
One of the biggest methodological chal-
lenges in peacebuilding evaluations is the 
evaluation of effectiveness. Peacebuilding 
evaluation guidelines put a lot of emphasis 
on the importance of assessing theories of 
change (Church and Rogers, 2006; Paffen-
holz and Reychler, 2007; OECD/DAC, 2012). 
Yet, it is rare to come across projects, pro-
grammes and policies with well-developed 
baselines and theories of change embedded 
in a results-based framework. Hence, evalu-
ating peacebuilding effectiveness remains 
a challenge. 

In this short article, I discuss an innovative 
methodological approach to the evaluation of 
peacebuilding effectiveness. This approach en-
tails drawing upon evidence-based compara-
tive research on what worked and what did 
not work in similar peacebuilding interven-
tions in order to analyse outcome plausibility. 
It has been tested in a global evaluation of civil 
society peacebuilding projects in eight coun-
tries, and proved extremely useful, especially 
in cases where there are no clear baselines or 
where theories of change are confused.

Step 1: Reconstructing theories 
of change

In many peacebuilding evaluations, baselines 
and theories of change that provide the ratio-
nale for how and why peacebuilding projects 
are assumed to have an impact, are implicit 
rather than explicit. It is also quite common 
that the theories listed in project documents 
no longer reflect the intervention logic due 
to changes in project design or context. In 
such cases, the theory of change has to be 
reconstructed as part of an evaluation.

Data constraints pose a tricky problem in 
this regard. Bamberger, Rugh and Mabry 
(2004) suggest reconstructing baselines and 
theories of change with the help of second-
ary data from programmes/projects, national 
statistics like national household surveys 
and by interviewing the main evaluation 
stakeholders, including beneficiaries. Apply-
ing methods to compensate for missing data 

involves a number of constraints, including 
the issue of stakeholder bias when it comes 
to recalling the past (ibid.). A further issue 
in complex conflict contexts is that national 
authorities are often dysfunctional, and reli-
able national statistics or surveys, and public 
perception studies are rarely available. As 
a consequence, more testing is required to 
acquire reliable approaches and methods.

In cases where an explicit theory of change is 
elaborated in project documents, the evalu-
ator nevertheless needs to assess whether 
the theory remains valid.

Step 2: Assessing theories 
of change

Evaluating the logical plausibility of a theory of 
change involves relating a project’s activities 
and outcomes to its desired impacts or goals 
in order to establish whether such impacts 
might reasonably be achieved (Rossi, Lipsey 
and Freeman, 2004: 158 – 159). The evaluator 
can also assess whether a theory of change 
is relevant in a given context. Firstly, this can 
be done by analysing the causes and dynam-
ics of conflicts over time, and secondly, by 
evaluating if the theory of change addresses 
these factors in a logical sequence in order to 
facilitate peacebuilding. 

Step 3: Assessing outcome 
plausibility

In the absence of detailed baseline data, an 
innovative way of assessing peacebuilding 
outcomes is analysing outcome plausibil-
ity by comparing the theory of change and 
the main activities conducted with existing 
comparative data on what has worked and 
what has not worked in similar peacebuilding 
interventions. However, such assessments 
are only possible if sound evidence from 
research or other evaluations exists. In my 
experience, even when such research results 
exist, they require adaptation to the purpose 
of evaluation, i.e., they need to be “trans-
lated”. A practical example of this approach 
is presented below.

I used such a “translation” approach as part 
of a global evaluation of support to civil so-
ciety peacebuilding initiatives in eight coun-
tries (Paffenholz et al., 2011: 3 – 10), drawing 
on the results of a multi-year international 
research project on the role of civil society in 
peacebuilding (Paffenholz, 2010; IPTI, 2016). 
For the purposes of this research project, 
I co-developed a framework for the analysis 
of civil society in peacebuilding (Paffenholz 
and Spurk, 2010) which elaborates seven 
functions civil society can fulfil: protection, 
monitoring, advocacy, socialisation, social 
cohesion, facilitation, service delivery (see 
Figure 1). The effectiveness of the seven 
functions has then been assessed in 13 coun-
try case studies on the level of cumulative 
impact by function. 

Figure 1: Seven civil society peacebuilding 
functions (Paffenholz and Spurk, 2006).

Seven civil society 
peacebuilding functions

1. Protection of citizens from vio-
lence from all parties;

2. Monitoring of human rights viola-
tions, the implementation of peace 
agreements, etc.;

3. Advocacy for peace and human 
rights;

4. Socialisation for democratic and 
peace values as well as for in-group 
identity of marginalised groups;

5. Inter-group social cohesion, 
bringing people together from ad-
versary groups;

6. Facilitation on the local and nation-
al level between all types of actors;

7. Service delivery for creating entry 
points for peacebuilding, i.e. for the 
six above functions.

In order to make use of the research results for 
the evaluation in question, they were translat-
ed into effectiveness conditions against which 
the projects could be assessed. For example, 
with regard to function 5, “inter-group social 
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cohesion”, the research found that the rel-
evance of activities which bring people from 
adversarial groups together depends largely 
on the context in which these activities take 
place (Paffenholz, 2010: 405 – 424). 

More specifically, the research results 
showed that the following reasons limited 
the effectiveness of most dialogue projects 
(ibid: 427):
• Radicalisation within society hinders this 

type of peace work;
• The main focus of most initiatives is on the 

main conflict lines only;
• Most initiatives are of a scattered, short-

term and fragmented nature;
• Most participants are English-speaking, 

elite-based representatives who are often 
already “converted” to the idea of positive 
images of the other group;

• People-to-people programmes do not 
reach society at large as they only focus on 
the individual level;

• The apolitical nature of most initia-
tives frame a deeply political problem as 
a relationship problem, something that can 
often be misleading, and result in limited 
acceptance and ownership within society;

• Many initiatives aim at changing attitudes, 
yet even over the long-term, this seems 
ineffective. Existing evidence from Bosnia, 
Cyprus and Israel/Palestine demonstrate 
that attitude change might not be neces-
sary for behavioural change. Instead, 
work-related activities, which brought 
people from different groups together, 
proved to be more successful than peace-
related work. Here people expressed 
positive experiences from working with 

the other group, often producing concrete 
outcomes or common work initiatives.

These findings can then be translated into 
a checklist in order to establish whether the 
peacebuilding projects under evaluation have 
built these conditions into their theory of 
change and subsequent project implementa-
tion.

In a nutshell, the outcome plausibility evalu-
ation approach is a viable alternative in the 
absence of baseline data. Nevertheless, in 
order to ensure more effective peacebuild-
ing evaluations in the future, a lot more em-
phasis should be put both on improving the 
quality of project planning in peacebuilding 
and on creating a culture of monitoring and 
evaluation as an integrated part of project 
implementation. 
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