regard to actors, this is rather surprising. It would also seem reasonable 
to expect that needs differ in the four countries. For instance, while material support 
may be more called for in one case, information and training could be the primary 
deficiency in another. Yet if such differences exist they are only weakly reflected in 
the data. True, capacity building and training appear to be more common in the 
countries with the least experience of democratic practices, and material provisions 
are more frequent in the poorer countries. Beyond this, however, there is no clear-
cut division with different mechanisms being employed in different countries. 
Certain elements in table 3.4 are even counter-intuitive in this regard. For instance, 
‘twinning’ and exchange with Swedish counterparts are more commonly used in 
the countries in which bureaucratic practices could be expected to differ most from 
Swedish ones—in Vietnam and in Bosnia and Herzegovina. (One should also note 
that there may be an element of concept stretching in table 3.4. In particular, the 
fact that five projects in Vietnam involve mechanisms for lobbying and advocacy 
may seem surprising, but in most of these the mechanisms are of a ‘top–top’ kind, 
that is, they involve one part of the state attempting to influence another part. Only 
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in one Vietnamese project does this particular mechanism consist of social actors 
trying to influence the state.) 

It is often simpler to trace the external effects that are supposed to take place 
in a project than the internal changes that are supposed to occur. Examples of such 
mechanisms are the creation of more tolerant attitudes among young people in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the encouragement of increased openness towards the 
public among Vietnamese bureaucrats that a media support programme is supposed 
to create. Despite their often diffuse character, such mechanisms and transformations 
are no less important for the programme logic to work. The frequency with which 
some of these mechanisms occur is displayed in table 3.5. 

Table 3.5: Number of projects that contain specified internal effects 
(fractions of totals in brackets)  
	

Total (52 
projects)

Bolivia (6 
projects)

BiH (17 projects) SA (19 projects) Vietnam (10 
projects)

Absorption of 
info/train. 

39 (.75) 3 (.50) 15 (.88) 13 (.68) 8 (.80)

Changes in 
attitudes 

15 (.29) 1 (.17) 5 (.29) 5 (.26) 4 (.40)

Changes in 
behaviour 

19 (.36) 1 (.17) 7 (.41) 7 (.37) 4 (.40)

Internal 
reforms 

22 (.42) 3 (.50) 7 (.41) 9 (.47) 3 (.30)

Key: BiH = Bosnia and Herzegovina; SA = South Africa. 

As can be seen in table 3.5, there are some typical expectations concerning what the 
projects are supposed to contribute to. In keeping with the stress on capacity building 
and training above, a majority of projects involve assumptions concerning the absorption 
and application of information. In comparison, other expectations about the internal 
processes that are supposed to occur are less frequent. This might be interpreted as 
evidence of a view of change as being primarily a matter of absorbing information. 

However, there are also some differences between the countries. In this regard 
it is instructive to compare Bolivia with the other cases (even though the relatively 
small number of projects in Bolivia in the sample makes such comparison somewhat 
uncertain). In Bolivia, what appears to be expected is internal reforms to enhance 
efficiency and so on, rather than any reorientations with regard to attitudes and 
behaviour. In the other three cases, it is changes in attitudes and behaviour that are 
much more frequently stressed. Thus, whereas in Bolivia support goes to ongoing 
processes of reforming the state, in the other cases the goal seems instead to be to 
make it perform in a different way, namely, more democratically. In line with what 
might be predicted, this tendency is also stronger in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Vietnam than in South Africa, where internal reform is more commonly stressed. 
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Actors and mechanisms combined

Finally, we should ask how far the different assumptions are applied to different 
actors. How are the two chains combined? Are certain mechanisms only applied to 
certain actors? Is it possible to find a model according to which different types of 
actors receive different kinds of incentive to change or develop? 

Table 3.6 presents a selection of mechanisms. These include three of the most 
commonly assumed internal transformations along with three different instruments 
of external influence. To a certain extent, the latter correspond to the metaphorical 
‘carrots, sticks and sermons’ that constitute the tools of leverage (Bemelmans-Videc 
et al. 1998). In political terms, these categories translate into material support; 
information and training; and lobbying and litigation. Each of them can be said to 
embody implicit and explicit assumptions about the deficiencies that an actor has 
and, accordingly, what instruments will improve that actor’s performance. Hence, 
material support must reflect a conviction that the existing material conditions are 
not conducive to democratic governance. Similarly, the provision of information and 
training reflects an assumption that lack of knowledge is a primary obstacle. 

Table 3.6: The number of projects in which specified effects are supposed 
to occur, below the executive level 

 	
Bolivia. c. 
state

Bolivia. 
dec. 
state

Bolivia. 
society

Vietnam c. 
state

Vietnam 
dec. state

Vietnam 
society

Changes in attitudes (IT 3) 1 3 

Changes in behaviour (IT 4) 1 3 1 

Internal reforms (IT 6) 2 1 1 2 

Material and financial support 1 3 4 2

Information and training, twinning 1 2 2 4 3 5 

Lobbying and litigation, popular 
participation

1 5

BiH c. 
state

BiH 
dec. 
state

BiH 
society

SA c. state SA dec. 
state

SA civil 
soc. 

Changes in attitudes (IT 3) 5 3 1 2

Changes in behaviour (IT 4) 2 1 7 3 2 4 

Internal reforms (IT 6) 2 3 3 5 2 

Material support 4 1 3 1 

Information and training, twinning 3 6 8 9 9 11

Lobbying and litigation, popular 
participation 

4 4 8 6

Key: BiH = Bosnia and Herzegovina; c. state = central state authorities; dec. state = non-central and 
autonomous state authorities; no-state = national non-state actors; SA = South Africa. 
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Table 3.7: Summary of external mechanisms employed
 	

Central state total Decentralized state total  Society total  

Changes in attitudes (IT 3) 7 1 7

Changes in behaviour (IT 4) 11 3 12

Internal reforms (IT 6) 7 8 6

Material support 8 6 5

Information and training, twinning 17 20 26

Lobbying and litigation, popular 
participation 

18 10 0

 

Unfortunately, few clear conclusions leap out from tables 3.6 and 3.7. True, 
information and capacity building (‘sermons’) appear to be employed most frequently 
vis-à-vis actors in society, just as lobbying and pressure (‘sticks’) are used vis-à-vis the 
state. Indeed, it is striking that actors beyond the state are seldom offered anything 
but training. In comparison, material support (‘carrots’) features only rarely. With 
regard to internal changes, these are expected to occur with equal frequency in state 
and society. 

When country variations are taken into account some differences do become 
clearer. Some of the patterns noted above reappear here. It is interesting to note, for 
instance, the difference between Bosnia and Herzegovina, where social actors are the 
ones who are supposed to alter their preferences and behaviour, and Vietnam, where 
such changes are expected to occur in the central state. As is discussed above, such 
differences appear to correspond to the political realities of each country. 

Inexplicably, assumptions about the susceptibility of the central state organs to 
change are most frequent in the two polar opposites, namely Vietnam and South 
Africa, whereas such assumptions feature less in the cases of Bolivia, and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. 

Lack of assumptions 

The analytical framework employed in this chapter also allows us to gauge any 
assumptions or links that are missing from the proposed causal chain. While these 
have been filled in to a certain extent in the discussion above, we could add an analysis 
of what is rarely, if ever, discussed in Sida’s appraisals of the projects it supports. 

Generally speaking, much more argument and thinking appear to go into the 
first steps of the chain, that is, the relationships between supporting and executing 
agencies, and the primary target levels. Little discussion takes place of how the project 
is supposed to impact on the population in general. Here the assumptions are seldom 
explicit. 

Of course, the fact that ideas about how impact is to be achieved are seldom 
explicit should not automatically be interpreted as evidence of a lack of thinking or 
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lack of theoretical support for a project. After all, there is enough evidence to support 
tacit assumptions concerning issues such as the importance of a strong civil society 
for democracy, or the positive effect a human rights ombudsman can have on the rule 
of law, and so on. But it is also true that such effects are seldom automatic, and to the 
extent that the absence of discussion about how to make a broader impact indicates 
an absence of thinking in this regard, this amounts to a problem. Table 3.8 shows 
the frequency with which some possible broader effects are included and discussed 
in projects. 

Table 3.8: Impact made explicit: the fraction of projects that contain 
discussions about certain mechanisms related to impact beyond target 
group level 

 
Bolivia BiH SA Vietnam

Enhanced service 
provision

7/8 6/12 10/22 4/5

Demonstration effects 0/1 0/7 0/4 0/3

Change in preference, 
attitude or behaviour 

N.a 4/10 0/3 6/8

Make use of offered 
opportunities

N.a 2/13 0/8 9/12

Absorption of argument 
or information. 

0/2 2/6 0/7 7/12

	  

Key: BiH = Bosnia and Herzegovina; N.a = not applicable (mechanism not present in the projects 
considered); SA = South Africa. 

As can be seen in table 3.8, there is both thematic and geographic variation in how 
far projects contain discussions about certain mechanisms related to impact beyond 
the target group. For instance, projects concerning Vietnam are typically much more 
developed in this regard, which may be because they are designed for a politically 
more difficult environment. Conversely, projects in the two more democratic states 
seldom contain much in the way of explicit thinking about impacts, beyond the 
effects that can be tied to enhanced service provision. 

Interestingly, certain mechanisms are much more frequently discussed and 
problematized than others. For instance, issues and questions connected to service 
delivery figure strongly, whereas the capabilities of target groups to absorb arguments 
and to effect changes in preferences and behaviour are mentioned much less frequently. 
In particular, there is no example of demonstration effects (that is, of a project having 
a broader impact by influencing sectors of the population beyond the target group) 
being discussed in even the most superficial manner. However, only assessing the 
extent to which mechanisms are explicitly indicated does not allow us to assess patterns 
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of more profound thinking concerning impact. An even stricter evaluation would be 
to distinguish the projects that contain an elaborate discussion on their mechanisms 
of impact. If this criterion is applied, a rather discouraging picture emerges, although 
one that reveals important differences between countries. Such elaborate discussions 
about impact appear in seven out of ten projects in Vietnam and in two out of six 
projects in Bolivia. In the cases of South Africa and Bosnia and Herzegovina they 
feature even less.)  

General findings

Assumptions and arguments

As is repeatedly indicated above, the different mechanisms involved in the projects 
relate to assumptions about the possibilities and feasibility of effecting certain 
actions. For instance, using lobbying as a strategy implies assumptions regarding the 
susceptibility of the targets to such actions, just as ‘twinning’, or the exchange between 
a Swedish and a local body, relies on assumptions concerning the transferability of 
experiences, the power of example, and so on. Similarly, using capacity training as 
a mechanism must build on the assumption that a lack of capacity is the principal 
weakness or one of the principal weaknesses to be addressed. The evaluative aspects of 
the present exercise relate primarily to such assumptions. What follows are examples 
of how these findings can be assessed and used for evaluation purposes. 

1.	 Assumptions can be discussed on the basis of how realistic they are. In this 
regard, it is worth noting that certain mechanisms appear more likely to attain 
their objectives than others. Typically, one would expect changes in attitudes 
and behaviour to be more difficult to effect than the simple transfer of material 
provisions, for instance. Even so, it is notable that more projects rely on the 
former mechanisms than on the latter. While this may be perfectly justified, 
one could juxtapose the assumptions underlying such a distribution with what 
is known about how susceptible people are to different forms of influence, for 
instance. 

2.	 Mechanisms can be related to the context in which they are supposed to work. 
For instance, it is noteworthy that different forms of training and provision of 
information are the most commonly employed mechanism in all four countries. 
But information is only one link in a chain that typically depends on the target 
actors’ ability to digest information, to act accordingly, and subsequently to have 
an impact on their broader context. Furthermore, such a mechanism necessarily 
implies the assumption that the primary obstacle in the way of democratic 
development is a lack of knowledge, rather than, say, something to do with the 
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distribution of power, or political conflicts, which political analysts may be more 
inclined to see as the major cause. Such assumptions can be assessed on the basis 
of what is known about the local context. 

3.	 (Related to the previous point), the relatively frequent use of certain instruments 
in some countries could serve as a discussion point. This is exemplified in 
the ‘twinning’ exercises, which rely on a number of assumptions about the 
transferability of experiences and ideas across contexts. While there is nothing 
extraordinary about that, what is surprising is that this mechanism is more 
commonly employed in the two cases that are possibly the most far removed 
from the conditions in which the Swedish bureaucracy operates, namely Vietnam 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

4.	 The absence of discussion of certain links—particularly links related to broader 
impact—is worrying. If that corresponds to a real absence of thinking about such 
issues, the potential effectiveness of the projects has to be called into question. 
Regrettably, these findings resonate with a previous study of a sample of Sida 
projects in the area of democracy and human rights, which found that ‘[t]he 
projects reviewed were very weak in specifying assumptions that would allow the 
activities to be convincingly linked to the goal’ (Poate et al. 2000: 74). 

5.	 The results above can provide an answer to the initial question about convergence 
and divergence. Unfortunately, the answer is not as clear as one would hope: 
there are both common and different elements between the countries; rarely 
are particular mechanisms and actors completely absent. That said, the findings 
above indicate that, while the variation with regard to actors is quite substantial, 
the mechanisms employed exhibit much greater similarities across countries. It 
may be that the choice of partners is more conditioned on the local context, 
compared to the selection of interventions and actions to be undertaken in the 
projects. 

How are we to use the results? 

In a sense, the results reported in this chapter amount to a rough description of the 
programme theory and project logic of a sample of democracy promotion projects 
supported by Sida. It should be noted, however, that, apart from general discussions of 
the kind just undertaken, a number of more rigorous evaluative activities (discussions, 
targeted evaluations, or academic studies even) could be planned on the basis of 
these findings. Such activities would serve both the purpose of control and that of 
learning. 

With regard to control, it is possible to subject the findings to an evaluation of the 
feasibility and realism of the assumptions involved. Thus the assumptions involved 
may be juxtaposed with what is known about certain mechanisms (Haarhuis and 
Leeuw 2004; see also Pawson 2002 for an interesting perspective on how to perform 
such a juxtaposition). For example, the importance of assumptions concerning 
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training in different forms could be evaluated on the basis of what previous studies 
and evaluations by, for example, Finkel (2003) and Blair (2003) have found about 
them. Similarly, assumptions about how certain forms of behaviour spread in a polity 
should take account of studies of the critical mass that may be necessary to sustain 
such behaviour (Axelrod 1987). 

Alternatively, the findings above could be used to design studies to specifically 
test certain assumptions. Given that lobbying and public pressure appear to be 
mechanisms frequently used against the central state authorities in South Africa in 
particular, a separate study could be commissioned to test the susceptibility of the 
South African state to such measures. 

Of course, the information contained in such studies could also be used for learning 
purposes. In fact, one of the principal uses of the kind of evaluation presented above 
is diagnostic. For instance, the finding that over half of the projects surveyed contain 
elements of capacity building could lead to an investigation into the experiences of 
such elements, of whether there are Sida-specific factors that are responsible for such 
a focus, and of the alternatives. In this regard, it is informative to make comparisons 
both between Sida’s experiences of different countries and between the experiences of 
different bilateral development cooperation agencies. 

In sum, it should be stressed that the programme theory evaluation sketched 
above constitutes only a first step. Further inquiries must be undertaken to turn the 
findings into operationally useful results. Even so, the example here has shown how 
the systematic, comparative approach used for analysis can bring forward several 
important points that merit further investigation. 

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to state the case for using programme theory evaluation 
techniques in the area of democracy promotion. This method is no panacea for 
the problems associated with evaluating this area of development cooperation. 
Importantly, programme theory evaluation can overcome neither the problem of 
attributing causal influence nor that of defining what will be counted as success in 
such endeavours. It is unable to say anything about actual conditions, or accordingly 
about achievements or the obstacles that projects have actually faced. In that sense, 
the method proposed here can never substitute for studies and evaluations performed 
on the ground, so to speak. Moreover, aggregating several projects as has been done 
above includes a risk of concept-stretching or, at any rate, a certain arbitrariness in 
designing the categories. 

Even so, the kind of systematic, comparative evaluation of implicit and explicit 
project theories and logics demonstrated in this chapter can serve important evaluative 
purposes. Some of these uses have been demonstrated above; others have simply been 
hinted at. This concluding section briefly recapitulates. 

Programme theory evaluation can help discern weak points and unsustainable 
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arguments and assumptions in project design. In particular, the approach suggested 
here allows for the systematization of arguments and assumptions across a range of 
projects, which in turn serves as a diagnostic tool. Insufficient discussion concerning 
impact mechanisms was given as an example. And, although the present exercise 
could not provide a definitive judgement on these issues, it did call into question the 
use of ‘twinning’ arrangements in certain contexts, and the problems associated with 
relying on state authorities for executing democratization projects in settings that 
were not very democratic. 

Although the sample drawn on in the chapter is too small to be representative, 
some tentative points can be made concerning prevailing modes of action in Sweden’s 
support for democratization. For instance, it has been demonstrated that, while the 
choice of partners and targets differed between countries, the actions undertaken 
within the projects exhibited much less variation. In particular, the most salient 
finding is possibly that training and capacity development appear to be used as a 
treatment for all ills no matter what the political context. 

We have identified a number of points and areas for future discussion, and, 
perhaps most important, for future studies and evaluations. For instance, given the 
importance attributed to mechanisms connected to training and to applying different 
pressure techniques vis-à-vis central state organs, we badly need studies that can give 
clear indications of the extent to which this and the related assumptions are justified, 
the conditions under which such interventions are likely to succeed, and the obstacles 
they may face. 

As the last point makes clear, the account of programme theory evaluation 
described here is but a first step which needs to be followed and complemented by 
other kinds of studies and evaluations. 
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Chapter 4

Progress and myths in the 
evaluation of the rule of law: 
a toolkit for strengthening 
democracy
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This chapter discusses the conceptual and methodological difficulties associated with the 
evaluation of rule-of-law programmes and proposes an evaluation methodology designed 
to overcome these difficulties. The FORES Evaluation Toolkit prescribes five evaluation 
phases. FORES’ experience of evaluating the World Bank’s major judicial reform 
initiative in Argentina demonstrates that each phase in the toolkit provides information 
that complements and facilitates the interpretation of data from other phases. FORES’ 
experience with a participatory evaluation methodology in the Rio Negro court reform 
programme demonstrates the cost-effectiveness of the methodology when the beneficiaries 
of the project implement the evaluation themselves, with training and oversight by local 
professional programme evaluators. The Judicial Reliability Index, developed by FORES 
and various partner organizations, offers a powerful way to measure the overall effect 
the conglomeration of rule-of-law programmes in a country has on the legitimacy of 
public institutions. This index is also useful in completing the fifth phase of the FORES 
Evaluation Toolkit. The chapter concludes with recommendations for donors, evaluators 
and organizations interested in democratic development regarding effective rule-of-law 
programme evaluation. 

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to deepen the debate surrounding the process of 
evaluating democracy programmes. Democracy programme evaluations are essential 
to understanding the outcomes and impact of programmes. Given the range and 
number of the variables that affect democratic institutions, measuring the effect of 
individual rule-of-law (ROL) programmes is challenging. This chapter proposes an 
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evaluation methodology that helps attribute effects to specific programmes in the 
ROL area. Broad implementation of this evaluation methodology would ensure 
that consideration is given to programme impacts at the programme design phase, 
encourage key actors to participate, and systematize ROL evaluations. 

The theoretical methodology shared here is drawn from lessons learned through 
the evaluation experience of FORES—the Foro de Estudios sobre la AdministraciÛn 
de Justicia (Forum for Studies on Judicial Administration). FORES is an Argentine 
non-governmental organization (NGO) that has been working in the ROL field in 
Latin America for the past 30 years. FORES’ main areas of expertise are the training 
of judicial actors, providing technical assistance to Argentine and foreign judiciaries, 
legal research, the organization of judicial seminars, advocacy and public opinion 
research, and the evaluation of ROL programmes. 

This chapter is a compendium of practical experiences and insights gained in 
dealing with ROL programmes that the authors have assembled over several years. 
It is written from the perspective of an NGO with a long-term involvement with 
local civil society and may therefore differ from the views of donors or bilateral and 
multilateral agencies, as well as from those of local politicians and authorities. FORES, 
in its double role as implementer and evaluator of ROL programmes, is in a unique 
position to understand and analyse successes or failures in the current evaluation 
methodology, and to make recommendations on how to improve the current state 
of the art. 

The recommendations presented here focus on the evaluation of the outcomes 
and impact of ROL programmes. They are not intended to address issues related to 
the design and implementation of evaluation, nor with financial evaluation or the 
disbursement of budgets. Instead, the focus is on evaluating how specific programmes 
impact on the strengthening of democracy. 

We understand the evaluation of ‘outcomes’ as the analysis and comparison of 
the proposed and actual results of a programme. It should be noted that outcome and 
output are conceptually distinct. Outcome refers to the effects of a programme, while 
output refers to the specific products delivered by a programme. Meanwhile, the 
impact of an ROL programme refers to how the programme affects people beyond 
the group of its direct beneficiaries. 

Different perspectives: evaluation practice in the public sector

The evaluation of public policy programmes is relatively new. In the United States 
during the 1970s, a growing need for information about the outcomes of public-
sector programmes spurred evaluation of education and public health programmes. 
Presidents John Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson encouraged the extension of 
evaluation to other areas of public policy too. In Europe, evaluation efforts began 
later due to a different conception of the role played by the government and state. 

In general terms, the concept of evaluation arises following a change in ideas 
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about government and public administration. The traditional understanding of 
public administration conceptualized it as a set of procedures that should be followed, 
regardless of the results. Today’s conception of public administration, which developed 
around 1970, is more results-oriented. Under this new paradigm, the ‘products’ 
delivered by state agencies are known as ‘public services’ and the citizens receiving 
them as ‘clients’. Along with this new paradigm, two new ideas became important—
programme results; and quality of service (Boix 1992).

In the past 30 years, most Western countries have adopted evaluation procedures 
for public-sector programmes. Meanwhile, international organizations such as the 
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the European Union, and in Latin 
America the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) are important promoters of 
evaluation. All of them include evaluation clauses in their loan and grant contracts, 
and have internal evaluation offices. Following this example, other donors such as 
bilateral aid organizations, international foundations, institutes and universities also 
request evaluation procedures as a condition for their support. 

In most developing countries, the evaluation of public policy was promoted not 
by local stakeholders but rather by international organizations. This adds a sensitive 
political dimension to public policy evaluation: it may be seen as a way of supporting 
‘foreign control’ over local institutions.1 

Despite the rapid growth of evaluation in the democracy field, many theoretical 
and methodological issues remain unresolved. Widespread use of evaluation 
procedures in democracy support programmes in Latin America is coupled with 
a lack of consensus as to what ‘evaluation’ means. The term ‘evaluation’ is used in 
different ways to communicate a variety of meanings, some of which fall outside the 
understanding held by academics and practitioners in the field. 

Other, no less ideological, questions that arise include such basic concepts as 
‘What are we going to evaluate?’. This simple question invites many different answers. 
We may evaluate the design and implementation of a programme, or its outcomes; 
or we may limit ourselves to considering whether the budget was properly disbursed. 
The answers to the question ‘What is an evaluation and what should it include?’ 
can be divided into various typologies of evaluation. In general terms, the typologies 
include evaluation of needs, of programme design, of programme implementation, 
of programme reach, of programme outcomes and programme impact, and financial 
evaluation of the programme. 

The question ‘How are we going to evaluate?’ is subject to even broader 
interpretation. The methodology for evaluating a programme varies from country to 
country, programme to programme, and donor to donor. Sometimes evaluation is 
an opinion based on expert observation. At other times it is the analysis of hard data 
collected through social research methods. 

Answers to the question ‘How are we going to evaluate?’ can be summarized 
in four main alternatives. The first is the traditional approach of evaluation by 
objectives. This advocates following five steps: (a) the specification of objectives; 
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(b) the specification of a list of objectives in order of importance; (c) the selection 
of tools for measuring the outcomes; (d) the collection of data; and (e) comparative 
analysis of the data. A second alternative incorporates applied research to determine 
the effectiveness of a programme, while also trying to understand: (a) the reasons for 
success or failure; (b) the programme philosophy; and (c) a redefinition of means to 
accomplish the goals. A third alternative includes four different kinds of evaluation: 
(a) context evaluation; (b) input evaluation; (c) process evaluation; and (d) outcome 
evaluation. This perspective is more systematic and global because it adds the analysis 
and understanding of needs to the equation. A fourth and newer perspective is client/
user-oriented, and completely changes the focus of evaluation. It takes into account 
the real impact the programme has on its clients, and evaluates the programmes 
according to the clients’ needs and values.

As to the mechanisms or tools for collecting information for evaluation purposes, 
a nearly infinite number of variations exist. The most important are: (a) documentary 
analysis and the use of secondary sources; (b) surveys; (c) focus groups; (d) the collection 
and analysis of hard data; (e) interviews; (f ) in situ observation; and (g) committees of 
experts. The characteristics and pertinence of each are discussed below. 

The theoretical problems exist despite, or perhaps because of, the rapid 
proliferation of democracy programme evaluation. The number of evaluations has 
increased along with the number of democracy programmes. ROL is a relatively new 
field in comparison to other democracy-related areas. It started as part of the United 
States’ aid programmes in the mid-1980s and spread throughout countries in receipt 
of US aid in the 1990s. This field is still expanding regionally, as is the number of 
topic areas it includes. 

ROL programmes work under the assumption that the rule of law is necessary for 
economic development and for democracy. If a country does not have effective ROL, 
it does not attract foreign investment and will not be able to finance development. 
Under these assumptions, economic development is a requirement for a strong 
democracy, and vice versa. 

However, these arguments have been challenged by some notable ROL academics 
and practitioners. One of the more prominent is Thomas Carothers (2006c: chapters 
1 and 2), who argues there is a notable lack of proof that a country must have a settled, 
well-functioning rule of law in order to attract investments. He points out that China 
is capable of attracting considerable foreign investment despite its notorious lack of 
Western-style rule of law (Carothers 2006c: 17–8), and explains that a good number 
of ROL practitioners share his concern about the lack of knowledge in the ROL field. 
He claims that, when pressed, practitioners admit that the base of knowledge from 
which they are operating is startlingly thin, and cites an ROL expert who has worked 
for many years in Latin America as saying that ‘we know how to do a lot of things, 
but deep down we don’t really know what we are doing’. 

Carothers also asserts that even in established democracies—those supposed to 
be emulated by developing countries—a number of shortcomings in the rule of law 
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exist. These include (a) overloaded courts that delay justice; (b) lack of adequate 
judicial remedies, particularly for minorities; (c) a criminal justice system that often 
punishes minorities more severely than members of the majority population; and (d) 
politicians who abuse the law. As a result, it is more accurate to say that the rule of 
law and democracy are closely intertwined but major shortcomings in the rule of law 
often exist within reasonably democratic political systems. 

One of the reasons Carothers offers for the lack of information on the subject is 
the little attention and support that aid organizations give to applied policy research. 
Aid organizations are more action-oriented and usually consider research a waste of 
resources. 

In fact the concrete effects of ROL programmes in the overall development of 
the rule of law in a country very often remain uncertain. The lack of lessons learned 
extends to ROL evaluation as well. Linn Hammergren says that
 	
	 while it is commonly acknowledged that evaluation is essential to programme 

development, this lesson has had little apparent impact on judicial reforms. For the 
quantity of work that has been done, evaluations are remarkably few, and all too 
often neither widely consulted nor even available. Everyone reads the evaluation of 
their own project; almost no one reads those of anyone else’s work. This suggests an 
amazing lack of interest in acquiring information and an incentive system which 
allows and possibly encourages it, but it is also evident that by intent or mere 
oversight, evaluations are not easily accessible, even to members of agencies which 
conducted them. A recent suggestion that major donors share their evaluations is 
a good sign, but it will be hard to implement if only because they may not know 
where they have stored them (Hammergren 2002). 

Hammergren carried out a series of informal interviews with individuals charged with 
evaluating programmes for the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the IDB and the 
World Bank; all the interviewees made clear that they did not have access to all the 
documentation that should have been available. As all the work was commissioned 
by the respective agencies, Hammergren suspects that this reflects an information 
storage and retrieval problem, not a conscious effort to keep evaluators in the dark. 
However, it also demonstrates an inadequate internal usage of the documents: if they 
were being read and used, then they would have been easier to locate. 

The arguments above suggest that very little knowledge has been accumulated 
about the definition, effects and limits of ROL programmes. Nevertheless, some 
important lessons have been learned. Today we know that any serious analysis must be 
country-specific and that talk about ROL lessons learned must reflect upon the social, 
political, geographic and cultural context in which a programme is implemented. 
We concede that it may be possible to talk about regional trends or patterns, but 
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emphasize a local focus. This focus requires cooperation with local groups that have 
worked in ROL in the country for a long time. These local perspectives to ROL 
programmes are invaluable. 

Usually, big ROL programmes do not take into account the expert opinions of 
local NGOs working in a country for a long time. This omission leads to design and 
implementation problems, difficulty in evaluating results, and inability to process 
lessons learned. Donor agencies should consult local experts or organizations that are 
deeply rooted in the local communities and have a clear understanding of the ROL 
situation in the country and close ties to key stakeholders. 

The main obstacles to an effective evaluation in the rule-of-law field 

The main obstacles to effective evaluation in the ROL field are summarized below. 
The list is not exhaustive but is intended as a first step in the debate. The findings 
are taken from FORES’ own experience dealing with ROL programmes and their 
evaluation. Our experience tells us that most of these obstacles are more common 
than we think.

Conceptual obstacles include: 

• 	 Lack of uniformity in definitions. The absence of clarity in the evaluation terminology 
leads to confusion about the objectives of evaluation. The concepts ‘outcomes’, 
‘outputs’, ‘results’, ‘objectives’, ‘effective’ and ‘efficient’, among others, are used 
in inconsistent ways. Even though some good glossaries are available, where all 
the terms are defined, the definitions are not always adopted by evaluators and 
donors. It is usual to find significant misuses of the terminology even in specialized 
academic articles. 

•	 Lack of uniformity in ROL indicators. One of the biggest obstacles to effective 
ROL programme evaluation is the lack of homogeneous indicators that allow 
comparison of data within a country and between countries. A simple indicator, 
such as the number of judges per inhabitant, could be understood in different 
ways, and therefore calculated according to different criteria. 

		  This confusion is a product of the variations among legal and judicial 
systems. Common law or civil law frameworks and oral or written processes make 
such a difference that it is not always appropriate to apply the same indicators. 
For example, the number of cases pending in a US court means the number of 
hearings pending that many judges of the court may attend. But in a written 
system like that of Argentina, cases pending mean files that only the assigned 
judge can resolve. 

		  As a result, the information obtained about these indicators is not reliable and 
cannot be used for meaningful comparative evaluation. If we take into account 
the high cost of producing statistical data and the impracticability of doing so in 
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each and every evaluation, the decision to standardize and produce reliable ROL 
statistics should help the evaluation process. 

		  There have been some high-profile efforts to improve the system in recent 
years. With encouragement from ROL organizations such as FORES, the 
Justice Studies Center for the Americas (JSCA) developed a manual including a 
comprehensive list of indicators, with the objective of collecting, disseminating 
and standardizing judicial statistics and indicators. We would see considerable 
progress if countries, NGOs and other organizations adopted this standardized 
measuring system. 

•	 Difficulty in identifying the causes of effects in the ROL field. The ROL field, as in 
other democracy areas, is dynamic in nature, and has an indefinite number of 
intervening variables. 

		  Although some experts have conducted important studies demonstrating 
causal relationships between particular variables, such as the allocation of resources 
to infrastructure and information technology, on the one hand, and improved 
clearance rates and reduced case duration on the other (Buscaglia and Dakolias 
1999), there is a lack of consensus among ROL experts and practitioners about 
the causal relationships connecting with other reforms and their results. 

•	 Judges’ rejection of evaluation. Most judges perceive evaluation as a threat to 
their power and as a control mechanism imposed from outside the judiciary. In 
a country like Argentina, where judges consider themselves beyond the reach 
of monitoring mechanisms, evaluation turns out to be impracticable in some 
judicial jurisdictions. 

Operational obstacles include:

•	 Improper selection of indicators. This is one of the most common problems when 
evaluating ROL programmes and it is due mainly to some of the conceptual 
obstacles mentioned above. Indicators must correspond to the legal and judicial 
system they aim to evaluate, and with the goals of the project, and must take 
cultural differences into account. 

		  For example, in court reform programmes it is common to set time reduction 
objectives for court decisions. Sometimes programme designers set a fixed rate of 
reduction, for example, 25 per cent: at the end of the project, court decisions will 
be produced in a quarter less time than before. This objective presents an array of 
problems: not all the time involved in producing a judicial decision is attributable 
to inefficient court management; and there are what ROL experts call dead times, 
and delays that cannot be controlled by the court or where judges do not want 
to intervene. Even if we try to separate court delays from other delays, the time 
reduction may be negligible. 

		  Similar issues arise in other democracy areas. For example, it is common 
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to find studies that try to measure a parliament’s productivity by counting the 
number of decisions reached by each parliamentary committee and by the 
parliament in general. However, the importance of these decisions cannot be 
determined without classification. In the Argentine Parliament, for example, the 
majority of decisions are declarations of interest related to relatively trivial things 
and only a minority concern a small number of important decisions. The total 
quantity of decisions is therefore not a meaningful indicator. 

•	 Lack of reliable data. The evaluation of programme outcomes implies a comparison 
between the situation ex ante and the situation ex post facto. When there are 
no hard data at the beginning of a programme, and no hard data are produced 
as part of the programme, evaluation ex post is impracticable. It is advisable, 
therefore, to determine the reliability of indicators to be evaluated at the design 
stage. 

•	 Lack of beneficiary involvement. It is common practice for evaluation objectives 
to be set by the implementing agency without all key actors involved in the 
project being invited to contribute. The objectives and indicators are selected 
according to the criteria of the implementer, which may differ substantially from 
those of the programme user or the beneficiaries’ needs. Without a commitment 
to the original programme objectives, beneficiaries frequently fail to perceive 
the utility of evaluation, or perceive it as yet another encroachment on their 
turf. This presents a problem for evaluators because frustration among key 
actors usually results in a lack of cooperation with the evaluation process. For 
example, time reduction indicators in court management programmes that are 
set at the discretion of the implementing agencies, without the judges being 
consulted, may lead to non-cooperation by the judges. Judges may believe that 
the indicators are not realistic and are imposed from outside, and simply ignore 
the evaluation, thus thwarting the entire effort. 

•	 Lack of real donor interest. Sometimes donors or implementing agencies perceive 
the evaluation process as something imposed by their internal policies or by-
laws. This too may serve as an obstacle to programme evaluation by rendering 
the evaluation a mere formality, not a learning experience. In such cases, the 
results will not be used to improve other programmes, but will be forgotten. Low 
donor interest also implies that the budget and time allocated for the evaluation 
will not be adequate, and therefore poor results. 

•	 The evaluator takes responsibility for poor results, or ‘everybody hates the evaluator!’. 
One of the toughest moments in the life of a programme is the evaluation 
stage. Everyone feels challenged, and it is very common to find different parties 
blaming each other for project failures. Also, key stakeholders may feel that the 
evaluation process is the moment to express their criticisms, and proceed to do 
so. These criticisms, if they are not made through the correct channels, can be 
dangerous if they lead to a pessimistic view of the entire programme. Another 
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common situation is that bad results in the evaluation give rise to challenges 
to the evaluation methodology, and even to the evaluators’ competence and 
choice of technique being questioned. The final thing that may occur is that, 
when confronted with bad results, the client, usually the donor agency, asks the 
evaluator to change some ‘terminology’ to make the evaluation less critical, or 
not to disseminate it. In both cases, an evaluation will not accomplish its goals: 
the production of lessons learned for future programmes is left incomplete. 

•	 Impossibility of evaluation due to wrong design. Some programmes are designed 
in such a vague way that it is impossible to determine the main objectives, 
secondary objectives, indicators and courses of action to accomplish stated 
goals. Another instance of flawed design is the implementation of programmes 
that were originally designed for other countries, including countries with 
different judicial structures. An example of this is PROJUM (the Programa de 
Juzgado Modelo, or Pilot Court Reform Programme, the World Bank’s judicial 
reform programme), initially designed for implementation in Costa Rica and 
implemented in Argentina, without reflection upon the differences between the 
two countries’ judicial organizations. 

•	 Lack of implementer knowledge of evaluation. Some implementers—local 
government agencies, local NGOs and others—do not have expertise in 
evaluation or its requirements. They are unable to keep records and collect 
data to facilitate evaluation. Here the responsibility is shared by designers, 
implementers, donors and the local government. All parties should decide and 
include the objectives and activities of an evaluation at the design stage of the 
programme, and then be sure that the implementers understand the evaluation’s 
purpose and techniques. 

•	 Uncontrolled exogenous variables. Attributing effects to a democracy intervention 
in the ROL sphere is no less difficult than it is in other areas of democracy support. 
There can be so many intervening variables. Moreover, ROL programmes, just 
like other democracy programmes, are of a very political nature, and unexpected 
situations may therefore dramatically affect project results. For example, 
PROJUM, implemented between 1999 and 2005—suffered from a variety of 
unexpected political developments that directly impacted on the programme 
results. These developments included changes in the implementing government 
agency, misunderstandings between implementers and key stakeholders, lack of 
political leadership, and the Argentine economic crisis of 2001, which virtually 
paralysed the programme for more than a year. While some of these exogenous 
variables could have been foreseen by good expert analysis, others could not. 

FORES’ evaluation toolkit 

Effective ROL evaluation requires a strategy designed to overcome the above barriers 
to effective evaluation. Here, FORES proposes just such a multifaceted methodology, 



104

Evaluating democracy support: methods and experiences

capable of assessing the complex interconnections and causes of project results. The 
components of the FORES ‘evaluation toolkit’ are: 

•	 institutional evaluation; 
•	 participatory collection, analysis and comparison of hard data; 
•	 collection and analysis of key actors’ opinions; 
•	 evaluation of external influences; and 
•	 impact evaluation through analysis of public opinion. 

The toolkit includes various components, all of them necessary to achieve an effective 
overall evaluation. These components must be executed in such a way as to address 
the problems pointed out above. FORES’ toolkit deals with conceptual obstacles by 
engaging in a professional, multidisciplinary analysis that ensures knowledge of the 
state of the art and contact with the local legal and judicial system. This is central to 
avoiding mistakes in evaluation design or indicator selection. 

Operational obstacles—such as judicial resistance to evaluation—are addressed 
in the first stages of the programme design through a participatory methodology. 
Sufficient involvement of the beneficiaries should ensure more reliable data and the 
appropriate attribution of effects. The uncontrolled exogenous variables are analysed 
through an innovative institutional and environmental approach. 

Although the ideal scenario includes all the proposed tools in the toolkit, time, 
money and human resource constraints may require the use of just a selection of 
them. Our experience suggests that in big ROL programmes the inclusion of all 
the tools is the only way to understand programme outcomes and impact, and to 
attribute effects to programme efforts. Institutional evaluation, data analysis and 
actor opinions are the tools most frequently used in the evaluation process; however, 
the addition of an external influences evaluation and a public opinion analysis, which 
are not usually part of the process, make it easier to attribute effects to causes. The 
analysis of exogenous variables that we propose in the external influence evaluation 
helps to explain successes and failures that are not attributable to the programme. The 
public opinion evaluation is the best tool for understanding the medium- and long-
term impact of the programme. For all these reasons we ask donors and implementing 
agencies to include all the components of our toolkit in the evaluation of democracy 
programmes.

The institutional evaluation

A thorough analysis of the target institution or organization should be performed 
by an expert team of multidisciplinary professionals. It is important to have a clear 
picture of the organization and how it works in order to understand its functioning 
and the complex political processes taking place within it. 

With this tool, FORES has learned to identify the causes of particular outcomes 
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and of the exogenous variables that affect ROL programmes. The tool also helps 
strengthen the coalition that supports the programme, because major institutional 
actors—who do not usually get involved with a programme—are incorporated 
as a relevant source of information. This gives them the opportunity to feel that 
they are part of the project, and they thereby gain a sense of ownership of the ROL 
programme. 

The tools for performing the institutional evaluation are varied: (a) analysis of 
documents, by-laws, charts, and all relevant institutional information existing in 
paper and electronic form; (b) in situ review of how the organization works; (c) 
conversations with organization officials and employees to understand formal and 
informal roles; and (d) brief analysis of other organizations in close relationship with 
the target organization.

The institutional evaluation of any organization should be performed at two 
different points in time—at the beginning of the programme and when all activities 
have been completed. This allows comparison of the situation before and after 
programme implementation. 

It is advisable to create a data collection instrument that is as objective as possible. 
As many years may pass from the design of the programme to the final evaluation, 
an objective instrument, such as a chart, can give some uniformity, similarity and 
comparability to the data. 

The following topics should be studied and analysed: 

•	 the regulatory framework—laws, decrees, by-laws and other internal documents—
to determine the kind of agency, mission and objectives, legal attributions and roles, 
among others; 

•	 main actors or key stakeholders—authorities, officials and employees with their 
formal duties and informal roles, formal and informal power relationships, and 
cooperation between or conflict among the actors; 

•	 the internal decision-making process—who is formally in charge of the main 
decisions and who actually makes them, and whether the formal rules for decision 
making are followed. In the case of informal decision-making processes, a detailed 
analysis should be done; 

•	 the strategic plan (if it exists) and main projects; and 
•	 other agencies close to the target agency. Particularly in the case of  ROL programmes, 

it is necessary to understand how the internal processes of the target judicial 
organization relate to those of other interacting organizations. A common mistake 
is to attribute delays or inefficiency just to the organization itself when in reality the 
problem may lie outside as well. For example, courts have often been blamed for 
delays in the initial stages of a judicial process. However, a deeper analysis shows 
that these delays are usually due to problems related to the way in which the process 
is serviced, which depends not on the court but on an external office. 
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Participatory collection, analysis and comparison of hard data 

The collection, analysis and comparison of data are the most traditional components 
of the ongoing ROL evaluation processes. There is almost no debate about the need 
for ex ante and ex post assessments to compare the results. There is also consensus 
about the importance of processing hard data with indicators and indexes. 

The problems with evaluation indicators in the ROL field have been described 
above. They arise from the lack of reliable data or inappropriate selection of indicators 
at the beginning of the project. 

In this sense, FORES considers the evaluation as an ongoing process that should 
be carefully designed in parallel to the programme. It demands not only careful and 
up-to-date knowledge but also a deep familiarity with the legal system under analysis. 
As has been said above, some indicators may work in one country but not in another 
or, worse, they can be applied in different places but mean different things. 

This professional approach must be complemented by the genuine participation 
of the beneficiaries in the selection, definition and calculation of indicators. Training 
plays a key role here, because the beneficiaries must learn how to select indicators and 
define them according to their ‘close to the field’ knowledge. This training is a real 
challenge for evaluators because lawyers, judges and judicial employees usually do not 
have the necessary skills; and it always means an extra effort for the consulting team. 

There is no consensus among experts about the indicators that should be used 
in this field; and there is no tradition of measuring ROL with indicators. FORES’ 
experience in this matter suggests guidelines that assist in the successful collection, 
analysis and comparison of hard data for evaluating ROL programmes, particularly 
in the case of the court reform programme in Argentina’s Rio Negro Province. They 
can be summarized as follows. 

•	 Observe strict and high technical standards for the selection, definition and 
calculation of indicators. 

•	 Get beneficiaries involved in the definition of indicators and in deciding the kind 
of information to be collected. 

•	 Select information that has a reasonable collection cost; it must be collected 
through a systematic process, and gathered by the beneficiaries themselves. 

•	 Make the causal relationship between the proposed intervention and expected 
results explicit during the programme design phase. 

•	 Analyse exogenous variables and uncontrolled alternatives that may cause the 
indicators to vary, using specific tools such as institutional and external influence 
evaluation. 

•	 Always perform ex ante and ex post measurements of all indicators; avoid using 
indicators that cannot be measured after the end of the programme. 
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Collection and analysis of key actors’ opinions

In recent years, most evaluations have included an assessment of key actors’ perceptions 
of the programme results. This has come about as a result of a paradigm change in 
the public policy perspective—one that is more client- or user-oriented. In this sense, 
an important indicator of failure or success is the opinion of the actors who deal with 
the organization or institution. 

The methodology for such assessment is usually composed of opinion surveys, 
in-depth interviews and focus groups, all of which are amply discussed in the wider 
literature. 

The collection and analysis of key actor opinions strengthens their commitment 
to the programme, and helps identify the causes of effects that may not be evident 
otherwise. Some high-level actors or groups can also provide hypotheses for the 
analysis of exogenous and uncontrolled variables affecting the programme. 

Surveys and focus groups should be conducted at the beginning and at the end of 
a programme. Ex ante data are needed for comparison, and it is advisable to use the 
same collecting questionnaire or tool on each occasion. 

When possible, use of a control group ensures more accurate results. A control 
group is a population with characteristics similar to the one under analysis. For 
example, if we evaluate the results of a judicial reform project implemented in a court, 
it would be advisable to choose another similar court and perform the same survey, ex 
ante and ex post. This is, however, not always possible in ROL programmes as some 
institutions are unique. 

The main topics to take into account for this component of the evaluation include 
a complete description of the affected population—age, gender, social class, profession 
and so on. Depending on the situation, it may be advisable to determine quotas; but 
when the population is homogeneous, this is not so important. The evaluation should 
also uncover the needs, values and expectations of the main actors, as well as their 
opinions, based both on their perception and on concrete experiences of dealing with 
the organization. 

Evaluation of external influences

The results of ROL programmes tend to be influenced by situations that are not related 
to the programmes. External issues should be thoroughly analysed to understand 
how they interact with a specific project. This is the most difficult component of the 
evaluation: external influences may be numerous and hard to foresee, particularly in 
democracy programmes of a political nature. Also, the lack of theoretical consensus 
among experts, academics and practitioners about the causal relationship between 
variables and their wider political effects complicates the analysis. 

Nonetheless, the external influences analysis is a tool that allows us to understand 
how external facts affect programme results. This may not be necessary in stable 
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contexts, but it is particularly important in the uncertain and complex political 
environments in which most ROL programmes are implemented. 

During the evaluation of PROJUM, the use of an external influence evaluation 
allowed for the external obstacles that caused unexpected delays to be isolated, and 
this in turn made it possible to produce more useful recommendations. Without this 
tool, some of the conclusions would have been incorrect. 

An external influence evaluation should take into account the following guidelines. 

•	 Identify main external situations (at a local, national and international levels) 
that may have affected the design and implementation of the programme; it is 
important to collect leading actors’ opinions to ensure that nothing relevant is 
missing. 

•	 Analyse changes in the main personnel that have taken place in the organizations 
involved in the programme. 

•	 Review media releases related to the project or related topics. 
•	 Expose and explain all possible intervening external factors that may have affected 

the programme, and weight them. 
•	 Validate your conclusions as to the impact of external factors through discussion 

with local experts and leading actors. 
•	 For donors and implementing agencies, always request this component of the 

evaluation in the evaluation terms and conditions. 

The external influence evaluation should not be long and expensive. With the right 
methodology, and conducted with a knowledgeable and interdisciplinary group of 
experts, an effective analysis should be relatively easy to perform. It is preferable that 
the analysis be performed by a mix of local and international experts with knowledge 
of both the topic and the country, the latter contributing insights on context and 
culture and the former bringing a necessary objectivity and distance. 

Impact evaluation through analysis of public opinion

The final goal of every project aimed at strengthening democracy is to improve the 
performance of an institution or organization. Therefore, public opinion of the 
organization ought to improve as programme objectives are achieved. For example, 
a justice reform programme should result in a better public image of the judiciary, 
and a programme for strengthening a parliament should increase public trust in the 
parliament. Although we acknowledge that public opinion reflects several components, 
and external influences play a relevant role, it important to monitor changes in public 
opinion and look for correlations between such opinion and programme results. 

Monitoring public opinion is a complex process, and may be expensive. In some 
instances the cost may even be prohibitive. It is therefore advisable to conduct periodic 
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public opinion polls that monitor the legitimacy of democratic institutions. To this 
end, FORES, with the Libertad Foundation and the Torcuato Di Tella University 
School of Law (Buenos Aires), has developed the Justice Reliability Index (JRI), 
available since mid-2004, which focuses specifically on public perceptions of ROL 
issues. (For more information about the JRI, see the FORES website at <http://www.
foresjusticia.org.ar>.) 

This kind of index, along with more specific programme-related public opinion 
assessments, is an adequate tool for measuring the overall impact of ROL reform 
efforts. It is advisable to develop and measure this index independently of existing 
ROL programmes. We strongly encourage the donor community to support 
implementation of the JRI in other countries, and to use it consistently over time and 
realize its utility in the ROL project evaluation process. 

Another useful strategy for analysing public opinion is to follow media discussions 
related to the programme, or which may affect it. For this purpose, it is important to 
analyse media cuttings and to have a media expert on the staff. 

Evaluation case studies: FORES’ experience in the evaluation field 

FORES has used the above five-step methodology to evaluate the success of various 
ROL programmes. Although it is clearly preferable to use all the steps in combination, 
FORES’ experience of implementation has demonstrated not only that resource and 
other on-the-ground constraints may limit evaluators’ range of action but also that 
the methodology is sufficiently flexible to accommodate such constraints. Below, we 
describe three case studies related to the evaluation of recent ROL programmes in 
Argentina: first, the evaluation of PROJUM; second, the evaluation of the court 
reform programme in Rio Negro Province; and, third, the Justice Reliability Index. 

The evaluation of PROJUM

Through competitive bidding, FORES and the National Center for State 
Courts (NCSC) were awarded the evaluation of the World Bank justice-sector 
reform programme—PROJUM—in 2005.ii FORES and the NCSC provided 
a multidisciplinary evaluation team composed of four lawyers with different 
backgrounds (judicial management, training, indicators, and judicial reform), two 
sociologists, two experts in quality norms, one political scientist and an information 
technology expert. 

PROJUM was a pilot programme conducted in 12 Argentine federal courts. It 
implemented new court management methods and tools in order to improve the 
services delivered to court users. The programme’s primary objective was to identify, 
establish and evaluate the existence of conditions that support judicial reform, and 
eventually to form part of an overall legal reform programme at the national level. 

The first reform measure involved analysis of the existing court organization 
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and management mechanisms and the development of new administration policies, 
strategies, and a court management plan detailing operational standards and statistics 
for monitoring the progress of reform. The second element of the reform programme 
aimed to develop a permanent solution for reducing the number of pending cases 
within the selected courts and to improve the skill levels of court officials and 
personnel, through training in court administration and case management. The third 
component of the reforms comprised outreach activities and activities to evaluate 
the results of the model courts by creating judicial information centres, conducting 
user opinion surveys, disseminating information to the public, and evaluating the 
project. 

The evaluation of PROJUM was primarily focused on the ‘outcomes’ of the 
programme. Its main goal was to review the level of implementation of each one of 
the components. Project design, implementation strategy and financial management 
of the project, as well as the new software installed in the pilot courts, were beyond 
the scope of the evaluation. All evaluation topics were determined by the World Bank 
and PROJUM teams, leaving FORES–NCSC unable to express their opinions on the 
terms and conditions of the evaluation. 

FORES began with an analysis of court performance indicators, the core elements 
of the project evaluation. These indicators had been defined early in the project and 
suffered from two major difficulties. First, the selection of indicators was poor. They 
were defined and calculated in a way that made it difficult to attribute indicator 
changes over time to the reform programme, because they were susceptible to other 
variables that distorted the results.3 Also, the judges who had participated in the 
identification of indicators did not understand how they worked, and were not ready 
to support them. 

Second, there was a remarkable lack of reliable data and information that should 
have been produced and collected at the outset of the programme. Due to the delays 
in implementation, the software was not ready to store data during the programme’s 
early phases, and proper information and statistics were not entered in time to 
facilitate comparison before and after programme implementation. This fact obliged 
the FORES team to make estimates, which ended up distorting the indicator results 
and reduced the reliability of those results. These difficulties demonstrate the need 
to observe strict technical standards when selecting and calculating indicators, and 
the importance of beneficiary involvement in the definition of indicators. Another 
lesson is that causal relationships between the proposed intervention and the expected 
results should be made explicit during the design phase. 

Although these problems hampered FORES’ evaluation efforts and probably 
distorted the results to some degree, other FORES information collection mechanisms 
helped to fill gaps. The analysis of documents, interviews, focus groups and in situ 
observation allowed the FORES team to analyse the new organizational chart and 
layout of the 12 target courts, the new quality control system, the availability of the 
information in the new software and of how up to date it was, the functioning of the 
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‘administrative units’ created to serve the 12 courts, as well as the training provided 
to judicial officials and employees. 

The collection and analysis of key actor opinions took place mainly by way of 
interviews of the judges. The interviews were important in explaining the great delays 
in project implementation during 2001–2, and in identifying exogenous variables 
that had a negative impact on the programme, including power struggles between the 
Judicial Council and the Supreme Court. 

FORES also assessed changes in court performance by surveying judicial officials, 
employees and court users. The analysis of survey results consisted of a comparison 
between an ex ante sample taken at the beginning of the programme, and the surveys 
performed during the evaluation process. 

These surveys should be considered as only a part of the evaluation of key 
actors’ opinion. Two main obstacles appeared during the process; the first was a 
methodological mistake in the design of the collection instrument, and the second 
was the difficulty of attributing a causal relationship between programme results and 
changes in opinion in the case of the court users. The latter was due (a) to the great 
number of external variables that were completely out of the control of the programme 
and (b) to the practical inability of court users to distinguish improvements related to 
the PROJUM reforms from others that were external to the project. 

The implementation of PROJUM (1999–2005) was deeply affected by some 
important exogenous variables. Some of them were unexpected, such as the worst 
economic crisis in the history of Argentina (2001), while others were expected but 
uncontrollable, such as the creation of the Argentine Judicial Council (1998). 

These exogenous variables had a negative impact on the programme, and yet 
the terms and conditions of the evaluation provided by PROJUM/the World Bank 
did not take them into account and did not ask for an institutional or an external 
influence evaluation of the sort proposed by the methodology recommended in this 
chapter. Nevertheless, the FORES’ team used some of the techniques for analysing 
the institutional and external influences to better understand certain obstacles to 
implementation, particularly the enormous delays that made it almost impossible 
to evaluate results. This ‘unsolicited’ piece of the evaluation that FORES conducted 
was key to the production of informed conclusions and recommendations that were 
required as part of the evaluation outputs. 

In summary, the evaluation of PROJUM had to overcome several unexpected 
challenges before it could reach conclusions and generate lessons useful for 
understanding the programme and facilitating further developments. The 
recommendations for future action and reform were a core part of the evaluation; 
if FORES had not applied its toolkit methodology, the outcome of the evaluation 
would have been very different. 

The success of the toolkit methodology was validated by the consensus that 
FORES’ recommendations elicited in a seminar at which they were shared and 
debated with major judicial reform actors in Argentina. This was possible only because 
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FORES had applied its expertise in programme analysis, particularly in the analysis of 
justice-sector indicators and in the introduction of institutional and environmental 
evaluation. 

While the PROJUM evaluation experience demonstrates the toolkit’s flexibility 
and the complementary nature of the five tools, the evaluation of the court reform 
programme in Rio Negro demonstrates the toolkit’s financial efficacy. Although at 
first sight the toolkit’s five components seem to require substantial investment, the 
participatory nature of the methodology helps offset the demand on resources and 
makes the methodology more accessible. 

The evaluation of the court reform programme in Rio Negro Province

FORES with the support of the Management Development Institute of Argentina 
(Instituto para el Desarrollo Empresarial Argentino) implemented an innovative 
participatory reform methodology in a pilot project that included three courts 
in Bariloche city in 2004. The Superior Tribunal of Justice of Rio Negro Province 
sponsored this pilot project. Due to its overwhelming success, the project was replicated 
in every court in Bariloche in 2005; a third stage was expected to take place later. 

FORES developed an innovative court management reform methodology based 
on the training of judges, court officers and judicial employees, and on technical 
assistance. The main components of the training programme were judicial process 
analysis, identification of best practices (understood as those that increase user 
satisfaction with court performance), ‘benchmarking’, change management and 
project management. 

‘Benchmarking’ consists of an assessment of performance in comparison to the best 
performers in a particular area. The first step consists of defining the areas of practice 
(as there is no ideal organization, it is very likely that the target organization is the 
best in a particular practice but not necessarily in other practices). The identified best 
practice then acts as a standard that all other courts participating in the programme 
should emulate. Within the judiciary, the criterion for defining a best practice is 
client satisfaction. This satisfaction does not refer to winning a case but to having 
received adequate justice ‘service’. Adequacy includes the notions of effectiveness (a 
fair an impartial solution) and efficiency (decision made in due time). The interest in 
a more effective and efficient court process involves not only the actual users of the 
courts but all the citizens, who will benefit from a better judicial branch. 

The judges and judicial personnel in the Rio Negro courts selected the best judicial 
practices that they hoped to emulate. They also identified obstacles to effective judicial 
administration and to achieving the overall objectives of the reform programme 
selected. The intensive judicial reform training provided by FORES experts facilitated 
benchmarking as well as the identification of obstacles and objectives. The main 
judicial actors in Rio Negro not only participated in project design; they also selected 
and calculated the evaluation indicators. That is, judges and judicial personnel 
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measured, monitored and evaluated their own progress towards self-set objectives, 
with the assistance and training provided by professional FORES evaluators. 

Although the lack of predetermined indicators prevented programme organizers 
and donors from foreseeing results in advance, it presented an opportunity to 
enhance programme sustainability and build a beneficiary coalition in support of the 
programme. This participatory methodology provides beneficiaries with a sense of 
ownership over the reform programme and ensures the main actors’ commitment to 
the results, thereby generating deep, sustainable reforms. 

FORES worked with key actors to evaluate each programme after six and 12 
months of operation. However, the FORES evaluators did not come in to pass 
judgement on the programmes, but instead to collaborate with court officials and 
employees in identifying programme strengths and weaknesses and appropriate future 
work. A deep understanding of internal processes was necessary for the evaluation, 
and this could only be achieved with internal commitment and cooperation. At the 
end of the programme in Rio Negro, the judges themselves presented the results of 
the programme at a public event in the presence of the media. 

Although the participatory strategy increased the original coalition of support 
for the project and facilitated project evaluation, it was not entirely without faults. 
After the collection of the information, the evaluation team identified mistaken data 
(including wrong numbers, incorrect interpretation and incorrect attribution of effects 
to causes). These mistakes were due to the fact that the people in charge of gathering 
and processing the data were judicial employees, not experts in the methodology. 
After the data were cleaned, the evaluation team interpreted them and proposed 
conclusions. During this stage, a multidisciplinary team of professionals helped the 
evaluation team identify possible external variables intervening and modifying the 
data. FORES professionals are therefore indispensable to the project design and 
evaluation process in that not only do they train judicial actors in reform techniques 
and project design; they are also available to ‘fix’ the mistakes that are unavoidable in 
programmes implemented by novice reformers. 

Two external events helped the evaluation of the Rio Negro court reform 
programme. First, the Superior Tribunal of the province provided a financial incentive 
for those courts that met the performance standards, which promoted a culture of 
reform and demonstration of success through evaluation. Second, the evaluation 
results were disseminated at a public meeting in Bariloche city, with the participation 
of the local and national media. 

Despite the small budget, the programme was a success and provided a new model 
through which reformers and donors can make a big impact and without spending 
huge amounts of money. (The budget for the entire reform programme, including its 
evaluation, was approximately 50,000 US dollars (USD) over two years.) Although 
the personnel training was taxing, and oversight by FORES professionals was essential, 
assisting project beneficiaries in the implementation of the toolkit methodology is an 
effective way of ensuring effective evaluation without extensive investment. 
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The Justice Reliability Index

Another technique for reducing the overall cost of the FORES evaluation methodology 
toolkit is to monitor public opinion consistently over time. Although such monitoring 
may be complemented by project-specific public-opinion evaluations, the general 
legitimacy level of a public institution is often sufficient to enable the application of 
the fifth tool in the toolkit, namely impact evaluation through public opinion. 

As part of a continuous evaluation of public opinion on justice-related issues, 
FORES, the Freedom Foundation and the Torcuato Di Tella University School of Law, 
developed and periodically administer the JRI. The JRI is not an ROL programme 
itself, but a specific tool developed for periodically measuring public opinion of 
judicial administration and law enforcement in Argentina. It is designed to gather 
information about people’s behaviour when facing concrete legal conflicts as well as 
citizens’ opinions about the Argentine justice system in general. 

This index works under the assumption that the reliability of an institution is 
reflected not only by what individuals say but also by what they do or are willing to 
do in connection with it. The JRI is therefore designed as a combination of two sub-
indexes. The first relates to individuals’ behaviour, in other words, what people do or 
would do when dealing with concrete legal conflicts in patrimonial, family or labour 
matters (the behavioural sub-index). The second sub-index measures the individuals’ 
belief in the justice system’s impartiality, efficiency and honesty (the perceptual sub-
index). 

The JRI has the following three characteristics. It has specificity: it is exclusively 
focused on the reliability of the justice system. It is two-dimensional in that it evaluates 
behavioural and perceptual elements. And it is systematic: it consists of three polls 
per year. 

Since it was first measured in 2004, the behavioural sub-index shows higher scores 
than the perceptual sub-index (approximately double, in fact). This fact suggests 
that what individuals are willing to do in concrete situations in which they have the 
option to access judicial intervention does not correlate with the image they have of 
Argentine judicial system in terms of its impartiality, efficiency and honesty. 

The JRI is an important tool that allows public perceptions of progress in ROL to 
be measured. It also contributes to the external influence evaluation of any programme 
in the ROL field in Argentina, by analysing the mood and opinions of the citizens 
with respect to the justice system. The JRI provides detailed and reliable data about 
public opinion related to justice issues and allows analysis of its evolution over time. 

For example, in 2003, the Argentine Supreme Court began a process of renewal. 
Four of its nine members resigned, and two others were removed through impeachment. 
Argentina’s president implemented a public consultation process evaluating each new 
judicial nominee prior to his or her appointment. This process enjoyed a high level of 
civil society and media participation. The JRI was the tool selected by one of the most 
important Argentine newspapers to monitor the impact 40 per cent of these changes 
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in the Supreme Court had on the public perception of the justice system (La Nación 
2005 and 2006). 

Clearly, the JRI does not attribute effects to particular ROL programmes. 
Nevertheless, it is an important tool that serves to measure the impact of the overall 
conglomeration of reform efforts. As a side effect, it helps show how difficult it is to 
attribute causal relationships in social behaviour: at the same time as people express 
distrust in the justice system, they are willing to go to court to resolve a conflict.

Conclusions and recommendations

The evaluation of ROL programmes is still in an early stage of development. There 
is not much consensus among experts, donors and practitioners about what and 
how to evaluate. There is also a lack of consensus about how particular interventions 
cause specific results, apart from a few exceptions. Multiple and complex obstacles 
to effective evaluation of ROL programmes hamper the field, although examples of 
successful evaluations do exist. 

The ability to evaluate of the overall impacts of ROL programmes on all citizens, 
and not only on the specific beneficiaries of a particular programme, remains uncertain. 
It is also unclear how ROL programmes impact upon or affect the strengthening of 
democracy. 

FORES’ approach to the evaluation of ROL programmes consists of the 
implementation of five levels of evaluation: (a) institutional evaluation; (b) the 
analysis of hard data; (c) key actors’ opinions; (d) external influence evaluation; and 
(e) impact evaluation through public opinion. This multi-step approach helps us to 
better understand the relationships between intervention and results, and to assess 
programme impact. 

FORES’ approach may increase the cost of the evaluation, by using 
multidisciplinary teams and training actors in evaluation skills. But the expense 
may be restrained by using local or regional evaluation experts and by incorporating 
programme beneficiaries into the evaluation process. 

The participation of main actors is essential to the ROL programme success 
and evaluation. It ensures that assessment indicators and methodology will not be 
challenged at the evaluation stage, and builds commitment to the implementation of 
the evaluation. The use of local experts and the programme beneficiaries as evaluators 
has additional benefits: it helps build local capacity and ensure the sustainability of 
the results. 

NGOs like FORES have a double role in evaluation—a technical role as 
implementers and evaluators of ROL programmes; and a social role as active members 
of civil society committed to long-term democratic development. These organizations 
are in a unique position to understand and analyse successes or failures in the current 
evaluation methodology, and to make recommendations on how to improve the 
current state of the art. 
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FORES’ lessons for donors and the ROL community for improving ROL project 
evaluation can be summed up in three recommendations. First, request that every 
programme evaluation follow the FORES toolkit. Second, support the periodic 
assessment of public opinion on ROL issues through reliable tools, such as the Justice 
Reliability Index. And, third, support studies on evaluation in ROL programmes and 
the attribution of effects to causes. 

Notes

1 To illustrate, in 2005–6 the government of Argentina decided to repay all its debt to the International Monetary 
Fund with the sole purpose of avoiding IMF evaluation of its economic and financial policy. 
2 The actual findings of the project are not discussed here owing to a confidentiality agreement. To illustrate, the 
deposition into the archives of the files on cases that were judicially paralysed gave an impression of improved court 
management indicators, but in practice this did not signify any real improvement in case management. 
3 According to Spendolini (1992) benchmarking is a systematic and ongoing process to evaluate products, services 
and work processes of organizations recognized for having best practices, with the objective of organizational 
improvement. 
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This chapter highlights experiences and methods used in evaluating democracy support 
while also debating the new frontiers in evaluation thinking and practices within 
democratization and human rights. In particular it inquires into how the RBA may be 
applied in evaluations of democracy support. It suggests that the rights-based approach is 
useful as it provides a consistent framework for situation analysis, for programme design 
and for monitoring and evaluation. Moreover, it is applicable at all levels, from the 
global to the local community level. It thereby builds a bridge between meta and micro 
frameworks and between situation analysis and change analysis. Finally, the RBA provides 
a link between the development cooperation community and the human rights (treaty) 
monitoring bodies. 

Introduction: general lessons from evaluations of democracy 
support

The increase in support to democratization and human rights as part of development 
assistance programme means that the challenge of evaluating democracy support must 
be met and explored. The International IDEA/Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency (Sida) workshop on this theme held in Stockholm in April 
2006 confirmed the need to enhance innovation and cross-sectoral learning in the 
evaluation field but also the need to clarify what outcomes and impact democracy 
assistance is really aiming to achieve. 
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A perusal of existing evaluations of democracy support makes it clear that many 
evaluations identify the following issues and challenges: 

•	 the vagueness of the objectives and of the definitions of democracy applied; 
•	 the tendency to overkill and overload, both in the purposes and the scope of the 

evaluations and in the data compiled; 
•	 the crucial importance of institutional capacity to learn; without a learning 

organization evaluations themselves will have little impact; 
•	 the non-availability of data and baselines; and 
•	 problems of aggregation and attribution. 

These lessons and challenges are certainly not unique to human rights and 
democracy support evaluations. Many of them are typical stumbling blocks in all 
evaluations and thus not peculiar to democracy support evaluations. Any evaluation 
will have to deal with them; they cannot be shirked. Forss, too, clearly rejects the 
argument that democracy is too complicated to be subjected to evaluation, and refers 
to the many ways in which democracy and human rights have been studied and 
evaluated in Sweden (Forss 2002). 

Much reflection on the evaluation of democracy support tends to treat the 
more general and inherent difficulties of evaluation as being specific and unique to 
democracy support evaluation, and the general difficulties tend to overshadow the 
question of whether support made a difference. In other words, what should form the 
real core of democracy support evaluation, namely measuring changes in the essential 
features of the substantive democracy that is being practised within a given country or 
context, receives less attention than it should. At the same time those characteristics 
and features of democracy evaluation that are really unique and very different from, 
say, the evaluation of health and of health interventions tend to be overlooked. 

Finally, the evaluation of democracy support has been confused with the evaluation of 
democracy as such. The evaluation of democracy support is essentially intervention-oriented 
and seeks to measure changes brought about by a given intervention in a specific context. 
Democracy evaluation or assessment is a situation analysis based on a number of analytical 
dimensions or indicators, which is derived from a theory about what democracy is. Much 
debate has taken place as to whether it is necessary to have a definition of democracy in 
order to be able to evaluate changes brought about by democracy support. Many changes 
brought about by a democracy support intervention can in fact be measured without having 
an analytical model of democracy; but if the purpose is to measure the intervention’s impact 
on the democratization processes or on the enjoyment of democratic features in a country, 
some idea about the essential characteristics of democracy is needed. Thus, democracy 
support evaluation needs to embrace both the dimensions used in democracy assessment 
and the dimensions used in measuring change brought about by a particular intervention’s 
interplay with the existing situation. 
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In search of analytical frameworks

What is really striking is that, especially in the first phases of democracy support, 
little emphasis was given to reflection on analytical frameworks and methodologies 
in the design of the evaluations. Very few terms of reference actually requested the 
team of evaluators to develop analytical frameworks and methodologies and to reflect 
on their applicability and accuracy (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development 1997). An exception was the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID)’s evaluation of its experience with democracy initiatives 
in the 1990s, which posed questions about what kinds of performance indicator 
are valid for measuring the results of democratic institution building, but without 
arriving at an answer. Interestingly, the study also used the impact on human rights 
as a parameter, but concluded that significant attitudinal or behavioural changes were 
not discernible, although this could be a function of the evaluation methods used 
rather than an actual indication of what really happened (United States Agency for 
International Development 1990: ix). 

The development of such analytical frameworks is especially important when the 
interventions in themselves do not reflect or are not developed on the basis of a 
clear theory of change or conceptual framework, as was generally the case: ‘This is 
compounded by lack of theory or conceptual framework for PD/GG assistance...’ 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 1997: 28). 

The Danish NGO Impact Study published in 1999 (Danish International 
Development Agency 1999d) was a major undertaking that assessed the impact of 
support made through Danish non-governmental organizations (NGOs) over the 
period 1988–98. In 1998 Danish overseas development assistance amounted to 
10,072 million Danish kroner (DKK, or c. 1,500 million USD dollars, USD), of 
which 9 per cent (920 million DKK) was channelled through Danish NGOs. The 
study included a desk study, three country studies and three in-depth studies that 
examined clusters of projects. It had two basic objectives: 

• 	 to document and assess the relevance and impact, including the main strengths 
and weaknesses, of development interventions supported by Danish NGOs in 
selected developing countries; and 

• 	 to compile, develop and test suitable methods to assess the long-term relevance 
and impact of NGO-supported development interventions. 

The Danish NGO Impact Study assessed the impact of support through Danish 
NGOs on democratization in local communities in countries in the South, but 
without clearly defining democracy or identifying where changes would be located 
if they did take place. The glossary for the study tells us that democratization is ‘the 
involvement of previously excluded groups in national political debate or activities, 
and the extent to which a development project has broadened the base of community 
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participation in development activities’ (Danish International Development Agency 
1999d). The impact study made a link between participation as a mode of project 
implementation and democratization, by concluding that ‘In this overall scenario, the 
increased involvement of people in development projects—even if this involvement 
is limited to open discussions and consultation—could be seen as a useful first step 
for communities who previously had never been asked or consulted. It is a tenuous 
link but participation does appear to be slowly happening, albeit in a tentative form 
in some projects. And this increasing participation could be seen as an incipient form 
of democratization’ (Danish International Development Agency 1999d: 47). In line 
with many other donors and scholars, the impact study believed that support to civil 
society was an important way of strengthening democratization. And, interestingly, it 
concluded that the impact on incipient forms of democratization may be larger than 
the impact on the development of civil society movements.

The picture is generally similar in more recent evaluations. The major Danish 
International Development Agency (Danida) evaluation Danish Support to Promotion 
of Human Rights and Democratization of 1999 mentioned the many obstacles and 
difficulties in democracy assistance evaluation, such as disagreements about what 
democracy is and the ‘inadequacy of conventional evaluation tools: because of the 
weakness, if not absence, of objective indicators and “hard” data, evaluating efforts at 
political reform requires a different methodology’ (Danish International Development 
Agency 1999a: 11). However, no alternative methodologies were proposed. The issue 
of how to measure impact on human rights and democratization was also given very 
little consideration. 

The Danida evaluation consisted of four thematic studies and four country 
studies. In the thematic study on elections there is a relevant discussion about what 
constitutes a free and fair election and how a free and fair election process contributes 
to improving democracy. This in turn provides the starting point for designing some 
categories for measuring impact, combined with a pragmatic approach that relies on 
stakeholder identification of indicators: ‘To assess the impact, the team has therefore 
chosen a very pragmatic approach, whereby a number of more general indicators 
of assumed relevance and qualitative assessments from interviewed stakeholders 
have been used (such as for example a more levelled playing field, improved NGO 
capacity concerning monitoring activities, improved Electoral Commission capacity 
etc.)’ (Danish International Development Agency 1999b: 4). The evaluation did not, 
however, specify the notions of democracy that governed the decisions regarding the 
design of the aid interventions that were subject to evaluation. 

The large technical cooperation programme of the United Nations Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) underwent a global review in 
2003. Among several objectives of this review, the terms of reference clearly stipulated 
that ‘The Review will focus on impact and achievement’ and moreover ‘assess how 
the assistance has contributed to the promotion and protection of human rights’ 
(Netherlands Institute for Human Rights 2003). Very little space was given in the 
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review to discussing how the impact on the promotion and protection of human 
rights should be considered, or which analytical categories were used and which 
underlying theories of change were applied both in the programme formulation and 
within the perspective of the evaluators. In this case the review found the projects and 
interventions to be very scattered, with goals that were very vague so that there was 
no clear orientation on impact. This could be seen as a reason for the evaluators not 
moving to consider the impact and instead concentrating on other factors leading to 
inadequate project identification or development and management. However, the 
review did put forward many interesting observations regarding synergies between 
different strategies, which are considered further below. 

Another striking feature of evaluations to date is the reliance on methodologies 
that reflect the traditional impact chain, starting from an assessment of the activities, 
the outputs, the outcomes and finally the impact that may have been produced by 
these activities and interventions. This use of a one-dimensional impact chain not 
only risks exaggerating the significance of the project activities, but also runs counter 
to the knowledge we have about the dynamics of change within democracy and 
human rights, which is very multidimensional, dynamic and unpredictable. 

A third striking feature is how little attention has been given to the definition of 
impact itself. Some studies employ the traditional development impact definition of 
significant changes in people’s lives. Others assume that increased NGO collaboration 
is an articulation of impact in itself. The proposition that democracy support evaluation 
can be conducted without starting out from a theory of democratization and some 
idea of what constitutes democratic change is indeed deeply problematic. Gaventa 
(2006) provides an illustration of the problem in which he distinguishes between 
four different approaches, all of which have been applied within the ‘deepening 
democracy’ school of thought—a school that exists outside the main schools within 
representative democracy and substantive democracy thinking. Depending on 
whether the intervention and the evaluation adopt a deliberative democracy approach 
or an empowered participatory governance approach, the choice of analytical fields of 
investigation will be very different. 

A series of publications addressing ‘the evaluability of democracy support’ 
serve to reflect some of the difficulties touched on above. For example, in 2001 
the government of Sweden even directly requested Sida to develop a method for 
assessing results in respect of the development cooperation objective of promoting 
‘democratic governance’. However, the study focused on evaluation methods and 
systems rather than addressing the hard issue of evaluating democratic change (Forss 
2002). Elsewhere studies have confirmed the constraints of the logframe approach 
that has been used in some quarters, which takes too narrow a time perspective. But 
no alternatives have really gained ground over and above giving more recognition to 
such things as higher levels of uncertainty, greater risk preparedness, greater process 
orientation and so on. 
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In sum, notwithstanding that the field of evaluating democracy and human 
rights assistance is still fairly new, too little attention has been given to considering 
appropriate analytical frameworks, clarifying the theory of change, developing new 
methodologies and deconstructing the notion of ‘impact’ in new and possibly more 
relevant ways. To date the learning that has proceeded from the evaluation exercises 
has been quite limited and a community of practice with agreed standards, tools and 
approaches has as yet not developed. 

The role of human rights in democracy support and the evaluation 
of democracy support 

Democracy and human rights interventions should both be subjected to evaluation 
and impact measurement just like any other type of activity. However, the specificity 
of human rights and democratization work calls for distinctive methodologies and 
approaches. The difficulties of applying conventional evaluation approaches to human 
rights projects are considered elsewhere (Madsen 1998; Forss 2002). 

But in what way is democracy and human rights support different from, say, 
support for basic needs or poverty alleviation? And how does impact assessment in the 
case of human rights differ from impact assessment for, say, agricultural development? 
While most international donors package human rights and democratization support 
together, there are major differences between the two. However, the common 
ground is that most actors and scholars—no matter what definition of democracy 
is applied—tend to agree that progress or regression in a number of fundamental 
human rights will help determine the democratic development of a country. In fact 
it is not easy to find a definition of democracy that does not contain some notion of 
human rights. In some instances donor democracy support evaluations have almost 
completely equated democracy with human rights, as in the evaluation of European 
Commission Positive Measures in Favour of Human Rights and Democracy: ‘When 
talking about human rights, reference is made to universally accepted human rights 
standards, as codified by the United Nations... Democracy is the realisation of these 
rights... The following three groups of rights are considered to be essential for a 
functioning democracy’ (German Development Institute 1995: 15). Most definitions 
of democracy actually specify certain political and civil rights1. And Gaventa (2006) 
argues that even without making explicit reference to rights, any view of democracy 
also implies a view of citizenship and the rights and duties associated with that. 

Democracy—like human rights—is first and foremost an expression of a relationship 
and the qualitative characteristics of this relationship. Democracy expresses a relation 
between government and citizens that is different from a relationship governed by 
authoritarianism. Democratic development inherently involves some notion of 
power dynamics and struggles for human rights, as reflected in Gaventa’s formulation: 
‘Democracy-building is an ongoing process of struggle and contestation rather than 
the adoption of a standard institutional design’ (Gaventa 2006: 3). 
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The Democracy Assessment Tool developed by International IDEA explicitly 
recognizes human rights as a fundamental pillar of democracy assessment. It employs 
a number of traditional democracy parameters. At the same time the tool is very 
unconventional and progressive in that it encompasses economic and social rights as 
a vector for determining the development of democracy, in line with the following 
perspective: ‘In some formulations, especially Latin American, this [democracy] view 
is also about extension of rights. Full democratic citizenship is not only obtained 
through the exercise of political and civil rights, but also through social rights, which 
in turn may be gained through participatory processes and struggles’ (Gaventa 2006: 
11). Furthermore the Democracy Assessment Tool seeks to cover the international 
dimensions of democracy, which in a human rights perspective means extraterritorial 
obligations. (Human rights treaties not only bind state parties to implement human 
rights within their borders: states undertake certain obligations towards persons 
outside their territory as well (Coomans and Kanninga 2004).) The Democracy 
Assessment Tool is designed to be usable for all, from politicians to students, for 
IDEA underlines the crucial importance of citizens engaging in the self-assessment of 
the conditions of their democracy. Each parameter is accompanied by a number of 
more specific and targeted questions. 

International IDEA (2002: 16) outlines the parameters as: 
I. 	 Citizenship, law and rights 
	 1. Nationhood and citizenship 
	2 . Rule of law and access to justice 
	3 . Civil and political rights 
	4 . Economic and social rights 
II.	 Representative and accountable government 
	5 . Free and fair elections 
	 6. The democratic role of political parties 
	 7. Government effectiveness and accountability 
	 8. Civilian control of the military and police forces 
	 9. Minimizing corruption 
III.	 Civil society and popular participation 
	 10. The media in a democratic society 
	 11. Political participation 
	 12. Government responsiveness 
	 13. Decentralization 
IV.	 Democracy beyond the state 
	 14. International dimensions of democracy. 

As we see, human rights are one out of four main pillars of the democracy assessment. 
Thus, it is fully justified and necessary to look at improvements in human rights as 
part of an evaluation of democracy support. A final justification is that we would 
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normally judge the quality of a political system by the way those in power treat the 
citizen. Also in this perspective the respect for the fundamental human rights of the 
citizen is a main determinant of the quality of the ruling system and the quality of 
the changes occurring. 

This point of departure prompts the questions: What is an improvement in 
human rights all about, irrespective of the strategy or means employed to promote 
rights in any given situation? Can we extrapolate some constituent characteristics of 
human rights to guide assessments of the impact of interventions and projects? By 
their very nature the answers will then tell us something about strategy too. In other 
words, can we find a correspondence between analysis of the human rights situation 
and analysis of human rights change? 

A further reason for looking at human rights in democracy support evaluation is 
that in recent years considerable attention has been paid to applying a rights-based 
approach (RBA) to the programming of support, both in mainstream development 
and within the human rights and democratization sector specifically. Applying it 
to the latter has been seen as tautologous by those actors who argue that human 
rights support is per se rights-based and that the rights-based approach has nothing 
additional to offer in this regard. In spite of that, the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) and others have shown very convincingly that traditional access 
to justice programmes and legal reform programmes does undergo change when a 
rights-based approach is actively used (Golub 2003). 

Considering that the respect for and the protection and fulfilment of a number 
of rights are crucial to democratic development, we will now explore the key element 
of a rights-based approach and later the significance of a rights-based approach to the 
evaluation of democracy support. 

The rights-based approach

The human rights-based approach as promoted by the United Nations (UN) Common 
Understanding stipulates that: 

1. All programmes of development co-operation, policies and technical assistance 
should further the realisation of human rights as laid down in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and other international human rights instruments. 

2. Human rights standards contained in, and principles derived from, the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and other international human rights instruments 
guide all development cooperation and programming in all sectors and in all 
phases of the programming process. 

3. Development cooperation contributes to the development of the capacities of ‘duty-
bearers’ to meet their obligations and/or of ‘rights-holders’ to claim their rights.
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A rights-based approach is a conceptual framework for the process of human 
development that is normatively based on international human rights standards and 
operationally directed to promoting and protecting human rights. Essentially, a rights-
based approach integrates the norms, standards and principles of the international 
human rights system into the plans, policies and processes of programme development 
(United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 2003: 1). 

Human rights, on the one hand, set standards for what individuals and 
communities—the rights-holders—are entitled to have, to do or to receive. On 
the other hand, human rights imply obligations and duties on others—the duty-
bearers—and ultimately on the state. 

Human rights are basically a regulation of the relationship between state and 
citizens, and human rights unfold at the interface between duty-bearers and rights-
holders. Thus, the relational character of human rights determines the quality of the 
human rights situation, just as the relation between the elected and the electorate is a 
determinant of how democratic a political system is. 

Both in the design of human rights and democracy support and in the evaluation, 
the focus on the relation—the interface—is crucial. It follows that there are four key 
dimensions for both programming and evaluation. 

•	 The first dimension highlights the duty-bearers’ obligations to respect, to protect 
and to fulfil human rights. 

•	 A second dimension captures the process, which must be characterized by non-
discrimination, accountability and the right to participation. 

•	 The third is the duty-bearers’ capability to comply with their obligations, that is, 
the extent to which the obligations are recognized as a duty and are backed up by 
adequate resources to act. 

•	 The fourth concerns the rights-holders’ capability to access and claim their rights, 
that is to say entailing the recognition of their rights, the legitimacy to claim, and 
the resources to access and claim the rights.

In figure 5.1 the RBA Navigator highlights the key dimensions and four corners 
of the compass. It can be used to make the initial problem or situation analysis on 
the basis of which strategies can be developed and implemented and subsequently 
evaluated. 
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Figure 5.1: The RBA Navigator 
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The human rights system

Looking at each element of the RBA Navigator we see that the overall regulatory 
framework consists of both national law and binding international human rights 
conventions ratified by the country in question. It is relevant both to analyse the 
existing national human rights framework and to relate programme interventions 
to (a) the implementation of existing obligations, and/or (b) the reform of national 
frameworks with a view to enhancing compliance with international norms. 

Actors and capabilities 

Rights-holders and duty-bearers constitute the key actors. However, many other actors 
and institutions also play a role, which is illustrated by the reference to ‘human rights 
guardians’ and ‘human rights defenders’. The part played by the media too is relevant. 
It is important to recognize that the roles of duty-bearer and rights-holder are not 
static or separate. Rights and duties go together. But, depending on the situation, the 
same citizen may carry the role of duty-bearer or rights-holder. For a policewoman, 
for example, the role of duty-bearer is to the fore. But in her role as a female employee 
in the district police, her role as a right-holder will be to the fore. NGOs that consider 
themselves defenders of human rights also carry certain obligations, as do political 
parties. 

It is generally accepted that the ultimate responsibility for respect, protection 
and fulfilment rests with the state and its relevant judicial, legislative and executive 
institutions. However, it is also increasingly being recognized that all actors have 
a duty to respect and not directly interfere with the enjoyment of other people’s 
rights. For example, private companies have a duty in particular to respect and where 
possible protect labour rights in the workplace. 

The capability of the duty-bearers to comply may be assessed in terms of (a)	
the recognition of the duty/willingness; (b)the authority and legitimacy to act; and 
(c) the resources to act and comply, covering human, organizational, technical and 
financial means.

The capability of the rights-holders can also be assessed in terms of (a) the 
recognition (of their rights), (b) the authority/legitimacy for claiming their rights, 
and (c) the resources available for defending their rights in terms of skills, finances 
and organizational mobilization. The same applies to human rights guardians. The 
importance of ‘recognition’ is highlighted by lessons showing that large programmes 
of technical and financial support to national human rights commissions have tended 
to have weak results. This is due to lack of investment in developing a willingness to 
perform as watchdogs and call for accountability in particular cases either by judicial 
process or other means. 
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Obligations

The trinity of obligations concerns respect for, protection of and fulfilment of all 
human rights, be they economic, social and cultural or civil and political—the so-
called substantive standards such as the right to health or freedom of association. (For 
an initial discussion of the trinity of ‘respect, protect and fulfil’ and the dialectics 
between duty-bearer and rights-holder (the RBA) in evaluation, see also Madsen 
1998.) 

Respect requires the state and all its organs and agents to abstain from carrying 
out, sponsoring or tolerating any practice, policy or legal measure, which violates the 
integrity of individuals or infringes on their freedom to access resources. It requires 
that legislative and administrative codes take account of guaranteed rights. It concerns 
appropriate legislation confirming the rights of all groups. 

Protection obliges the state and its agents to prevent the violation of rights by 
other individuals or non-state actors. It requires that where violations do occur, 
appropriate remedies exist in the form of accessible and well-publicized complaints 
and inspection procedures. It concerns for instance the establishment of independent 
ombuds-institutions, but basically it is a question of the rule of law and access to justice, 
whether through formal or traditional justice systems. Determining state involvement 
in violations, asylum law works with the following typology. Violations are 

•	 investigated and prosecuted; 
•	 tolerated or ignored; 
•	 sponsored; or 
•	 directly commissioned. 

Fulfilment obliges the state to provide opportunities for (facilitate) or to provide 
directly for the enjoyment of the right. It requires proactive enhancement of the 
opportunities of individuals or groups and the direct provision of benefits and 
services. It involves issues of public expenditure, the regulation of the economy, the 
provision of basic services and redistributive measures. The duty to fulfil covers those 
active measures that are necessary for giving opportunities to access the entitlements 
which citizens have rights to. 

Failure to uphold human rights is generally considered in terms of acts of 
commission or acts of omission—that is, it is due either to direct action that violates 
rights or to inaction whereby the enjoyment of rights is infringed. Moreover, it 
is generally understood that the state has obligations not only in terms of how it 
acts—obligations of conduct—but also for the outcomes such actions have—the 
obligation of result. The level of enjoyment of rights among citizens corresponds with 
the obligation of result, which analysts who work in programme design would label 
as impact. The above categories are useful for both problem analysis and programme 
design—and for monitoring. 
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The potential strength of the RBA is not just its focus on key characteristics 
of human rights. Another strength is that if it is used for both programming and 
evaluation we will have an exceptional situation of the same analytical framework and 
methodology being applied both for programming and for evaluation. Very seldom 
do evaluators use the same paradigm as that used by the programmers—if, that is, 
the paradigm and theory of change are spelled out at all. Another potential strength, 
as is mentioned above, is that it provides a uniform framework for both situation 
assessment and change assessment. Even though there may be some variations in 
interpretation, there are a number of defined standards supported by case law and 
judicial precedent in addition to the authoritative interpretations provided by the 
treaty bodies and the special rapporteurs, on a long list of rights. 

Normally, the first advantage of the rights-based approach to be mentioned is 
the common agreed framework (OHCHR 2005). Unfortunately, the international 
development cooperation community continues—even after human rights have entered 
the development agenda—to pay relatively little attention to the work undertaken by 
the human rights monitoring bodies. The national reporting on poverty reduction 
strategy papers (PRSPs) and the United Nations Millennium Development Goals often 
run in parallel with and isolated from the reporting obligations under the international 
treaties—the latter often receiving much less technical assistance and resources than 
the former. The RBA holds the potential to bring closer together the actual reporting 
processes as well as the analytical framework and the data sets used. 

Programming and evaluation

The RBA Navigator illustrated in figure 5.1 provides a guide for analysis, programming, 
and monitoring and evaluation. It informs the analysis at local community level, 
at local government level and at the national level. It also applies equally at the 
international level. The RBA calls for programming in three steps—situation/rights 
analysis; role and responsibility analysis; and capability analysis. 

In order for a programme to be effective at improving human rights it must 
capture—but not necessarily be limited to—all four dimensions based on a concrete 
assessment of the failures and potentials within each dimension. Programme 
components should, accordingly, be designed to complement each other within the 
overall framework. A template for analysis, programming and evaluation is exemplified 
in table 5.1.
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Table 5.1: The RBA Navigator in analysis, programming and evaluation 
 

RBA Navigator 
Situation analysis

RBA Navigator 
Programme design

RBA Navigator 
Evaluation

Human Rights Framework

Analysis of the National Human 
Rights Framework at work in the 
given rights area

Analysis of the human rights issue 
selected

• Specify which Human Rights the 
intervention  will address.

• Specify pertinent 
recommendations from UN 
Treaty Monitoring Bodies (to be) 
addressed.

• Specify if any specific objective 
regarding improvement of the 
national human rights protection 
system.

Outcome in terms of improved 
national human rights protection 
system and compliance with 
Treaty Body requirements

Rights-holders

Identification

Specify the rights-holders involved 
with relevant claims

Recognition achieved as 
claimants

Duty-bearers

Identification

Specify which duty-bearers (chain) 
regarding the specific human rights 
issue

Recognition achieved as duty-
bearers

Human Rights Situation

• Respect

• Protect

• Fulfil

Specify improvements based 
on decreased violations and 
progressive enjoyment by rights-
holders.

Impact in terms of

• Respect

• Protect

• Fulfil

Human Rights Situation

Analysis of

• Non-discrimination

• Participation

• Accountability

• Specify improvements in terms 
of non-discriminatory practices 
(gender, HIV/Aids, ethnicity, 
language, etc.)

• Specify which accountability 
mechanisms will be strengthened.

• Specify how the right to 
participation will be improved.

Impact in terms of

• Non-discrimination

• Participation

• Accountability

Capabilities to claim

• Recognition of their human rights 
and of the nature of the violation

• Authority and legitimacy to act 
(public litigation) 

• Resources (advocacy/skills/
finances) to act and defend

Specify the specific objectives in 
terms of improvements in of the 
claim-holders’ capabilities to claim

Outcome in terms of improved 
capability to claim

Capabilities to comply

Recognition of duty and 
responsibility (willingness) to act

Authority and legitimacy to act

Resources (human, organisational 
and financial) to act

Specify the specific objectives 
regarding improvements of the 
duty-bearer’s capabilities

Outcome in terms of improved 
capability to comply

	  

Source: Madsen, Hanne Lund, ‘Characteristics of Human Rights Indicators’, Paper presented at 
the Danida Seminar on Human Rights, Democratization and Decentralisation’, November 2003 
(unpublished). 
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Support to a Human Rights Commission, for example, can be both relevant 
and justified. The results must be measured in terms of the commission’s ability to 
fulfil its mandate as a guardian of rights, that is, to oversee the compliance of the 
duty-bearers. Similarly, support to human rights organizations will, if successful, 
strengthen the organizational capacity and in turn hopefully result in improved 
human rights lobbying and advocacy. Actual human rights improvements, however, 
will depend on the interface between rights-holders and duty-bearers. Thus, the 
strategic cocktail is often a multi-pronged approach, targeting guardians of rights, 
human rights defenders, rights-holders and duty-bearers at various levels around a 
particular human rights objective or problem. 

Justice flow analysis and chain of justice analysis have been found to be very 
useful in systematically identifying the opportunities and barriers which a claimant 
faces in the search for justice at various levels, from the household level to the national 
judicial institutions, and the choices made at various junctures between formal and 
customary adjudication systems. In comparison, the duty-chain analysis proposed by 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) looks at the duty-holders vis-à-vis 
the rights of the child at all levels in the chain, from the obligations of the parents and 
schoolteachers to municipal authorities and finally lawmakers (Jonsson, 2003: 50). 

Such analysis helps to develop comprehensive programmes that address all weak 
links in the justice chain. The implications for the intervention model are clear: 
	
	 Traditionally, donors have often pursued a Rule of Law paradigm focussing on the 

procedural and institutional aspects of the justice system seeking to enhance the 
performance of the system within its own borders and with little inter-linkage or 
relationship to the users or the reality of the users. The relational intervention model 
or the human rights intervention model calls for investment both in the delivery of 
justice and the access to justice with the empowerment of users/citizens to access 
and holding the system accountable as a key ingredient. The intervention model 
would thus encompass both a rule of law perspective and a legal empowerment 
perspective. Finally, the intervention model would seek to establish or strengthen 
the mechanisms through which the various stakeholders may influence or negotiate 
reform of the system or reconstruct the delimitation lines of the justice system to 
include both formal and non-formal regulation methods (Madsen 2003: 4). 

There are many examples of the rights-based approach being used in programming 
within human rights and democracy support, and recently many publications have 
begun to consider the first examples and the lessons, including the weak aspects 
(Gready 2005). There are fewer examples of the RBA being used in the field of 
evaluation. 
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Evaluating categories of aid, or the achievement of change 

Evaluations of democracy and human rights support have often mirrored the existing 
intervention channels, levels or themes that have been the organizing principles 
or categories of support. In other words the strategic weaknesses of the mode of 
support tend to be replicated in the evaluation design. Evaluations have become 
compartmentalized into different strategies or thematic areas trying to assess the 
impact of single interventions areas within human rights education, legal aid, civil 
society advocacy, elections, and so on. But in regard to the enjoyment of human rights, 
impact seldom emerges from the application of just one strategy alone. Similarly we 
know that training by itself will seldom change behaviour. The impact of democracy 
and human rights support is first and foremost relational and therefore likely to occur 
as the result of a combination of strategies addressing both the electorate and the 
electoral institutions, or addressing both the rights-holders and the duty-bearers. 
Nevertheless, the evaluations considered here generally seek to establish a direct link 
between the support area and impact. 

The rights-based approach calls for analysis of the vertical linkages and the interface 
between duty-holders and rights-holders and any improvements in this relationship. 
In contrast, democracy and human rights support evaluations have mainly been 
conducted horizontally, with either a focus on various levels of support or different 
thematic areas, which will be considered below. 

The Danida evaluation Danish Support to Promotion of Human Rights and 
Democratization (Danish International Development Agency 1999a) is structured 
according to four thematic studies, each focusing on one intervention area: 

•	 justice, the constitution and legislation; 
•	 elections; 
•	 the media; and 
•	 participation and empowerment. 

Each thematic evaluation attempts to establish a link between the intervention area 
and broader changes and impact—often with only limited success. Obviously, the 
support of free, professional and responsible media is critical for any improvement in 
electoral processes. And the disconnect that is evident in the evaluation study between 
strategies that are so clearly interlinked risks hampering the evaluation results. The 
Danida evaluation also included four country studies, where the interplay between 
the various intervention areas could be studied and where the resulting impact could 
be assessed. However, one main finding from these was that at the national level the 
various intervention areas often remained separate and with little interlinkage. This 
was due to weak programming efforts that were not comprehensive. Moreover, the 
obvious synergies with mainstream development sector programmes were found to 
be weak or non-existent. 
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The thematic evaluation of elections maintains an input focus, but broadens the scope 
of investigation beyond the study of selected specific projects to include all election 
support activities over a period of ten years: 
	
	 This approach provides the option for assessing the election support with the 

inclusion of both a contextual and a time and process perspective. This is considered 
rather important since in particular election support is strongly dependent on 
the establishment of good relations with collaboration partners in the recipient 
country. Also, the fact that many efforts regarding establishing possibilities for 
launching the election support—e.g. mutual confidence building, networking 
etc. are not reflected in the project documents justifies this approach (Danish 
International Development Agency 1999b: 4). 

The horizontal focus of the evaluation was manifest in the choice to classify the various 
aid efforts into three horizontal levels—regime level, institutional level and citizen’s 
level (Danish International Development Agency 1999a: 8). The horizontal structure 
is also used in the presentation of the evaluation findings, which implies a tendency 
to consider support to the citizens in isolation and disconnected from the efforts 
undertaken at regime level, and vice versa. The crucial interlinkage between the state 
and citizens, which is captured only weakly in the support design, is replicated in 
the evaluation design. The lessons learned are also mainly structured on the same 
three levels and thus miss out on the key question we are most concerned with in 
democracy assistance—how to improve the relationship between those holding power 
and those delegating it or who do not have any power. 

The global review of the OHCHR technical cooperation programme, interestingly, 
uses the same combination of country studies and thematic studies, defined as: 

•	 the administration of justice; 
•	 human rights education; 
•	 national human rights action plans (NHRAPs); and 
•	 national human rights institutions. 

As with the Danida evaluation, this too used the input structure as the organizing 
principle. In this case the weak goal and impact orientation of the OHCHR 
interventions may have necessitated this approach of the review, which has a number of 
advantages in terms of reviewing management and operational implementation issues. 
The global review, however, clearly moves beyond the intervention straightjacket and 
looks into the interlinkages and synergies between the different intervention areas. 
The conclusion is very clear, however: there were no synergies or interlinkages. 
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		  NHRAPs were originally foreseen as the umbrella and the other themes 
as its components. For instance, an NHRAP should ideally provide and lay the 
groundwork for the establishment and strengthening of national human rights 
institutions, among other structures for the promotion and protection of human 
rights in the country. Human rights education should be an objective stipulated 
within the plan, and the means by which it is to be delivered provided within its 
text. Human rights training for judges and police, the administration of justice 
theme, among many other measures, should be stipulated within the plan as well. 
This would form a coherent plan. 

		  According to this logic, the NHRAP would be a management and planning 
tool to coordinate the expertise and potential guidance for national human 
rights institutions, administration of justice, human rights education and other 
issues, even the drawing up of reports and follow-up of the recommendations of 
the treaty bodies and special procedures, into one service package of OHCHR 
inputs in an NHRAP. At present, the NHRAP theme (or mandate) does not fulfil 
that role. It is run in parallel with and in fact completely separately to the other 
thematic mandates of the administration of justice, human rights education and 
national institutions. …The situation with the other themes appears to be the 
same. All themes run separately from the other thematic areas and there is little 
or no management or planning across the themes focused on the country-based 
programming (Netherlands Institute for Human Rights 2003: 51).

Even in situations where a national plan for improvement has been developed, 
the interlinkages and synergies remain a challenge. It goes without saying that the 
prospects for change and impact are weaker in such situations. It is beyond the scope 
of this chapter to list the many reasons and explanations given for this programming 
practice within the democracy and human rights assistance field.  

The crucial interplay between different human rights strategies is well illustrated 
by the Human Rights Strategy Web, which is employed as a rule of thumb in the 
human rights community. 
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Figure 5.2: The Human Rights Strategy Web 
 

Source: O’Brien, Paul and Jones, Andrew, Human Rights and Rights Based Programming Training 
Manual (Nairobi: Care, 2002). 

In terms of evaluation approach, the Human Rights Strategy Web reminds us that, 
even if a programme only employed the strategy of voter education or of civil society 
advocacy, we need to consider the interplay of this strategy with other strategies 
being pursued by actors who are ‘outside’ the programme if we are to grasp fully the 
synergies and the impact. If a monitoring programme provided the missing link in 
the given situation, and fed valuable testimonies and evidence to policy advocacy 
and litigation, then the impact of that alone could be significant. However, where 
the monitoring programme acts in isolation, with few linkages to or uptake by the 
other strategies, then immediate impact could well be low. Still, in a longer-term 
perspective the collection of evidence frequently in itself spurs advocacy and litigation 
initiatives. Evaluation of the impact of a civil society advocacy programme would 
need to go beyond considering the immediate improvements brought about for 
the constituency. It should look also at changes in the power relationship between 
citizens and the state, and see if (human rights) safeguards and legitimate channels of 
participation have been established. Thus, the RBA is also valuable when considering 
the third pillar in the IDEA Democracy Assessment Tool, namely civil society.2 
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Outcome and impact

With the rights-based approach we are guided to assessing impact in terms of changes 
in a relationship, namely the interface between rights-holders and duty-bearers. The 
definition of impact therefore moves beyond the traditional notion of impact that is 
employed in development cooperation, which focuses on improvement in people’s 
lives. Human rights impact materializes in terms of enjoyment of rights—‘respect, 
protect and fulfil’—and the process rights of non-discrimination, participation and 
accountability (see also the section on Process rights below). ‘Respect, protect and 
fulfil’ encompasses the notion of both obligation and right, and ‘enjoyment of rights’ 
is thus a relational term. 

The need to move beyond the traditional definitions of development impact was 
strongly voiced at a workshop in 2001 (reported in Madsen 2001), which brought 
together 15 human rights organizations from around the world to consider how to 
assess the impact of human rights work. The workshop report concluded that further 
work should be undertaken to ensure that impact assessment methodologies reflect 
the characteristics of rights. The workshop supported the proposal that there was a 
need to: 
	
	 Revisit the very impact definition in a human rights perspective and consider that 

basically a change in human rights should be assessed with departure in 
– The trinity of respect, protect and fulfil, which together denotes the enjoyment of 

a right
– The relational character of rights (duty-bearers–claim-holders) implying that an 

impact assessment should not only be undertaken of changes in the lives of people, 
but also and in particular of the relationship between duty-bearers and claim-holders 
vis-à-vis the respect, protect and fulfilment of various rights (Madsen 2001: 1).

We see that programme outcomes typically manifest themselves in terms of enhancing 
capabilities to comply or to claim. Moreover, positive changes in the human rights 
system are here considered to be an outcome, which may translate into enhanced 
actual compliance and enjoyment. The levels of outcome correspond with indicators 
as is illustrated in table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2: Human rights indicator levels 
 

Level Indicators measuring: 

Impact

Enjoyment

Obligation of result

Actual enjoyment

Improved respect for human rights

Improved protection of rights

Improved fulfilment of human rights

Enhanced non-discrimination

Right to participation institutionalized

Enhanced accountability mechanisms

Outcome I

Conduct

Changed conduct in terms of policy, programmes and practice 
that comply with rights obligations

Changed conduct in terms of contestation and claims

Outcome II

Capabilities

Duty-bearers’ capability to comply

Rights-holders’ capability to claim and access

Human rights guardians’ capability to oversee compliance

Human rights defenders’ capability to promote compliance 
and support the empowerment of rights-holders

Output Training conducted for duty-bearers

Human Rights Commission established

Legal awareness sessions conducted

With the above levels of impact, outcome and output in mind it becomes clear 
that most of the evaluations actually remain at the level of measuring improved 
capabilities—that is, the outcome level—and do not move on to the level of impact. 
The central question whether the improved capabilities actually translate into improved 
respect for, and protection and fulfilment of, rights remains unanswered. The global 
review of the OHCHR mentions increased capabilities within the administration of 
justice; the Danish NGO Impact Study mentions the strengthening of civil society; 
and the Danida democracy and human rights evaluation highlights empowerment at 
the citizen’s level, changes at the regime level and performance changes among certain 
institutions. 

However, we do not know how that plays out in a given context and situation 
in terms of greater enjoyment of rights. The collective experiences within the human 
rights movement show many examples of human rights organizations developing very 
good capabilities and strategies to promote and defend human rights, without there 
being an immediate resulting improvement in the human rights situation. In fact, the 
enhanced capability of the human rights movements may be met with countermeasures 
from several parties. The result then could be an increase in the number of violations 
of the rights of the human rights defenders, increased victimization of the groups they 
try to protect, and the passing of legislation that will allow greater surveillance and 
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interference with the right to privacy and so on. The negative spiral may be temporary 
and could be changed into a positive spiral in situations of growing international 
pressure or changing domestic constituencies. However, a true change often requires 
the capabilities to comply to be built up as well, that is to say, enhancing both sides 
of the rights equation simultaneously. 

As the RBA carries a focus on power relations, a conflict perspective is inherent. For 
this reason power profiling tools, change agent analysis, risks assessment and safety and 
security mapping are extremely useful both in the design and in the evaluation phase. 

The most challenging aspect of the rights-based perspective on impact is the 
notion ‘obligation of result’. In international human rights law, states are responsible 
not only for their conduct but also for the results. Governments have the obligation, 
within all available resources, to ensure their citizens’ enjoyment of their rights. If 
national resources are insufficient there is a duty to seek and extend international 
cooperation to that effect. This takes the notion of responsibility much further than 
the traditional development paradigm. The development logframe stipulates that 
the programme management is only directly responsible and accountable for the 
output produced by the programme. The outcomes lie beyond the direct control of 
the programme, and impact is a combination of factors that is beyond the ability of 
a project to determine. The rights-based approach challenges this narrow range of 
responsibilities. Governments are obliged to seek results that enhance the enjoyment 
of human rights, and if the outputs in the longer term produce a negative impact then 
mechanisms of complaint and redress should be established. 

Selecting the data sets

The fact that the interface between rights-holders and duty-bearers or between 
electorate and representation is the key relationship to investigate in human rights 
and democracy support has implications for the choice of evaluation tools and the 
selection of the data sets. It will be important to have data that mirror or provide 
indications of the relationship between the rights-holders and the duty-bearers. 

First, the event-based data should mirror reported acts of violations of human 
rights. This means violations committed by both state and non-state actors, and to 
an increasing degree the monitoring is not only of civil and political rights but also 
of economic, social and cultural rights, too. Although event-based data have been a 
major instrument in the human rights struggle for decades, in the quest for an end to 
violations and impunity, they are equally important when evaluating the impact of 
human rights and democracy assistance. The computerized Events Format developed 
by the Human Rights Information Documentation System (HURIDOCS) is 
particularly useful as it helps trace systematic patterns of violation as well as the types 
of violation that are most common. The casework being developed by the FoodFirst 
Information and Action Network (FIAN International) on violations of the right 
to food in several countries holds special promise in this respect. However, the 
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overarching weakness is that the various monitoring bodies and institutions do not 
currently employ a consistent and coherent format that will allow for the aggregation 
and cross-referencing of their information (see <http://www.huridocs.org>; and 
<http://www.fian.org>). 

Second, the perceptions-based data that gauge people’s perceptions of their 
relationship to the rulers or to the duty-bearers are also very important. To illustrate, 
fear of repression is often as effective as manifest repression in influencing human 
behaviour, and only perceptions-based tools will fully grasp its significance. Examples 
are self-censorship or ‘shadow voting’. Low levels of public trust in the judiciary and 
in the rulings of the courts greatly influence which avenues people choose to gain 
redress in situations of conflict. Similarly, perceptions of the political systems have 
greatly influenced the growing voter apathy that we see developing in many European 
democracies. It is encouraging to see that perceptions-based data are gaining ground 
in several circles, ranging from the employment of scorecards among communities 
and the ranking of health services delivered by health clinics in Malawi to World 
Bank involvement in large-scale surveys portraying the voices of the poor. Yet, it is 
relatively rare for perceptions-based data sets to be employed in evaluations. 

Process rights

Impact assessment is not only concerned with respect, protection and fulfilment 
within substantive human rights standards such as the freedom of expression, 
freedom from torture or the right to food. It also concerns the so-called process rights 
of non-discrimination, participation and accountability, which are among the most 
fundamental human rights principles. 

Non-discrimination is one of the main basic principles of human rights enshrined 
in all conventions and is often called the rule of thumb number one of human rights 
promotion—seeking to promote equal opportunities and combat discrimination 
in all forms. Non-discrimination is also the basis for democratic development; it 
is enshrined in the standard principle of ‘one voice one vote’. It is for good reason 
that the protection of minorities is found to be an important proxy of substantive 
democracy as distinct from procedural democracy. In terms of programme design, 
the process rights of non-discrimination require us to move beyond the target of 
providing voter education to, say, 80 per cent of the electorate or of districts and to 
give more attention instead to the non-discrimination imperative, which of course 
calls for attention to the remaining 20 per cent. Similarly, in an impact evaluation 
it will be crucial to assess the impact on patterns of discrimination. To allow for the 
tracing of discrimination on the grounds of gender, religion, language and so on, 
indicators and other proxies used in the evaluation need to be disaggregated to the 
greatest extent possible (Madsen 2003). 

Assessing participation in a human rights perspective goes beyond measuring 
such things as the take-up rate of the various activities of a project, or the number of 
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people organized in the project committee. This perspective was used in the Danida 
NGO Impact Study. Rather, it means assessing the extent to which institutionalized 
processes have been put in place whereby people’s participation is recognized and 
respected by all stakeholders, whether it is mandatory for the progress of the project, 
and whether redress measures are in place. Distinct notions of democracy are thereby 
ingrained in the human rights principle of the right to participation. 

Accountability is the third main principle originating in the very notion of 
obligations. It lies at the heart of the relationship between the electorate and the 
elected. Accountability is the opposite of impunity, which appears to be widespread 
in many countries. Accountability of the government is of primary importance, but 
the demand for accountability also concerns all other actors, individuals as well as 
NGOs. It concerns both vertical accountability mechanisms—between the state and 
the citizens—and horizontal accountability mechanisms, that is, between groups of 
citizens or between members of an NGO and the governing board of the NGO. It 
implies the establishment of procedures for holding parties accountable, including 
avenues for presenting complaints and gaining redress. 

Accountability has been defined (Humanitarian Accountability Project 2005) as 
involving two sets of principles and mechanisms: 

•	 those by which individuals, organizations and government account for their 
actions and are held responsible for them; and 

•	 those by which individuals, organizations and states may safely and legitimately 
report concerns, complaints and abuses, and get redress where appropriate. 

Thus, in practice the focus must be trained on accountability mechanisms, whereby 
such mechanisms become much more than management tools: they are powerful 
tools in the quest for maintaining a balance or re-establishing a balance in the rights 
equation. This is also stressed by Mokhiber: ‘Accountability means beginning with 
the identification of (1) an explicit standard against which to measure performance, 
(2) a specific person/institution owing performance (3) a particular right-holder (or 
claim-holder) to whom performance is owed; (4) a mechanism of redress, delivery 
and accountability’ (Mokhiber 2001: 127). 

 The process rights have implications for both programming and evaluation. Any 
human rights and democracy intervention should ensure that the intervention itself 
is designed to give form to and realize the process rights and that the programme 
monitoring looks at adherence to the three process rights. Moreover, the changes 
brought about in strengthening accountability mechanisms beyond the accountability 
of the programme—that is, within society—must be investigated too. 
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The use of indicators

The main difficulty with indicators has in part resided in the difficulty of bringing 
together state-of-the-art frameworks for the situation analysis and frameworks for 
the change analysis. The same difficulty has recently been experienced within the 
development indicator debate, where it is hard to find congruence between situation, 
performance and impact indicators. Also within the human rights field there are 
great difficulties in reaching agreement on a common framework, both because of 
technical difficulties and because of the variations among the institutional perspectives 
of different actors. As democracy is about power, so is democracy support very much 
driven by different interests; the level of agreement on common frameworks is, as on 
many other matters, itself a product of politics. 

The UNDP’s Indicators for Human Rights Based Approaches to Development 
in UNDP Programming: A User’s Guide (United Nations Development Programme 
2006) is an example of one institution’s attempt to employ a rights-based approach in 
situation analysis and programming and in monitoring and evaluation. While there is 
still room for improvement in the conceptual clarity and a need for the approach to be 
tested, it goes a long way towards binding together the situation-based indicators and the 
programme change-based indicators, which in the past have often been kept separate. 

The United Nations Development Group (UNDG) also aims to develop indicators 
for rights-based development. This is expressed strongly in the following guidelines: 

	 Approaching development from the perspective of human rights creates particular 
demands for data that are not satisfied by traditional socio-economic indicators 
alone, and requires the selection and compilation of indicators on the basis of 
the following principles: (a) internationally agreed human rights norms and 
standards that determine what needs to be to measured; (b) a comprehensive 
human rights framework with sectors mirroring civil, cultural, economic, political 
and social rights; (c) integration of the ‘rights element’ into existing indicators 
by identifying (i) explicit standards and benchmarks against which to measure 
performance, (ii) specific actors or institutions responsible for performance, (iii) 
rights-holders to whom responsibility is owed, and (iv) mechanisms for delivery, 
accountability, and redress; (d) measuring subjective elements, such as levels of 
public confidence in institutions of governance, including among vulnerable or 
marginalized groups. All relevant indicators should be disaggregated, to the extent 
possible and where appropriate, by race, colour, sex, language, religion, nation, 
ethnic, or social origin, property and disability and other status such as woman or 
child head of household, etc. (United Nations Development Group 2003: 33). 

While indicators should always be crafted to suit the particular purpose or 
programme, the RBA Navigator helps us pinpoint those dimensions of indicators 
that are indispensable if we want to say something about human rights and the state 
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of democracy or changes in these. The core indicators are as outlined: 

•	 respect, protect, fulfil (both substantial and process rights); 
•	 capabilities (recognition, authority, resources); and 
•	 the human rights framework. 

It is important not to rely too much on indicator-based monitoring and evaluation. 
Other forms of assessment may be used too, such as most significant change (MSC), 
context-in analysis, and appreciative inquiry.3 This goes for all types of development 
intervention, but it may be valid in particular for human rights and democracy 
programming due to a number of factors. 
•	 Human rights and democracy support do not necessarily lead to a situation of 

greater comfort or tranquillity. On the contrary, human rights activities, just like 
democratic rules, may lead to turmoil and discomfort as they have the effect of 
spotlighting conflicts and awkward power relations in society. 

•	 Due to the relational character of human rights and democracy, an otherwise very 
effective human rights organization may not be able to impact on the forms of 
repression of governments. The increased ability of citizens to defend their rights 
may be countered by the government. On the other hand impact is produced by 
the mere presence of human rights organizations, which may prevent repressive 
action on the part of governments or on the part of non-governmental entities. 

•	 Impact cannot always be anticipated. In human rights work processes and forces 
are set in motion that cannot be controlled easily. From a donor perspective this 
implies taking the risk of assisting a movement without knowing the ultimate 
results. It also implies taking the risk of supporting those who put their own 
safety at risk because they are willing to work for change (Madsen 1998). 

Broadly speaking, then, human rights and democracy assistance is sometimes 
characterized by unexpected outcomes and by disputes among the actors as to the 
meaning and significance of certain outcomes. This limits the usability and relevance 
of predetermined and standardized indicators, as table 5.3 illustrates.

Table 5.3: The usability of indicators 
 

Outcomes Expected Unexpected

Agreed meaning Indicators are useful Indicators are unlikely to be developed 

Disputed meaning Indicators, if developed, are of limited 
use

Indicators cannot be easily used

Source: Adapted from Rick Davies at a seminar on Most Significant Change, held in Copenhagen in 
2004, with grateful acknowledgements. 
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While there are disputes over the meaning of both democracy and human rights, it 
is generally acknowledged, as is stated above, that human rights are internationally 
accepted norms that bind all member states of the United Nations. Human rights 
norms thus fall into the category of having a higher level of agreed meaning than 
democracy. Because of this, explicitly using human rights as one pillar in democracy 
evaluations will help move assessments in the direction of more generally agreed and 
more useful indicators. This of course presupposes a consistent use of the rights-based 
framework in the evaluation exercise. 

However, it should be kept in mind that indicators are no more than tools to 
help diagnose a given situation (provide the baseline) or help identify the (intended) 
change brought about by democracy and human rights assistance—or any other 
assistance or policy measure for that matter. A quick perusal of human rights project 
documents from various international donors shows that the work on indicators 
is often confusing. This is because the design, programming and identification of 
intended change are not made sufficiently clear, and in some cases because of weak 
conceptual and strategic clarity in the given intervention field. 

Recently, there has been a strong preoccupation with the search for indicators 
within both human rights, and governance and democracy. Some notable works 
include the Metagora Project,4 the World Bank Governance Indicator Project, and 
the UNDP RBA indicators. In total this work presents a major leap forward, but 
it is striking that in general the debate and scholarly work around indicators have 
been quite disconnected from the consideration of evaluation methodologies and 
challenges within human rights and democratization support. 

Many of the frameworks for indicators now being developed are not compatible 
because they use different definitions, terminologies and levels of aggregation. We see 
major differences not only between the human rights and development communities 
but even within the human rights community itself, and there is considerable variance 
between different but equally authoritative human rights mechanisms in the UN, 
too. What are the development agencies expected to make of this? A former UN 
special rapporteur on the right to education offered one answer when she suggested 
a monitoring format according to the dimensions of availability, accessibility, 
acceptability and adaptability (the ‘Four A’s’). Alternatively, the latest guidelines 
issued by the OHCHR on a human rights approach to PRSPs with regard to the right 
to education (United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
2003) present eight key targets with 23 corresponding indicators. 

While these two formats in no way contravene the letter and intention of the 
relevant articles of the conventions, it would be beneficial to arrive at a greater 
degree of consensus on which monitoring and evaluation formats key human rights 
institutions are using (United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights 2003). 

The confusion has been exacerbated by recent suggestions from the UN special 
rapporteur on the right to health that consideration should be given to monitoring 
human rights by use of structural indicators, process indicators and outcome 
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indicators (United Nations, Economic and Social Council 2006). This is a basic 
typology of indicators that can be applied to any area of investigation, whether private-
sector development, human rights or democratic development. It basically mirrors 
the three steps in any given intervention: structural indicators reflect the existing 
system, mechanisms and institutions; process indicators reflect the actions, policies 
or interventions being implemented; and outcome indicators reflect the impact (in 
this case, on health). But it will not help bring out the important and constituent 
dimensions of human rights and democratization, and it could risk reproducing 
the gulf between situation and change indicators. Many outcomes actually become 
manifest within the structural category inside institutions and mechanisms for human 
rights protection. 

It would therefore be a major step forward if the RBA brought actors and 
institutions together in a common framework. This is happening already with the 
UNDG Common Understanding, which is developing impact indicators on the 
basis of the obligations of ‘respect, protect and fulfil’ of both substantial rights and 
procedural rights as well as outcome indicators relating to the three dimensions of 
capabilities to comply and claim. In this context the RBA Navigator is generic and 
covers civil and political rights, as well as economic, social and cultural rights. It 
covers compliance both at the national level and at the international level and is 
fully compatible with the compliance framework now being developed for non-state 
actors, in particular the corporate sector (see the Business and Human Rights Project, 
<http://www.humanrights.dk>). Once this platform is established many other 
indicators may be developed as they become relevant in concrete situations. 

Applicability

When the RBA was first considered in development programming a great deal of 
concern was expressed quite naturally with regard to its applicability. Many years 
have passed, and agencies have had time to assess the feasibility of the RBA: some 
have taken the decision to make rights- and results-based programming mandatory. 
UNICEF is an example. 

Now we are slowly starting to see initiatives to harvest the lessons learned and 
to review the processes and results of rights-based programming. However, due to 
the relative novelty of the RBA and the stepwise and gradual employment by most 
agencies of this approach, we are not as yet seeing many examples where a full RBA 
has been used full circle—that is, from situation analysis to programming design 
to implementation to evaluation. For obvious reasons there is more accumulated 
experience of the applicability of the RBA in the first stages than in the last phase 
of evaluation. There are, however, a few examples, some of which are mentioned 
below. 

In 2001 the British Government’s Department for International Development 
(DFID) initiated an appraisal-cum-evaluation with a strong rights-based focus on a 



147

Exploring a human rights-based approach to the evaluation of democracy support

sustainable livelihood programme in Malawi, which was also very much focused on 
local-level democracy. The appraisal highlights the strengths and challenges of the 
proposed project from a rights-based perspective. Moreover, it recommends that the 
design of the evaluation and monitoring system should align with the rights-based 
approach: 

	 Presently, Oxfam seems to focus on measuring impact at household level, but the 
purposes of the project call for impact assessment at several levels. Moreover, the 
human rights approach specifically calls for assessment in the changes that occur 
in the relationship between duty-bearers and rights-claimants at all levels—be it 
between the District Assembly and the VDCs (Village Development Committees) 
or between the village headman and a member of the community. A human 
rights approach would not call for impact assessment with regard to people’s 
ability to meet basic needs only, but also for the extent to which the right to food, 
water, education, etc. was respected, protected and fulfilled (British Department 
for International Development 2001: 12). 

FIAN International has been central to the development of a rights-based approach 
to food and in promoting the right to food at both the international and the local 
level. FIAN International clearly employs a rights-based approach, and a Sida review 
of FIAN’s programmes used the RBA Navigator to determine their strengths and 
weaknesses, in both strategies and results (Madsen 2004). 

Save the Children UK has worked with a child rights programming approach 
for many years and has also been making efforts to develop a monitoring system that 
will reflect the child rights programming approach. The Global Impact Monitoring 
system operates with five dimensions of change. This has the potential to measure 
impact in terms of (a) children’s enjoyment of rights (‘respect, protect, fulfil’); (b) 
outcomes relating to changes in children’s and communities’ capability to claim and 
defend; and changes in duty-bearers’ capability to comply, including changes in the 
national human rights legal and policy framework; and, finally, (c) two dimensions 
on outcomes relating to the process rights of children, namely non-discrimination 
and participation (Save the Children UK 2004). 

With regard to the use of the RBA in the design of democracy support, there 
are no indications that progress has been any less marked. Several large multilateral 
agencies working in democratic governance support have committed themselves to 
human rights mainstreaming and to moving further into the employment of a rights-
based approach. The UNDP is a prominent example. Several national governments 
too have used the rights-based framework in their development of national 
development programmes and poverty reduction strategies. Democracy and human 
rights strengthening plays an important part in these both as a specific plan and as a 
perspective that cuts across the main development sectors within areas such as health 
and education. 
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Caution is needed when considering the merits of the RBA in programming and 
evaluation. Before assessing its added value we need to ascertain that the programming 
actually carries the distinctive features and characteristics of a rights-based approach. 
A certain threshold is needed before we can say that a programme merits being 
called rights-based. The RBA Navigator provides this basic threshold. In many 
situations, owing to the factors described above, only some dimensions of the RBA 
are operationalized, which in turn implies that we cannot expect the same outcomes 
as from a more holistic approach. UNICEF has clearly demonstrated this. Among 
initiatives focusing on drawing lessons that can be applied to the operationalization 
of the rights-based approach, UNICEF has been particularly vigorous in conducting 
a series of case studies of projects and programmes and drawing lessons from them. Its 
experience clearly shows that some RBA dimensions are more easily operationalized 
than others. For example, the fundamental interface between rights-holders and 
duty-bearers is poorly operationalized: ‘The relationship between duty bearer and 
rights holder lies at the heart of a rights-based approach. Duty bearers are responsible 
to respect, protect and fulfil the entitlements and freedoms of rights holders. Many 
of the case studies do not sufficiently understand this important relationship. This 
weakens their analysis, strategies and results’ (United Nations Children’s Fund 2004: 
5). 

The review of the UNDP’s Global Programme on Human Rights Strengthening 
(Hurist) concluded in a similar manner. While some dimensions of the RBA were 
being actively pursued, in particular the process rights of non-discrimination and 
participation, others, such as the substantial standards of the various human rights 
and the corresponding obligations of ‘respect, protect and fulfil’, were much weaker. 
The relational and vertical intervention model that targets both duty-bearers and 
rights-holders around a particular human rights issue was rarely employed (United 
Nations Development Programme 2004). 

The UK Interagency Group on Rights-Based Approaches also recently initiated 
a large multi-country study to identify the lessons from the RBA and to seek to 
document the achievements gained by employing this approach. The study is 
thought-provoking, because the methodology and analytical framework are informed 
by fields of investigation derived not from the RBA but instead from a combination 
of categories derived from various development paradigms, including the livelihoods 
paradigm (that is to say, asset accumulation).5

To summarize, until now more attention has been paid to the rights-based 
approach in programming than to what the RBA brings to a programme evaluation 
perspective. It is therefore too early to document the lessons for applying the rights-
based approach in evaluations of democracy support. But, as is mentioned at the 
beginning of this chapter, we now see many examples of democracy assessments in 
the form of situation analysis or trend analysis, where rights constitute a fundamental 
pillar. 
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The rights-based approach and evaluation standards

Many practitioners have called for a greater focus on quality standards within 
evaluations and evaluation design, in the form of accuracy standards, feasibility 
standards, propriety standards and utility standards. Other practitioners, and 
some scholars, too, have made a contribution to best practices within the conduct 
of evaluations, covering issues such as participatory methods and process use of 
evaluations (Forss 2002). What does the RBA imply in terms of quality standards 
and evaluation design? As yet this question has not been subject to much debate or 
investigation. However, Theis makes a valuable point in saying that ‘A rights-based 
evaluation is not just a technical exercise in data collection and analysis. It is a dialogue 
and a democratic process to learn from each other, to strengthen accountability and 
to change power relations between stakeholders’ (Theis 2004: 104). By adapting the 
rights-based perspective to the evaluation exercise itself we can arrive at three main 
observations. 

•	 The evaluation itself and the results operate within the relationship between rights-
holders and duty-bearers, and may impact on the course of development. The 
inherently political nature of evaluation and the power associated with knowledge 
must be acknowledged and handled accordingly. 

•	 The interface between rights-holders and duty-bearers is the epicentre in the 
evaluation and calls for the active engagement of both sets of actors, or sides of 
the equation, in the evaluation itself. 

•	 The focus on process rights means that the evaluation design and conduct must be 
transparent and accountable, making the evaluation results public to all affected 
parties. 

The RBA places emphasis on what is covered by the evaluation propriety standards—
the fact that evaluations affect people. The propriety standards are intended to protect 
the rights of individuals. They promote sensitivity to and warn against unlawful, 
unscrupulous, unethical or inept action by those who design and conduct evaluations. 
Quality standards to protect the people engaging in or affected by evaluation are 
very rarely mentioned in terms of reference for evaluation assignments, by donors 
and NGOs. An exception can be found in the Minority Rights Group International 
(MRG) practice of issuing terms of reference that call explicitly for respect for the 
integrity of the partners and minority groups with whom the MRG works during 
the conduct of evaluations. The process rights of non-discrimination place emphasis 
on the most vulnerable groups and give them voice in the evaluation process. It is 
positive to note that guidelines on good practice in evaluations often consider issues 
of protection of information sources, equal treatment, and informed consent (UK 
Evaluation Society 2003). But there is no doubt that further useful reflection and 
development in the field of evaluation standards can be inspired by the RBA. 
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Conclusions

In this chapter the case for using the analytical framework within the rights-based 
approach in the evaluation of democracy support has been argued together with the 
case for a more systematic use of a rights-based perspective in the design of democracy 
and human rights interventions. The RBA is not offered as a ‘grand strategy’ or 
blueprint for democracy support and evaluation that could make all analytical 
approaches, frameworks and methodologies redundant. Rather, the point is to use 
the RBA framework as a common point of departure and to relate the findings, data 
and observations of other tools to the RBA, modelled as it is around the constituent 
characteristics of human rights. We may say that the RBA, like human rights, is 
universal, but the mode of implementation and operationalization is situation- and 
context-specific. 

Human rights constitute a fundamental pillar in most notions of democracy and 
enjoy a higher level of international standard-setting and legal frameworks than is the 
case with democracy. The RBA provides the intersection between the democracy and 
human rights perspectives. In this regard, Gaventa is only one in a series of observers 
to note that ‘there is a need to examine these debates and projects together to see how 
one strengthens the other’ (Gaventa 2006: 24). The case for bringing together the 
frameworks for assessing the state of democracy with the frameworks for assessing 
democracy support has been highlighted, as well as the importance of paying more 
attention to the theory of change applied in democracy support evaluations. 

The rights-based approach as agreed by the UNDG and as illustrated in the RBA 
Navigator provides a consistent framework for situation analysis, programming and 
evaluation. It can be applied at local, national and international level. Moreover it 
supplies clear guidance for understanding and categorizing the changes brought about 
by (programme) interventions and it brings consistency of indicators for multiple 
purposes. The RBA embodies the dynamic power relationship between duty-holders 
and rights-bearers, with the national and international human rights framework as 
the scaffolding. The actual strategies for promoting rights will have to be located in 
more context-specific analysis of how the capabilities and relative strengths play out 
in the given situation. 

There is a major challenge in considering the new modalities of aid for democracy 
support and democracy support evaluation. At a recent Danida seminar reviewing 
experiences with general budget support it was mentioned that budget support could 
imply that the donors would have to retreat from such cross-cutting objectives as 
gender equality, human rights and democratization, and environmental protection.6 

In other words, the new aid modalities would give priority to national ownership 
and less scope for donors to impose their wishes through conditionality and so on. 
While this may be so, it will not necessarily mean that the case for promoting human 
rights and democratization ‘from the outside’ has become weaker. Two reasons can 
be given. First, the RBA is particularly well suited at the levels of overall sector-
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wide approach and budget support to focus on mechanisms of regulation and the 
allocation of resources within a society. Second, the principle of national ownership 
that is cherished in connection with budget support carries with it a stronger focus on 
national responsibilities in terms of internationally binding human rights obligations. 
The emphasis may thus shift way from bilateral donor conditionality with questionable 
legitimacy, and towards accountability vis-à-vis the more authoritative human rights 
organs and mechanisms of the UN. Enhancement of domestic accountability is, 
however, the most crucial of all. Accountability lies at the heart of the RBA, and this 
is also a reason why the rights-based approach is being pursued so eagerly by civil 
society organizations, human rights defenders and national human rights institutions, 
and even by planning ministries around the world. 

The academic preoccupation with the strengths and weaknesses of the rights-
based approach, the questions as to whether it is merely a new fad in the practice of 
development, and doubts about how to operationalize it are to some extent founded 
on the perception that the RBA is a very new thing. In fact, the RBA just takes us 
back to the essential fact that the UN member states have voluntarily acceded to the 
goal of promoting peace, justice and development and have voluntarily signed up to a 
number of essential human rights conventions that regulate the exercise of power and 
the rights of citizens. Taking the argument to the extreme, we may say that rejecting 
the RBA means rejecting altogether the human rights framework and the obligations 
that go with it. Having taken on the human rights obligations, legitimate and 
accountable governments have for decades tried to design their national development 
programmes, annual budgets and performance measurements in accordance with 
them. Where there have been cases of regression or flaws, concerned citizens groups, 
political opposition parties, the media and independent human rights institutions 
have for decades subjected these governments to legitimate criticism. 

The human rights obligations are so embedded in some countries that far too 
little notice is given to periodic reporting on performance and impact. However, 
when the general standard is not granted to certain groups, such as asylum seekers, 
refugees, migrant workers and so on, the issue then gains some publicity. It is 
interesting to note that the RBA framework is gaining renewed interest in domestic 
affairs in Europe, perhaps due to its significance in international relations. Three 
examples are the Norwegian White Paper on Agriculture and Food, which takes as its 
point of departure the right to food (Norwegian Parliament 1999); an independent 
rights-based audit of domestic developments in Ireland (Amnesty International); and 
a Swedish seminar on how to operationalize human rights within local municipal 
governance, held on 23–24 November 2006 in Malmö. 

In countries where human rights compliance is not institutionalized, or where 
the rights equation is skewed and characterized by misuse of power and gross human 
rights violations, the rights-based approach provides an even more relevant platform 
for advocacy and action, programme design and evaluation. 
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Notes

1 Gillies (1993) suggested a democracy assessment built upon key human rights. 
2 Windfuhr (2005) considers the use of the RBA in the fourth pillar, the international dimensions of democracy. 
3 Most significant change (MSC) was originally developed by Rick Davies in 1993 as a means of participatory impact 
monitoring. The MSC approach involves the collection and ‘systematic participatory interpretation’ of stories of 
change. Appreciative inquiry (AI) is a process for engaging people across the system in renewal, change and focused 
performance. The basic idea is to build organizations around what works, rather than trying to fix what doesn’t. 
Appreciative inquiry was developed by David Cooperrider of Case Western Reserve University. It is a commonly 
accepted practice in the evaluation of organizational development strategy and the implementation of organizational 
effectiveness tactics. The context-in approach starts by identifying the changes in the context of a project and then 
seeks to draw the relationship (attribution) between these changes and the performance and outputs of the project. It 
turns the traditional impact chain bottom–up (Roche 1999). 
4 Metagora is a pilot project focusing on methods, tools and frameworks for measuring democracy, human rights 
and governance. Based on innovative initiatives, it aims to enhance proper assessment methods. Metagora is being 
implemented under the auspices of Paris 21, a consortium hosted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) which aims to foster more effective dialogue between the producers and users of statistics 
on development issues (<http://www.metagora.org>). 
5 Presentation of the study awaiting publication by Sheena Crawford at the seminar entitled Rights Based Approach 
to Development, Copenhagen, November 2006. 
6 General Budget Support Seminar, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Copenhagen, 16 May 2006. 
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This chapter traces the evolution of evaluation activities at a Canadian institution with 15 
years of experience in democracy support. In particular, it evaluates a ‘taking stock exercise’ 
conducted between 2000 and 2002, an internally-led evaluation of the institution’s first ten 
years of democracy support activities. Using a comparative, participative and qualitative 
methodology, the taking stock exercise aimed to propose a strategic vision and approach for 
support to democratic development. Drawing on interviews and available documentation, 
and examining the actual follow-up to the recommendations of the exercise, the methodology 
is found to be of mixed usefulness. While some links are established between the objectives 
of identified democracy support activities and their eventual impact, concrete guidance 
for future programming is less evident. The chapter offers three lessons learned, relating to 
participative and qualitative evaluations of democracy support activities. 

	 The nature of Rights & Democracy’s work made it somewhat difficult to assess its 
contribution: …where its capacity building activities may have lead to important 
changes in confidence, contacts and influence, which is difficult to measure. There 
are other actors that do similar work, some with greater human and financial 
resources than Rights & Democracy. It is difficult to isolate the effects of Rights & 
Democracy’s interventions when these other actors are often present and sometimes 

* The author is most grateful for input and advice from his colleagues at Rights & Democracy, and thanks Peter 
Burnell and Hanne Lund Madsen for their valuable comments. Any mistakes in this chapter are the author’s own. 
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working in cooperation with Rights & Democracy (Canadian Office of the 
Inspector General 2003: 3, italics added).  

Introduction 

If human rights are protected and promoted, democracy will flourish. Democracy, 
therefore, as stated by former United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan in 
his report In Larger Freedom (United Nations 2005), must be pursued around the 
world. It is not a question of certain human rights, say, only civil and political rights 
often linked to elections, but rather of all rights as defined in the International Bill 
of Human Rights. 

The indivisibility of human rights has been at the heart of the work in democracy 
support of the Canadian organization Rights & Democracy (R&D) for the past 15 
years. The recurring challenge has been how to transform this well-established and now 
generally accepted link between human rights writ large and democracy into effective 
support for the democratization of countries. Indeed, it is difficult to say with authority, 
as the above quotation from R&D’s latest five-year external review states, that the 
populations in many countries where R&D has been engaged are substantially better 
off today than they were 15 years ago, that their governments are more democratic or 
that their human rights records have improved thanks to R&D’s work. 

R&D is not alone in this critical self-assessment. There is widespread acceptance 
by many practitioners and observers of democratic development that the most 
recent generation of democracy promotion activities have not been as effective as 
originally hoped1. Expected transitions to democracy have more often than not 
ended up as ‘transitions to nowhere’ (Brumberg 2003). Democratic systems may well 
have been dangerously substituted by fecklessly pluralist societies (Carothers 2002). 
Consequently, many donors and democracy-supporting institutions scramble to 
understand better how and whether their work impacts on the long-term development 
of democracy. 

As an institution that has attempted to support the development of democracy 
around the world, R&D has consistently evaluated the impacts of its work. This 
chapter reflects on those evaluations and aims to contribute to the larger discourse 
on measuring the effects of democracy support activities. It does not discuss specific 
indicators of democracy, nor does it contrast and compare different methodologies 
for evaluating democracy promotion. Rather its objective is to analyse R&D’s 
experience evaluating its Democratic Development programme and to present what 
it has learned from that experience. Specifically, the chapter will present how R&D 
used a comparative, participative and qualitative methodology to undertake a ten-
year review of its democracy support programming in 2000/2001. 

The chapter is in three parts. The first reviews R&D’s conceptual and practical 
approach to democracy promotion. Understanding how R&D approaches democracy 
will help elucidate how R&D has evaluated its work, in particular the ten-year taking 
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stock exercise described in the second part. The chapter concludes with a discussion of 
the usefulness of this methodology and the conclusions offer some final observations 
about measuring democracy promotion. 

The Rights & Democracy approach to democracy promotion 

Rights & Democracy (the International Centre for Human Rights and Democratic 
Development) is an independent Canadian institution created by an act of Parliament 
in 1988 (Canada, International Centre for Human Rights and Democratic 
Development Act 1988). It first opened its doors in 1990. It has an international 
mandate to promote, advocate and defend the democratic and human rights set out 
in the International Bill of Human Rights. In cooperation with civil society and 
governments in Canada and abroad, Rights & Democracy initiates and supports 
programmes to strengthen laws and democratic institutions through programmes, 
advocacy and research, principally in developing countries. It divides its work into 
four thematic programmes—democratic development; women’s rights; globalization 
and human rights; and the rights of indigenous peoples. R&D also manages projects 
in developing countries funded by the Canadian International Development Agency 
(CIDA). Sizeable programmes are currently in place in Haiti and Afghanistan. 

How does Rights & Democracy promote democracy? 

Democracy was and still is understood by R&D as a long-term, dynamic social process 
and not just a series of institutions or periodic elections. Human rights are therefore 
a constitutive element of democracy. Democracy develops as rights are fought for 
through the ‘institutions’ of democracy—civil society, political parties, the media, 
elections, legislatures, and various state institutions. This struggle is rooted in socio-
cultural contexts, occurring differently in every country and society. For the most 
part, R&D’s efforts to promote democracy have focused on support to civil society 
in developing countries as the major long-term guarantee of democratic development 
(Thede et al. 1996). Civil society has been defined as the sum of all non-family 
social institutions and associations that are autonomous and capable of significantly 
influencing public policy. 

On the basis of this understanding of democratic development, R&D developed 
a human rights framework by which it could qualitatively evaluate a state’s democracy, 
producing what R&D now refer to as ‘democratic development studies’ (Gillies 
1993). The approach is qualitative in the sense that seven criteria were used to assess 
state recognition and respect for the whole family of human rights—participation, 
security, well-being, the national political economy, non-discrimination, the rights 
of collectivities, and state institutions. The resultant analysis was to serve as a tool 
for identifying key issues and actors for democratic development, in particular 
offering a portrait of civil society as it exists in relation to each category in the 
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framework (Thede et al. 1996). From this portrait, democracy promotion activities 
were developed in conjunction with local civil society actors to support a society’s 
democratic development. 

Between 1991 and 2005, Rights & Democracy used the framework explicitly 
to publish nine democratic development studies and implicitly in the development 
of its programming support to civil society organizations.ii This has translated into 
approximately 12.5 million Canadian dollars (CAD; c. 10.5 million US dollars) 
of expenditure on democratic development programming over the same period, 
disbursed among 540 projects in almost 50 countries. Currently, the Democratic 
Development programme at R&D operates on an annual core budget of about 1.2 
million CAD, an increase from previous years, in about 15 countries. 

Lessons learned: Rights & Democracy’s evaluation experiences 

Evaluations play an important role in helping R&D understand how it conducts its 
democracy support activities. There are four broad observations to be made about 
how R&D has evaluated these activities. First, R&D’s qualitative interpretation of 
democracy has led to qualitative evaluations of its work. Second, R&D has consistently 
faced challenges in balancing this qualitative approach with the quantitative measures 
that are often required by its donors. Third, a qualitative understanding of democracy 
combined with R&D’s broad mandate has often made it difficult to measure effectively 
the impact of its programming. Finally, the fact that R&D is a small institution has 
also impacted on the way in which it carries out evaluations. Projects have tended 
to be small in size (valued at under 100,000 CAD). This not only affects the size 
and scope of evaluations; it also means that drawing links between grass-roots civil 
society efforts, where most R&D project work occurs, and the full-blown democratic 
development of countries is often very difficult. 

From R&D’s first days, evaluations have consistently been part of its organizational 
culture. Like many other similar institutions, R&D is required in its founding law to 
have an external evaluation conducted every five years (Canada, International Centre 
for Human Rights and Democratic Development Act 1988, article 31). The Board of 
Directors can also request specific evaluations of individual programmes or projects. 
Project evaluations have generally taken three forms: self-administered evaluations led 
by project officers; evaluations conducted during field visits to projects using terms 
of reference designed by an external consultant; and external evaluations. Over time, 
self-evaluations of projects were folded into the project cycle and external evaluations 
became the primary method of evaluating projects. 

The five-year external evaluations of R&D’s work have sought to provide a 
broad overview of its work with reference to its mandates and objectives. This has 
included interviews with partners, but focusing less on the impact of R&D’s work on 
democracy support in a given country and more on how successful R&D has been in 
meeting the institution’s broad mandate. 
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While always broadly positive, the regular five-year external evaluations of R&D 
have all mentioned the difficulties inherent in evaluating R&D’s ability to promote 
democracy. The first external evaluation of the institution in 1993 noted that R&D 
‘scatter[s] its energy in funding a great number of projects which, taken separately, are 
all justifiable but probably won’t have much impact as a whole’ (Brodeur et al. 1993: 
iii). In 1998 the evaluators commented that ‘we are convinced that the Centre would 
be more effective, efficient, and accountable if it were to focus on more intermediate 
or “outcome” level objectives’ (Universalia 1998: 39). The quotation from the 2003 
evaluation, cited at the beginning of this chapter, alludes to such problems as well. 

The Democratic Development ten-year taking stock exercise 

In 2000 and 2001, R&D conducted an internally led ‘taking stock exercise,’ evaluating 
the first ten years of its democracy support activities (Thede 2002). The general 
objective of the exercise stated in the terms of reference was ‘To extract lessons to be 
learned from the democratic development work of R&D over…10 years in order to 
consolidate and enhance [R&D’s] institutional experience and to propose a strategic 
vision and approach for the future consideration of [R&D’s] management and Board 
of Directors’. 

Several specific objectives were identified. The exercise would serve to evaluate 
impact in countries where R&D had been engaged for the long term (five or 
more years). Particular attention would be paid to evaluating attempts to support 
democratic development in countries where a very limited internal democratization 
process was under way, such as Burma (Myanmar). The process was also to serve as 
a team-building exercise for members of the Democratic Development programme, 
although it was not made clear why such team building was necessary or how it 
would take place. Ultimately, the ten-year review sought to raise R&D’s level of 
institutional understanding of and commitment to the specific demands and methods 
of democracy promotion. 

Between July and October 2000, an inventory of all the democracy support 
projects implemented by R&D was created (Spuches 2000). In November and 
December 2000, a field assessment took place. Interviews and workshops were 
conducted with partners, local participants, and observers of R&D’s democracy 
support activities. The results of the in-field assessments and analysis were brought 
together over the course of 2001, culminating in October 2001 with an inter-regional 
workshop on the exercise and the future of R&D programming. The total cost of the 
taking stock exercise was approximately 100,000 CAD, excluding staff hours spent 
on the evaluation. 

The methodology of the exercise was comparative, participative and qualitative. 
Some observers of such an approach have argued that it leads to better definitions, 
or indicators, of what democracy support projects attempt to achieve in a country, as 
well as more effectively attributing the presence of these indicators to the projects in 
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question.3 Let us consider each of these three properties in turn. 
Comparative evaluations of democracy promotion are those that attempt to 

identify trends in success or failure across different countries. This is seen as beneficial 
for evaluations of democracy promotion because it might help illuminate the 
causal relation between democracy support activities and the level of democratic 
development, and the potential role of outside factors. If a project in one country is 
deemed successful and in another it is not, why did it succeed or fail? Was it really 
due to the usefulness of the project? Comparing similar projects across very different 
countries can help shed light on such questions. 

Participatory evaluations, in terms of their planning, design, analysis and 
interpretation, will be just as important in themselves as their findings. Research has 
shown that participation in these phases of an evaluation can have significant and 
lasting effects on the knowledge, attitudes and skills of the people involved (Horton 
et al. 2003: 19). This is doubly true when one is talking about democracy support 
and building the skills of consultation, negotiation, participation and flexibility. 
(Stiglitz makes a similar case for economic development, stressing ‘the importance of 
the processes by which decisions are made—how consensus building, open dialogue, 
and the promotion of an active civil society are more likely to result in politically 
sustainable policies and to spur the development transformation’ (Stiglitz 2002: 
177).) 

For this to be the case, a participatory evaluation must seek the active input of 
all stakeholders. Rebien (1996) identifies three threshold criteria to be met for an 
evaluation to be counted as participatory: stakeholders must be involved as active 
subjects rather than only as sources of data; stakeholders should be involved in 
at least the design and data analysis phases of the evaluation; and at a minimum 
the involvement of the beneficiaries, field staff, intervention management and 
donor representatives is needed. Drawing on Rebien, Crawford (2003b) proposes 
a participatory and qualitative approach for democracy support evaluations, which 
would include a political context study undertaken in a participatory manner by 
local experts on the democracy trends in a country, in particular at the sectoral or 
‘meso’ level.4 It is at this level, Crawford argues, that participatory evaluators will 
be able to make more plausible connections between external support and overall 
political change in a country. In other words, by reducing the scope of the impact 
of democracy promotion activities, from national democratic change to change in 
certain sectors of democracy promotion, we will be better able to argue whether more 
or less democracy is being built. 

Finally, a qualitative approach to evaluation is one that attempts to capture 
people’s socio-economic and political beliefs, opinions, perceptions and narratives 
(Kapoor 1996: 7). Indicators of success would be developed by all stakeholders of the 
project. This is seen as beneficial to measuring the impact of democracy promotion 
because it tries to capture how people feel about their democratic rights; because it 
allows for more local ownership of the evaluation process; and because it can increase 
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the usefulness of indicators, since more stakeholders choose the relevant methods and 
criteria (Kapoor 1996: 8). 

With respect to the taking stock exercise, what did these concepts mean in practice? 
Who participated in the exercise and in what capacity? How were comparisons made, 
and with what results? 

In regard to being comparative, the taking stock exercise analysed the trends 
in R&D’s democratic development work by comparing six case studies of partners 
and countries where R&D had significant programmes—Kenya, Tanzania, Burma, 
Thailand, Guatemala and Peru. Five of the six had been the subject of democratic 
development studies. The sixth, Burma, has to this day received more attention and 
financing than any other country from R&D. In addition, Guatemala had been the 
location of an innovative R&D-managed, donor-funded project focusing on public 
policy research. Comparisons took place within R&D once the case studies were 
drafted and with ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ at a workshop organized by R&D at the 
end of the exercise. 

The broad cross section of projects, partners and countries made the taking stock 
exercise an interesting comparative evaluation for a number of reasons. First, it was 
a review not only of individual projects but of the entire Democratic Development 
programme at R&D. Second, it was backward-looking, evaluating what R&D had 
achieved, as well as forward-looking, inasmuch as it sought to identify those areas 
where R&D should focus its democracy support activities in the future. Finally, it 
had a long-term perspective. Some of the case studies examined had ceased receiving 
support from R&D several years previously. The presumption at the time was that 
comparing R&D’s experience in several countries would necessarily deepen the level 
of analysis that could take place. 

How was it participatory? Both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ of the projects contributed 
to the terms of reference for the taking stock exercise, the preparation of case studies, 
and the comparative analysis of the findings. ‘Insiders’ included people who had 
received R&D financial support, participants from workshops and conferences held 
with R&D support, and R&D staff members who had managed these democracy 
support activities. ‘Outsiders’ consisted of Canadian experts in the field of democracy 
promotion and national observers of democracy support in the countries in question, 
such as academics, members of parliament and foreign aid officials. 

At the outset of the exercise, the three regional officers in charge of R&D’s 
democracy promotion programmes were interviewed (see the questionnaire at annex 
6.1). Based on these interviews, eight former R&D staff members were interviewed, 
including the former president, as well as nine outside experts, including university 
professors and government officials. The results of this second round of interviews 
fed into the questionnaire that would be used with stakeholders during the field 
assessments (see the questionnaire at annex 6.2). For instance, in Kenya, interviews 
were held with members of parliament, members of civil society organizations that had 
received R&D support, Canadian Government aid officials, and the Kenyan Human 
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Rights Commission. In Tanzania, current and former members of the Tanzanian 
Legal Commission, R&D’s partner at the time, were contacted, as well as other 
local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), officials at the Canadian Embassy, 
other Canadian NGOs in Tanzania, and academics. Following the completion of all 
the field assessments, nine R&D partners, R&D staff, R&D Board members and 
Canadian academics collaborating with the Democratic Development programme 
came together for a two-day workshop hosted by R&D at its offices in Montreal. 

As regards the qualitative dimension of the exercise, the interviews at the outset 
of the process fed into the identification of a list of issues that framed the field 
assessments that were to be undertaken later in the year. One issue was the broad scope 
of democratic development itself and the challenge for an institution like R&D, small 
but with a broad mandate, to identify those key areas of democracy support where 
its work could have the greatest impact. This included an emerging problematic link 
between R&D’s conceptual approach to evaluating democracy (that is, its human 
rights framework) and its programming. The framework itself would be re-evaluated: 
how well had it contributed to advancing democratic development? What had been 
its unexpected results? The last issue was of course the need to identify the specific 
factors that contributed to the success or failure of programmes or projects. These 
were such factors as local capacity, the nature of partnerships, strategic vision, and the 
nature of R&D’s specific contribution. 

These issues were reflected in the interview questions prepared for the field 
assessments. Responses to the questions were considered at the time as the ‘qualitative 
indicators’ of the impact of R&D’s work. Questions focused on the interviewees’ specific 
knowledge of R&D’s democratic development work; their personal understanding of 
democratic development; their priorities for democratic development in the country 
and region in question; and how well R&D had met those priorities in comparison to 
the efforts of other organizations; and they sought any advice as to how R&D could 
achieve greater focus and improve the impact of its democracy support efforts. 

The case studies represented an attempt to understand the qualitative impact of 
R&D’s work in these countries, by comparing responses to the questions. Initial findings 
from the field assessments were discussed within R&D and with selected Canadian 
experts, with the goal of writing up the six case studies.5 Case studies were drafted 
by R&D staff and were generally five pages in length, presenting the context of the 
country’s democratic development, an assessment of R&D’s support, and perspectives 
for the future. These case studies fed into the writing of Democratic Development 
1990–2000: An Overview (Thede 2002), which published the conceptual findings 
of the taking stock exercise. Prior to publication, a draft document was discussed at 
an inter-regional workshop, mentioned above, on democratic participation hosted by 
Rights & Democracy in Montreal. Discussions centred on the results of the taking 
stock study and its findings. The workshop served to fine-tune the results of the study 
and helped R&D determine its programming between 2002 and 2005, and beyond. 
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The usefulness of the ten-year taking stock exercise 

Did the comparative, participatory and qualitative methodology of the taking 
stock exercise help R&D better understand the impact of its work? Given R&D’s 
experience, could such an approach clear up some of the complexity surrounding 
democracy support activities in general? 

Certainly, the methodology did have its benefits. Inside and outside stakeholders 
were involved from the outset in the design of the terms of reference and issues to be 
analysed. Interviews and workshops in the field focused on producing what amounted 
to a sectoral level analysis of the situation in the country. Stakeholders were further 
involved in the analysis phase of the evaluation, as exemplified by the inter-regional 
workshop hosted in Canada. 

The outcomes met some of the expectations. Links were identified between 
relatively small-scale R&D democracy support activities and the sectoral level of 
the democratic development process in countries. For instance, in Thailand and 
Guatemala, universities were still using the democratic development studies produced 
by R&D and its partners. In Kenya and Peru, civil society organizations that were in 
large part established by R&D and its local partners continued to have an important 
impact in their relative fields of expertise, even after R&D had ended its financial 
support. 

In going into detail with partners about their understanding of democratic 
development, in general and in their countries, R&D was able to identify sectoral 
and broad democratic trends globally. The main conclusion was that the greatest 
problem facing a growing number of countries where elements of democracy have 
progressed is the question of exclusion: understanding and devising strategies for 
sustained participation of citizens was consistently proposed as the course of action 
for R&D’s programming in democracy support. 

The reality of the follow-up to these conclusions, however, indicated that the 
methodology and indeed the evaluation process itself created certain difficulties. The 
findings of the taking stock exercise fed into the strategic plan of R&D, but little 
else; only one paper was published on the relationship of indicators to concepts in 
democracy promotion (Thede 2001). 

Why was the uptake from the exercise slower than expected? What were the 
weak points of the taking stock exercise? Examining the exercise five years on, there 
are two main reasons that emerge.6 First, there were internal factors specific to R&D 
that hampered the follow-up to the evaluation. Second, the methodology had its own 
built-in problems; the development and identification of indicators had not been as 
effective as originally hoped and thus attempts to make useful comparisons suffered. 

R&D underwent a significant institutional transition in the year that followed the 
taking stock exercise. Soon after publication of the review, its author and the president 
of R&D left the institution. One year later, the director of programmes changed as 
well. These staff changes, often unavoidable in any organization, contributed to the 
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lack of immediate follow-up. For instance, a series of workshops planned for Asia, 
Africa and Latin America that were to build on the study’s findings and follow up to 
the workshop hosted in Montreal were postponed and finally cancelled, as they were 
no longer considered a priority. 

In terms of indicators, translating the qualitative findings of the field assessments 
into tangible lessons learned proved very difficult. Kapoor has called a participatory 
approach an ‘attempt to assess results through dynamic, negotiated consensus’ 
(Kapoor 1999). In R&D’s experience, drawing on workshops, dozens of interviews 
and hundreds of background documents with the aim of learning lessons that could 
meet with consensus within R&D was no small task. In its attempt to identify trends 
and lessons learned across such a broad spectrum of programmes, the taking stock 
exercise produced an overwhelming amount of information.7 The many priority 
issues in democracy support that emerged included women’s rights, the culture of 
democracy, political parties, indigenous identity, accountability, constitutional 
development, and the internal organization of civil society organizations (Thede 
2002). Consequently, the exercise left R&D where it started—painfully aware of 
the broad nature of democracy support activities but with little guidance as to what 
activities were most effective. 

It is difficult to determine which of these reasons, institutional transition or 
imperfect methodology, is the more important in determining the lack of uptake of 
the taking stock exercise at R&D. On the one hand, the departure of the author and 
coordinator of the exercise coupled with the arrival of a new president with new ideas 
for the institution led to a natural disconnect between the exercise and its uptake. On 
the other hand, given that the exercise had generated so much information, one could 
argue that more precise findings might have made it more likely that these findings 
would be incorporated in R&D’s programming, regardless of institutional changes. 

This leads to a third potential weakness of the taking stock exercise: insufficient 
attention was paid at the outset to ensuring that the process included not only time 
for reflection on the findings, but also a commitment to examine those findings 
in terms of how they could be incorporated into programming and, if they could 
not, why not. The challenge for R&D remains to fine-tune its evaluations in such a 
way that they can potentially provide more focused results; results that can be more 
effectively compared and measured again at a later date; and results that can more 
readily be considered useful guidance for programming. 

Three key lessons learned from the taking stock exercise are therefore the 
following. 

First, participation should have been more systematic, in particular as regards the 
participation of partners in the development of indicators. In other words, the process 
should have been more participatory, not less—more participatory in the sense that 
more partners, more ‘insiders’ from the field should have been included from the outset 
in planning the process and agreeing on indicators. Increased participation would be 
conditional on developing specific indicators for the evaluation in question lest the 
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process also produce an overwhelming amount of information, as was the case on this 
occasion. Thus, during the exercise, interviews, workshops and conferences should 
have been facilitated in a way that could encourage concentration on identifying 
specific sectoral-level changes that could trace the democracy trends in a country 
more effectively. 

Second, more attention should have been paid to the quality of the participation 
that took place—not only ‘how many partners participated’ but ‘how’ they 
participated. The process of participation, of how well ‘insiders’ participate, will 
be key in determining whether better focus can be obtained in the evaluation. For 
instance, available documents seem to show that all interviews were conducted by 
R&D staff. Workshops held in the field were also facilitated by R&D staff. One 
can reasonably assume that this affected the quality of participation and hence the 
nature of the results. There is arguably a need therefore not only to develop (jointly) 
indicators of progress, but to develop indicators of participation in the evaluation 
process. For an organization such as R&D, which aims to build democracy through 
improved participation, such indicators become all the more relevant. 

Third, at the individual project level, evaluations need to be more consistent, and 
it is essential that more money, time and flexibility be devoted to them. Similarly, 
the monitoring of projects as they are being implemented also needs to occur in a 
consistent and systematic manner. This would require a commitment from project 
managers to put aside sufficient resources for monitoring and evaluations at the 
outset of projects, and for this to cover the entire lifespan of a project. In addition, 
it would require effective record keeping of how these evaluations took place, who 
participated, and how stakeholders participated, and what the results were. This could 
potentially make broader programme evaluations such as the taking stock exercise 
more effective. 

These lessons learned are slowly being translated into practice at R&D. Following 
an increase in R&D’s budget, a full-time evaluations officer position was created in 
2006. For new projects, the post-holder will work with the officers and partners in 
designing the monitoring and evaluation processes. The objectives are to make the 
participation of partners in evaluations more systematic, to improve the quality of 
that participation, and to keep better records of the monitoring and evaluations of 
projects. For projects already in place, the evaluation officer works with programme 
officers to implement these principles. The evaluations officer has an independent 
annual budget, which allows her/him to conduct a series of monitoring visits 
with programme staff, depending on project cycles and other factors. In time, the 
evaluations officers should be in a good position to deduce from their experience of 
working on several projects useful guidance on programming in general at R&D. 

Two substantial projects in particular are good examples. First, in Côte d’Ivoire, 
R&D has developed a partnership with a coalition of human rights civil society 
organizations. At the outset, this partnership served to help these organizations 
produce a monthly publication on human rights violations in the country. Building 
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on this collaboration, R&D’s partners requested a ‘training of trainers’ project on the 
role of civil society organizations in Côte d’Ivoire, targeted at their smaller members 
from the country’s rural areas. During the initial week-long training session, a day was 
set aside to discuss evaluation of the project. R&D officers and workshop participants 
mapped out what could be termed a success in the project, how to measure that 
success, and when to do so. The expectations of the project were not determined by 
R&D alone but rather in a collaborative, participatory effort between R&D and its 
partners. Monitoring in the field will be conducted by the local trainers themselves, 
and discussed as a group at predetermined stages of the project. The objective is to 
build collective ownership of monitoring and evaluations. 

The second project is a three-year project R&D has recently begun in Haiti. R&D 
and its partners are trying to determine what the trends are regarding civil society’s 
place in Haitian society, extrapolating from the experiences of two well-established 
organizations. This project essentially attempts to establish a sectoral or meso-level 
analysis of democratic trends. In this case, R&D is supporting the efforts of two 
Haitian civil society organizations to systematize their advocacy experiences. This 
process follows the growth of these organizations, from within and from without, 
and their success and failures in promoting their respective agendas. Based on these 
experiences, lessons learned materials will be produced to work with other, smaller 
Haitian organizations. At all stages of the project, R&D and its partners have jointly 
determined measures of impact and success; indicators will be agreed and impact will 
be determined collectively over time. 

Conclusion

This chapter has traced the evolution of evaluation of democracy support activities at 
a Canadian institution, R&D, with 15 years of experience in democracy support. This 
evolution was located in a contextual understanding of democracy support activities 
in which evaluation of these activities, or more precisely the difficulty of conducting 
such evaluations, was identified as a factor that makes democracy support a complex 
endeavour. Overcoming this complexity will in part require better measurement of 
democracy support: institutions such as R&D have to prove to their partners, their 
stakeholders, and their partners’ stakeholders that they indeed achieve what they set 
out to do. The R&D ten-year taking stock exercise, a comparative, participative and 
qualitative evaluation of R&D democracy support experience, was presented as one 
attempt to do so. In evaluating this evaluation the chapter has arrived at certain 
lessons about measuring the effects of democracy support activities as they impact on 
the democratic development of countries.

In analysing the taking stock exercise, its mixed results have been highlighted. 
Its methodology proved effective in making some links between democracy 
support activities and the democratization of the country in question. However, 
the methodology of the exercise also had a built-in fault of sorts, inasmuch as it 
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produced too many results, providing little in the way of concrete ‘lessons learned’. 
The level and quality of participation of partners in the taking stock exercise have been 
questioned and it is proposed that participation should have been more systematic. 
Efforts to overcome these problems have been presented in terms of improving how 
participation takes place during the evaluation process, and using two examples of 
current projects supported by R&D that attempt to do so. 

Several observations can be drawn from this evaluation of an evaluation. A first 
observation is a methodological difficulty that was encountered in conducting the 
research for this chapter—incomplete information. The taking stock exercise took 
place five years ago. The information presented here is largely based on archived 
documents and interviews with R&D staff from the time. In researching such 
material, certain difficulties are almost inevitable. Available documents and interviews 
are of mixed usefulness. Evidently, more complete information could have added to 
the thoroughness of the analysis presented here. This holds true for any attempt to 
evaluate democracy support projects, or, as in this case, an evaluation of an evaluation 
of those projects. 

A second observation is that improving participatory evaluation methodologies 
is both a practical and a conceptual affair. Practically, these methodologies need to 
err on the side of being more participatory. Consequently, they will take more time 
and money if they are to be effective, and donor organizations will thus need to be 
more flexible. This is true in part because democratic development itself is a long-
term process, but also because in the medium term progress will be very difficult to 
measure in challenging environments such as those in Côte d’Ivoire and Haiti today. 
Conceptual considerations are equally important: indicators of progress must be 
developed from the outset of a project or programme in close collaboration between 
partners, drawing on local understandings of democratic development. Evaluation 
cannot be an external requirement of a project, but must be an internal desire of 
the local stakeholders in the project. This may also help overcome local scepticism 
regarding democracy support activities supported by outside actors. 

A larger dilemma emerges, however—one that is unfortunately well outside 
the scope of this account. Examining democracy support projects broadly, one can 
assume that there are four kinds: those that are deemed ‘successful’ and result in more 
democracy; those that are not deemed ‘successful’ but nevertheless result in more 
democracy; those that are deemed ‘successful’, yet do not result in more democracy; 
and those that are not deemed ‘successful’ and there is no growth in democracy. 
Perhaps the problem therefore lies not so much in tracing the causality of projects 
to more or less democracy, but rather in the fact that there is not enough of an 
understanding of what more or less democracy means. 
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Notes 

1   This chapter uses the terms ‘democracy support activity, ‘democracy promotion project’ and ‘democratic 
development activities’ to refer to any development project(s) that have the stated objectives of making a society or 
a country more democratic. 
2 On Kenya see Gillies and Mutua 1993; on Thailand see Taylor and Muntarbhorn 1994; on El Salvador see Rivas 
and Gonzáles-Suárez 1994; on Tanzania see Halfani and Nzomo 1995; on Guatemala see Palencia Prado and Holiday 
1996; on Peru see Ciurlizza and Acosta 1997; on Pakistan see Jilani 1998; on Mexico see Reygadas and Soto Martínez 
2003); and on Morocco see Naciri et al. 2004. 
3 On the Canadian case, see Kapoor (1996) and the report from an IDRC workshop report (International Development 
Research Centre 1999: para. 24) on evaluating governance programmes. 
4 Crawford (2003b) also draws on Schmitter’s and Brouwer’s (1999) discussions on the micro, meso and macro levels 
of analyses. 
5 These case studies were only used for internal purposes and never published by R&D. 
6 Also see Horton et al. (2003: 20–1), which cites three barriers to using evaluations: the complex and dynamic 
nature of the development environment; shortcomings in the evaluation process; and internal factors specific to 
organizations conducting evaluations. 
7 Kapoor (1996: 8) referred to this tendency as an ‘anarchy of particularistic viewpoints’.
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Annex 6.1: Questionnaire for R&D regional officers in charge of 
democratic development

(From an internal draft document in the archives at R&D; translated by the author from French into English.)

1.	 What definition of democratic development do you apply in your regional programme? Is it different from the 
definition used by Rights & Democracy? If so, why?

2.	 How would you describe the evolution of the programme in your region in the last ten years? How has the 
programme changed and why? 

3.	 What are the important achievements of R&D in your region? What were its failures? 

4.	 What are R&D’s strengths in democratic development? What are its weaknesses? 

5.	 What would you need to improve your efforts to promote democratic development? 

6.	 What are the major challenges for democratic development in your region for the next five years? 

7.	 Regarding the case studies in your region, please provide: 

•	 A brief history;
•	 Principle contacts;
•	 Your immediate perspectives;
•	 Logistical needs with regards to the in-field assessment. 

Annex 6.2: Democratic Development assessment: interview 
questions (partners and regional experts) 

(From an internal draft document in the archives at R&D.) 

1.	 What is the specific context of your knowledge of the democratic development work carried out and supported 
by R&D (e.g. specific projects, countries, partnerships, etc.)? 

2.	 What is your own definition of democratic development? 

3.	 What are the principal priorities, in your view, for democratic development in the [country/region] that you are 
involved in? 

4.	 In what way(s) and how well has the work of R&D addressed those priorities? 

5.	 What are the principle shortcomings of the work of R&D in your view?

6.	 How would you characterize the work of R&D (for example, in comparison with other international democracy 
support institutions)? 

7.	 What advice would you offer to R&D in its effort to give greater focus to its work within the broad field of 
democratic development? 

8.	  Any other comments or advice? 
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For several years, all international donors supporting democratization, whether directly 
(most bilateral donors) or indirectly (mainly the World Bank), have been engaged in 
backing civil society initiatives. In a democracy context, this means essentially supporting 
civil society advocacy efforts. But how can donors tell whether such efforts have been 
successful or not, especially when it comes to particular organizations and constituencies? 
This chapter concentrates on this question, attempting to develop further a civil society 
advocacy scale that can help evaluate achievement in civil society advocacy in terms of 
what benefits accrue to targeted constituencies and the long-term effects of such advocacy 
in promoting system pluralism. 

Introduction

This chapter begins with a brief look at donors’ objectives in promoting civil society and 
at problems in assessing the impact of programming. The second section distinguishes 
the scale the author has been working on from other, more long-standing, efforts in 
this area and then goes on to explain the approach. The third section then applies 
the scale to three well-documented efforts in civil society advocacy—one in India 
and two in the Philippines. Each has failed in at least some significant way to achieve 
its ostensible objective but at the same time can be viewed as an exemplary success 
in building pluralist politics. A fourth section draws lessons from these illustrations, 
and a concluding section explores the implications for future donor initiatives in 
promoting civil society. 
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Civil society, empowerment and advocacy

Although it has long been a contentious term among both scholars and practitioners, 
‘civil society’ can be succinctly defined in the context of this chapter using the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida)’s formulation: it is ‘An arena, 
separate from the state, the market and the individual household, in which people 
organize themselves and act together to promote their common interests’ (Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency 2004: 9). ‘Empowerment’ has been 
another much-argued term, but hopefully can be rendered into a useful concept for 
present purposes by accepting Deepa Narayan’s definition as ‘[T]he expansion of 
assets and capabilities of poor [and I would add marginal] people to participate in, 
negotiate with, influence, control, and hold accountable institutions that affect their 
lives’ (Narayan 2005: 5). The term ‘advocacy’ has been much less disputed and it 
should not be controversial to define it as the process by which individuals, and 
especially associations (that is, civil society organizations, or CSOs), attempt to 
influence public policy making and implementation. Thus the advocacy analysed 
here is state-centred, that is to say, directed at institutions of the state, but mutatis 
mutandis it could be employed to assess advocacy in other contexts as well, for 
example, efforts within a religious community to promote (or oppose) female clergy, 
or CSO initiatives to pressure business corporations to change their policies with 
respect to the environment. 

International donors generally put these three concepts together by incorporating 
civil society in democratization strategies primarily as a means to improve the lives of 
poor and marginal people by empowering them to advocate for their own interests 
and by holding state institutions accountable. A smaller group of donors (see e.g. 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 2004: 14) see building 
civil society and empowerment also as ends in themselves—promoting participation, 
enhancing accountability and advancing democratic pluralism. When civil society 
is used as a means, it is the organizations (and their individual members) that are 
thought to benefit, whereas when it becomes an end, it is the political system as a 
whole that supposedly benefits (although presumably individuals will also be better 
off when the polity has more pluralism). This chapter takes the larger perspective, 
looking at civil society as the actors, empowerment as their goal, advocacy as their 
method, and a two-tiered set of beneficiaries—groups (and their members) in the 
immediate sense (as being rewarded when advocacy succeeds), and the polity in the 
larger or ultimate sense (as becoming more pluralistic, which means responsive to 
more citizens, when advocacy succeeds). 

When we look at the impact of civil society programmes, then, we must ask what 
is happening and who is benefiting at two levels—the constituencies (along with the 
individuals comprising them) and the larger system. Must both levels gain or lose 
together, or could one profit and the other suffer at the same time? Could a CSO 
successfully influence the state to adopt policies that benefit its constituency while 
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also harming (or at best having no effect on) the larger political system? Perhaps an 
ethnic minority could make a deal with the ruling elite to get included in the system’s 
largesse while freezing out all other aspirants. One thinks of the Habsburg Empire 
after it admitted Hungarian elites to join the Austrians in the ‘dual monarchy’ in 
1867, leaving all other groups out in the cold. Could a CSO fail to deliver much 
of substance to its constituency but at the same time enlarge systemic pluralism by 
enlarging the political space within the polity? Could it in other words lose the battle 
but contribute materially to winning the war? We will see several examples along 
these lines below. Civil society advocacy, in short, might work out in different ways. 

Gauging CSO impact on the well-being of both constituencies and systems should 
be of signal interest to donors who are concerned about whether their democracy 
support programmes are actually doing anything to support democratization and 
poverty alleviation. It is to this topic that the analysis now turns. 

A civil society advocacy scale

In earlier work (Blair 2004), the present writer endeavoured to develop a civil society 
advocacy scale that could indicate how far a CSO (or coalition of CSOs) is advancing 
in promoting significant benefits for its constituents and for the polity within which 
it functions. While it is hoped that this succeeded to some extent in the first objective, 
the writer is less sanguine that he made much progress towards the second. This 
present study, then, will try to develop the scale further and test its utility against the 
experience of three major civil society initiatives. 

Several points would be in order here regarding the principal focuses of this 
chapter before proceeding to explore the advocacy scale. First, the scale is intended to 
gauge particular advocacy initiatives, whether single CSOs or coalitions (or even—
as especially in the Philippines—‘coalitions of coalitions’ that approach becoming 
social movements), as opposed to the overall progress of civil society. Accordingly, 
it is not put forward as an alternative to such instruments as those developed by 
Civicus (see ‘The Civicus Civil Society Index’) or the Johns Hopkins project on 
civil society (<http://www.jhu.edu/~cnp/>), which attempt to measure the overall 
status of a political system with respect to civil society. Second, the focus is on group 
advocacy and empowerment rather than individuals (although the latter may well 
be the beneficiaries of advocacy efforts, as with affirmative action programmes that 
give preference to members of marginal groups in hiring or education). Finally, the 
account will concentrate chiefly on how empowerment is (or is not) achieved rather 
than on how far or to what extent it has been achieved. The focus, in other words, 
will be mainly (although not exclusively) on the dynamics of advocacy rather than 
its results. 

The scale shown in figure 7.1 has three major components, corresponding to 
the three core elements that the democracy literature has embraced as its essence—
participation (Dahl 1998); accountability (Schmitter and Karl 1991); and contestation 
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(Schumpeter 1942). Citizens participate as individuals and (for our purposes more 
importantly) in groups (or CSOs), providing inputs or demands to the political 
system. CSOs seek accountability from the political system, asking that it respond by 
modifying its activities (outputs) to comport with their demands. And because there 
are many CSOs seeking accountability, the level of democratic contestation within 
the overall political system improves, thus making it more responsive to citizen needs 
and wants than periodic elections with their blunt and crude policy agendas could 
ever do. Prior to participation, however, people must become aware of their situation 
within the political system in a process that can be labelled ‘social capital accumulation’ 
(see figure 7.1). The figure, then, in effect has three-and-a-half components. 

Figure 7.1: The civil society advocacy scale: a logical chain 
 

Source: Based on a figure published in Blair, Harry, ‘Assessing Civil Society Impact for Democracy 
Programmes: Using an Advocacy Scale in Indonesia and the Philippines’, Democratization, 11/1 (2004), 
pp. 77–103. 
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The civil society organizations that operate along the advocacy scale may be 
divided into two basic types. Mass-based CSOs traverse the entire scale shown in 
figure 7.1, beginning by promoting (or more likely harvesting) community awareness, 
and then moving into the participation stage, by organizing people for political 
participation (mobilization), developing agendas to bring into the public policy 
discourse (voice) and bringing their constituencies’ demands to the attention of public 
authorities (representation). The accountability stage opens when a CSO has enough 
credible representation to compel the state to justify its actions (the beginning of 
transparency). Empowerment comes when the state finds it must meet at least some 
of a constituency’s demands by modifying public policy decisions, but only when 
those decisions are put into action do constituency benefits occur. If enough CSOs 
representing enough constituencies get into the game in a serious way, then finally we 
can say that the level of pluralism has increased. 

Mass-based CSOs can be further subdivided into membership organizations such 
as labour unions, professional associations, and constituency-based groups such as 
neighbourhood slum dwellers, petty traders, ethnic minority groups and so on, where 
active ‘membership’ is much more flexible and fluid. (For more on these distinctions, 
see Ottaway 2000 and the essays in Eade 2002.) 

The second type of CSO can be called trustee-based, in that organizations operate 
on behalf of constituencies that cannot act for themselves (see Ottaway 2000). Human 
rights CSOs provide an excellent example, generally consisting of small cadres of (often 
foreign) elites who investigate abuses, publicize findings and pester governments on 
behalf of people who are unable to act on their own behalf, such as political prisoners 
or lower-status women. Environmental activist CSOs try to advance the cause of a 
constituency that is for the most part inherently inarticulate (indigenous inhabitants 
can be mobilized as a mass-based constituency to defend their environment, but then 
the CSOs representing them would fall into our first type). This second type of CSO 
in effect bypasses the social capital accumulation and participation stages of advocacy 
to concentrate on the accountability stage. The main focus here will be on the first or 
mass-based type, but there will also be evidence of the trustee type of CSO in two of 
the cases presented below. 

The scale illustrated

An imaginary (admittedly ideal) example will show how the process illustrated in figure 
7.2 might work. Village mothers talk about the school their children are attending, 
deploring the collapsing buildings, the lack of basic supplies such as textbooks and 
the common absence of teachers themselves (who supplement their meagre incomes 
by tutoring pupils for a fee rather than attending their classes); community awareness 
is building. A group of mothers, perhaps inspired by a story one has seen dramatized 
on the community television set, get together more frequently to vent their grievances 
(mobilization). Some start making a list of things that ought to be done (voice). 
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A group of several dozen mothers organizes itself to demand an audience with the 
elected village council, which, after initially brushing them off, begins to think of 
the election coming up in six months’ time and decides it really should meet them 
(representation). A new constituency has begun to participate in the local political 
arena. 

Figure 7.2: The civil society advocacy scale: an imaginary case 
 

In the course of several meetings with the mothers’ group, the council finds 
itself pressed to explain why it has done nothing to insist that the district education 
office repair the school roof or demand that the teachers show up for duty (the start 
of transparency). Exploiting kinship networks, the mothers’ group links up with 
dissatisfied parents in neighbouring villages and the group becomes larger. Several 
mothers find some satisfaction in their advocacy work and make representations on 
behalf of their now much larger constituency to the district (that is, higher-level) 
council. These council members, now contemplating their own re-election chances, 
formulate a directive demanding that teachers attend their classes (empowerment 
for the mothers’ organization), although nothing is done to enforce the new order. 
A couple of the mothers have husbands who work for the district newspaper, and 
who interest its manager in doing an investigative piece exposing the fecklessness of 
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the teachers and the indolence of the council (more transparency). With the election 
looming, an embarrassed district council follows up on its directive to the teachers, 
sacking several egregious absentees and inducing the remainder to begin taking their 
jobs seriously. At the same time, it decides to divert some of the Education Ministry’s 
funding that it had devoted completely to patronage efforts back into repairing the 
school roof and buying textbooks. Teachers start actually teaching, the roofs are 
repaired, books are distributed, and pupils begin learning (constituency benefits). 
The political system has become accountable to a significant constituency among its 
citizenry.

The newly empowered mothers are not the only constituency to get involved 
in politics, however. The schoolteachers’ union, heretofore largely somnolent as its 
members enjoyed the perks they enjoyed with their no-show jobs, stirs itself into 
action, demanding pay rises for its newly hard-working constituency. Local contractors 
sense that there are business opportunities in school repair and reconstruction and 
begin lobbying for increased funding to upgrade the educational infrastructure. The 
district council, now being pressed on different sides by a growing chorus of demands, 
finds that it must balance resources against them, seeking the best possible calculus to 
respond to the public. The level of pluralism, in short, has increased. This final stage 
will not necessarily work to the benefit of those who launched the process, it must be 
noted. The aroused teachers’ union may roll back the district council’s new demands 
on their services, while the contractors may contrive some way to siphon off virtually 
all the construction money into a combination of graft for themselves and pay-offs to 
the politicians letting the contracts. 

What has been achieved in this imaginary example? Civil society advocacy has 
served as a mechanism to produce concrete benefits for children and their parents, and 
at the same time the advocacy experience has increased the capacity of local people 
to manage their own affairs. Advocacy has been both means and end. And even if the 
mothers don’t get to the actual benefits level, or if teachers and contractors erode any 
improvements, they will have learned valuable lessons about political activism, which 
they can use to fight another day, perhaps on another political battlefront. Next year 
they might launch a campaign for improved drinking water or an electricity supply. 
All these things could be counted as achievements. 

Three case studies

To illustrate the civil society advocacy scale with some real examples, three cases are 
presented below. All have been extensively documented and analysed elsewhere. Two 
of them have unfolded over more than a score of years, while the other, although 
it did not go on so long, attracted immense attention worldwide while it was in 
progress. All three cases include at least some elements of all parts of the advocacy 
ladder. The first is set in India, while the other two took place in the Philippines. Both 
countries can fairly be described as democracies, although they underwent a period 
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of authoritarian rule in the 1970s, and even today democratization has not been 
fully attained. In India, democracy remains under threat from the fundamentalist 
Hindu right and from destabilizing violence in Kashmir, the north-east and Maoist 
rebels in the Gangetic Plain. Several significant elements (including military factions 
and the Mindanao rebels) in the Philippines remain unconvinced that democracy 
is ‘the only game in town’ and periodically seek to overthrow the democracy. Both 
countries therefore continue in transition towards democracy and can thus provide 
good examples and insights for the democracy promotion community. 

It should be noted that all these cases were essentially home-grown; none stemmed 
primarily from donor-supported efforts. This qualifier could be seen as limiting their 
suitability for an exercise like the present one, aimed as it is at providing guidance 
for future donor strategies. So why choose them? Principally because there are no 
instances of donor-sponsored civil society efforts that are anywhere near as rich in 
terms of analysis available from such a wide variety of sources and that cover so well 
the entire range of the advocacy scale presented in the section above. Some idea of the 
effectiveness of advocacy can be gleaned from donors’ experience with specific CSOs 
(see e.g. Blair 2004), but generally the focus among donors has been on measuring 
outputs or indicators rather than overall impact. In addition, donor support for 
CSOs has tended to be for relatively short periods of a year or two—scarcely long 
enough in most cases to generate the effects to be examined here. If we are to attempt 
to gauge the impact of advocacy, we have to go to where the evidence lies. Hopefully 
the lessons to be found will be useful in informing donors’ thinking about their own 
programmes. 

The Narmada Dam 

The origins of the Narmada Dam controversy lie back in the 1940s1, when irrigation 
engineers began to study the potential of the Narmada River in western India to 
supply water to the arid regions of what later became the state of Gujarat. The 
centrepiece of this multi-dam project was to be the final dam at Sardar Sarovar, 
rising to some 138 metres (m) when finished. It was projected to irrigate 1.8 million 
hectares of agricultural land, supply potable water to 30 million people, and furnish 
2,700 megawatts (MW) of hydropower. 

The Narmada flows through three Indian states (Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra 
as well as Gujarat), and prolonged arbitration was necessary before work could begin, 
finally, at the end of the 1970s. A unique feature of the settlement regarded persons 
displaced by the project, or ‘oustees’, most of whom were adivasis (tribal people, 
ethnically and culturally distinct from the majority population). For the first time in 
an Indian dam project, oustees were to be given land elsewhere, at least equivalent 
to what they would lose through submergence in the Narmada project. This was the 
‘resettlement and rehabilitation’ (R&R) programme, a significant improvement on 
earlier practice of providing at most a small cash payment for land seized by dam 
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projects. Most of the funding was to be provided by the Indian Government, but the 
World Bank agreed in 1985 to step in with a 450 million US dollar (USD) ‘start-up’ 
loan (the Bank anticipated further loans later on) that would cover about one-seventh 
of the Sardar Sarovar’s then-estimated total cost. Altogether the cost of the complete 
project was then estimated at some 15 billion USD. 

Not surprisingly, as construction geared up, many potential oustees objected, and 
some formed organizations to oppose or modify the project, setting in motion the 
process depicted in figure 7.3. By the early 1980s, in addition to various CSOs in the 
immediate region of the dam project, others in New Delhi had become interested in 
it, and even some international CSOs such as Oxfam in the United Kingdom and 
the Environmental Defense Fund in the USA became engaged, lobbying the World 
Bank, which responded by commissioning the first of several studies on the project. 
By the mid-1980s, marches and large-scale demonstrations had been mounted, and 
court cases were filed. The first charismatic leader emerged in the person of Medha 
Patkar, a social worker turned activist in the cause of the adivasis, and a well-known 
Gandhian leader, Baba Amte, joined in as well. CSO demands at this point focused 
on R&R for the displacees, although some had begun to question the wisdom of 
the Narmada project altogether. By the end of 1987, the Gujarat state government 
announced better R&R terms. 

Figure 7.3: The civil society advocacy scale: the Narmada Dam 
 

At this point, what was becoming a movement began to split between one element 
which focused on getting the best R&R terms for the oustees and a second faction 
which took up a position of total opposition to the Narmada project. Those in the 
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first camp worked mainly in Gujarat, cooperating with the state on a tactical basis, 
assisted by an ally at national level in the form of the Ministry of Environment and 
Forests in demanding compliance with government R&R regulations. On the other 
side, opposers coalesced around a new umbrella coalition formed in 1989 and calling 
itself the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA, meaning Save Narmada Movement). 

Rather than devote attention to improving the lot of the oustees, whose numbers 
it estimated to range upwards of 1 million people (although others, e.g. Gandhi 
2003: 484 and Gupta 2001: 75, put the numbers much lower), the NBA focused 
on the anticipated ecological degradation, the concentration of benefits expected to 
flow mainly to the rich, and the high cost overruns deemed inevitable. It intensified 
the anti-dam campaign both within India and on the world stage. Large rallies, 
demonstrations, road blockages, and a 6,000-person march covering 200 km on 
foot were among the tactics employed at home. Abroad, CSO pressure led to several 
US congressional hearings and a new review commission funded by the World 
Bank. Released in June 1992, the Bank-sponsored report found serious flaws with 
the Narmada project’s R&R provisions, calling for the Bank to ‘step back’ from the 
project and take a fresh look at it. The next month the European Parliament passed a 
resolution calling on member countries to tell their representatives at the World Bank 
to cancel the project. 

Stung by the severe criticism, the World Bank did indeed step back, insisting that 
the Indian states improve their R&R offers and laying down a six-month deadline. 
Embarrassed by the bad publicity, as well as annoyed by what it deemed foreign 
interference (but at the same time knowing that World Bank support only amounted 
to a small part of the total Narmada project cost), the Indian Government announced 
in March 1993 that it would terminate the Bank contract. 

Despite the setback, the Indian Government and the state governments pressed 
on with Narmada, while the NBA continued its campaign at both national and 
international levels. Within the state of Gujarat, the Narmada canal system became 
a mantra fervently grasped by all political parties—‘the lifeline’ for this largely semi-
arid state (on the ‘lifeline’ theme as a powerful force in Gujarat politics, see D’Souza 
2002: passim), and politicians of all persuasions pushed it relentlessly at both state 
and national levels. For its part, the NBA intensified its efforts with a hunger strike 
in Bombay, followed by a dramatic ‘death by drowning’ campaign in 1993, featuring 
‘drowning squads’ pledging to stay with their homes even as rising dam waters 
submerged them. Internationally, the NBA worked in concert with an international 
Narmada Action Campaign involving CSOs from 15 countries, inter alia sponsoring 
a full-page advertisement in the New York Times in September 1993. An advertisement 
headlined ‘Why Thousands of People Will Drown Before Accepting the Sardar 
Sarovar Dam’ appeared in The Times on 21 September 1992 (Wood 1993: n. 18). 
The Indian Government felt obliged to set up a Five-Member Group of prominent 
citizens to forge a compromise, while for its part the NBA filed a writ petition before 
India’s Supreme Court seeking to halt construction as technically, environmentally, 
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economically and socially ‘not in the national interest’. In January 1995, the Supreme 
Court halted construction of the Sardar Sarovar dam at 80 m, or just less than 60 per 
cent of its planned height of 138 m. 

While the Supreme Court was deliberating the case, the NBA kept on with its 
campaign regionally, nationally and internationally. A major coup for the NBA came 
with the recruitment of Arundhati Roy, the prize-winning author of The God of Small 
Things, who, beginning with her essay ‘The Greater Common Good’ in the spring 
of 1999 (Roy 1999)2, became a major activist and publicist for the cause, marching 
with the demonstrators and proclaiming that the anti-dam movement had replaced 
writing fiction as her life’s main focus. 

Despite her presence and support for the NBA (or, as some would later argue, in 
part because of it), the Supreme Court found against the opponents of the dam in 
October 2000, deciding that the Sardar Sarovar dam should be completed according 
to the design laid out in 1979 (Routledge 2003: 253). The Court’s decision provoked 
a firestorm of outrage from the NBA and its allies, fuelled by intense media coverage. 
But construction resumed and, despite periodic flare-ups—in December 2002, 
for instance, a protest demonstration resulted in Arundhati’s arrest and eventual 
sentencing by the Supreme Court to one day in jail for contempt (see Yates 2002; and 
Harding 2002)—the movement gradually lost steam, as is clear from the data shown 
in figure 7.4, which indicate press clippings about the Narmada declining from a 
high of over 200 the month after the court’s October 2000 decision to near zero a 
couple of years later. This remarkable collection of clippings, mainly from Indian 
newspapers but also from the international media, was maintained by the Friends 
of River Narmada, and most of the items are still available online on their website 
(<http://www.narmada.org>).
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Figure 7.4: The Narmada Dam: monthly clippings, 1999–2004 
 

Source: Compiled by the author from the listed of clippings on the Friends of River Narmada, 
<http://www.narmada.org>.  

The struggle is not yet over, however. In March 2005, the Supreme Court again 
intervened, stating that the R&R orders included in its October 2000 decision to 
resume construction had been seriously violated. The Sardar Sarovar dam was halted 
at 100.6 m, still far short of the intended height. Presumably, however, the dam 
authorities will meet the R&R requirements and construction will in time resume. 
In early 2006, Wood’s prediction of more than ten years still looks good—that ‘the 
[state and national] governments and developers will eventually have their way… the 
unfolding story of the Narmada controversy indicates that too much is at stake—
economically, legally and politically—for current development plans to be reversed’ 
(Wood 1993: 969). The Narmada controversy has been (and still is) a convoluted 
one, with a good deal of movement back and forth along the advocacy scale shown 
in figure 7.3. The same path was seemingly traversed more than once, but there does 
seem to have been a logical progression from awareness up through community 
benefits (and their apparent withdrawal) and finally an increased degree of pluralism 
in the political system. 

Ousting a president in the Philippines

When the Supreme Court of the Philippines approved the removal of President 
Joseph Estrada from office in January 2001, a long saga capped by mammoth public 
demonstrations finally ended. The immediate reason behind his departure from the 
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Malacañan (presidential) Palace lay in the armed forces’ abrupt withdrawal of support 
(a move quickly approved by the Supreme Court), but that was only the last act. The 
campaign against him had been building for months, built largely on investigative 
reporting carried out by the Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism (PCIJ), 
which had first launched its research effort more than a year previously.3 Taken as 
a whole, the case provides an excellent illustration of how public policy, if it is to 
represent the popular will, requires accountability, transparency and the involvement 
of long-term constituencies. It also shows the messiness, inconclusiveness and 
mixed consequences of what might seem at first glance to be a clean and clear-cut 
denouement of a lengthy drama, as illustrated in figure 7.5. 

Figure 7.5: The civil society advocacy scale: the ousting of President 
Estrada 

Our case began with wide community awareness, as rumours of presidential 
corruption swirled around President Estrada, beginning almost immediately after 
his election in 1998. A former film star, Estrada had long been known for his lavish 
spending on his wives and mistresses, as well as keeping shady company in his business 
dealings, and there was much apparently well-founded talk of his continuing to do 
so after becoming president. Gossip and political jokes did not lead directly to any 
mobilization of outraged citizens, however, to say nothing of voice and representation 
on the advocacy scale. Instead, it was the PCIJ that decided to investigate the rumours, 
beginning in January 2000 by researching corporate registration and financial records at 
the national Securities and Exchange Commission, which allowed individual citizens to 
retrieve three records each business day. In terms of the advocacy scale shown in figure 
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7.5, then, the movement was from community awareness directly to transparency. 
The PCIJ amounted to a ‘trustee-based CSO’ operating on a public-interest basis on 
behalf of a constituency (in this case a potential one) that as yet had not coalesced 
into an active group. 

In July the PCIJ was ready to release its first set of stories linking Estrada’s wealth 
to a set of some 66 corporations that he had failed to list in the annual declaration of 
assets required of all public office-holders in the Philippines. The mainstream press, 
largely cowed by presidential bluster, intimidation and reportedly some bribery, 
showed little interest in the stories, but they were picked up by several small papers and 
created a modest stir. The following month, the PCIJ released a second set of stories, 
also compiled through painstaking research this time into public real-estate records, 
detailing a string of luxurious mansions built for Estrada’s wives and mistresses since 
he took office which had been carefully hidden from public view. This time larger 
papers picked up the story, and the PCIJ succeeded in getting it aired on a television 
network (despite strong objections from the network’s owners). 

By now, the investigation had developed into a public scandal. Interest and 
indignation built up. No formally structured CSOs of any size emerged to engage and 
develop a constituency of indignant citizens, but public demands for some response 
to the PCIJ’s revelations began to build, and then another front against the president 
opened with claims by a provincial governor that that he had been paying off Estrada 
in connection with a massive illegal gambling scheme. By November the national 
House of Representatives had filed formal impeachment articles against the president, 
with three of the four principal charges based on the PCIJ newspaper stories. Further 
incriminating articles from the PCIJ strengthened the case as it unfolded. Huge anti-
Estrada crowds demonstrated against the president, mobilized into action through 
what was probably the world’s first people’s movement activated through mobile 
phones and text messaging.4

The impeachment proceedings stalled in the Senate on an ostensible technicality in 
mid-January, as Estrada loyalists engineered a resolution by a one-vote majority not to 
accept evidence linking the president to bogus bank accounts. By this time, however, the 
affair had gained such momentum that millions of citizens were watching the Senate 
proceedings, and after the vote popular indignation erupted in mass protests. Mammoth 
rallies—quickly dubbed ‘EDSA 2’ after the EDSA demonstrations that were instrumental 
in ousting President Ferdinand Marcos in 1986—resumed, again facilitated through 
mobile phone text messaging. (EDSA refers to Epifanio de los Santos Avenue, Manila’s 
ring road where the demonstrations were held, that led to the ousting of presidents 
Marcos and Estrada.) In short order, the vice-president, major Cabinet members and 
important members of the president’s party resigned, and prominent leaders along with 
the Roman Catholic prelate Cardinal Jaime Sin demanded Estrada’s resignation. The 
final step came when military leaders withdrew their support, on 19 January 2001. The 
Supreme Court then ruled that the president should be stripped of office and that Gloria 
Macapagal Arroyo (the newly resigned vice-president) should be sworn in. 
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The coco levy case in the Philippines 

Our last case has been in play even longer than the Narmada controversy and is 
illustrated in figure 7.6. Coconuts form the basis of a major sector of the Philippine 
economy, accounting for some 30 per cent of the country’s export earnings in the early 
1990s and providing income for as much as one-third of the country’s population. 
The coconut levy saga5 goes back more than 30 years, beginning in the early years 
of the Ferdinand Marcos’ dictatorship, when he established successive ‘levies’ on 
the sale of coconuts to the millers who produce coconut oil. Ostensibly intended to 
support funds for price stabilization, the levies collected soon went into the hands 
of Marcos cronies charged with managing them. Despite the dictatorship, the levies 
were onerous enough for a great deal of farmer opposition to develop, and finally they 
were ended in 1982. 

Figure 7.6: The civil society advocacy scale: the coco levy 
 

By this time, however, the larger of the two levies had collected almost 10 billion 
Philippine pesos (PHP), and much of the money had been invested through various 
mechanisms controlled by cronies into a number of industries, including the San 
Miguel Corporation, by far the largest brewery in the country. The lead Marcos 
crony involved in the coco fund at the time was Eduardo ‘Danding’ Cojuangco, 
who along with the Marcos family fled the country after the EDSA revolution in 
1986. The following year, the Presidential Commission on Good Governance, tasked 
with recovering the illegal gains siphoned off during the Marcos regime, filed suit 
with the newly established Sandiganbayan (anti-corruption court). But Cojuangco 
eventually resurfaced, returning in 1991, and resumed his role in San Miguel, 
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claiming control over some 47 per cent of the corporation’s stock. At the end of the 
decade, the prize had become a huge one indeed, worth about 1 billion USD; San 
Miguel was ranked third among all Philippine corporate enterprises in the year 2000 
by Asiaweek, and one of only seven operations in the country that ranked among the 
top 1,000 in Asia overall (see <http://www.cnn.com/ASIANOW/asiaweek/features/
asiaweek1000.2000/c_philippines.html>). 

Many of the farmers who had been subjected to the levy continued to seek its 
recovery, and a number of CSOs were pursuing this objective. By the mid-1990s, 
two coalitions representing small coconut farmers’ associations were active on this 
front, the Coconut Industry Reform Movement (COIR) and the Pambansang 
Koalisyon ng Magsasaka at Manggagawa sa Niyugan (PKSMMN, a coalition of 
NGOs representing small coconut farmers).6 Over the course of the 1990s, the two 
umbrella groups received funding from various donors, including the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID), which sponsored an initiative it 
called Building Unity for Continuing Coconut Industry Reform (BUCO), intended 
to assist the two coalitions. 

BUCO’s main efforts were devoted to advocacy through the government, the 
political arena and the media to obtain a release of the San Miguel shares to a trust fund 
that would benefit the small farmers who had involuntarily created the stockholding 
through the levies. BUCO’s argument was that a majority of Cojuangco’s 47 per 
cent holding rightfully belonged to these farmers. The alliance pulled together a 
Multisectoral Task Force (MTF) including businessmen, religious leaders, academics, 
legislators and even former Cabinet secretaries. Their main objective was to induce 
then President Joseph Estrada to issue an executive order setting up a trust fund for 
these shares that would benefit the coconut farmers. 

In its campaign, the task force generated immense publicity, with video 
documentaries and heavy press coverage, aided greatly by the convenient target 
presented by Cojuangco with his past as a leading Marcos crony and widespread 
current allegations that he had a similar role in Estrada’s inner circle. Press stories 
appeared frequently in Manila’s leading daily newspapers, often on the front page. 
(BUCO assembled a collection of 64 clippings appearing in the national press between 
January and July 1998. See Building Unity for Continuing Coconut Industry Reform 
1998. Between May and August 2000, more than a dozen stories appeared in just two 
Manila dailies, the Philippine Daily Inquirer and Philippine Star.) BUCO also pushed 
a legal case in the Sandiganbayan. 

The BUCO coalition was not the only group attempting to pressure the president. 
Cojuangco himself insisted that all the shares were rightfully his personal property, 
and not purchased with coco levy money. And BUCO faced a rival claim from another 
coconut group, the Coconut Producers Federation of the Philippines (COCOFED), 
which claimed that they, representing larger farmers and mill owners (who actually 
paid the levy collections to the government), were entitled to the contested shares 
(BUCO responded that the mill owners simply deducted the levies from what they 
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paid the growers and thus acted merely as conduits in the process, not as the actual 
payers). The fact that COCOFED elected a representative to Congress under the 
‘party list’ electoral system in 1998 gave it added clout in pressing its claims. 

President Estrada repeatedly promised to issue an executive order resolving the 
issue, but, pressed on different sides by BUCO, COCOFED and Cojuangco, he kept 
postponing a decision. Then in November 2000, as the impeachment movement 
against him appeared to be gathering steam (see the above section), he issued a 
Solomonic decision, awarding part of the prize to Cojuangco and part to be auctioned, 
with benefits going to BUCO’s two component coalitions and also to COCOFED. 
The move created great confusion and anxiety, but the events surrounding Estrada’s 
removal from office the following January overtook everything else, and the situation 
remained unresolved. 

After Estrada’s departure, all sides took up their separate causes again, with 
Cojuangco and the various CSOs lobbying the new president, pursuing the case in 
the Sandinganbayan, and trying to marshal public opinion in their favour. The case 
continued to excite much public interest. The Internet archive of the Philippine Daily 
Inquirer, for instance, indicated almost 200 articles on the coco levy during 2001 (see 
<http://www.inq7.net>). In July 2003, the Sandinganbayan ruled that the disputed 
San Miguel shares belonged to the government, which was helpful to the farmers, 
but scarcely disposed in their favour (Pazzibugan et al. 2003). In early 2006, the 
dispute was still in full play. The PKSMMN coalition, which had earlier denounced 
its partners for trying to sell out the small coconut farmers, asserted that its members 
approved a negotiated settlement with Eduardo Cojuangco, while the MTF, formerly 
an umbrella alliance that included the PKSMMN, now said it would gather at least 
half a million signatures to prove that its members disapproved of the settlement. The 
MTF charged that President Arroyo and Cojuangco had made a sleazy deal to deprive 
the farmers of their rightful due (Calumpita 2006). In short, more than 30 years after 
the coco levy had begun and more than 20 years after it had ended, the principals 
involved were still wrangling over its ownership, with no end to the dispute in sight. 

Lessons to be drawn

At first glance, our three case studies might appear to have few lessons to offer donors. 
As noted above, neither the Narmada campaign nor the anti-Estrada movement was 
initiated—or even supported in any serious way—by official international donor 
agencies. Nor was the coco levy movement, except for some modest USAID assistance 
when BUCO was formed in the late 1990s. And yet such cases do provide excellent 
examples for donor learning. 

After ‘management for results’ became the mantra for evaluating programme 
assistance in the 1990s, donors became fixated on quick measures and indicators of 
success, rather than in-depth analyses of what worked and how. Moreover, donor 
assistance to civil society has largely been delivered in short-term grants, which has 
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obviated any real interest in looking at longer-term impact. Not surprisingly, there 
has consequently been little donor interest in analysing in depth cases like those 
presented here. But it is precisely by studying such cases that we can build a picture 
of how advocacy efforts function to influence public policy over both the shorter and 
the longer term. By building an understanding independent of donor programming 
of how civil society groups succeed or fail in attaining empowerment, and of the 
impact of their experiences on systemic pluralism, we can find many useful lessons to 
inform future donor strategies. 

Success

What is ‘success’? The concepts of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ are especially elusive in the 
Narmada case, in part because the identity of the principal constituency itself has 
been in dispute since early on in the controversy: was it the oustees, whose homes 
and livelihoods were to be wiped out by the project? Or was it the environment of 
the Namada River Basin, which would be forever changed by the dams? Yet again, 
perhaps it was the wider cause of environmentalism in India. If it was the oustees, 
then perhaps the campaign has succeeded in that they will eventually get a better 
R&R settlement than could ever have been dreamed possible a couple of decades 
ago. Even illegal squatters were to receive some compensation for being moved by 
the dam project. 

But if the river system’s ecology was to be the principal beneficiary, then perhaps 
the NBA has failed, because the dam has been in good part built and, once the current 
turbulence occasioned by the Supreme Court’s 2005 decision has been smoothed out, 
construction will doubtless continue. And, finally, if it is the Indian environment in an 
overall sense that was to be the main beneficiary, the Narmada controversy may well 
turn out to have been a tide-turning event which, even if the immediate battle was 
lost, energized the cause of environmentalism in such a way that the long-term effort 
to preserve the environment has been greatly enhanced. Among environmentalists and 
long-time champions of the poor there has been much argument and dissent. Many 
supported Arundhati Roy and the NBA, while others accused them of romanticism 
at the expense of the adivasi oustees who could have achieved an even better deal 
than they were in line to receive if the NBA had concerned itself more with real 
people and less with opposing the idea of development at all costs—see, for instance, 
the intense irritation at Arunadhati Roy expressed by prominent environmentalist 
Ramachandra Guha (2000a, 2000b) and the pro-poor activist and intellectual Gail 
Omvedt (1999a, 1999b). 

In the Estrada case the constituency ostensibly succeeded in its goal of ousting a 
corrupt president, but was this truly a victory for Philippine democracy? Some would 
argue this, including a great many Filipinos at the time, and the country’s leading 
opinion polling organization found a majority in support of the president’s departure 
(Mangahas 2001; Reid 2001). However, many of the same cronies soon resurfaced 
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around the new president, and the same old crowd of ‘trapos’ (traditional politicians) 
quickly resumed their leading roles in the system. The country’s dominant oligarchy 
(of which the new president’s family were virtually charter members) had little trouble 
in coming back to where the power was. 

Perhaps worse, the EDSA approach to politics showed fair promise of becoming a 
habit, as Estrada supporters mounted an attempted—although unsuccessful—‘EDSA 
3’ to restore their man after his removal, mustering their own gigantic demonstrations. 
Five years later, President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo faced a new impeachment trial 
on grounds of corruption, along with Cabinet resignations and an attempted (albeit 
failed) coup within the military. A repetition of the same destabilizing movement 
scenario—including an ‘EDSA 4’—cannot be dismissed out of hand. After an 
impeachment drive failed in late 2005, an attempted ‘people power’ effort combined 
with a military coup was launched in February 2006. The movement fizzled out fairly 
quickly but the extra-constitutional impulse seems nevertheless to be running strong 
in the Philippines (see Mydans 2006a, 2006b; and Gomez 2006). As for EDSA 2 and 
the ousting of Estrada, it is arguable whether the PCIJ and the movement it initiated 
really benefited its constituency or the political system. 

With the coco levy saga, it would be hard to argue that the past three decades 
of advocacy—first against the levy itself and then to recover the funds that were 
levied—have brought any concrete success at all to the farmers involved. Indeed, 
the prospect of obtaining any benefit from the coco fund must seem more like an 
ever-elusive chimera to the hundreds of thousands of coconut growers than a cause 
with some hope of succeeding. Presidential promises and decrees, as well as court 
rulings, have come and gone, but in 2006 Eduardo ‘Danding’ Cojuangco continued 
to control the same 47 per cent of San Miguel shares that he had at the end of the 
Marcos dictatorship in 1986. 

Achievement

Perhaps it makes more sense to think about democratization ‘achievement’ rather 
than immediate campaign ‘success’ as the gauge of civil society advocacy impact. In 
the end, perhaps it is experience at ‘doing democracy’ that is really important. Thus 
NBA marchers and ‘suicide squad’ members became more effective participants in 
the practice of democracy, as did PCIJ journalists (and their readers) and EDSA 
demonstrators, and small coconut farmer-members of the COIR or the PKSMMN. 
The skills these participants developed, whether as advocacy leaders or as foot soldiers, 
will prepare them to take on other causes and eventually become more successful 
players in the democracy arena. 

Are some levels of achievement (that is, steps on the advocacy scale) more valuable 
than others? Certainly, people will become discouraged if they get no further than, 
say, the Voice stage after repeated efforts. And the longer they stay at that level, the 
more dedicated and charismatic the advocacy leadership will have to become if they 
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are to induce group members to carry on the struggle. One can think of the US 
civil rights movement and its organizations, which took roughly a century after the 
American Civil War of the 1860s to achieve much in the way of concrete benefits 
for their constituency. Women’s suffrage in the Western countries represents another 
long-term saga, where it took decades to achieve any real progress. And, within a 
shorter time frame, the gay rights movement traced a similar path. (At least in the 
USA and the United Kingdom, women’s suffrage organizations collectively took from 
the 1880s to the 1920s to achieve the vote for their constituency, while formal CSOs 
campaigning for gay rights took perhaps a couple of decades, from the 1970s to 
the 1990s, to begin attaining legal rights in the form of anti-discrimination laws.) 
But without those lesser stages having been achieved it is surely fair to say that the 
later and more concrete attainments never could have been realized. So, even if the 
accountability stages are what count in the end, the participatory stages are critical 
building blocks. This perhaps will not be pleasing to donors who want to think in 
terms of three- and five-year democratization programmes, but it accords well with 
experience in the developed countries. 

The impermanence of success

Whatever successes CSOs attain can always be reversed. The NBA obtained a stay 
from the Supreme Court in 1995, only to have it rescinded in 2000. The anti-Estrada 
movement gathered enough support to get the Congress to take up an impeachment 
case in the autumn of 2000, only to have it rejected early in 2001. The coconut 
farmers have several times appeared to be on the verge of winning a settlement, but 
each time they have been denied it in the end. The movement against Estrada did win 
the battle to remove him from office, of course, but if its ambition was to eliminate 
cronyism and corruption, it lost the overall campaign, as both elements resurfaced 
almost immediately in the succeeding Arroyo government. Even seemingly permanent 
victories can come undone, as the administration of President George W. Bush in 
Washington showed on the environmental front by rolling back such landmarks 
as the Kyoto Protocol and much of the Clean Air Act and Clean Water Act that 
previous administrations had welcomed. Few things in politics are ever immutable 
(although some things, like a 120-m-high dam, would be difficult to undo). But, 
just as achievements can be overturned, so can losses: the environmentalists, anti-
corruption campaigners or coconut farmers may well win in future rounds. 

A logical/ordinal scale, not a chronological one

It should be clear from our case studies that progress along the advocacy scale was not 
at all necessarily chronological. While the coco levy example did proceed along the 
scale, the other two definitely did not, backing and filling, at times moving a step or 
more back before going forward again. The Narmada example tracked back and forth 



191

Gauging civil society advocacy: charting pluralist pathways 

several times over its course, while the Estrada case began essentially in the middle of 
the scale as a ‘trustee-based’ effort. For the PCIJ took up its investigation originally on 
its own internal initiative; there was no real constituency insisting on action or even 
mobilized. Only when the PCIJ had made a case against the president was it possible 
to develop a constituency, and it was other groups that mobilized interested citizens 
to demand accountability, not the PCIJ. Still, it seems evident that a campaign does 
not begin to move seriously into the empowerment or constituency benefits stage 
unless all the logically prior steps have been taken. The Gujarat state government 
would not have improved the R&R package, nor would the final steps of Estrada’s 
removal from office have taken place, nor would presidents and courts have decided 
(at least temporarily) in favour of the coconut farmers, if all those logically prior 
elements had not been in place. 

Assessing advocacy

How can achievement along the advocacy scale be assessed? It would be wonderful 
to develop a set of metrics for gauging such progress. In our imaginary case, for 
example, mobilization might be measured by what proportion of pupils’ mothers got 
involved in the group’s initial days. Transparency could be assessed by asking how far 
school officials found themselves having to go to explain themselves (a letter from 
the principal? a meeting with the school board? a court case requiring disclosure of 
official records?). But, even if such metrics could be crafted, they would be useful only 
for school cases, and probably only for certain schools in a particular country. Donors 
spent much time and effort in developing measurement systems during what might 
be called the ‘evaluation decade’ of the 1990s, including the democracy sector, but 
with somewhat dubious results (see Blair 2000, 2002). It is most doubtful that they 
could construct better schemes for dealing with the advocacy scale. 

A far better approach would be to undertake a thorough analysis of specific 
advocacy efforts, using intensive interviews with participants and officials involved, 
perhaps along with some surveys—or, given the expense of good surveys, ‘good enough’ 
focus groups could suffice—with ‘thick description’ being the principal technique. 
The three case studies presented here provide a good deal of useful material. But they 
come from a variety of sources who were concerned with asking questions different 
from those posed here, so that the writer’s own analysis has had to be done very much 
at third hand. The kinds of query a solid assessment of civil society advocacy would 
ask would run along the following lines, paralleling the advocacy scale: 

•	 When did any appreciable number of people become concerned? 
•	 What exactly did the initial mobilizers do? 
•	 How did they formulate and articulate their agendas? 
•	 Why did the state find itself having to pay attention in some fashion? 
•	 What did it do to explain itself? 
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•	 How, why and in what ways did the state actually respond? 
•	 How if at all did constituency members actually benefit? 
•	 What effect did all this advocacy activity have on the political arena? 

These would be the basic questions to ask, with the main academic approach being 
political anthropology. Evaluation budgets would not need to be large (two- or three-
person teams working with local experts would be quite adequate). Three or four 
countries could be selected, and in each one four or five carefully chosen donor-
sponsored civil society advocacy initiatives could be assessed. Would such an effort 
yield a complete understanding of how best to support civil society advocacy and 
promote democratic pluralism over time? Of course not, but the results of a well-
conducted assessment would go far in giving the international donor community a 
clear picture of what works and how in furthering both these objectives. 

Notes

1 The literature on this topic is immense. Book-length treatments can be found in Fisher 1995 and D’Souza 2002 
among others. This chapter relies primarily on the relatively short but comprehensive and insightful accounts given 
by Dwivedi 1998 and Wood 1993, up to 1998. Except where otherwise stated, substantive data in this chapter come 
from these two sources. 
2 The essay, which first appeared in the Indian journals Frontline and Outlook in May 1999, has been reprinted by 
Friends of River Narmada, an international CSO supporting the NBA. It is available on the Friends’ website, along 
with much other material (including some critical of the NBA and Arundhati Roy), at <http://www.narmada.org>. 
3 For a thorough account of the PCIJ’s role in the removal of Estrada, see Møller and Jackson 2002. As with the 
Narmada case, except as noted, facts are taken from the well-researched account cited here, while I have taken 
considerable (although I hope reasonable) liberty in interpretation. 
4 Mobile phone use facilitated the gathering of an almost instant assembly of thousands at first, and in Estrada’s final 
days crowds estimated at over 1 million. By the end of 2000, mobile phones had become plentiful; the two major 
companies had perhaps 4 million subscribers between them, a very large proportion of whom lived in metropolitan 
Manila. See Alcantara 2000 and Chandrasekaran 2001. Text messages could be sent to multiple recipients (‘phone 
trees’) for nominal cost—0.02 USD or less, in contrast to voice calls, which were much more expensive. Internet 
use became critical as well; the Philippine Daily Inquirer later reported over 1 million hits a day on its website at the 
height of the crisis (Magno 2001). 
5 There is a great deal written on the coconut levy, but it tends to be scattered pieces, mainly newspaper stories. A 
comprehensive analysis of this fascinating story remains to be written. The present account is based largely on what 
the author learned during an assessment for USAID in the Philippines in 2000 (Blair 2001). Other available reports 
are Gregorio-Mendel 1998, Parreño and Gaborni 1999, and Matute 2001. 
6 There were two parts to the 47 per cent holding: 27 per cent was claimed by BUCO as coco levy money, while 
Cojuangco had evidently acquired the remaining 20 per cent by other means.
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This chapter presents a framework and methodology for evaluating the utility of democracy, 
and thereby international support for democracy, for conflict resolution at the community 
level. It is based on an evaluation of the Community Action Investment Programme (CAIP) 
which was implemented by the Mountain Societies Development Support Programme 
(MSDSP) of the Aga Khan Foundation (AKF) in Tajikistan in 2003–5. This programme 
coupled democracy support with the provision of infrastructure projects as a strategy for 
conflict resolution. The democracy support, therefore, incorporated both its own objective 
and a strategy for achieving other objectives. The usefulness of democratic institutions and 
practices for conflict resolution is found to depend both on the quality of the interventions 
and on sound theory linking democracy and capacity for conflict resolution at the community 
level. An interdisciplinary framework of evaluation is essential. Attributing change on 
the ground to the democracy support component specifically is especially challenging. The 
chapter offers some analytical and methodological responses to the challenge. 

* The author would like to express sincere gratitude to the senior management of the Mountain Societies Development 
Support Programme in Dushanbe—Mr Davlatyor Jumakhonov, General Manager, Mr Kishwar Abdulalishoev, 
Policy and Evaluation Unit Manager, and Dr Geoffrey Hathaway, CAIP monitoring and evaluation coordinator. 
Their openness and support made the evaluation work go efficiently and smoothly. Special thanks go also to my 
colleague Stephan Fuller (Canada), with whom the evaluation was designed and carried out jointly, for his creativity 
and rigour. 
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Introduction

This chapter seeks to establish a framework and methodology for evaluating a multi-
objective programme in which democracy support was simultaneously a means to 
promote democracy and a strategy for achieving other objectives. Attribution of an 
intended change on the ground to the democracy support input in multifaceted 
programmes of which democracy support is one component along with others is 
particularly challenging. In this chapter analytical and methodological solutions to 
this problem are proposed. The study draws heavily on an examination of the CAIP.1

The CAIP was a community-level democracy support initiative aimed at 
enhancing the community’s capacity to manage and resolve conflicts. The democracy 
support was evaluated from the perspective of its utility for conflict resolution at the 
community level. The democracy support component in the CAIP–MSDSP took 
the form of the establishment and capacity building of a new democratic decision-
making, governance and accountability institution at the level of the village, or 
Village Organization (VO). Democracy support was a strategy in a multi-strategy 
intervention in the complex environment of a Tajik village located at the geographic, 
political and economic periphery of the country. A parallel strategy was the provision 
of a vital item of infrastructure to the target communities. The creation and proper 
operation of VOs as participatory community-level bodies characterized by egalitarian 
decision making were the conditions for the provision of vital infrastructure to the 
target communities. In other words, the provision of much-needed resources was not 
only preceded by the institutionalization of democracy at a village level, but was also 
conditional upon the success of the latter. This was intended to enhance the target 
communities’ capacity to manage and resolve conflicts. 

The usefulness of democratic institutions and processes for conflict resolution was 
evaluated in two steps. First, the quality of democracy had to be assessed in its particular 
aspect as the institutions and processes designed to facilitate conflict resolution. In 
programmatic terms this meant assessment of how far the standards set corresponded 
to the performance characteristics of the democratic institutions and processes 
being supported. Second, the theory of practice that linked enhanced democracy at 
the community level with improved conflict resolution capacity of the community 
must also be tested. For this purpose, then, an interdisciplinary evaluation framework 
was applied that combined assessment of the quality of the new community-level 
democratic institutions and the relationship to a conflict intervention evaluation 
framework. 

Evaluation of the utility of democracy support for conflict 
resolution: analytical framework

The belief at the heart of the CAIP was that democratic rule at the community level 
is manifested in everyone having equal opportunity to participate in decision making 
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on issues of collective concern. This would strengthen the communities’ capability to 
alleviate poverty, effectively and transparently manage the collective resources at their 
disposal and raise additional resources, and plan and implement development projects. 
A successful intervention would facilitate the internalization and institutionalization 
of democratic values and behaviour to improve the means to deal with communal 
conflicts. 

In the CAIP democracy support was coupled with the provision of infrastructure 
support because the CAIP was ‘based on the hypothesis that encouraging communities 
to find solutions to the problems that most immediately affect their lives will ease 
tensions at the local level and reduce the potential for violence’ (Ehmann, Morriss 
and Alimkulova 2003: 3). In other words, the CAIP was a social experiment where 
good performance by a newly established democratic institution at the community 
level would be rewarded with a vital infrastructure project, which was bound to be 
greatly appreciated by the target communities. From the perspective of an evaluator, 
however, the overlap of the democracy support programme and the infrastructure 
provision programme complicates the evaluation of the utility of the democracy 
support programme per se. 

The evaluation took place at the end of the third year of the project when all the 
infrastructure projects had been completed. The infrastructure projects were designed 
as finite and one-time resource provisions. In contrast, the VOs were conceived as 
lasting and sustainable democratic community-level institutions that would amplify 
the communities’ capacity to manage conflicts in the future, even when no more 
external resource support would be made available. 

The evaluation of the link between the level of democracy at the community level 
and of the community’s capacity to manage and resolve conflicts was divided into two 
tasks (see figure 8.1).

Figure 8.1: An interdisciplinary approach to evaluating the utility of 
democracy support  
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Given that the circumstances of Tajikistan are not well known in the world outside, 
before proceeding further it will be useful to provide some context to the democracy 
support programme in the form of background information. 

Background information about the site of the democracy support 
programme in Tajikistan

Tajikistan declared independence in September 1991. Civil war broke out shortly 
after the first multiparty elections results had been contested by the opposition. The 
civil war unfolded along the lines of regional identity, which had always corresponded 
to the fault lines between the advantaged and disadvantaged. People did not exercise 
a choice, but were ‘ascribed’ to one camp or the other on the basis of their origin. The 
old communist nomenklatura, most of them from the northern Leninabad region, 
joined ranks with the Kulobis from the region south-east of the capital, Dushanbe. In 
the past the latter had always been under-represented in the political establishment, 
and the powerful Leninabadis hoped to exploit the Kulobis’ anger and frustration 
in the fight against the opposition. The opposition consisted of three groups: the 
Qarategins in the Rasht Valley, who had been relocated to the cotton regions in the 
south during Soviet times (they formed the core of the Islamic Renaissance Party); 
Dushanbe-based intellectuals (they formed the Rastokhez popular movement with 
a nationalist agenda); and La’li Badakhshan, a Pamiri-centred party that promoted 
democracy and greater autonomy for the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast 
(region). Later some of these groups formed the United Tajik Opposition (UTO), 
while the Leninabadis and Kulobis were referred to as the ‘government’. Both the 
opposition and the government had paramilitary groups on their side. The peak of 
the fighting was in 1992–3, when about 50,000 people were killed, many of them 
unarmed civilians. 

The fiercest fighting and atrocities against civilians took place in the south and in 
the Rasht Valley. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), 600,000 people were internally displaced and about 80,000 people 
became refugees, mostly in Afghanistan. The Tajik civil war continued as a guerrilla 
war in the mountainous regions until it ended with a peace agreement in 1997. By 
the end of the war the Kulobis prevailed in the ‘government’ block, and their leader, 
Emomali Rakhmonov, signed a peace deal with Abdullo Nouri, the UTO’s leader. 
Post-agreement arrangements were aimed at power sharing between the government 
and the former opposition, which many commentators today view as a co-optation 
of the opposition. It paved the way to single-party rule. 

The social capital of the Tajik nation was severely damaged by the civil war. The 
conflict itself was an outgrowth of decaying social capital made manifest in a division 
of the nation into the advantaged and disadvantaged, structured along lines of regional 
identity (Colletta and Cullen 2003). Today, the cohesiveness of Tajik society seems on 
the surface to be improving, and is clearly orchestrated from the president’s palace. It 
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would be unfair, however, to say that the people resist this. Tajikistan cannot possibly 
survive another civil war or any violence on a mass scale, people say. It seems that all 
Tajiks cherish the new-found peace, and for most of them the peace agreement and 
hopes for a better future are personalized in President Rakhmonov—or at least they 
say so. 

The fact that Tajiks so want the peace to continue is a serious argument against 
the use of violence as a means to resolve conflicts. According to Barnes and Abdullaev, 
‘Their history of war and violence has led many to prefer a government capable of 
sustaining a “negative peace” based on life without war at the price of not enjoying 
their full range of personal rights and liberties’ (Barnes and Abdullaev 2001: para. 
6). However, the ghosts of the civil war continue to paralyse a creative analysis of 
the current political and economic inequalities, the clanism and the lawlessness in a 
country where democracy is mere window dressing. 

It is important to stress that at present Tajik politics and the economy are 
developing within the same system of regional disparity that led to the civil war. 
A few Kolobis are at the top of the political establishment today, which means that 
powerful Kulobi clans are prospering but Gharmis and Pamiris are marginalized. 
Inter-regional antagonism has not disappeared; moreover, the economic dimension 
has become more salient as a result of the economic marketization that has taken 
place. Only rudimentary state payments are made to the less well-off. Gharmis (in the 
Rasht Valley) and Pamiris are thus marginalized in both the political and economic 
sense. That is not to say that even ordinary people among the ‘privileged’ Kulob enjoy 
dividends from having promoted their men into the top positions. For some women 
and children conditions in the cotton-producing region of Kulob still resemble 
slave labour. The overwhelmingly popular response to the challenging economic 
situation throughout Tajikistan is labour migration of able young men to Russia. 
To avoid conflict is both an individual and collective response to an oppressive and 
discriminatory political climate. A word of wisdom one is often offered in Tajikistan 
these days is that peace can be sustained only at the expense of democracy and 
individual and collective freedoms. 

In sum, the society at large lacks post-conflict trauma healing, restorative justice 
and genuine reconciliation. What it does have are poverty and significant regional 
and social economic inequalities; fear of a return of conflict and violence; and a lack 
of institutionally, procedurally and culturally guarded individual rights and freedoms 
such as the free expression of opinion and political participation. Democracy at the 
national level in Tajikistan is seriously defective regardless of the formal presence 
of democratic institutions and democratic procedures. That is why international 
humanitarian and development agencies try to incorporate local-level democracy 
support into their programmes in Tajikistan. 

Against this background, the Rasht Valley was selected as a target region for the 
CAIP. It was one of the regions where civil war unfolded as full-scale violent conflict; 
the human and economic costs of the war were very high there. The Rasht Valley was 



200

Evaluating democracy support: methods and experiences
Evaluation of the utility of community-level democracy support for conflict resolution: 

the Community Action Investment Programme in Tajikistan
Evaluation of the utility of community-level democracy support for conflict resolution: 

the Community Action Investment Programme in Tajikistan

the base of the mujahedin fighters. After they were forced to retreat to the mountains 
in 1993, the government’s army entered the valley, and agriculture, its major asset, 
was devastated. Every family in the valley was affected. 

The programme unit was a village-based participatory structure. The aim was 
that it should reach collective decisions on the priority infrastructure projects for 
a particular village, calculate the costs of the projects selected, assess the monetary 
equivalent of the community’s in-kind labour contribution and assume responsibility 
for the ongoing maintenance of the projects. The MSDSP-initiated village-level 
democratic decision-making structures were the VOs. The VO model of village-
level governance, decision making and representation had already been piloted by 
the AKF in Pakistan and proved to be an effective self-governance institution there. 
Its operation in Pakistan was associated with a substantial increase in the standards 
of living in the villages (World Bank 1995). Beginning in 1998, the MSDSP began 
fostering the development of VOs in the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast of 
Tajikistan. CAIP village organizations were also set up in the Rasht Valley. 

Each VO has four main leaders—a president, a women’s group leader (who usually 
sits as the vice-president), a manager and an accountant. Participatory democracy at 
the village level is enacted in the Village Development Planning Process (VDPP). The 
VDPP takes place once every three years, or more often depending on the emergence 
of new community needs that were not factored into the previous VDPP or on the 
availability of new donor projects that could benefit the village. The VO also holds 
monthly meetings that are open to all villagers. An important feature of a VO is 
the Village Development Fund (VDF) that is formed from grants, and individual 
donations and fees. This is a revolving fund; villagers can take low-interest credits. 
Their interest payments help to replenish the fund. 

An important feature of the democracy support component of the CAIP was that 
the formal local government structure (the khukumat) was required to contribute to 
the infrastructure project, along with the village itself. Khukumat-level officials in 
Tajikistan are appointed, not elected. A khukumat usually does not have any resources, 
nor does it have a transparent mechanism for funding communities if resources are 
put in place. It often solicits funds for urgent social projects such as sewage disposal 
or electricity or water supply from international aid agencies. Overall, people do not 
see the khukumats as being responsive to their needs. By making VOs a primary 
unit of the infrastructure provision programme and involving the local government 
institutions as a partner, the CAIP aimed to develop a representative function on 
the part of the VO and make official governmental structures more responsive and 
responsible to people on the ground. It was thought that this would narrow the 
gap between people on the ground and local government structures, and enable the 
concept of partnership between formal and grass-roots governance structures to take 
root. 
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Evaluation of the democracy support

The democracy support was evaluated throughout the CAIP by the Programme 
Evaluation Units (PEUs) of the central and regional offices of the provider organization, 
the MSDSP. The evaluations were carried out mainly on a quantitative basis. The 
indicators were the number of VO training events completed, the number of VOs 
established, and the accounting books of the VOs in their role as managers of the 
revolving village funds. In the present evaluation study the quality of democracy at the 
community level was assessed in two aspects that were relevant for further evaluations 
of the utility of the democratic institutions established for conflict management and 
resolution at the village level: 

•	 the performance of VOs as facilitators of democratic decision-making in the 
implementation of infrastructure projects; and 

•	 the sustainability of VOs as a democratic decision-making and governance 
community-level structure after the infrastructure projects were completed.

Qualitative research methods were chosen for the evaluation we consider here. 
Objective, quantitative indicator-based assessment of the difference between the pre-
CAIP and post-CAIP situation as regards the state of community-level democracy 
and capacity to mitigate conflicts was not feasible. This was because the key ‘state of 
democracy’ and ‘conflict resolution capacity’ variables to be measured had not been 
identified or measured before the CAIP started. Moreover, even if a set of indicators 
had been designed and measured both prior to the CAIP and after its completion, valid 
conclusions could not have been drawn because CAIP projects varied substantially 
across communities, as did the communities themselves. The time frame of the 
evaluation field research did not allow for a large sample to be taken, which would be 
necessary in order to approximate a quasi-experimental comparative study. 

In addition to the impossibility of quantitative indicator-based evaluation, 
another factor made qualitative research methods preferable. Quantitative study of 
the impact of the democracy support component of the CAIP on the communities’ 
capacity to resolve conflicts and mitigate the sources of conflicts would not have 
revealed the meaning of the democracy-based provision of infrastructure projects in 
the target communities to the communities themselves, to the provider (the MSDSP) 
or to the local authorities. 

Subjective perceptions of the performance and sustainability of the new democratic 
institution and decision-making procedures at the village level were collected in 
semi-structured interviews with ordinary village residents, VO leaders and traditional 
authority figures, namely religious leaders and elders. These were supplemented with 
direct observations of village life and people’s interaction with VO leaders after an 
infrastructure project had been completed. Examples of the questions asked by the 
evaluators are listed below. 
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•	 How were decisions made on the priority infrastructure project (description)? 
How did you personally feel about the process? What was the procedure? Did 
people vote? Was there a discussion? Were people trying to convince each other 
using rational arguments or cases? Did anyone try to apply pressure?

•	 What were alternative proposals and how many people supported them? 
•	 Were all villagers happy about the project selected? Did those whose project idea 

had not been selected feel resentful? What was done about that? 
•	 Do you think someone from your village—a rich or a well-connected man—can 

take individual advantage of (privatize, for example) the communal water system 
(other infrastructure project)? Why? Does the VO have a role here?

•	 What is your attitude towards the Village Development Fund? Do you think it is 
transparent? Do you agree with how the money is spent? Do you think all village 
residents have equal access and responsibility as regards the VDF? Should they?

• 	 What if someone does not pay the borrowed money back or does not pay the 
interest? What role does the VO play in these situations? 

The purpose of these interviews was to discover whether the beneficiaries of the 
programme could see the value of VOs and democratic procedures irrespective of the 
offer and provision of new external resources. 

Conflict evaluation framework: reconstruction of the theory of practice of 
the programme

It is important to emphasize that the provider organization, the MSDSP, did not 
have experience or expertise in conflict resolution programmes prior to the CAIP. 
The MSDSP incorporated the CAIP into the scope of its activities and carried out 
the project as just another development project. This posed a challenge when it 
came to evaluating the impact of the democracy support (CAIP) component on the 
community’s and the MSDSP’s capacity to manage conflicts and mitigate the sources 
of conflict. In the CAIP documentation the relationship between democracy support 
and conflict resolution at the community level had not been grounded in theory, nor 
had it been operationalized in the course of the programme. 

The first step in the evaluation of the utility of democracy support for conflict 
resolution was to make more explicit what was at the most an implicit CAIP theory 
concerning the relationship between democracy support and conflict resolution. A 
conflict intervention evaluation framework implies that there is a theory of conflict 
(why there are conflicts), a theory of conflict resolution (what needs to be achieved to 
resolve conflicts) and a theory of practice, or a conflict resolution strategy (how to get 
to the stage of conflict resolution) (Church and Shouldice 2003). 

There was no conflict theory in the CAIP, and ‘conflict’ there appeared to be a 
generic term for any level and type of social tension. Some informants mentioned 
that most often conflicts at the community level emerge over scarce resources. The 
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infrastructure provision component was incorporated into the programme to tackle 
the root cause of these resource conflicts. A democratic process of decision making 
was necessary if the community was to generate consensus on the priorities among 
several possible infrastructure improvements. It should be pointed out here that the 
Aga Khan Foundation in contrast has always operated with its own theory of conflict, 
which states that ‘all conflicts have roots in poverty, therefore poverty alleviation will 
reduce conflict’ (Ehmann, Morriss and Alimkulova 2003: 8). The designers of the 
CAIP, in contrast, were not specific about their theory of the causes of conflict in the 
targeted regions, apart from being made aware of the general background of civil war, 
poverty and unemployment. 

No distinction had been made in the approaches to conflict that unfolds at 
different levels: within one community, between communities, and between a 
community and a local government. The conflict typology outlined in figure 8.2 
would have been useful for VOs in planning their conflict interventions at the village 
community level. In practice the conflict management training that was delivered 
to the VOs throughout the CAIP focused only on conflicts over scarce resources 
within and between communities. The parties to the conflicts were assumed to 
have equal power. However, when unequal power distribution is acknowledged as 
a possible cause of conflict and when the parties significantly differ in their power, 
then democratic decision making within a VO is unlikely to be sufficient to manage 
or resolve the conflict. To elaborate this point, figure 8.2 incorporates resources and 
power as sources of conflict. 



204

Evaluating democracy support: methods and experiences
Evaluation of the utility of community-level democracy support for conflict resolution: 

the Community Action Investment Programme in Tajikistan
Evaluation of the utility of community-level democracy support for conflict resolution: 

the Community Action Investment Programme in Tajikistan

Figure 8.2: Typology of village community conflicts
 
            Level of 
                    conflict 

Source of 
conflict	 Between groups within one community	 Between communities	

Between a community (-ies) and a local government	 Type of conflict	    
Resources (shortage of water, arable land, pastures, finances, seeds) 	 Groups 

within one community compete for a scarce resource 	 Communities compete 
for a scarce resource 	 People expect local government to provide vital resources; 
local government is incapable of providing the resources	 SYMMETRIC 	    

Power (access to the available resources, access to decision making, especially on 
the matters of immediate relevance for the community) 	 Powerful figures in the 
village usurp access to a resource (water, land), and the powerless experience shortage 
of the resource; confrontation 	 One community has access to a resource, while 
another does not; confrontation 	 Local government abuses power and denies a part 
or all of a community(ies) access to vital resources 	ASYMMETRIC 	  

At any one time one and the same village can be engaged in several different 
conflicts that require different conflict mitigation strategies, because their causes 
differ. Careful conflict analysis would help design a tailored and cost-saving conflict 
resolution strategy. The CAIP, however, was designed to address symmetric conflicts 
only—conflicts that appeared to be symmetric only because no analysis of the power 
imbalance had been carried out. 

The conflict resolution theory of the CAIP was that improved life conditions in the 
form of short-term and long-term jobs and vital infrastructure will rebuild communities 
and bring hope, thus diminishing the likelihood of another violent confrontation. 
The strategy for improving living conditions was to develop a community’s ability to 
decide democratically on matters of common concern, coupled with the provision of 
vital infrastructure aid. This was the CAIP’s theory of practice. In the communities 
characterized by high levels of poverty and few resources, democracy support was 
coupled with the provision of resources. The new participatory democratic structures 
were considered unlikely to succeed unless villagers associated them with tangible 
improvements in their material conditions. The provision of external resources—
chiefly money for projects—was supposed to increase public acceptance of democracy 
at the community level as a strategy to collectively manage village resources, raise 
additional new resources and resolve conflicts. This theory of practice is summarized 
in figure 8.3. 
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another does not; 
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access to vital 
resources 

ASYMMETRIC 
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Figure 8.3: Conflict intervention evaluation framework: theory of practice

The strategy of the evaluation research was to elicit the perceptions of the value 
of community-level participatory democracy as a mechanism for managing the 
community conflicts of both the beneficiaries of this democracy support and the 
provider organization staff. Evaluating the utility of participatory decision making at 
the community level (in the VO) for communal conflict resolution in operational terms 

Democracy support at the community level

Village organization (VOs)

Participatory 
decision-making on the 
priority infrastructure 
projects and required 
community contribution to 
the implementation of the 
projects ensure 
transparency in the 
communities, on the one 
hand, and encourage 
them to assume collective 
responsibility for the 
communal infrastructure, 
on the other

Potential for violence reduced
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and technical training 
to the community

Provision of the 
missing vital 
infrastructure 
defuses tensions 
within and 
across village 
communities

Capacity of local communities to mitigate conflicts 
over resourse and power is strengthened

More effective management of 
resources, better capacity for the 
community to raise new resourses 
for development

Involvement of local 
authorities as 
partners and 
contributors 
democratizes 
relationships between 
formal authorities and 
informal democratic 
village representative 
institutions (VOs)
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meant eliciting the extent and the nature of the changes as experienced by community 
members. 

The methodology for evaluating the utility of democracy support was the same 
as that used for the general evaluation of the democracy support—semi-structured 
interviews and direct observation. In addition to these methods a scenario-building 
method was applied to encourage people to think about the dynamic of hypothetical 
or actual conflicts in the communities where VOs had been established, and also in 
communities that did not participate in the democracy support programme. 

The following research questions focused on the past, current and future 
performance of the community-level democratic decision making, governance and 
representative structure. 

•	 Did VOs through the CAIP contribute to the mitigation of sources of community 
conflicts and develop the village’s capacity to manage community conflicts? 

•	 Did VOs through the CAIP offer the communities new, satisfactory and peaceful 
methods for dealing with community conflicts?

•	 What elements of the design and implementation of the democracy support 
were likely to strengthen the VO as a sustainable democratic institution at the 
community level—one that can be an enduring facilitator of collective resource 
management and conflict resolution long after the CAIP? What elements of the 
design and implementation of the democracy support may have weakened the 
VO for this purpose? 

In order to retrospectively reconstruct a conflict baseline in the target communities, 
village residents were asked the following questions. 

•	 Were there conflicts between the villagers [between villages] because of the lack 
of infrastructure (shortage of water or restricted access to water, or overcrowded 
schools and children being ‘territorial’ about a school in their village and hostile 
towards children from other villages)? What were the manifestations of the 
conflicts? What would people do to prevail in the conflict? Were there attempts 
to find mutually satisfactory solutions? 

Challenges facing the application of the conflict intervention 
evaluation framework and some methodological solutions 

The conflict intervention evaluation framework was developed after the programme 
had been completed. The conflict intervention impact of the democracy support had 
not been incorporated into the original criteria for selecting the communities. The 
baseline of conflict-proneness of the communities selected had not been recorded.
The communities selected differed in their proneness to conflict, and yet the same 
steps towards establishing VOs, facilitating village development plans and training 
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VO managers were taken in all these communities. This made it difficult later to 
attribute anything to do with conflict-proneness to the implementation of democracy 
support. This is because, whereas in some villages the strategy might have resolved a 
pre-existing conflict over, say, water or an overcrowded school, in some other villages 
where no such conflict had existed the intervention could merely have helped people 
improve their daily lives. Clearly, all these weaknesses could have been remedied very 
easily by thinking through the situation more carefully in advance. 

The indicators that were used throughout the CAIP were the numbers of training 
events, infrastructure projects, communities served and others that were descriptive 
of the scope of work, staff performance and the allocation of the funds. These 
indicators could not offer information about whether democratic ways of approaching 
communal conflict resolution had been taken to heart. Communities had been 
selected for participation in the CAIP on the basis of their infrastructure needs only. 
Even when the communities that were chosen were appropriate in terms of conflict, 
there was a ‘disconnect between the conflict issue identified in the initial profile and 
the infrastructure project that follows, even when a fairly clear relationship exists 
between the problem and the project’ (Ehmann, Morriss and Alimkulova 2003: 5). 

This is a common situation in evaluation research when values for the variables 
that constitute the evaluation framework have not been reflected on prior to the 
intervention or programme. Subjective assessment of change by the beneficiaries 
was employed as a methodological solution. In order to reach valid conclusions, 
triangulation of the assessments of change as perceived by beneficiaries (different 
stakeholder groups, if applicable) and by the provider organization, and of the 
assessments of the actual state of affairs at the time of evaluation as observed by an 
external evaluator, should be carried out. 

The combination of democracy support and economic assistance to prevent 
potential violence and to facilitate the institutionalization of democratic means and 
the internalization of democratic values and behaviour was a sound approach, given 
the circumstances in the targeted region. However, it posed a particular challenge to 
the attribution of changes on the ground to the democracy support component of the 
intervention. To address this challenge, conceptual and methodological strategies were 
employed. At the conceptual level, the infrastructure provision could be incorporated 
into the democracy support component. This is because of the required sequence of 
the democracy support activities as such (training and consultations for VOs in the 
facilitation of VDPP, conflict management, accounting and so on) and the decision 
to make the support conditional on a democratic approach to decision making. 
This addresses the attribution issue. However, other methodological strategies were 
employed to try to identify the impact of the democracy support component. 

One strategy was ‘scenario writing’ with the beneficiaries and the provider 
organization staff. They were all asked to carry out ‘mental’ experiments and 
contemplate situations where either the democratic support component or the 
economic assistance component had not been in place. In addition, they were asked to 
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paint scenarios of the future performance of VOs as facilitators of conflict resolution 
and or mitigators of sources of conflicts, in the event of outside resource assistance 
being reduced or withdrawn. 

A second strategy was to compare the conflict potential and the VOs’ preparedness 
to facilitate conflict prevention and resolution in villages where infrastructure projects 
had been completed some time ago, or where no infrastructure projects had yet been 
provided (another round of economic assistance programmes was anticipated). 

The conflict intervention evaluation framework: findings and 
recommendations 

Applying the conflict intervention evaluation framework yielded several findings 
and these can be supplemented with additional recommendations to enhance 
the nexus between democracy support and the conflict resolution capacity of the 
communities. 

First, the participatory decision making on infrastructure projects and the required 
contribution by the communities and local government, married with the external 
provision of financing to implement the projects, was recognized by the communities 
to have defused tensions and helped the development of a sense of personal and 
collective ownership of the projects (Fuller and Mirimanova 2005). All the villages 
benefited from the establishment and operation of VOs and the subsequent provision 
of vital infrastructure. One of the cases made an educational film to teach new VOs 
and village residents conflict resolution through democratic mechanisms (see annex 
8.1). An example of how the VO process reconciled the rich and the poor in a village 
is described in annex 8.2. 

Second, however, the evaluators’ forecast of the sustainability of VOs after the 
provision of external resources ceased was not unreservedly positive. The internal 
village hierarchy was not carefully factored into the design of the VO operation. 
In time this may weaken the VO’s conflict resolution capacity, as the principles of 
its operation (egalitarianism, participation, transparency and accountability) could 
well run counter to the established ways in which the other community institutions 
operate. Competition between VOs and the traditional hierarchical structure of the 
community institutions may well unfold. 

In fact mixed results were obtained regarding the unique role of the VO vis-à-
vis other community-based informal institutions. Village residents often confused 
traditional informal authority and decision-making community-level structures, such 
as the choikhona (mosque), mahalla (community), the hierarchies of clan, wealth and 
political connections, and the aksakals (elders’) council, on the one hand, and the 
VO, on the other. This confusion may have stemmed from there not being enough 
awareness training in the new, more participatory structures. In many cases traditional 
village leaders had been elected as VO leaders. In the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous 
Region, for example, in many cases VOs fused with the choikhona structure. Women 
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participate in social life far more freely there than in the Rasht Valley, for instance, 
and this fusion did not affect the performance of VOs significantly. However, this 
kind of overlap could well impair the operation of VOs in other more religiously 
conservative regions. 

On the plus side, it should be stressed that the introduction of a VO allowed new 
leaders to emerge among women and the young people, the categories that would 
not have been able to take leading positions in the traditional village hierarchy. This 
was an important change. Further efforts to nurture this kind of development will 
be necessary: the fact that the villages’ internal hierarchy was not factored in to the 
operation of a VO may lead to democratic decision making being hijacked by the 
most powerful figures in the village. It was discovered that in some cases open voting 
in the VO meetings made it difficult for some residents to make their voice heard, or 
they were pressured to vote in ways that were contrary to their own interests. In such 
circumstances even a one-person-one-vote system does not always ensure democratic 
decision making. The people’s trust in democracy could be badly affected. Annex 8.3 
illustrates how an internal village hierarchy can come to disrupt the objectives of the 
VOs. 

Third, in the CAIP democracy support strategy for conflict resolution the 
provision of external resources for infrastructure projects was a substantial part of the 
solution. However, VOs’ capacity to deal with conflicts must be developed beyond 
using this tactic to get community-level democratic structures accepted. It is quite 
possible that if it had not been for the CAIP’s offer of money, the tensions found in 
the communities in conflict in most cases would not have been significantly eased, 
even with the VOs in place. The VO-based democratic decision-making process could 
have remained just another training exercise. 

Notwithstanding the generally excellent implementation of projects by the 
MSDSP, the fact that CAIP conflict resolution theory was not matched with a theory 
of the causes of conflict weakened the systemic impact of the programme on the way 
conflicts are dealt with in these rural communities. Problems of a different order in the 
communities were often confused with conflict. The assessment of conflict potential 
in the Rasht Valley that had been carried out prior to the CAIP identified land 
distribution and lack of infrastructure as potential sources of conflict. Improvements 
to the infrastructure were selected as a focal point for the CAIP initiative. However, 
while lack of infrastructure is a problem, it is not necessarily a cause of the conflict, or 
may not be the sole cause. It can become a divisive issue if one section of the community 
enjoys, say, access to a school or a water supply system and another section does not, 
especially if this inequality is mapped onto other differences such as ethnicity or class. 
To prevent the recurrence of similar conflicts in the future, conflict resolution must 
offer not only a material solution but also the restoration of damaged relationships 
and structural change, once the causes of conflict have been identified as lying in the 
political, economic or social structures. The restoration of relationships was assisted 
by the introduction of participatory decision making and most importantly by the 
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elimination of the most divisive issue. However, the structural causes of conflicts were 
not identified or addressed through the CAIP. 

Bringing in external resources to equalize power is not always an option. Besides, 
some conflicts that are in fact over power and rights cannot be resolved in this way. 
Moreover, the resources may actually stir up conflict where the conflict potential 
is of an asymmetric nature and the existing power imbalance is dramatic. CAIP-
style development projects can thus actually cause difficulties over setting priorities 
regarding the use of much-needed extra resources for the village—as well as affecting 
the decision-making processes in the village. Those village residents whose preferred 
choice of project is not favoured could feel resentful, especially if the projects that 
are selected are then mismanaged. Another potential source of tension may be the 
unwillingness or inability of some residents to assume full responsibility for the 
maintenance and other costs of the new infrastructure improvements. Although 
people kept saying that this could not happen, because of the sense of personal shame 
that would result, the poverty in the region is such that some people may simply 
be unable to contribute their share. This illustrates how democracy and democracy 
building can become entangled with both conflict and development issues at the 
community level. 

In situations where the conflict between communities is asymmetric, the external 
provision of resources may be necessary but is not sufficient (see annex 8.4). A more 
penetrating analysis would indicate that the nub of the issue has more to do with 
how resources are used and shared among and between communities, and that 
some attention must be paid to the rules that govern these arrangements. Annex 8.5 
provides a graphic illustration. 

Fourth, it is fair to say that the democracy support component of the CAIP 
helped advance the VO’s role as a facilitator of participatory decision making and a 
manager of collectively owned resources in symmetric conflicts over access to scarce 
resources or interpersonal conflicts. However, where the root of the problem lay in 
an imbalance of power between the conflict parties or the cause of conflict was more 
structural, such as discriminatory laws or corrupt law enforcement practices, the VOs 
had neither the expertise nor the mandate to intervene. In these situations more 
sophisticated democratic procedures are required. It seems that asymmetric conflicts 
must be addressed by more popular grass-roots structures than the current VOs, whose 
inability to resolve disputes by means of democratic procedures over such issues as 
land conflicts is a major weakness. 

To conclude, the CAIP created a unique situation where local governments were 
given a chance to demonstrate their concern for ordinary people and a desire to 
accommodate the community’s needs, in contrast to the existing local authorities in 
Tajikistan, which are not elected. The CAIP helped to strengthen the legitimacy of the 
VOs in the eyes of the communities and the local government, both as a community 
representative and as a community service institution. In time, ordinary village residents 
through the VO or some other community-level and inter-communal representative 
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body might develop into a partner in negotiations with the local authorities. The 
MSDSP could assist communities and their grass-roots representatives in working 
towards that end. It is true that some conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms 
already existed within village communities. Examples are the rule of the elders and 
ways of reducing material inequalities among villagers through collective help (hashar) 
or even the provision of charity by the rich villagers, and the self-regulation of inter-
family violence and revenge. Nevertheless, these mechanisms work best in cases of 
symmetric conflicts between families or individuals who are of comparable wealth 
and influence. Such mechanisms do not work well when conflicts are asymmetric, 
that is to say they involve parties one or more of which dominate the situation by 
virtue of their greater wealth, political power or physical capacity to intimidate the 
rest. In these situations the traditional mechanisms for conflict resolution might 
actually work to the advantage of the most powerful party. Thus imaginative new 
citizen-based institutions for conflict resolution will be required. Possible examples 
are public hearings, consultative councils and conciliation commissions. Given that 
the MSDSP is in the vanguard of the creation of participatory community institutions 
and procedures, that programme is well placed to nurture such new participatory 
conflict transformation mechanisms. 

The utility of democracy support evaluation frameworks at the 
community level

Democracy is believed by many to be the most effective conflict resolution mechanism 
both in the international arena and at the community level. Democratic institutions 
allow for timely and comprehensive conflict analysis and early warning. They can 
usher in structural and procedural conflict management and non-violent conflict 
transformation and resolution through political and social change. 

Democracy was approached in this evaluation case as an empirical, not an 
ideological, concept. Its utility for conflict resolution at the community level was 
tested within a conflict intervention evaluation framework. Although the evaluation 
was modest in scale, face-to-face meetings with the beneficiaries, trust-building and 
good knowledge of the context and the local language enabled the evaluators to elicit 
the meaning of the democracy support intervention for conflict resolution as viewed 
by the people on the ground.

The overall research strategy for evaluating multi-strategy interventions in 
actual or potential conflict situations should take the form of most similar system 
design (MSSD) and most different system design (MDSD) when selecting cases for 
comparison. The target communities should be combined into sub-cases according to 
the value of the variables of concern, for example, according to the type of conflict, its 
stage, the level of background poverty, any previous record of successful or unsuccessful 
management and resolution of community conflicts, and so on. In multi-strategy 
interventions like the one described in this chapter, analysis of the conflict potential 
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and the established community-level institutions’ capacity to facilitate conflict 
prevention and resolution in those villages where democracy support has been paired 
with infrastructure support should be compared with the situation in villages where 
democracy support has not been paired in this way. This could constitute a next step 
in the research. In the real world, however, that kind of preparatory reflection seems 
not to happen often enough. In this case, therefore, a retrospective reconstruction of 
the communities’ pre-intervention baseline had to be carried out at the evaluation 
stage. A participatory scenario-building exercise in which the evaluators solicit the 
views and insights of the project beneficiaries and the provider organization after the 
programme has been completed offers a practical alternative to researching baseline 
indicators in advance of the project itself. 

Democracy support programmes are often implemented in situations where a 
complex assortment of political, social, economic and cultural problems has already 
emerged. This may mean situations characterized by protracted violent conflicts, 
economic decline, poverty, decades of a totalitarian regime and massive human rights 
violations. Brainwashing, xenophobia, corruption and extreme nationalism may also 
be present. This chapter has focused on one such situation, where a combination 
of democracy support and economic assistance was employed. An interdisciplinary 
framework for assessing the meaning and impact of democracy support intervention 
at the community level was applied. The present democracy support programme is 
an example of what has been called the ‘promotion of democratic structural stability’, 
which Bigdon and Korf (2004) recommend as a basis for development work in 
conflict societies. The current generation of development projects even in non-conflict 
situations tends to include participatory and empowerment approaches as an integral 
component anyway. 

The evaluation framework presented here could be a useful tool for comprehensive 
assessment of development–democracy interventions. However, to realize its full 
potential it must be approached as a theory-driven evaluation and ideally should be 
designed at the time when the intervention is being proposed, and not afterwards. The 
analysis that is undertaken of the causes of the conflict on the ground must shape the 
intervention—and that will have implications for the evaluation methodology too. 
Some of the conflicts described here were simple resource conflicts and they could 
be resolved once the community arrived at joint decisions about the use of external 
resources. The democracy support component aimed to teach the communities a 
process for addressing conflicts. However, this mode of intervention will not be 
adequate for every case of conflict, where the underlying causes may be both deeply 
rooted and diverse. 

Attempts to build democracy from the grass roots could be the most promising 
entry point for the mitigation of sources of community conflicts, and for fostering 
democratic means for conflict resolution. This applies especially where the local 
traditions that used to maintain the cohesion of communities and mutual help 
have degraded under the impact of economic marketization, outward migration 
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and widespread poverty. Democracy support at the community level offers the only 
sound, non-confrontational approach to improving conditions for the many, in 
the presence of authoritarian rule at the national and local level or where formal 
democratic institutions have long been emptied of their democratic content. In the 
final analysis a more carefully worked-out integration of democracy support expertise 
and conflict analysis expertise is needed to amplify the value of the supported 
democratic institutions and procedures for the management and resolution of 
communal conflicts. 

Note 

1 The final evaluation mission was carried out in October 2005 by two international consultants, Natalia Mirimanova 
(Russia) and Stephan Fuller (Canada). The central and regional MSDSP staff wholeheartedly participated in the 
evaluation and devoted their time and resources to supporting the evaluation research and to learning from the 
findings.  

Annex 8.1. Conflict resolution: the movie

The film presents a real-life story of the conflict between two villages in the Tojikobod district over drinking water. 
One village is fortunate as it is upstream, while Novobod village is downstream and is destined to rely on what is left 
for its drinking water. There has always been a shortage of drinking water for all the villages along the stream and 
its use has had to be regulated, otherwise the downstream village would always have ended up without water. As a 
measure for the regulation of the water use and for the prevention of violence, an agreement was reached between 
the two communities, according to which the downstream village (Novobod) had access to drinking water before 
lunch, while after lunch time the upstream village blocked the water flow and had all the water for itself. However, 
on occasions the agreement was being violated by the upstream villagers: the regulation mechanism complicated 
their life. The agreement was not binding, after all, and the upstream villagers’ good faith was the cornerstone of 
it—otherwise there was no incentive for them to share water with the downstream village. 

In the film, the conflict is presented through the prism of the needs and frustrations of the Novobod community, 
the downstream village that is vulnerable and does not have the leverage to prevail over the upstream village. The 
Novobod community decided to address the issue of the supply system for themselves. The VDPP meeting was 
filmed in a great detail, depicting debates, proposals and arguments, priority-setting procedures and voting processes. 
As the VO did not have the financial means to buy the materials needed to construct a water system, it applied for 
CAIP assistance. The CAIP supplied materials, and villagers donated their labour in the traditional form of hashar. 
The cause of the conflict between the communities was eliminated. The evaluators visited this village and learned that 
not only was the issue resolved, but relationships between the two formerly rival villages had been restored. A party 
was held to celebrate the completion of the water system construction. 

Annex 8.2. Overcoming established political inequalities

A mountain spring has always been the sole source of drinking water for village X in the Tavildara district. One day 
three rich and hence influential and well-connected families usurped the spring and diverted the water pipe into their 
households. This stirred anger among other village residents: occasionally fights would break out; but the majority 
of people were so intimidated by the possible consequences of a clash with the three powerful families that they 
preferred to keep silent. When a VO was established, and everyone joined in, including the three powerful families, 
a collective decision was reached to install an additional water pipe system and water taps in the village. Peace in the 
village was restored.
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Annex 8.3. The limitations of the Village Organization

In the village of Ezgand, in Tavildara district, a new drinking-water system was installed, and all the taps ended 
up being within the households of just five families, who happened to belong to the same powerful clan. This was 
counter to the general MSDSP/VO policy as regards the installation of water taps in the villages that receive CAIP 
assistance. The MSDSP rule was that the taps should be installed in the streets so that every villager had access to the 
water at all times. The clan leader argued that after a cow had damaged one tap the village made the decision to move 
the taps inside the households and that the VO agreed to this. However, the dominant position of the powerful clan 
leader could lead to serious conflict in this village in the future. After all, many families from Ezgand had moved to 
the cotton-producing areas of the country some time ago, and one of the reasons for this was the absence of a proper 
drinking-water system. Now they are returning to their village of origin, in part because of the improved drinking-
water situation. 

As the number of returnees grows the present arrangement with the water taps may spark conflict between those who 
never left the village and the returnees. The VO as a democratic conflict resolution mechanism is in this case defective, 
because it is led by a representative of one of the potential conflict parties. 

Annex 8.4. Infrastructure support as a temporary solution

The village of Qualakum in the Gharm district (which does not have a VO) was involved in a conflict over drinking 
water with the neighbouring village. The latter had its own water pipes and taps, but Qualakum had none. Their 
options included taking water from the ditch or walking to the neighbouring village to fetch water from their taps. 
Conflicts would regularly break out among people competing for the same resource. 

The solution came with CAIP–Mercy Corps assistance. The khukumat granted the village the right to construct 
an additional feeder line from the main water pipe but with a limited number of taps. Mercy Corps provided 
the materials and the village donated the labour. For the time being the issue is resolved, but population growth 
could cause additional demand for taps, and local disputes may re-emerge if the communities cannot fund further 
improvements out of their own resources. 

Annex 8.5. Conflict resolution beyond simply providing resources 

The same village of Qualakum was involved in two conflicts over water. One was over irrigation water and developed 
between the households on two streets. Another was over access to drinking water and developed between two 
villages. 

The first conflict erupted when people on one street blocked the mountain water stream going to the perpendicular 
street and channelled it to their own gardens—something that tended to happen at night. These attempts to divert 
water ended after the villagers themselves decided to establish a system whereby the streets would take turns to 
obtain irrigation water. A feast in the choikhona crowned the successful conflict mitigation. No external resources or 
expertise were solicited. 

The Sholonak VO in Gharm district acted intuitively and proactively to reduce conflicts that might have arisen 
following the installation of a new water supply system that villagers were obliged to pay a fee for. They decided at 
the village meeting to subsidize poor families and let them use the water free. 
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This chapter presents arguments in favour of and experiences relevant to developing a 
global indicator for the evaluation of democracy assistance programmes. It is no easy task to 
evaluate the overall impact of international donor-financed projects involving civil society 
groups, central and local government entities, election management bodies, a parliament, 
political parties and the like on democratic development in individual countries. Different 
methodologies are used by development agencies, recipients of assistance and scholars to 
assess the impact of democracy assistance. Different actors appear to be measuring different 
things as they seek to address the specific concerns of different audiences. The time has come 
to develop a common tool and indicator for impact evaluation—one that all can use. The 
examples of Freedom House, Transparency International, and the Human Development 
reports of the United Nations Development Programme in developing what have become 
globally influential indicators show that, while meeting the challenge may not be a smooth 
process, it is nevertheless possible. With regard to the goal of an indicator for assessing and 
evaluating democracy assistance, International IDEA among others has made a good start 
through its State of Democracy project, and should now proceed to develop this further by 
incorporating appropriate modifications. 

Introduction 

The papers presented at the workshop on Methods and Experiences of Evaluating 
Democracy Support, jointly organized by International IDEA and the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) in April 2006, specially 
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revised for this collection, carry one common but important message concerning 
the evaluation of democracy support. The message is that there is a great deal of 
good, empirically rich work taking place on democracy support around the world. 
However, these papers, coming from different agencies and analysts operating in 
different countries and regions, also show clearly that when it comes to a common 
method or methods for assessing the impact of the billions of dollars currently 
being invested in democracy assistance programmes, ‘the jury is still out’. There is 
no common approach to programme design or to monitoring and consequently 
evaluation. The absence of one evaluation methodology and set of indicators that are 
commonly accepted by democracy supporters, the executors of democracy support 
programmes and their targets and beneficiaries also appears to cloud project goals and 
the objectives of democracy assistance programmes. Moreover, the question whether 
evaluation should be based on project goals and objectives or on the impact of projects 
on the wider political system seems to remain a subject of discussion as well. 

However, reading through the chapters in this volume and the general literature 
on this subject, it comes across very clearly that the researchers and those involved 
in democracy support usually agree on three key points. First, they agree that the 
method or methods for assessing/evaluating democracy support programmes must 
always be participatory in nature. Second, they agree that whatever tools or methods 
are used for evaluating democracy support, programmes must use both qualitative and 
quantitative techniques to arrive at indicators of what has or has not been achieved 
on the ground. The third point on which the contributors to this collection have 
invariably agreed is that the pressure is building on both the donor agencies and the 
recipients of democracy support to show results for what is now some decades of 
democracy assistance in the countries of the ‘third wave’ and beyond. This pressure 
is indeed widespread, coming from donor governments and their taxpayers, the 
populations of democracy support recipient countries, and academic researchers. 
All these key players in the democracy support ‘chain’ are concerned about what 
appears to be slow progress or even regression taking place in the democratization 
process. Unfortunately, recent developments in countries as far apart as Haiti, Fiji and 
Thailand, where democratically elected leaders, corrupt as some may have been, were 
overthrown by the military, have not helped the cause of democracy support. These 
countries have been among the leading recipients of democracy assistance over the 
past two decades. Their democratic reversals, when added to the lack of democratic 
breakthroughs in other countries such as Burma (Myanmar), Vietnam, North Korea 
and Cuba, and in the Middle East, show the size of the challenge that the democracy 
support agencies still face in justifying their demand for more funding for democracy 
support. 

The apparent disillusionment with the lack of progress on democracy assistance 
cannot be taken lightly. The challenge to both funding agencies and the recipients of 
democracy assistance is to show that the funds they disburse and spend are indeed 
making a difference not just to the limited number of programme beneficiaries but 
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to the system-wide democracy processes in each country. The search for a common 
evaluation methodology is clearly urgent. What should be the next actions to develop 
such a methodology? What form and level of focus should such a methodology 
take? Should the evaluation focus as it currently does on achievement (or lack of 
achievement) of the project goals and objectives? Or should it focus much more 
broadly on the impact that individual projects have on democracy at the country 
level? This contribution to the debate on the search for an evaluation methodology 
attempts to make proposals on these key questions. This chapter, unlike most of the 
others in this volume, is based not on case studies but on the author’s own experience 
of designing and promoting a particular democracy methodology and working with 
other donors in the search for common methods for supporting and evaluating 
democracy. 

Democracy support in context

It is now close to two decades since governments, intergovernmental organizations 
and major non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the Western world began 
massive investments in programmes to promote democracy in Africa, Asia, Latin 
America and the terrritory of the former Soviet Union. It is estimated that between 3 
and 4 billion US dollars (USD) in total are being disbursed annually by the USA and 
the European Union for the purpose of assisting democracy development abroad. 

Democracy assistance money has gone to numerous state and non-state agencies 
in the recipient countries (see the case of Sida examined by Fredrik Uggla in this 
volume). Among the main recipients have been electoral management bodies (EMBs) 
and election-related processes; rule-of-law and judicial activities; work to strengthen 
parliaments and local government; civil society groups in human rights, media 
advocacy, and so on; political parties; and academic research on democratization 
process. Carothers (1999) provides a broad overview. Some recipients of democracy 
aid have received support for the third and fourth cycle of their activities from the 
same donor(s). 

The rise of democracy assistance has also witnessed the emergence of democracy 
assistance ‘middlemen’ based mainly but not exclusively in the donor countries. 
The middlemen or ‘players’ comprise new and old institutions which have emerged 
solely to promote democracy or, like the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), have recast part of their mandates to enable them to facilitate the 
processing, disbursement and monitoring of democracy assistance in countries 
especially but not only in the global South. Institutions such as International IDEA 
and NGOs including the political foundations, Transparency International, Rights & 
Democracy (Canada), and political party institutes/centres in such countries as the 
United Kingdom (UK), Norway and the Netherlands are examples of this category 
of middle players in the democracy assistance chain. 

Traditional development assistance agencies in developed countries, such as Sida, 
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the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the Norwegian Agency 
for Development Cooperation (NORAD), the UK’s Department for International 
Development (DFID), the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and others, have become the natural and main vehicle for dispensing 
democracy assistance. These agencies have, however, approached democracy/
governance assistance programmes as ‘normal’ assistance programmes where funds are 
given to the provider of a service/activity and the results/outputs have to be produced 
following a year or two of programme implementation. It has largely been in the 
politically highly sensitive area of political party funding abroad that development 
agencies have opted out and preferred to pass the responsibility to newly established 
political agencies or institutes (as has been the case in the Netherlands and Norway), 
or to political foundations or political institutes (as in Germany, the United States 
and the UK), which can reach out to their partners and counterparts abroad. 

The approach to democracy assistance has, however, raised a number of new 
questions and challenges for the development assistance community. Among the 
key questions that have arisen and are increasingly being raised with the passage of 
time are the following. Is democracy being achieved? How can we tell, and what 
results should and could be shown to provide an answer this question? Who are the 
beneficiaries of democracy assistance and are they the worthy targets? 

Those who take stock of democracy assistance seem to be divided as to its impact. 
On the one hand, development agencies believe that the assistance is making some 
impact. Hence the continued and increased funding to democracy projects and 
programmes. Every three years or so major evaluations are undertaken, which show 
that projects/programmes were conducted as planned and that the target group(s) 
was/were reached. On the other hand, the more general analysts, such as Carothers 
(2006a), say that there is no or at best very little progress being made, and that any 
such progress is limited to just a few countries. Elsewhere, democracy analysts believe 
that the democratization process appears to be regressing. They are even doubtful 
as to whether the minimal progress being made in a few countries can justifiably be 
attributed to the impact of democracy assistance programmes. 

Development of a common methodology: the experience of the past 
and lessons for the democracy assistance community 

In the past two decades or so, the search for quantitative measures of progress has 
increased. International agencies, some governments, mainly in the developed world, 
and citizens have over the years shown a desire for performance in various areas to 
be measured in terms of simple but quantifiable indicators. Such indicators can be 
useful to determine policy interventions and in the revision of strategies in the case 
of development agencies and the recipients of aid. Even the business community 
has increasingly come to rely on economic, political and corruption indicators to 
make decisions about whether a country is suitable for their investment. It is in this 
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context that organizations such as the London-based Economist Intelligence Unit, 
among others, have come to prosper. Elsewhere, the world has seen the emergence of 
institutions and organizations, primarily based in the developed countries, which are 
dedicated to developing global indicators on various global trends. Indicators have 
clearly gained currency as measures of performance. 

One organization which took the lead in the development of indicators early on is 
Freedom House. Based in the United States, Freedom House has gained prominence 
as an authority on measuring countries’ performance in the area of political freedoms 
and civil and political rights. It developed its methodology through the expert use 
of specialists to evaluate political and civil rights in different countries around the 
world. Some of the experts, according to Freedom House, are based in the individual 
countries, and every year they file their returns on the country’s performance. In 
short, Freedom House’s indexes of political freedoms and civil and political rights are 
based on theoretical and empirical methods of performance evaluation. 

The Freedom House classification of countries has sparked a great deal of 
criticism and rebuttal both by some countries which consider themselves to have 
been given too low a rating and by independent scholars who question the rigour 
of the methodology used. Many have claimed that the Freedom House figures were 
biased and detached from the reality on the ground, while others have felt that by 
concentrating on political freedoms and civil liberties Freedom House was missing the 
fact that not every country recognized these particular freedoms as the central tenets 
of its political culture. Needless to say, through insistence and regular publications, the 
Freedom House indexes and classification of countries on the political freedoms scale 
have gradually gained wide acceptance throughout the wider body of the academic 
and development assistance literature. Other institutions, such as the World Bank, 
International IDEA, Polity IV in the UK, the Barometer group, which started in 
Eastern Europe and has now spread to Africa, Asia and Latin America, Eurostat 
(the Statistical Office of the European Communities) and so on, are also developing 
some quantitative measures for assessing democracy and political development in 
the world. These initiatives have not, however, made as much impact as the Freedom 
House classification of countries. 

Yet another initiative which might offer useful experience in the effort to develop a 
common project evaluation methodology for democracy support programmes is that 
of  Transparency International (TI). Established as an international NGO in the 1980s, 
TI found a niche in focusing its work on monitoring corruption around the world. It 
began with descriptive reports of the state of corruption in individual countries. Like 
Freedom House, however, it soon realized that a quantitative indicator was much 
more desirable and attractive to the development assistance community. It was then 
that TI developed its reporting into the Corruption Index, which has become its 
flagship project, accounting for both Transparency International’s popularity and its 
notoriety. Since the introduction of the Corruption Index, TI has been able to classify 
countries annually in terms of the least and most corrupt. The method of ‘list and 
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shame’, so strongly opposed by many governments, especially in developing countries, 
has nevertheless gained currency and wide usage in the literature. Those countries 
that are favourably ranked even see the score as an indicator of their attractiveness 
to investment. Those ranked low are, of course, expected to work harder to improve 
their embarrassing scores. The Corruption Index is therefore a useful tool acting as 
both deterrent and incentive to governments and the private sector alike. 

However, it is also true that, if one were to ask both Freedom House and 
Transparency International about their experiences developing their indexes, they 
would tell of the disputes and difficulties they went through before they achieved the 
recognition they have today. Indeed, their measures have had to be improved over 
time, reflecting inputs from their critics. 

Another important recent experience in developing a global index for 
classification of countries on the basis of their development performance comes 
from the UNDP. In 1990 the UNDP introduced what was then the highly 
controversial Human Development Index (HDI). Tired of the reductionist nature 
of the traditional gross national product (GNP) as a measure of development, the 
UNDP brought together a group of leading social scientists under the leadership 
of the late Maboub ul Haq, former minister of finance of Pakistan, to develop a 
new index for measuring development rather than just national economic growth. 
They brought together the element of GNP that is income, measures of health and 
indicators on education and literacy into the composite index that we now know 
and which is widely accepted as the best measure of human development/progress. 
As in the previous cases, the HDI was very controversial at the beginning, and some 
United Nations member states rejected it out of hand. Today, many take the HDI 
literally and forget that, like all other aggregate measures, it is an estimate that has 
its own deficiencies. 

This background constitutes the basis and justification for the development of a 
global index for measuring the impact of democracy assistance beyond project level. 
Such an index will help the donors/development assistance agencies to do the business 
of evaluation of democracy assistance differently. The approach has to be different if 
the results and impact are to be appreciated. The following sections make proposals 
for the way forward in developing such an index. 

Proposals for measures towards the development of a global index 
for measuring the impact of democracy assistance

The papers prepared for the IDEA/Sida workshop on Methods and Experiences 
of Evaluating Democracy Support tell a profound story of the issues and lessons 
from the field of democracy assistance on the ground. As is pointed out above, one 
emerging issue is that there is no consensus yet on the common tools to be used in 
evaluating democracy assistance programmes. In fact toolmaking is still a work in 
progress. Many exciting tools and methods are emerging and being developed in the 
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field. Some of these have a narrow focus—to empower the project target group to 
carry out democracy development in their communities and their countries (see e.g. 
International IDEA 2002; chapter 7 by Harry Blair and chapter 4 by Sandra Elena 
and Héctor Chayer in this volume). Others are experiments intended to equip donors 
to use a common tool to evaluate the impact of democracy assistance. Still others 
have the broader goal of developing generic, general quantitative and quality indexes 
and assessments measuring and comparing countries’ progress in democracy (as is 
apparent in the case of USAID). Clearly, the goal of democracy assessment initiatives 
has been defined in different ways that range from the empowerment of citizens to 
monitor the quality of their country’s democracy (International IDEA 2002), the 
promotion of good governance (as with the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Africa, for instance), and peer review in support of good governance (as with the 
New Partnership for Africa’s Development, or NEPAD). 

There have been several other instances of related work pursued at individual 
country, regional and international levels, some of it focusing on the development 
of good governance indicators while others have used opinion surveys to measure 
democracy/good governance at the country level. Examples can be found at the 
World Bank, Eurostat, Paris 21, the ‘democracy barometers’ (Afrobarometer, 
Latinobarometer, Eurobarometer and East Asia Barometer), and the Lokniti 
programme in South Asia. Clearly, these different methodologies are still evolving 
and are in need of better coordination and collaboration. A major area of concern, 
however, is that the assessment methodologies are not being linked up with the 
evaluation methodologies of the development assistance agencies. In this section 
we propose that first we need a common understanding of democracy assistance 
programmes. Why have so many development agencies, intergovernmental 
organizations, international, regional and national NGOs and political institutes/
foundations all of a sudden devoted so much time, resources and energies to 
democracy assistance? The answer is simple: all this effort is intended to strengthen 
and sustain democracy around the world. If this is so, then the major questions 
must be: What are the tools required to attain this goal? Should those tools be the 
same for all democracy promoters? If so, how can that be made possible? If the tool 
or tools are available, will they be able to help individual financiers of democracy 
programmes to determine the impact of their individual programmes on the wider 
goal of democracy promotion? In this writer’s view, the answers to these questions 
should form the focus of the debates donors have in the future. If the goal(s) is/are 
clear, then the assessment methodologies should not pose a great deal of difficulty. 
Hence the following case study. 

The ‘State of Democracy’ 

Beginning in 1999, International IDEA started a project dubbed the State of 
Democracy by bringing together a group of leading researchers and academics 
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from the developed and developing countries to design and test a methodology 
for democracy assessment. The members of the initial team came from Botswana, 
India, Italy, Kenya, Lesotho, Peru, Poland, Russia, Spain and the UK, among other 
countries. The aims of the State of Democracy project were as follows: 

•	 to development a comprehensive methodology for democracy assessment; 
•	 to use the methodology as a tool that governments, citizens and democracy 

support agencies can use to evaluate the progress of democracy in their countries 
or areas of democracy assistance; and 

•	 to use the methodology to generate a regular publication on the state of democracy 
around the world, thereby sharing the lessons of democracy development around 
the world. 

The experts, led by a team of academics based at the University of Leeds in the UK 
and coordinated and financed by International IDEA, did indeed design and test a 
comprehensive methodology on the state of democracy. The methodology started by 
defining what democracy is, and outlined the components of democracy, including the 
basic freedoms—basic civil, political and cultural rights; the institutional framework 
of democracy such as the constitution; the rule of law; political institutions, including 
parliament, political parties and local government; the media; civil society; and the 
role of external players or what was called ‘democracy beyond the state’. Each section, 
for instance, on the rule of law, was followed by a set of searching questions on 
the basis of which they could determine whether the rule of law was entrenched in 
a particular country. The topic could be different—for example, the ‘role of civil 
society’—but again the searching questions were designed to help the assessor(s) to 
determine whether in a particular country there was a recognition of the role civil 
society could play in promoting democracy. 

This methodology was then tested in the field over a period of two years. Country 
case studies were conducted in Bangladesh and South Korea, Kenya and Malawi, Peru 
and El Salvador, and New Zealand and Italy. Relatively independent studies using 
elements of the same methodology were also conducted in the UK, Sweden, Australia 
and Canada. Most of the assessors were joint teams of academics and civil society 
leaders. The assessment involved some desk studies and discussions with key players 
in the democracy field in each country, including the speaker of the parliament, 
political party leaders, the head of the EMB, judges, independent scholars, leaders 
of civil society and the media, and the donor representatives within the country. 
On the basis of the desk research and interviews the assessors were able to produce 
a comprehensive report. The requirements for the pilot assessment in each country 
were that: 

•	 each report should be subjected to review by independent reviewers based within 
the country and knowledgeable on the subject matter; and 
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•	 an in-country workshop of a cross-section of stakeholders should be held to both 
validate the report and increase awareness of the assessment tool. 

The pilot reports from all the countries in the sample were published separately and 
in a summarized publication by International IDEA (2003). Clearly, some common 
lessons emerged, but some shortcomings of this tool were also identified. 

The lessons were that democracy was indeed stalling in many countries and that, 
whereas many countries had adopted the institutions of democracy, the practice of 
democracy was poor due to a number of factors. The institutions were weak, political 
awareness was low, mobilization efforts were not sustained and civil society leaders 
were co-opted into government, while the political opposition was weak and poorly 
resourced (International IDEA 2003). Basic freedoms and the independence of 
the EMB and the judiciary were still among the major issues of democracy in such 
countries such as Kenya, Peru, Bangladesh and, interestingly, even Italy. 

On the shortcomings of the State of Democracy methodology itself, several issues 
emerged. 

•	 The objectivity of the assessors became an issue: some were known critics of the 
state concerned. 

•	 The political standing of assessors was questionable, that is, they were not 
sufficiently influential people in the country. 

•	 The selection of evidence to support the arguments was seen as subjective. 
•	 The data were often outdated and in some areas inaccessible. 
•	 The assessment was seen as too detailed and cumbersome. 
•	 The report looked more like the output of academic research than an advocacy 

tool that civil society and the media could use to enhance their democracy 
advocacy work within a country. 

•	 The fact that the assessment was qualitative and did not yield a composite measure 
of the state of democracy made it less appealing to donors and civil society alike. 

The State of Democracy methodology, which was then published in French, Russian, 
Spanish and Arabic for wider consumption, has not gained the same measure of 
popularity (or controversy) that has been generated by the Freedom House, 
Transparency International and UNDP tools described above. There are two reasons 
for this. First, International IDEA was always a reluctant player in designing and 
promoting this methodology. No annual reports were published. Second, the absence 
of an index which would make it possible to classify countries into those that are 
strongly democratic and those that are only weakly democratic proved a major 
drawback. 
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The way forward

The initiation of a global democracy assessment methodology by International IDEA 
has been a step in the right direction. What is needed now is a global democracy 
assessment/evaluation methodology that is a tool that citizens can use to assess 
democracy progress in their country and at the same time will serve as an evaluation 
tool which donors and beneficiaries can use to evaluate the impact of their projects 
on the political system. Such a tool needs to be simple and widely accessible. It should 
be both quantitative and qualitative. The way forward that this writer proposes is 
for International IDEA to develop the State of Democracy methodology into a 
quantifiable tool whereby scores will be allocated to performance in the rule of law, 
freedom of speech, media freedom and so on, leading to a composite index that will 
then be calculated along lines similar to the TI Corruption Index, the UNDP’s HDI 
and Freedom House’s indexes. 

As we learned above, it is rather optimistic to expect development agencies to 
coordinate among themselves and adopt a common tool. One brave organization 
must emerge and drive the process. It is the credibility of the tool that will popularize 
it, rather than political consensus from the players who must a priori decide that 
they need such a tool. International IDEA is well placed and has made a start on 
a potentially useful evaluation tool. The State of Democracy methodology is more 
comprehensive and focused on participation by democracy supporters and promoters. 
It has the potential to surpass several of the existing tools in this area—in fact some 
NGOs in South Africa, for example, the Institute for Democracy in South Africa 
(IDASA), have began the process of allocating numbers to an International IDEA-
type methodology. 
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Council of Buenos Aires City.
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About International IDEA
The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance—International 
IDEA—is an intergovernmental organization that supports sustainable democracy 
worldwide. Its objective is to strengthen democratic institutions and processes. 

What does International IDEA do? 
International IDEA acts as a catalyst for democracy building by providing knowledge 
resources and policy proposals or by supporting democratic reforms in response to 
specific national requests. It works together with policy makers, governments, UN 
agencies and regional organizations engaged in the field of democracy building. 

International IDEA provides: 
1	 assistance with democratic reforms in response to specific national requests; 
2	 knowledge resources, in the form of handbooks, databases, websites and expert 

networks; and 
3	 policy proposals to provoke debate and action on democracy issues. 

Areas of work

International IDEA’s key areas of expertise are: 

1	 Electoral processes. The design and management of elections has a strong impact 
on the wider political system. International IDEA seeks to ensure the professional 
management and independence of elections, the best design of electoral systems, 
and public confidence in the electoral process. 

2	 Political parties. Polls taken across the world show that voters have little confidence 
in political parties even though they provide the essential link between the 
electorate and government. International IDEA analyses how political parties 
involve their members, how they represent their constituencies, and their public 
funding arrangements, management and relationship with the public.

3	 Constitution-building processes. A constitutional process can lay the foundations 
for peace and development or plant seeds of conflict. International IDEA provides 
knowledge and makes policy proposals for constitution building that is genuinely 
nationally owned, sensitive to gender and conflict-prevention dimensions, and 
responds effectively to national priorities.

4	 Democracy and gender. If democracies are to be truly representative, then women—
who make up over half of the world’s population—must be able to participate on 
equal terms with men. International IDEA develops comparative analyses and 
tools to advance the participation and representation of women in political life. 

5	 Democracy assessments. Democratization needs to be nationally driven. The State 
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of Democracy methodology developed by International IDEA allows people to 
assess their own democracy instead of relying on externally produced indicators or 
rankings of democracies. 

Where does International IDEA work? 

International IDEA works worldwide. It is based in Stockholm, Sweden, and has 
offices in Latin America, Africa and Asia. 

Which are International IDEA’s member states?

International IDEA’s member states are all democracies and provide both political and 
financial support to the work of the institute. They are: Australia, Barbados, Belgium, 
Botswana, Canada, Cape Verde, Chile, Costa Rica, Denmark, Finland, Germany, 
India, Mauritius, Mexico, Namibia, the Netherlands, Norway, Peru, Portugal, South 
Africa, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and Uruguay. Japan has observer status. 
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About Sida
Sida, the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency, is a government 
agency under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Sida’s goal is to contribute to making it 
possible for poor people to improve their living conditions. Sida works independently 
within the framework laid sown by the Swedish Government and Parliament. They 
decide in the financial limits, the countries Sweden – and thus Sida – shall cooperate 
with and which direction the cooperation shall have. Today Sida has extensive 
cooperation with some 70 countries.

The overall goal for the Swedish policy for global development is to contribute 
to equitable and sustainable global development. The goal of Swedish development 
cooperation is to contribute to an environment supportive of poor people’s own efforts 
to improve their quality of life. This is well in line with the international commitment 
to halve the proportion of people living in absolute poverty in the world by 2015. It 
emphasises that poor people themselves have the power to change and develop their 
communities if they are given the opportunity.

Swedish development cooperation shall promote, and be characterised by, the 
following central component elements: 

Fundamental values:
•	 respect for human rights
•	 democracy and good governance
•	 equality between women and men

Sustainable development:
•	 sustainable use of natural resources and protection of the environment
•	 economic growth 
•	 social development and social security

Other component elements:
•	 conflict management and security
•	 global public goods

Sida’s role
Sweden’s partner countries are responsible for working to end poverty in their re-
spective countries. Sida contributes money, advice and competence to the process.

We can contribute to development and change by financing, analysing, conducting 
dialogues and preparing contributions, projects and programmes. At a practical level 
the work can take many forms, but common to all contributions is that they must be 
judged from the perspective of how they will affect poor people.
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Sida support
Sida finances thousands of small and large contributions that often span several 
years. Sida’s support ranges from money to bolster government budgets to financing 
of specific projects. They might concern education, health care, small businesses, 
housing, legal rights, research, infrastructure and trade agreements. Part of it also 
supports humanitarian assistance.

Sida’s own personnel rarely work directly with the specific activities. These are 
carried out by experts, politicians, voluntary organisations and others, both from 
Sweden and the partner countries.

Sida is primarily responsible for Sweden’s bilateral assistance but also manages 
part of Sweden’s multilateral assistance.
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