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Abstract
This article discusses environmental evaluation in the context of national development in developing 
countries. It makes a case for evaluation to move beyond evaluating individual interventions to 
assessing the contributions to sustainable development at the national and international levels. 
It highlights challenges relating to evaluating environment in national development, as well as 
aggregation and attribution of results from programmes aimed for demonstration and policy 
influence. The discussion is focused around two concrete cases involving programmes by UNDP 
and the Global Environment Facility.
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Introduction

Questions related to the environment and development remain topical today more than two 
decades after the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit.1 Both national and international actors in gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental fields, as well as in academia, are searching for insights into 
how sustainable development can be advanced and environmental concerns incorporated into 
the development agenda more effectively. There is an environment–poverty nexus at the heart 
of sustainable development that is still often neglected in development endeavours. 
Environment as a global public good tends to get short shrift, as in the short term it is seen as 
an externality and there are perceived trade-offs between economic development and environ-
mental protection. Although these trade-offs in reality often are false, this perception lingers. 
The economies of virtually all countries, but in particular poorer ones, rely on sustainable 
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management of the environment and natural resources. Similarly, poor people tend to be more 
dependent on the environment for their livelihoods and vulnerable to changes in it than their 
richer compatriots. There is evaluative evidence that when these interlinkages between the 
environment and poverty are recognized, both benefit (EO, 2010). While development pro-
grammes often ignore the environment, environmental programmes also tend to operate in 
parallel with mainstream economic development.

Evaluation can play an important role in demonstrating results and analysing what works 
and why. However, to do so, evaluation must move beyond assessing individual interventions 
in isolation and contribute to the understanding of how environmental concerns can be better 
incorporated into development efforts in the national context. This does not imply abandoning 
project evaluation, which plays an important role for accountability and improvement of spe-
cific interventions, but it is always important to keep the big picture in mind.

This article seeks to illustrate the complex interlinkages between environment and develop-
ment and the implications for evaluation at the programmatic level. It aims to illustrate the 
challenges to be addressed through two real-life cases drawn from international programmes, 
which have both been designed to integrate environmental and developmental considerations. 
The challenges are partly specific to evaluating programmes that focus exclusively on envi-
ronmental objectives, but are exacerbated in evaluating programmes in which the environ-
ment is not the only target. The cases also demonstrate issues pertaining to efforts to evaluate 
environment and development work beyond individual projects. Particular challenges related 
to measuring and attributing the success of integration of environmental concerns into national 
development strategies to programmes whose goal is primarily demonstrating good practices 
and to influence policy are highlighted. Another particular challenge identified relates to 
aggregation of results from a large number of projects or sub-programmes to national and 
global levels.

The first part of the article discusses issues related to environmental evaluation in general 
terms in light of recent literature and how these affect evaluation of the environment in devel-
opment programmes. Next, the article makes a case for the need to move to a higher level 
where evaluations are conducted against national development trends instead of focusing nar-
rowly on individual programmes and projects. The article then presents two specific cases 
drawing upon evaluations conducted by the Evaluation Office of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) of the work of the organization at the country level and the 
Small Grants Programme (SGP) of the Global Environment Facility (GEF). These cases illus-
trate concretely the issues raised by the author. The final part of the article moves towards a 
conclusion with an attempt to stimulate discussion in the evaluation community concerned 
with evaluating sustainable development at the national and global levels.

Challenges to tackle

Particularities of environmental evaluation

As in other fields, there are increasing demands to demonstrate impacts and to learn what 
works and why in the field of environment. Large investments are made in programmes and 
projects addressing local, national and global environmental problems as a primary target or 
in the context of addressing economic and social development. Yet, for several reasons, the 
measurement of results and evidence-based decision-making tend to lag behind. Some of 



46 Evaluation 20(1)

these reasons may be political and ideological (e.g. based on different valuations of environ-
ment and economic development by different groups of stakeholders), while lack of transpar-
ency and inadequate sharing of data may sometimes play a role (Keene and Pullin, 2011). 
Most often, it would seem that the reasons pertain to methodological challenges in measuring 
results in complex situations (Forss et al., 2011).

The close interlinkages between environmental and development issues, complicated by 
significant differences as outlined below, clearly pose specific challenges to the evaluation 
community. There are certain evaluation challenges that are specific to the environmental 
area. Some of these stem from the particular characteristics of environmental issues, as well 
as the programmes and projects designed to address them. Birnbaum and Mickwitz (2009: 
3–4) categorize them as follows:

1. Differing and frequently long time horizons;
2. Disparities in scaling;
3. Data quality and credibility issues;
4. The problem of research designs for assessing attribution in environmental policies 

and programmes.

The different time horizons for observing changes in natural and social systems, as well 
as the often short policy and programme cycles, pose challenges to evaluators. Similarly, the 
spatial scales of environmental problems – such as deforestation or climate change – often 
do not match the scales of political jurisdictions making evaluation at appropriate scales 
challenging. Data availability and credibility challenges relate partly to the above. Long 
time-series data are regularly not available for the environment, in particular at the local 
level. On the other hand, given that environmental units often do not coincide geographi-
cally with jurisdictional ones, data where they exist are often fragmented. It has been recog-
nized that due to a combination of these factors, environmental programmes in complex 
situations do not lend themselves easily to experimental or quasi-experimental designs 
(Vaessen, 2011). Recognizing these issues, Rowe (2012) has suggested a two-system evalu-
and approach that takes into account the different temporal and spatial frames of the human 
and natural systems.

Nevertheless, rigour in evaluations can be enhanced through the formulation of theories of 
change, including causal hypotheses with explicit assumptions, and making observations 
regarding baselines and key indicators (Ferraro, 2009; Vaessen and Todd, 2007). Focusing 
specifically on evaluation of environmental conservation programmes, a team of researchers 
makes a case for rigorous design alternatives using qualitative, non-experimental approaches 
(Margoluis et al., 2009).

Climate change poses new challenges to evaluation, including shifts in the objects of 
evaluation, new metrics, and greater focus on risk, uncertainty and complexity (Picciotto, 
2009). Both mitigation of climate change and adaptation to its impacts and reducing people’s 
vulnerability, especially in the developing countries, are closely related to economic develop-
ment. Their evaluation requires different approaches (Van den Berg and Feinstein, 2009). 
Systematic evaluation can and should play a critical role in identifying what approaches are 
most effective and efficient in terms of costs and benefits to address them (White, 2009). This 
will require the building of an adequate body of evaluative evidence that can be used to syn-
thesize lessons.
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A review conducted a few years ago concluded that while the evaluation community was 
starting to react to the specific issues pertaining to climate change adaptation, monitoring and 
evaluation frameworks had not been systematically applied thus far. Similarly, very few ex-
post evaluations have been undertaken, although their role for learning, accountability and 
transparency is acknowledged (Feinstein, 2009). Evaluation is needed to bring new knowl-
edge to this emerging field. Denton (2009) has argued that evaluation (especially when it is 
participatory) can help build the knowledge and capacities of communities to adapt and to 
reduce their vulnerabilities.

Evaluation – beyond projects

Apart from the particular challenges of evaluating environmental programmes and projects, 
there is a strong argument for moving beyond evaluation of individual interventions. In this 
scenario, environmental evaluation becomes part of a broader discussion about development 
effectiveness. Picciotto (2007) argues that the main unit of account for evaluation should shift 
from the project level to the country level with new metrics derived from the Millennium 
Development Goals. He further calls for making development evaluation a country-based and 
country-owned process instead of a donor imposition. As indicated in the introduction, it is 
this author’s view that elevating the focus of evaluation is not a substitute for evaluating indi-
vidual interventions, but important for framing the questions in terms of whether such inter-
ventions make adequate contributions at the macro level. For international organizations 
supporting countries in their own development efforts, evaluation plays a central role in 
assessing the relevance and results of the programmes and projects to national development. 
Concurrently, however, these organizations have a responsibility to contribute to broader 
goals beyond individual countries, and sometimes there are tensions between local, national 
and global priorities. The global environmental goals are a case in point.

By the same token, it has been convincingly argued that evaluation must also address the 
issue that has been termed the ‘micro–macro paradox’ in economic literature, i.e. that while 
many individual interventions seem to succeed in reaching their objectives, there is little to 
show by way of solving the larger problems at the national or global levels. Global environ-
mental degradation and climate change fall squarely into this category. An earlier evaluation of 
GEF work at the local level concluded that in many projects, where the global–local linkages 
were not adequately addressed, the result was reduced benefits at both levels (GEF, 2006: 7).

Van den Berg (2011) argues that evaluation has the responsibility of moving beyond assess-
ing the success of individual interventions to look at the big picture and contribute to the 
broader understanding of the reasons for the micro–macro paradox, which often lie in the 
realm of treating the environment as global public goods and, thus, as an externality to eco-
nomic development. He suggests fine tuning how we define ‘relevance’ and ‘impact’ as evalu-
ation criteria to ensure that the relevance of any intervention includes whether it actually made 
a difference in addressing the larger issue. Similarly, evaluation should not only address the 
direct impact of an intervention but its ‘final or ultimate’ impact. Obviously, defined in such a 
way, relevance and impact are closely related to each other and the ultimate question of 
whether the intervention being evaluated has actually contributed to changing the negative 
trends in society, economy and environment. However, there is still a distinction between the 
two criteria and, at the intervention level, relevance can be evaluated when full impact is not 
yet determinable.
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Recognizing the micro–macro paradox, the Evaluation Office of UNDP, already a decade 
ago, reassessed its approach to country programme evaluations. It became obvious to evalua-
tors that, in some cases, evaluations reported that UNDP programmes and projects were fully 
on track in achieving their designed results, while all the macro indicators in the country in 
question showed a declining trend. In response, the Evaluation Office modified its approach 
to evaluate UNDP’s contributions to national development results and benchmarking such 
contributions against the overall trends in national development. While moving the bench-
mark to a higher level from the performance of individual projects and programmes was a 
clear improvement, the country-level evaluations have faced other problems, not least the 
difficulty of attributing the achievement of results to UNDP’s programmes. A particular chal-
lenge has been to assess the organization’s contributions in the environmental field in relation 
to the overall country programme in which environmental concerns and projects feature to a 
varying degree. Examples that follow will highlight specific challenges related to this issue.

Evaluation of environment in international development: two 
examples

This section highlights two particular cases drawing from the work of the Evaluation Office 
of UNDP. The first focuses on evaluating when the environmental goals are not the primary 
objective of the intervention, but are seen as important for their interconnectedness with other 
development objectives at the country level. The second addresses the challenge of aggregat-
ing results from a number of small interventions towards a programmatic goal. In both cases, 
issues relating to the nature of the results that are being evaluated, and their ownership, are 
raised.

Evaluating environment in UNDP’s programming at country level

As the development network of the United Nations, UNDP aims to help ‘build nations that can 
withstand crisis, and drive and sustain the kind of growth that improves the quality of life for 
everyone’.2 Specific challenges faced by UNDP relate to integrating its environmental work 
with the broader development framework and poverty reduction strategies that are its main 
focus and mandate (Stewart et al., 2009). Tensions between these objectives in UNDP pro-
gramming were highlighted in a global evaluation conducted by the Evaluation Office (EO, 
2008). It was found that these tensions were frequently caused by conflicting institutional 
incentives and organizational structures. These stemmed from and reflected tensions in insti-
tutional alignment and accountabilities, in particular between contributing to national devel-
opment goals and achieving global environmental objectives.

In particular, the tendency by UNDP country programmes to substitute environmental work 
with direct linkages to national and local development issues in the developing countries, such 
as sustainable management of natural resources or local energy development, with projects 
funded by the Global Environment Facility was found to have the effect of distancing environ-
mental programming from the poverty reduction focus. The GEF mandate emphasising global 
environmental issues is complementary to UNDP’s explicit poverty focus. As an implement-
ing agency for projects funded by the GEF, UNDP is expected to mainstream global environ-
mental concerns into the national development strategies and programmes that are its primary 
concern. While the funding for projects focusing on global environmental issues, such as 
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biodiversity conservation or climate change mitigation, is valuable and necessary, the lack of 
funding for addressing local environmental priority issues was found to form a gap that was 
often difficult to fill.

The presence of this gap in integration poses particular challenges for evaluating UNDP’s 
work at the country level. While poverty eradication is an overarching goal for UNDP, envi-
ronment and sustainable development features as one of its four focus areas, based on the 
understanding of the close interlinkages between poverty, natural resources management, 
environment, and energy. UNDP also recognizes that the poor people in particular depend on 
natural resources and the environment for their day-to-day lives.

There is a well-established and functioning system for evaluating GEF-funded projects in 
UNDP, as well as in other agencies that implement projects on behalf of the Facility. Terminal 
evaluations are mandatory for all projects and follow a well-defined evaluation protocol. 
Understandably, these evaluations assess the achievement of the specific goals and objectives 
that the projects were set up for; mostly focusing on contributing to the global environmental 
benefits that are the mandate of the GEF. The question then is whether this is adequate in the 
UNDP context, as the organization’s mandate is explicitly to support countries in reaching 
their own nationally defined development results. It would not appear appropriate to judge the 
performance of GEF-funded projects in isolation from UNDP’s core mandate, especially as 
they form the bulk of the organization’s environmental programming.

Apart from the project evaluations, country-level and other broader programmatic evalua-
tions attempt to take an integrated look at UNDP’s country-level programming in which all 
aspects of UNDP’s work in a country – including policy advice, advocacy, capacity develop-
ment, project work and other types of support – are assessed utilizing the evaluation criteria of 
relevance, effectiveness, efficiency and sustainability against the national development goals. 
Country-level evaluations have documented a number of cases where environmental projects 
have been successful in their own sphere, but where they have been designed and imple-
mented on a parallel track separately from the rest of the country programme.3

In other cases, there have been missed opportunities for addressing priority environmental 
issues with linkages to national and local development and poverty reduction, because the 
availability of external funding has directed country programmes to different priorities and 
funding has not been available from UNDP’s own resources to fill the gaps. Such was the case, 
for example, in India where opportunistic programming based on fund availability had led to 
a fragmentation of the country programme (EO, 2012). This situation has in many countries 
been exacerbated by the internal organizational structures promoting silos in which pro-
gramme staff working in the poverty reduction, democratic governance, environment and sus-
tainable development, and crisis prevention and recovery areas do not adequately share 
information or cooperate with each other (EO, 2010).

These examples do not by any means represent the entire picture of UNDP work and there 
is evidence that the importance of mainstreaming environment into overall programming has 
gained increasing recognition, at least in part due to the series of evaluations highlighting the 
issue. Yet, they do demonstrate the point that it is not sufficient to focus on evaluating indi-
vidual projects – however significant many GEF-funded projects may be – in isolation of the 
broader goals that they are intended to contribute to.

It is also important to be explicit about what we evaluate against. In the case of UNDP and 
the Global Environment Facility, there is a close relationship and cooperation between the two 
entities, but their goals and mandates are not identical even though both are very important 
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and worthy. It is therefore not adequate to evaluate GEF-funded projects implemented by 
UNDP only in relation to how well they contribute to the GEF goals of generating global 
environmental benefits. The expected value added by UNDP goes beyond being a competent 
implementing agency for the GEF projects and should be manifested in the complementarities 
between the global, national and local benefits achieved through integrated programming.

Small grants programme: aggregation challenges

The Small Grants Programme, launched in 1992 and implemented by UNDP on behalf of all 
the GEF partners, provides direct support to local communities to take action in the areas of 
biodiversity conservation and sustainable use, climate change, international waters, land deg-
radation and sustainable forest management, and chemicals management. Over its two first 
decades of operation, SGP has funded over 17,000 projects in more than 120 countries. The 
direct funding from GEF for the projects has amounted to some US$380 million, with over 
US$500 million in co-financing. With such scale of funding, there is an obvious interest to 
determine the results of the programme on the ground. From an evaluation point of view, sev-
eral interrelated challenges arise.

In 2007–08, a major joint evaluation by the GEF and UNDP evaluation offices attempted 
to take a comprehensive look at SGP and its results. The joint evaluation emphasized that the 
previous three evaluations of SGP ‘were primarily oriented toward improving SGP operations 
and design and toward distilling lessons’ and were ‘not able to assess which global environ-
mental benefits had been achieved, whether the programme was cost effective, or whether 
there were trade-offs between the SGP and other GEF projects’ (GEF, 2008: 5). The joint 
evaluation consequently set out to assess the SGP’s impacts in achieving global environmental 
benefits, its effectiveness and efficiency, and the factors affecting the results. The joint evalu-
ation engaged a large team of evaluators collecting both qualitative and quantitative informa-
tion on the programme performance and results at programmatic and national levels. The 
evaluation included twenty-two randomly selected country programme case studies. The joint 
evaluation took as one of its starting points the GEF mandate to achieve global environmental 
benefits, while recognizing SGP’s role in promoting people’s wellbeing and livelihoods.

There has been a long-standing debate about the relationship between the global and the 
local in GEF programming. The Facility was originally established in the context of the 1992 
Earth Summit to finance the ‘incremental cost’ of national actions to make them beneficial for 
the global environment beyond the strictly defined national interests of the developing coun-
tries. In its initial phases, GEF could only finance projects limited to the preservation of glob-
ally significant biodiversity, mitigation of climate change, phase-out of ozone depleting 
substances, and management of international waters. Since the early stages of GEF, the policy 
has evolved and a broader understanding of the importance of linking the global and national 
concerns has emerged. Another joint evaluation of GEF partners looked specifically at the role 
of local benefits in achieving global environmental benefits and concluded that the local and 
global benefits were closely interlinked (GEF, 2006). GEF also broadened the range of activi-
ties it could finance, but the focus on global environmental benefits remained.

The question of local versus global is particularly important in the context of the Small 
Grants Programme. While all of SGP’s thousands of projects must fall within the GEF focal 
areas, it can be argued that not all of them are explicitly focused on addressing global environ-
mental issues – or if they are, the direct impacts on issues such as reduction of greenhouse gas 
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emissions are quite small at the level of individual projects. The mode of operation of the 
programme is based on community empowerment, participation and capacity development. 
The programme aims to help communities to move towards sustainable development through 
small projects that encourage the conservation and sustainable use of environment and natural 
resources. Replication and scaling up of successful small-scale initiatives are explicit objec-
tives of SGP, which also aims at influencing policy at the national level by bringing such suc-
cessful approaches to the focus of partnership with governments and nongovernmental actors.

The governing bodies and funders of the GEF Small Grants Programme have stated the 
need for aggregating the impact of the programme globally. The question is: what level of 
attention should be paid to the direct global environmental benefits generated by the individ-
ual projects as opposed to other, intermediate results? While the programme as a whole has 
developed an elaborate monitoring and evaluation system – and there are periodic independ-
ent evaluations built into the system at the time of each replenishment of the SGP fund – the 
individual projects or even country-level programmes are hardly ever evaluated. Instead, there 
is a cumbersome self-reporting system against the GEF focal area results frameworks that 
stretches the capacity of most national and local stakeholders. One can also question the fea-
sibility of aggregating direct global environmental results from thousands of small projects 
most with budgets in the US$20,000–35,000 range.

At a certain level, it may be possible to add up the areas protected for biodiversity conserva-
tion or the amounts of deforestation avoided. Evidence from evaluations suggests that SGP 
projects have allowed communities to move towards sustainable use of their resources and to 
embark on economic development activities that benefit both the communities and the envi-
ronment. At the country level, the programme strategy varies considerably. In a few countries, 
the strategy has been to concentrate the programme geographically or thematically in an effort 
to maximize anticipated impact (such a case would be Mexico where the programme operates 
only in the Yucatan peninsula). Most others have adopted an inclusive approach that approves 
any well-developed proposal following project eligibility criteria in any geographic or the-
matic area put forth by a civil society organization. Making the leap from these activities to, 
for example, conservation of global biodiversity makes several assumptions, not least that the 
communities operate in areas with globally significant biodiversity that would otherwise be 
threatened. In addition, aggregating protection of hectares of areas in highly varied types of 
ecosystems would be difficult, if not meaningless from a scientific point of view. Short of 
conducting extensive surveys with built-in counterfactuals of levels of endangered species or 
ecosystems – hardly feasible given the vast geographic scope and the number of projects – it 
would seem impossible to determine the impacts of the programme on actual biodiversity 
conservation.

Aggregating only the direct environmental benefits of the individual projects may also 
significantly underestimate the value of the programme. The stated mission of the Small 
Grants Programme puts enhancing the wellbeing and livelihoods of especially poor and vul-
nerable communities at its centre.4 It would appear fair to include the results of replication and 
scaling up of SGP projects and approaches into the valuation of its results, given that these 
objectives are explicitly built into the programme approach. This would give a better sense of 
the overall impact SGP has had beyond its direct investment. In this case, evaluation will face 
a challenge of attribution. First, while catalytic and learning dimensions of SGP could and 
should be captured by evaluations, by definition the actual scaling up or replication will be 
done by others. Consequently, the programme cannot be held accountable for the results 
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achieved by activities beyond its control. Secondly, can we be certain that the expanded activi-
ties followed from SGP and would not have taken place without it? Establishing attribution 
and counterfactual would at the least require extensive and rigorous research in the field, 
which often will not be feasible under the circumstances. From the point of view of GEF and 
its partners, establishing a credible case for SGP contribution would seem adequate.

Arguably, the programme’s most significant impact could be achieved through policy influ-
ence, which is another factor central to the approach. If SGP has been able to influence national 
policy through demonstrating the viability of environmentally sound practices and approaches 
that provide significant social and economic benefits to communities, this will have multiplier 
effects that may even reach beyond the country in question. Needless to say, attribution chal-
lenges become harder the further one is distanced from the direct activities, which take place 
at the community level. Furthermore, SGP (and UNDP managing the programme) operates in 
many countries where governments are sceptical about the civil society and efforts to promote 
inclusive development are faced with many obstacles. Environment is often seen as politically 
less sensitive than programmes that directly address challenges of democratic governance. 
There are cases where UNDP country-level leadership has reported using SGP as an entry 
point for discussion about inclusive governance and the role of civil society with national 
governments that have not embraced these aspects before. These cases can be seen as positive 
and, at least partly, unintended results of SGP, albeit difficult to measure.

The evaluation objectives focused on assessing four dimensions (GEF, 2008: 23), 
namely the:

•• relevance of SGP results to the GEF mandate and operations, and to country sustainable 
development and environmental priorities;

•• effectiveness of the SGP in generating global environmental benefits;
•• efficiency of the SGP in engaging community-based and nongovernmental organiza-

tions to address global environmental concerns;
•• key factors affecting SGP results; and,
•• monitoring and evaluation systems.

As evident from the above list, the emphasis was placed squarely on the global environmen-
tal dimensions. Even with regard to the assessment of the engagement with the civil society 
organizations, the focus was on their ability to deliver global environmental benefits. The 
evaluation did review 22 country programmes and as part of these reviews conclusions were 
drawn regarding replication, scaling up, and mainstreaming local community activities. It 
was also found that all country programmes contributed to local policy instruments, such as 
municipal environmental ordinances. More than half of the country programmes contributed 
to national policy formulation (GEF, 2008: 7). Other conclusions pertaining to contributions 
to local livelihoods and targeting poverty were generally positive. All in all, however, these 
social, economic and institutional results of the programme were not systematically pursued, 
as the evaluation focused primarily on the global environmental mandate of the 
programme.

At the time of this writing, a new joint evaluation of the Small Grants Programme is under-
way (2013). A decision was made to largely focus the first phase of the evaluation on updating 
the previous evaluation. A second phase in 2014 intends to take a more systematic look at the 
results pertaining to replication, scaling up and policy influence of the programme.
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Discussion

Evaluating the effects of environmental interventions is particularly challenging, given the 
complex context in which environmental programmes and projects operate, and the multiple 
intervening factors that affect results (Vaessen and Todd, 2008). The further beyond the direct 
intervention results evaluations want to move, the harder it becomes to determine attribution. 
This should not mean that it is impossible to conduct rigorous evaluations, but this may be 
more helpfully done by constructing careful theories of change that can be used to explain the 
contributions of the intervention.

It is important to clarify what we mean by results and impact. It is possible, and often mean-
ingful, to define these concepts at different levels, ranging from the direct results that can be 
attributed to the intervention, to the next level of results that may reduce the environmental 
stressors, to the final ecosystem impact. Such approaches have been applied to monitoring and 
evaluation of interventions in practice, for example to forest management or the management 
of transboundary water resources, and have been referred to variably as ‘pressure – state – 
response’ or ‘process – stress reduction – environmental status’ indicators (see, e.g. Uitto, 
2004; Wolfslehner and Vacik, 2008).

In the cases described above, the definitions of results and impact focus largely in the mid-
dle ground and contain important dimensions of social, economic, organizational and institu-
tional changes. Such results may be the primary target (such as of UNDP country programmes 
that have mainstreaming of the principles of sustainable development into national develop-
ment plans as a goal) or they can be important instrumentalities to achieve environmental 
benefits (as is the case of the GEF Small Grants Programme). Either way, it is important that 
evaluations consider and capture them in a systematic way. If we accept the definition of ‘rel-
evance’ suggested by Van den Berg (2011), the relevance of interventions would then be eval-
uated against whether these changes lead to the ultimate impact related to environmental 
improvement and increased wellbeing, not just whether the activities have been aligned with 
national or global priorities.

Aggregation is particularly challenging in cases where an organization operates in a decen-
tralized manner in many areas or countries. Programmes and approaches need to be adapted 
to local contexts in order to be effective. While programmes and projects in the various coun-
tries and situations may be designed to address the same goal – be it biodiversity conservation, 
climate change mitigation or any other topic – they seldom should follow exactly the same 
format. It is possible to aggregate outputs (such as number of government officials trained, 
hectares placed under protective status, or number of environmental laws enacted), but aggre-
gating the broader results and outcomes becomes challenging.

Aggregation can be facilitated by establishing a core set of common indicators at pro-
gramme design and monitoring them throughout implementation. This is the approach taken 
both by UNDP in its attempt to aggregate the results of its work on the ground in more than 
170 countries, as well as by the Small Grants Programme attempting to aggregate the results 
of some 17,000 small projects in over 120 countries. The results have been mixed and the 
challenges distinct. In the UNDP case, aggregation has mainly focused on activities and out-
puts based on self-reporting by the country offices. In the Small Grants Programme case, 
aggregation has mainly been against the GEF focal area results frameworks related to expected 
environmental impacts. Both efforts are based on self-reporting by country teams and in both 
cases a challenge relates to the diversity of programmes, which does not easily lend itself to 
reporting on actual results and impacts.
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Aggregating the overall environmental impacts is much harder and will require long-term 
research that takes into account the variations in the local context. In some cases the impacts 
may be impossible to quantify meaningfully. For example, how does one add up the value of 
saving a specific hectarage of savannah ecosystem versus saving the same amount of cloud 
forest?

Evaluation literature recognizes these challenges and has come up with potential solutions, 
which could be usefully applied to either of the above cases. They include approaches and 
methodologies towards synthesizing results from disparate interventions to make sense of 
their higher-level effects. Such methodologies include meta-analysis, systematic review and 
realist synthesis (see, Duvendack et al., 2012; Mallett et al., 2012; Pawson et al., 2004). Some 
issues to be dealt with in applying these approaches in the context of international develop-
ment and environment programmes, such as those discussed in this article, pertain to availa-
bility and quality of evaluative evidence. The Evaluation Office of UNDP has recently 
embarked on a realist synthesis of its country-level evaluations conducted over the past dec-
ade. The long timeframe over which the evaluations were conducted and the evolving meth-
odology pose some problems of comparability. Similarly, the evaluations cover less than a 
third of the countries in which UNDP operates. In the Small Grants Programme case the chal-
lenges would be even greater due to the lack of evaluations at the project or country pro-
gramme level. Yet, it would seem worthwhile to explore these approaches further and to adapt 
them to the real-life situations.

Conclusions

In an era of dwindling resources and an increased emphasis on managing for development 
results, evaluation must play a central role in demonstrating results and providing evidence of 
what works and why. Evaluation can contribute to bringing about improved integration and 
mainstreaming of environmental concerns into development programmes through an evi-
dence-based analysis of the results and by providing explanations to the state of affairs. It is 
safe to claim that the two independent thematic evaluations conducted on UNDP’s environ-
ment and sustainable development work and its relationship to poverty programming gener-
ated important discussion in the organization and its executive board on how to better address 
the poverty–environment nexus.

It is important to elevate evaluation so that it can contribute to assessing the ultimate rele-
vance and impact of international programmes in environment and development to the prob-
lems of national and global significance. Credible, independent and transparent evaluations 
can make important contributions to the democratic debate on the value of such programmes. 
The role of evaluation is both to provide accountability for the intended results and the 
resources used, as well as to enhance our understanding of what works, why and under which 
circumstances. These roles are closely interrelated. Only through a credible and independent 
analysis can we arrive at a judgement of the results achieved and the factors contributing to 
them, which in turn will allow us to learn from past experiences. Learning from the past and 
improving future performance is key to achieving greater accountability.

The evaluation community must also have a role in educating the public, including the tax 
payers in the rich countries who fund much of the environment and development work in the 
developing countries, of what is possible and meaningful to measure. Often the critical out-
comes to assess are at the intermediate level (i.e. beyond the outputs of individual 
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interventions). It may be difficult to attribute the final impact on the environment or people’s 
wellbeing to a specific intervention. These impacts must, however, always be the ultimate 
benchmark against which we evaluate. To achieve positive changes in the environmental sta-
tus, organizational and policy outcomes are essential. The two global evaluations of UNDP 
work in environmental management, energy and poverty linkages, as well as other evaluative 
evidence from the country level, showed that achieving effective integration of environment 
and development requires that institutional incentives, sanctions and indicators to track pro-
gress be put in place. At the country level, there is a need for advocacy to promote such 
integration.

Environmental concerns should be brought to feature in national development strategies. 
Evaluations have also documented successful cases that can be disseminated and provide les-
sons across countries. Evaluations should help policy-makers to think about alternative strate-
gies and policies that do not treat the environment as a mere externality to economic 
development and can contribute to sustainability at the local, national and global levels.
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1992.

2. http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/operations/about_us/ (consulted 5 October 2013).
3. All country-level Assessments of Development Results are publicly available on the Evaluation 

Office website (http://web.undp.org/evaluation).
4. http://sgp.undp.org (consulted 5 October 2013).
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