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ABBREVIATIONS 

 
CS Civil Society, defined as the civic or public realm, largely separate from state or market, 

including formal and informal actors and organisations 
CSO Civil Society Organisation, defined as social change actors in the civic realm, not 

necessarily formal or linked with international cooperation 
HRBA Human Rights Based Approach  
IDS Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex, UK 
IOD PARC  International Organisation Development /  
LPO Local Partner Organisation (of SFO) 
NGO Non Governmental Organisation, defined as formal organisations usually having some 

links with international development cooperation 
RC Reality Check (also referred known as RCA – Reality Check Approach) 
SFO Swedish Framework Organisation – Swedish CSO supported in part via Sida framework 

agreement. Also referred to as ‘Swedish CSOs’. 
Sida Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
SIPU Swedish Institute for Public Administration (SIPU International) 
 
Swedish Framework Organisations included or referred to in this evaluation 
 
ADRA  Adventist Development and Relief Association (member of SMC) 
CoS  Church of Sweden 
Diakonia 
Forum Syd 
IAS  International Aid Services (member of SMC)  
LO-TCO Secretariat of International Trade Union Development Cooperation 
MyRight (formerly SHIA) 
Plan Sweden 
OPIC  Olof Palme International Center 
SMC  Swedish Mission Council 
SSNC  Swedish Society for Nature Conservation 
WeEffect (formerly Swedish Cooperative Centre) 
WWF  Worldwide Fund for Nature 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report shares findings and emerging implications from Round 1 of Sida’s Civil Society evaluation, 
carried out between March-August 2013 by a consortium of three organisations.1 This completes the 
first year of a two-year study of Sida’s Civil Society strategy2, as implemented by Swedish CSOs and 
their national partners in three countries – Nicaragua, Pakistan and Uganda.  
 
The purpose of the evaluation is: “To find out if, how and why/why not the support to civil society 
actors in developing countries via Swedish CSOs has contributed to the overall objectives of the 
support by creating conditions to enable poor and discriminated people to improve their living 
conditions and quality of life. The focus of the evaluation should be on learning aspects” (Terms of 
Reference).  
 
The evaluation uses the Reality Checks methodology to understand the realities and perspectives of 
people living in poverty and marginalisation ‘from below’, combined with ‘Meso-level’ inquiries into 
the efforts of diverse actors ‘from above’ to address these issues from local to the national level, and 
uses these findings to analyse the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the civil society strategy.  
 
The study aims to answer the following questions: 

1. What are people’s perceptions of the changes taking place, or not, in the enabling conditions needed 
to improve their living conditions – with regard to the key issue (e.g. workers’ rights)?  

2. What does a human rights based perspective mean to people living in poverty and marginalization, in 
the context of the key issue?  

3. What actors, including the Swedish CSOs and their partners, can plausibly be inferred to be 
contributing positive changes in the enabling conditions?  

4. What are the theories of change and strategies of Swedish CSOs and their partners, and what do the 
four human rights principles of participation, non-discrimination, transparency and accountability 
mean in their practice, in the context of the key issue?  

5. What plausible contribution can be inferred to the role of CSO capacity development and 
enhancement have in the context, and in relation to the key issue? 

6. What is the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the theory of change, strategies and interventions 
of the Swedish CSOs and their partners?  

Summary of Findings  
 
This report presents findings and implications from the first round field work. These findings are 
provisional and may change with further evidence, validation and inquiry with Swedish CSOs and 
their local partners during Round 2.  
 

Multidimensionality of poverty and marginalisation  
What stands out from the nine Reality Check sites (as reported in Section 3) is the way in which 
multiple layers of discrimination and exclusion act together to shape people’s experiences of poverty 
and marginalisation. Seven priority dimensions of poverty and marginalisation are identified:  

 monetisation of livelihoods 
 decline and commercialisation of public services 
 youth unemployment and migration 

                                                           
1 SIPU International (lead organisation), IDS (Institute of Development Studies, UK) and IOD PARC (International 
Organisation Development, UK) 
2 Government Offices of Sweden 2009, ‘Strategy for support via Swedish Civil Society Organisations 2010-2014, 
henceforth referred to as Sida’s ‘Civil society strategy’ or ‘CS strategy’ 
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 gender discrimination 
 disability 
 lack of access to education 
 psychological stress and vulnerability 

People are coping with a multitude of forces all at once, in the form of external constraints on the 
options available to them to improve their lives, and in the form of internal constraints on their sense 
of their own ability to effect change.  
 
Externally, the forces are apparent in people’s views of the shrinking prospects for viable livelihoods 
and employment; of an increasingly monetised world in which basic needs cannot be met without 
cash; of a commercialised public sector where health, education and other services must be paid for; 
of growing pressure to migrate; of weakening familial and community bonds; and of discrimination 
that excludes on the basis of gender, disability, ethnicity, age or sexuality. 

 
Internally, these constraints are embodied in the form of psychological stress, depression, despair, 
low self-esteem and a declining sense of personal and collective agency – which in turn has a direct 
bearing on people’s ability to take part in civil society and human rights based development 
processes. 
 

Analysis of Reality Check and Meso level findings 
Section 4 provides a case by case analysis of the nine Reality Check sites and key issues. The findings 
on poverty and marginalisation in Section 3 are connected to people’s experiences of their political 
and institutional realities, and their perceived scope as citizens to improve those conditions. Each 
case explores questions of alignment, relevance and feasibility of the Civil Society strategy – 
reviewed through the theories of change and action of Swedish CSOs and their partners. In this 
section you will find summary findings from the 3 country reports and nine RC sites: 
 
Nicaragua 

 Food sovereignty in the north Pacific coast region 
 Access to education and training by people living with disabilities in Managua 
 Indigenous Rights in the northern autonomous region of the Atlantic Coast 

Uganda 
 Post-conflict reconstruction in Pader district, northern Uganda 
 Environment and sustainable development in Mbarara, western Uganda 
 Youth livelihoods in Wakiso, a peri-urban area of Kampala 

Pakistan 
 Workers’ rights of power-loom workers in Faisalabad  
 Adolescent sexual and reproductive health in Chakwal, Punjab 
 Disaster risk reduction and child rights in Ghotki, Sindh Province 

 

Findings from all nine sites in relation to the evaluation questions are as follows: 

1. Perceptions of changes in enabling conditions 
 
What are people’s perceptions of the changes taking place, or not, in the enabling conditions 
needed to improve their living conditions – with regard to the key issue (e.g. workers’ rights)?  
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The households and communities we stayed with were made up of people living in acute poverty and 
vulnerability. Many bear the risks of hunger, illness, disability and economic exclusion on their own, 
with little access to income, state services or safety nets. Most have little hope of improving their 
lives, and do not see changes happening in the enabling conditions required for better livelihoods, 
employment, health care or education. Most see their access to land, natural resources, productive 
assets and economic opportunities declining, and basic services becoming less available and more 
costly.  
 
The issues of poverty people face are complex and multidimensional, often extending beyond the 
key issue being addressed by interventions. Most people do not see a clear route out of poverty, 
though primary and secondary education are widely valued as a necessary step, and access to cash is 
seen as increasingly necessary to attend school or secure health care. Some households do see 
changes happening in their communities - for example productive and economic projects - but view 
these as benefiting selected groups with access to resources and power. For rural people migration is 
perceived as an escape route, though there is little evidence that it is. Community solidarity is waning 
and people say they have to depend more upon themselves, or local patronage networks, rather 
than claiming rights from the state – even where there is awareness of rights and obligations.  
 
Discrimination along lines of gender, disability, age and ethnicity are pervasive in the lives of people 
living in poverty. Where rights have been achieved at the legal or institutional level (for example for 
workers, women, children, the disabled or indigenous people), people perceive continued forms of 
discrimination rooted in everyday social and cultural practices. Some discriminated groups have 
gained access to specialised training or capacity development, and value this, but the lack of enabling 
conditions prevent them from taking advantage of it. 
 
2. Meaning of a human rights based perspective 
 
What does a human rights based perspective mean to people living in poverty and marginalization, 
in the context of the key issue?  

Even with advance of awareness of human rights, for many people rights exist at a rather abstract 
level, in laws and institutions, but are not grounded in practical realities. Many are aware that they 
have nominal rights, for example against discrimination on the basis of gender or disability, or as 
workers or indigenous people. Yet in contexts where patricarchal and clientelist cultures prevail, 
even when people have a sense of their rights they express them through conflict, frustration, 
resignation or conformity. For many it makes more sense to behave as a loyal client or beneficiary 
than to demand rights and justice. The ability to articulate and claim rights depends very much on 
the subjectivity of the rights holder, and the presence of enabling conditions and incentives to make 
claims – both often lacking. 
 
Many people expressed their needs in concrete, practical terms such as wanting access to land, 
economic opportunities, reliable education and health care, and position themselves (based on their 
experience and contextual realities) as clients or beneficiaries rather than rights-holders. In contexts 
where the state is largely absent or failing to provide services, it is not perceived as a duty-bearer of 
rights; and where patronage systems can deliver more than the state, even on unfair terms, people 
are unlikely to frame their needs as rights violations, or to bite the hand that feeds them. While 

aware of injustices, people don’t see the benefit of complaining, but struggle on within the support 
systems available to them. 
 
In this context, we found that people living in poverty have few expectations of achieving 
participation, transparency, accountability and non-discrimination in the formal sense, in relation to 



Sida Civil Society Evaluation – Synthesis Report, Round 1 – Final Draft, 12 January 2014 

 

8 

local or national authorities. Yet these principles are understood and valued using other words, as 

practiced in people’s interpersonal relations with family, neighbours or with front-line workers and 
intermediaries (teachers, religious figures, NGO workers) and among those slightly better off who 
take part in self-help groups, co-operatives and savings groups. 
 
3/5 Contributions to changes in enabling conditions/role of capacity development 
 
What actors, including the Swedish CSOs and their partners, can plausibly be inferred to be 
contributing positive changes in the enabling conditions?  
 
What plausible contribution can be inferred to the role of CSO capacity development and 
enhancement have in the context, and in relation to the key issue? 

Questions 3 and 5 are addressed together. This study does not directly assess questions of impact or 
effectiveness, and our RC sampling did not aim to select beneficiaries of CSO programmes – rather 
people whose conditions and identities relate to the CSOs key issues, geographic areas and 
objectives. In this sense the CSO contributions we identified are based only partly on RC household 
perceptions and more on meso-level inquiries and analysis.  
 
Generally speaking, the Swedish CSOs, through their local partners, are making plausible 

contributions to improving people’s lives in a number of areas, such as providing services and 
materials in a post-conflict setting; improving agricultural livelihoods and productivity in a food 

insecure area; securing indigenous people’s rights to autonomy over land and natural resources; 

advocating for the rights of people with disabilities to access education; raising people’s awareness 
about environmental conservation; and providing spaces for children and adolescents to understand 
and express their rights. 
 
Much explicit work on rights appears to be happening at a high level: advocacy for changes in legal 
and institutional frameworks. While this work is important and contributes to change, it is not always 
grounded in day to day struggles and realities. It is not clear how the CSOs and their partners are 
contributing to real changes in the day-to-day drivers of poverty and discrimination, especially where 
conditions for poverty reduction appear to be rolling back.  
 
Local organisations are themselves suffering from this decline in enabling conditions, as corruption, 
patronage and poor accountability interfere with their empowerment efforts. Many are competing 
for (and working with) very limited resources, and are under pressure to deliver short-term results – 
which are best achieved with people who are economically and socially stronger than the very poor – 
and by not challenging the government. In some cases NGO projects are seen as plugging the gaps, 
offering temporary support, rather than shifting the enabling conditions or challenging the political 
conditions 
 
Some of the positive contributions identified - such as improved livelihoods and agricultural 
productivity of small producers, access to trade and markets, diversification and agro-ecological 
techniques, provision of education and information, and addressing gender biases in group 
membership, leadership and decision-making – tend to accrue to slightly better-off people with 
access to membership-based productive projects. The households we stayed with largely perceive 
themselves to be excluded from these initiatives. Nonetheless, we encountered encouraging 
examples of efforts to strengthen leadership and voice, for example among women, young people 
and people from marginalised groups. 
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Capacity development and access to education and training form a core part of the theories of 
change and interventions of Swedish CSOs and their partners. These efforts appear to be 
contributing to changes, for example: people with disabilities accessing education and training to 
build their resilience and self-esteem; indigenous leaders getting training in autonomy and land 
rights; farmers being trained in diversification, agro-ecology and sustainable management of natural 
resources; women in leadership and decision-making; adolescents in sexual and reproductive health; 
children in environmental conservation.  
 
It is less clear how this capacity development translates into changes in living conditions, where 
enabling conditions are lacking for the capacities to be fully exercised. People with disabilities find 
that education is necessary but not sufficient to gain employment. Indigenous leaders tend to 
reproduce patriarchal and clientelistic rather than rights-based norms in their communities. Post-
conflict communities and the local organisations that work with them find the power relations 
around them insurmountable, even as they shift their understandings. The capacities people gain 
cannot easily confront the disabling conditions presented by elite capture of resources, political 
clientelism, and threats of violence toward those who complain. Capacity-development is one piece 
of the puzzle, but does not necessarily translate into the ability of marginalised people or 
communities to challenge power and authority, or to construct viable economic opportunities for 
themselves. 
 
4. Theories of change and HRBA principles 
 
What are the theories of change and strategies of Swedish CSOs and their partners, and what do 
the four human rights principles of participation, non-discrimination, transparency and 
accountability mean in their practice, in the context of the key issue?  

These findings raise questions about what political and institutional conditions are necessary for 
long-range HRBAs to be effective, and what shorter-term or complementary strategies might be 
needed where these conditions are weak. The purpose, scope and timescale of results-based funding 
does not seem to lend itself well to long-term HRBA aims, and there is a need for more robust and 

contextualised theories of change and action. People’s ability to participate, to hold to account, to 
seek transparency, and to redress discrimination, even given the Sida-supported interventions, are in 
most cases very limited by their conditions – not only corruption and patronage, but remote location, 
distance from government, lack of government presence or responsiveness, lack of access to 
education, out-migration of men and disproportionate workload of women, and persistence of 
discriminatory behaviour and attitudes in culture and society.  
 
Many agencies are undertaking advocacy campaigns founded on an idea that rights are there to be 
claimed – and in some cases like disability and indigenous rights these efforts have produced 
substantive legal changes. However, such advocacy has not contributed as much as would hoped to 
substantive changes in cultural attitudes in families and society, where discrimination and patronage 
relations prevail. The assumption that rights can be claimed is tested where government does not 
treat people as rights-bearing citizens. Within NGOs and civil society, principles of participation, 
accountability, transparency and non-discrimination are promoted and widely discussed – but with 
some exceptions, people don’t see these practiced or demanded within civil society itself- though 
there has been some progress in strengthening participation, accountability and transparency within 
organisations. 
 
6. Relevance, alignment and feasibility 
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What is the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the theory of change, strategies and 
interventions of the Swedish CSOs and their partners?  

Nicaragua 
In its simplest form, food sovereignty is inherently rights-oriented. However, in the North Pacific 
region, there is an insufficient distinction between food security (more concerned with food supply) 
and food sovereignty (a complex medley of the right to the production and distribution of the food 
supply, which inherently values local knowledge). As a result, there is a tendency towards 
fragmented, results-based visioning that reduces this issue to a more technical/welfarist approach. 
Going forward, a gender analysis might bring greater alignment to this concept. In addition, the 
current focus on para-state and party structures is problematic since it appears to be the precedent 
over fostering autonomous spaces for open citizens’ participation. There is a need to recognise other 
existing layers and forms of social-political relations that contribute to resilience.  
 
On the theme of disabilities, the current focus on education and training is relevant – but does not 
necessarily fulfil the conditions necessary for accessing employment. Thus, there is the need for 
complementary strategies. Up to this point, there has been success in influencing national-level 
policies surrounding the securing of rights for people with disabilities, but much less work has been 
done on challenging everyday cultural discrimination against the community. Going forward, CSO 
Theories of change should provide more of a focus on fostering a sense of citizenship for people with 
disabilities – including self-esteem, empowerment, mobility and autonomy.  
 

The relevancy of CSOs’ human rights strategies for indigenous communities has been important on 
a larger scale, but seemingly less so within the communities themselves. Therefore, CSOs might 
consider integrating policies that are more consistent with local culture and realities, and which 
assist in building both a local and national identity for indigenous communities. While it is 
encouraging that LPOs are beginning to address issues of leadership, gender and change within 
communities, the tendency is to take a more legalistic stance towards these issues, instead of 
aligning them with a focus on participation, transparency and accountability within communities.  
 
All in all, our analysis of key findings suggests that Sida’s Civil Society Strategy is generally relevant to 
the present context of Nicaragua. However, a creative process of re-examining what is meant by ‘civil 
society’ and ‘citizen participation’ will be critical in preserving space to promote pluralism, vibrancy 
and critical participation at all levels. We would suggest that beyond the 4 immediate strategic 
principles of the HRBA (participation, non-discrimination, transparency and accountability), a deeper 
discussion of these gaps might include the exploration of individual and collective autonomy, agency 
and interdependence as defining concepts for the development of this “vibrancy and pluralism.” 
 
Uganda 
We find that Sweden’s Civil Society Strategy and those of its partner SFOs and their partners in the 
field are not entirely aligned with the great thrust of reality in Uganda3. The work on post conflict, 
environment and youth livelihoods that the agencies contribute are relevant, and are often useful 
and appreciated, but the strategies miss the big issues that sustain poverty. These big issues are 
about relations of rights between the citizen and the state and of reciprocity and respect between 
individuals, genders, classes and tribes in society.  
 
Many of the people we spoke with in all three areas spoke of the importance of making state services 
more reliable and accessible – both concrete outcomes of rights. For instance, most people consider 

                                                           
3 This is not a comment on any particular SFO or partner, since there is a range of strategies and 
understandings, but it is an overview of the general direction of effort. 
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education to be an enabling condition, however poor in quality. However, due to the exclusion of 
poor people from the majority of political processes, in combination with a climate that discourages 
civil engagement, poor citizens cannot claim reliable and accessible services as rights – only as hopes. 
Thus, the extent to which they can access these enabling conditions continues to be limited. While 
SFOs and their partners tend to fill gaps in service provision and often provide capacity training for 
citizens, they rarely work to challenge the status quo in terms of attempting to alter the existing 
political climate.  
 
The theme of ‘capacity building’ is central to the theories of change employed by many of the 
Swedish-linked CSOs we encountered. Local community members and critics in Kampala suggested, 
however, that capacities gained do not allow people to confront the disabling conditions they face, 
giving them no powers over the capture of resources by elites and the threat of violence directed 
towards anyone attempting to change the system.   
 
Ultimately, the state treats its citizens not as rights bearers, but as populations to be managed. This 
makes a human rights based approach difficult, though not unimportant. The question is how to 
achieve rights in such a situation. While government encourages civil society to focus on micro-
economic capacity building and filling deficits in service provision, it discourages citizens from 
challenging the status quo. This undermines civil society’s ability to contribute to enabling conditions 
for poor people.  
 
Some SFO and their partners already do take account of and even act on the way political corruption, 
social discrimination and personal stress hinders progress on issues such as environment, post 
conflict reconstruction and youth employment. These organisations offer a way forward for aligning 
civil society strategies with reality. 
 
Pakistan 
In all three RC sites the policies and strategies of the SFO, national NGO and CBO are aligned, but the 
relationship between the HRBA in theory and practice appears to be more complex than assumed in 
the programs. CBOs in rural areas face a tension between wanting to help secure a better deal for 
the rural population, and needing to survive and be seen as efficient project implementers by their 
partners. There are huge needs for education and health services, but donors and LPOs are naturally 
reluctant to get drawn into the provision of such services, which they rightly see as the Government’s 
responsibility. Yet if they don’t take practical action, children are unlikely to realise their needs and 
rights. Uncertainty and change in the system of local government makes it difficult for LPOs to 
undertake effective advocacy. What then is the appropriate balance between needs- and rights-
based approaches in the absence of a responsive government? 
 
The theories of change of LPOs are more implicit than explicit, and tend to mirror those of their 
donors. The alignment of strategies is thus influenced by funding flows, with strategies cascading 
down in a system of delegated implementation – which raises issues of efficiency, as there are 
overheads and claims to add value at each level. The implicit theory of change is that CBOs will 
increase their capacity and be able to assist the marginalised – but this depends on their 
commitment, consistency and accountability. With foreign funding they may become less 
accountable to the communities in which they work, and more accountable to the larger national 
and international NGOs from whom they receive their funding. Overall there is little evidence that 
LPOs capacity has been developed by SFOs – though more research is needed in Round 2 to 
understand the organisations and their relations. 
 
The human rights based approach of one SFO is well articulated, but not clearly defined in practice; it 
does not directly address power relations, and assumes that ‘knowledge-based planning 
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consultations’ will improve trust between communities and government. RC findings suggest that 
these consultations could decrease trust if expectations are raised and not met. The strategy of the 
LPO working with power loom workers is not feasible, as it is based on the false premise that 
strengthening the trade union will lead to improvement in wages and working conditions. 
 

Emerging Implications for Sida’s Civil Society Strategy 
 
Section 5 begins to identify implications for Sida’s civil society strategy. Our analysis works upward 
from people’s experiences to the meso to the strategic levels, with a focus on citizen agency (the 
capacity and practice of citizens to be proactively engaged in civil and political affairs), participation 
in and strengthening of civil society, processes of democracy and governance, the human rights 
based approach in theory and practice, and aid modalities that enable or constrain efforts to support 
civil society. These implications are presented in three parts: 

 citizen agency and people’s participation in civil society 
 processes of civil society, governance and human rights 
 supporting civil society with aid: enablers and constraints 

Citizen agency and people’s participation in civil society 
The RC findings paint a picture of the combined effects on people’s lives of multiple dimensions of 
poverty and marginalisation, across almost all domains of their lives. A major finding is that these 
forces combine to impose severe constraints on the scope for citizen agency and participation in civil 
society participation. 
 
As survival and meeting basic needs increasingly depend upon short-term access to cash rather than 
the longer-term exercise of citizen agency, as there is no reliable government from whom to demand 
one’s rights, it pays better to go find work than to stay home and be an active citizen or civil society 
participant. 
 
CSOs have themselves often gone in the direction of income-generating programs as empowerment 
strategies. Yet the RCs raise doubts as to the feasibility of such programmes substantially supporting 
people living in poverty and discrimination, because they fail to include extremely poor or 
marginalised people.  
 
Educating and mobilising people to become aware of and able to demand their rights is risky when 
the chances of meaningful results are diminishing. As politics and government become ever more 
commercialised, market-oriented and evidently corrupt, there is less and less civil or political space 
for such classic “rights advocacy”.  The only rational pathway left is to try to gain access to the 
market and/or the proceeds of patronage and corruption. There may be perceived risks to 
challenging a system when one might end up being excluded. The logical thing to do is remain a 
client or beneficiary, rather than a citizen with rights. 
 
Programmes which try to empower people to improve their living conditions –by gaining awareness 
of their rights or access to income to pay for monetized or corrupted livelihoods and services – are of 
doubtful meaning if people are not able to change unjust structures and power relations across the 
domains of their lives.  
 
There are inherent barriers to civic agency and empowerment, which work against the ideal of a 
vibrant and pluralistic civil society in which people participate in politics and aspire to transparency 
and accountability and achieve rights. The enabling conditions for such civic virtue are often absent, 
and the transaction costs for the very poor to take part in collective action or projects is prohibitive.  
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By its very nature, civil society is for the benefit of slightly better-off poor, or aspiring middle classes, 
not the most vulnerable and excluded.  Even where we found awareness of abuses of power, 
people’s self-perception as a beneficiary or client was often stronger than their identity as a rights-
holder. Knowing rights in the legal or ethical sense does not mean people have enabling conditions to 
act on them. The ‘aware citizen’ voice is drowned out by the quiet dependent subject. 
 
Where the understanding of citizenship is limited to the possession of an identity card which affords 
access to hand-outs, exercising citizen agency effectively means claiming and getting the handouts by 
successfully navigating the patronage networks that regulate them, not exposing, interrogating and 
changing malpractices that introduce corruption, unfairness or discrimination into the handouts 
system.   
 
Processes of civil society, governance and human rights 
The Civil Society strategy and its human rights based approach are based on assumptions about 
country realities of governance and civil society. The RCs offer an opportunity to check how aligned 
these are with the realities experienced. The strategy reflects an ‘organizational’ view of civil society 
– the need to strengthen actors that can apply pressure for reform and democracy from within and 
below.   
  
The Civil Society strategy also reflects assumptions about the political context and state of 
democratic governance and public administration in places where civil society support is given, 
where there is a certain degree of democratic space and a functioning state that can be held to 
account.  Political and institutional realities in all three countries challenge these assumptions of 
democratic theory.  
 
All three countries have experienced administrative decentralization as part of a democratization 
processes. The study finds that against a backdrop of increasing centralization of political and state 
power, administrative decentralization appears to have added more layers of government and civil 
service at which public funds can be misappropriated and corruption practised.  
 
In Nicaragua and Uganda the political space for NGOs has narrowed. The role of these ‘checks and 
balances’ is being reduced to one of service delivery under sub-contract to government, and their 
potential roles in advancing independent positions, deepening democracy, or defending 
constitutional law and international rights treaties are effectively being ruled out by onerous 
legislation and low-intensity harassment or reprisals by government. A range of social actors are 
tending to become docile, their capacity to negotiate with the state weakened by negative publicity 
or government propaganda that casts them as troublemakers.  
 
Active citizenship as a core dynamic of a healthy civil society, can clearly not be taken as given. The 
tendencies of limited and constrained ‘invited’ public spaces for engagement get reproduced at the 
level of communities and in relationships between different associational forms.  Many people we 
met do not appear to view themselves as citizens, behave as citizens or enjoy the status of citizens 
with rights. 
 
As a result of these trends, a rights-based approach espousing accountability, transparency, 
participation and non-discrimination in contexts where these concepts - as well as citizenship itself - 
are very differently interpreted and experienced, is taking some quite diverse forms.   
 
Supporting civil society with aid: enablers and constraints 
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The effects of larger shifts in aid modalities can be detected in cooperation operations at the local 
level. Professionalization, managerial reforms and tightened financial controls affect the choices 
SFOs have to make about their partnerships. The theories of change of many SFOs and LPOs imply 
that if community-level organizations can ‘increase their capacity’ they will be able to assist 
marginalized communities to realise their rights and demand improved services. The extent to which 
this can be put into practice depends on the commitment and consistency of the CBO, the strategies 
it follows, and the context within which it works.   
 
There are concerns that, with foreign funding, local organisations may become less accountable to 
the communities in which they work, and more accountable to the national and international NGOs 
that fund them. Local NGOs’ theories of change tend to be implicit rather than explicit. Some are 
committed to providing a specific service, for instance in health or education. While they may be 
influenced by their experience of trying to implement programmes at local level, they are also likely 
to be heavily influenced by their partners, who are also their donors.   
 
This pattern can give rise to single-issue programming, which we have found can (but not necessarily) 
become misaligned with people’s realities. The multiple, intersecting dimensions of poverty and 
marginalisation found in the RCs contrasts with the single-issue focus of many aid projects and 
government programmes reaching these communities. 
 
The aid interventions that RC researchers came across were often the end of a long and quite 
indirect aid-chain extending from Stockholm to the community via the national capital, provincial 
capital and village centre.  The sheer length, multiple links and multiplicity and diversity of actors in 
this chain introduce many possibilities for distortion and dilution of messages or inputs being passed 
along it, and raise questions of efficiency.  
  
Many aspects of the contemporary aid architecture, then, are experienced at local and meso levels.  
At worst, they are experienced as constraints on citizen agency. At times, they fail to address social 
dynamics which themselves constitute constraints on citizen agency.  At best, they fail to create 
enabling conditions for citizen agency. 
 
Challenges raised by emerging implications from Round 1   
A number of challenges emerge in relation to the Sida Civil Society strategy’s premises and 
workings. In this report we merely summarise these challenges, but do not yet make 
recommendations about how they could be addressed.   
 
Challenges relating to citizen agency and participation.  

 There are dissonances between the premises of the strategy and the contextually defined 

interpretations, versions and enactments of civil society and citizenship that play out in each 

context where Sida support to civil society is provided. These dissonances merit careful 

consideration because they have negative effects on alignment, relevance and feasibility.   

Challenges relating to governance, human rights and civil society.  
 Civil society organisations do not appear to be necessarily pro-poor, and political parties do 

not play the idealised role of enacting democratic participation, electoral competition, 
mobilizing citizens behind diverse visions of society and providing a range of opportunities 
for participating in politics.  

 Decentralization of governance has decentralized, dispersed and generalized governance 
malpractices. The limitations and distortions that affect public spaces are reproduced in 
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public spaces and associational forms at the most local level, and in the private and intimate 
spaces of people’s lives.  

 Public distribution systems follow logics which are ‘anti-poor’ rather than pro-poor in their 
effects, and the private sector appears not to be improving opportunities for those 
experiencing poverty and discrimination either.  

 A human rights based approach with universal norms, transposed into diverse national and 
local contexts, seems to be taking some quite diverse forms, which raises questions about 
the best way to pursue core and non-negotiable principles notwithstanding differences 
across settings.  

 The space for civil society to pursue classic ‘rights advocacy’ is narrowing, making the 
pathways of individualistic market-based  survival strategies, and/or passive ‘beneficiary-‘ or 
‘client-hood’ appear more rational to people in poverty.  Rights awareness-raising in this 
context appears to have limited possibilities; even people who know their rights often lack 
the conditions to act on them effectively.    

Taken together, these observations call for serious reflection on what can be done about the breach 
between the assumptions and norms informing the civil society support strategy, and local-level 
realities of people in poverty in the RC contexts.    
 
Challenges relating to aid as a vehicle for civil society support 

 There are misalignments between donors’ aid strategies and the context into which aid 
flows; and some tensions introduced at the frontline by a strong results focus and by certain 
aid modalities.  In an aid-dependent setting where patronage systems rule, aid cannot but 
get ensnared in the political patronage and clientelist systems that dispense public funds and 
goods. 

 In many aid partner countries the political space for NGOs has narrowed even while civil 
society aid delivery strategies depend centrally on NGOs. CSOs do not play idealised role of 
collectivising and advancing interests of the poor.  

 Where the results agenda focuses attention on tangible problems addressed through 
concrete interventions and evaluated by large-scale experimental methods, there are few 
incentives for aid actors to engage in detailed, micro-level analysis of the ‘messy’ social 
realities in which they work.   

 CBO and LPO accountability can easily get confused in a context where top-level results 
matter most: they can become exclusively accountable to the national and international 
NGOs that fund them, to the exclusion of any accountability to the communities in which 
they work. 

 In a context of numerous rapid shifts in aid-giving modalities, there have been few 
opportunities for major aid actors to take stock of the implications of these on their local-
level purported beneficiaries or partners, but the RCs suggest that the effects and many and 
need to be worked on. 

 Despite the Paris agenda’s focus on donor harmonization, many LPOs suffer from the taxing 
effects of receiving support from multiple donors with different priorities and systems, and 
many SFOs and LPOs are at risk of being overwhelmed and seeing their coherence and 
alignment with local realities compromised by this.  

 Narrowing the issue focus when attempting to respond to multi-issue, complex realities 
reduces relevance and feasibility. 

 The assumption that if community-level organizations can ‘increase their capacity’ they will 
be able to assist marginalized communities to realise their rights and demand improved 
services is not proving to hold true.  Further, the ideal of fostering local ownership in context 
of high dependency is seen to be problematic.   
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The report is structured as follows: 

 Section 1 gives and overview and summarises Sida’s Civil Society strategy, the questions 
guiding the evaluation, and the framework used for analysis 

 Section 2 provides a brief overview of the Reality Checks and Meso-level methodology 
(further described in the Inception Report and Annexe 5)  

 Section 3 is a thematic review of key reality check findings from the nine site reports and 
three country studies (included as Annexes 1-3)  

 Section 4 analyses these findings in relation to questions of alignment, relevance and 
feasibility of support for CS for each site and key issue  

 Section 5 takes the analysis to the next level, looking across the findings, and identifying 
emerging implications for the civil society strategy 

 Section 6 shares our reflections and lessons learned about the methodology and learning 
process, and ways forward for Round 2 

 Section 7 is a provisional and indicative plan for Round 2, to be developed further in dialogue 
with Sida and the PAG  
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1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

1.1 Overview and Purpose of this Evaluation 

This report shares findings and emerging implications from Round 1 of Sida’s Civil Society evaluation, 
carried out between March-August 2013 by a consortium of three organisations.4 This completes the 
first year of a two-year study of Sida’s Civil Society strategy, as implemented by Swedish CSOs and 
their national partners in three countries – Nicaragua, Pakistan and Uganda. The evaluation uses the 
Reality Checks methodology to understand the realities and perspectives of people living in poverty 
and marginalisation, combined with ‘Meso-level’ inquiries into the efforts of diverse actors to 
address these issues from local to the national level, and an analysis of the relevance, alignment and 
feasibility of the civil society strategy.  
 
The purpose of the evaluation is: “To find out if, how and why/why not the support to civil society 
actors in developing countries via Swedish CSOs has contributed to the overall objectives of the 
support by creating conditions to enable poor and discriminated people to improve their living 
conditions and quality of life. The focus of the evaluation should be on learning aspects” (Terms of 
Reference).  
 
The evaluation’s results orientation lies in its potential to explore and analyse the realities and 
priorities of people living in poverty in relation to the key issues and ways of working of Swedish 
CSOs and their partners.  It seeks to understand people’s experience and understanding of human 
rights based development, and of the contributions and capacity development efforts of Swedish 
CSOs and their partners to realizing this. 
 
Comparing people’s perspectives ‘from below’ with the strategies and approaches of Swedish CSOs 
and their partners, the evaluation seeks to understand the relevance, alignment and feasibility of 
Sida-supported cooperation efforts. This is not an evaluation of the Swedish CSOs or of their impact, 
but of the orientation of their cooperation strategies and theories of change in relation to the 
realities and perspectives of people living in poverty. It infers the plausible contributions of the 
Swedish CSO strategy to creating enabling conditions for people to improve their lives. It identifies 
opportunities for achieving greater capacity and alignment so that the prospects of achieving results 
within the strategy are increased. Rather than assessing impact, the evaluation affirms a learning 
process approach that seeks to involve Swedish CSOs and their partners in dialogue and learning 
about substantive issues of strategy, and about the Reality Checks methodology.  

1.2 Sida’s Civil Society strategy 

Swedish development cooperation aims to support ‘a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in 
developing countries that contributes effectively, using a rights-based approach, to reducing poverty 
in all its dimensions’ and to create conditions that will ‘enable people living in poverty to improve 
their lives’.5 Four principles are identified to guide Swedish cooperation with a human rights based 
approach (HRBA): participation, accountability, transparency and non-discrimination:   

                                                           
4 SIPU International (Swedish Institute for Public Administration, lead organisation), IDS (Institute of 
Development Studies, UK) and IOD PARC (International Organisation Development, UK) 
5 Government Offices of Sweden, 2009, ‘Pluralism: Policy for Support to Civil Society in Developing Countries 
within Swedish Development Cooperation http://www.government.se/content/1/c6/13/13/60/8c589318.pdf 
This is referred to henceforth as ‘the Swedish CS policy’ or ‘Sweden’s CS policy’.   

http://www.government.se/content/1/c6/13/13/60/8c589318.pdf
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“The human rights based approach puts people who are poor first and helps development 
cooperation to better take into account the views of men, women, children and young 
people living in poverty. These approaches provide a clearer picture and better knowledge of 
local power structures in the provinces and sectors where Sida works. The human rights 
based approach is primarily a method of working, a “how”. 

 
“The human rights based approach encompasses the central elements of democracy, good 
governance and human rights, equality between women and men and rights of the child. In 
combination with the human rights based approach, development cooperation shall be 
pervaded by the perspectives of the poor…   
 
Sida has chosen to work with these principles as a starting point for both the human rights 
based approach and the perspectives of the poor. The principles constitute a basis for 
analysis and assessment and a common basis for dialogue, cooperation and follow-up. The 
human rights based approach shall strengthen individual empowerment, that is, the human 
right of individuals to influence their own situation and development.” 6 

 
The Sida strategy7 designed to make this policy operational has two related objectives: strengthened 
civil society capacity to apply a human rights based approach to voice and service provision; and 
enhanced democratization and respect for human rights, following the four HRBA principles. Poverty 
is defined as ‘a condition where people are deprived of the opportunity to decide over their own 
lives and create their own future. A lack of power, security and opportunity is at the core of poverty. 
Poverty is dynamic, multidimensional and context-specific’.8  
 
This understanding creates a structure of expectation about what should be changing if poverty is to 
be reduced, and implies theories of change and of action for those organisations seeking to fulfil 
Swedish cooperation aims. Understanding this change process, how it is perceived and supported by 
different actors, and to what degree it aligns with the realities and perspectives of people living in 
poverty, is the central focus of this evaluation. 
 
Sida is concerned with democratic, social, economic, environmental and civic change in favour of 
people living in poverty and marginalisation. For such changes to occur, civil society actors should 
have the opportunity to enhance meaningful forms of participation, transparency and accountability 
in relation to government and to work towards equality in terms of gender and other aspects of 
discrimination and marginality. Sida promotes social cohesion through supporting effective interfaces 
between different social, cultural, religious, political or ethnic groups, particularly in fragmented 
societies. Sweden also supports civil society’s contribution to creating the conditions for economic 
growth.  
 
Finally Sweden gives particular attention to groups who are discriminated against on grounds of 
ethnic origin, religion or other belief, disability, age, gender, sexual orientation, or transgender 
identity or expression (i.e. non-discrimination). As such Sida promotes capacity development for 
CSOs, emphasizing that it should be based on those organizations’ own priorities. This framework 

                                                           
6 Sida (2012) Results for Justice and Development: Report on Sida’s Results on Democracy, Human Rights and 

the Human Rights Based Approach, Stockholm: Sida 

 
 
7 Referred to henceforth as Sida’s ‘Civil society strategy’ or ‘CS strategy’. 
8 Billing, Anneke (2011) Support to Civil Society Within Swedish Development Cooperation, Perspectives No. 20, 
University of Gothenberg 
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offers a set of domains in which changes, including shifts in power relations and rights, are to be 
supported and anticipated. For purposes of this study, we have thus taken a holistic view of the 
multiple dimensions of poverty, marginalisation and power relations. 
 
Sweden’s Policy for Support to Civil Society puts emphasis on aid effectiveness principles, stressing 
donor harmonization, predictability, long term support, alignment with partner systems and 
procedures, and increasing the share of the local partner in core and programme support. The aim is 
to see CSOs acting as the effective and representative voice of poor and marginalised groups, and 
enablers of good quality and fair services such as health and education. This understanding informs 
decisions as to how to direct and align support through Sida’s civil society support programmes, and 
underpins the results orientation of this evaluation with its focus on relevance, alignment and 
feasibility (see Annexe 5 for further details).  
 

1.3 A word on terminology 

We use the term civil society organisations (abbreviated to CSOs, or CS) to refer to the range of 
actors, organisations and shapers of opinion in the civic sphere, both formal and informal, largely 
outside the state and market. This includes, but may also extend beyond, the civil society actors to 
which the Swedish policy and Sida strategy refer.  When we use the term non-governmental 
organisation (or NGO) we are referring to a sub-set of CSOs with particular characteristics, summed 
up by Lewis9: those with formal status, working in the development sphere, usually with some links 
to international cooperation  
 
We use the term citizen agency to mean the agency exerted by people when they are acting not to 
satisfy their survival needs nor to cope with unforeseen crises (both of which are forms of ‘coping 
agency’), but to exercise their citizenship. Compared to ‘coping agency’, ‘citizen agency’ is ‘the higher 
degrees of political autonomy which are entailed by democratic participation in the political process 
at whichever level’10  

1.4 Framework for analysis 

With reference to Terms of Reference for this evaluation, the Inception Report and Sida’s Civil 
Society strategy, this evaluation aims: 
 

- to identify the priorities and perceptions of people living in poverty and marginalization 
concerning the enabling conditions they need to improve their lives, and perceived changes 
in these conditions;  
 

                                                           
9 Lewis, D. (2007), ‘Civil Society in African Contexts: Reflections on the usefulness of a concept’, Development 
in Practice 33.4: 569-586. Writing about the African context, Lewis points out that ‘civil society’ tends to be 
conceived of as a set of formally registered development NGOs which are funded by bilateral or multilateral 
donors or by international NGOs, some of which deliver services on a large scale on sub-contract to the state, 
some of which are large transnational organisations themselves and most of which have complex transnational 
linkages. This sub-set of NGOs is often in a relationship with the state that is more marked by accommodation 
and sub-contracting than by challenge and contestation. ‘Civil society’ understood thus is narrower and less 
diverse than it is in reality, and in referring to development and change actors and opinion-shapers in Uganda, 
Nicaragua and Pakistan we try to use ‘civil society’ to refer to the full range, and the term ‘NGO’ when 
specifically talking about the formally registered, aid-funded non-governmental organisations that are familiar 
partners to all aid and INGO bureaucrats. 
  
10 Lister, R.(2003), Citizenship. Feminist Perspectives, p 39, citing Doyal L. & I. Gough(1991), A Theory of 
Human Need. 
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- to explore what the human rights based approach and its guiding principles means to them, 
and to actors implementing the Civil Society strategy; and 
 
- to infer the plausible contribution and the alignment, relevance and feasibility of the 
Swedish CSOs and their partners to creating the enabling conditions for people to improve 
their lives. 

 
The team’s framework for analysis combines concepts of power and empowerment with domains of 
concern (a multi-dimensional perspective on poverty and vulnerability) (See Inception Report, 
Section 2.1 and Annexes 3 and 4). The four principles of a HRBA are used as the primary lens for 
understanding the Swedish CSO’s and their partners’ theories of change and action. The focus of this 
synthesis and analysis is on whether and how the CSO strategy, as carried out by the Swedish CSOs 
and their partners, is relevant, aligned and feasible: 
 

- Relevance – are the programmes, approaches and theories of change of the Swedish CSOs 

and their partners relevant to people’s priorities and perceptions of what changes are 

desired in the conditions that would enable them to improve their lives? 

- Alignment – are the programmes, approaches and theories of change of the Swedish CSOs 

and their partners aligned with the strategies of multiple actors at different levels, including 

actions being taken by local people themselves, to create enabling conditions to improve 

their lives? 

- Feasibility – are the programmes, approaches and theories of change of the Swedish CSOs 

and their partners feasible in terms of their plausible contributions (and in relation to what 

other actors are contributing) to creating enabling conditions for people to improve their 

lives? 

The following table maps the expected results of the evaluation (from the TORs) with agreed 
methodology aims and evaluation questions (from Inception Report).
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Table 1.3: Expected results, Methodology aims and Evaluation questions 

 

Expected results 
(Terms of Reference, p.5) 

Methodology aims 
(Inception Report, p.14) 

Evaluation questions  
(Inception Report, p.47) 

 Through Reality Checks:  
(a) learn if, how and 

why/why not the support 

given has contributed to 

creating conditions which 

poor and discriminated 

people/the target groups 

perceive enable them to 

improve their living 

conditions and quality of life;  

Understand people’s 
perceptions of and hopes for 
changes in the enabling 
conditions needed for them 
to improve their living 
conditions and in their own 
power and ability to bring 
about change 

1. What are people’s 
perceptions of the changes 
taking place, or not, in the 
enabling conditions needed 
to improve their living 
conditions – with regard to 
the key issue (e.g. workers’ 
rights)?  

(b) To gain knowledge on 

what changes poor and 

discriminated people/the 

target groups recognise as a 

result in the context of the 

support given through the 

projects/programs of partner 

organisations;  

Understand what changes 
people recognise as having 
occurred or not as the result 
of Swedish CSO (and 
partner) programme 
interventions or other forces 

2. What actors, including the 
Swedish CSOs and their 
partners, can plausibly be 
inferred to be contributing 
positive changes in the 
enabling conditions?  
 

(c) To find out if there are 

other results in the context of 

given support – expected and 

non-expected results, positive 

and negative – which are not 

being recognised by poor and 

discriminated people/the 

target groups;  

(d) To find out what a rights 

perspective means to poor 

and discriminated people and 

how they suggest to change 

their living conditions and 

quality of life in the context 

of given support;  

Understand how people 
perceive and experience the 
four key principles of 
Sweden’s human rights 
based approach to 
development 

3. What does a human rights 
based perspective mean to 
people living in poverty and 
marginalization, in the 
context of the key issue? 

(e) Based on the findings in a) 

to d), to find out to what 

extent the projects/ 

programs are perceived as 

relevant by poor and 

discriminated people/the 

target groups;  

Understand how people 
perceive the relevance of 
Swedish CSO programmes, 
interventions and capacity 
building in relation to their 
realities and concerns 
 

4. What is the relevance, 
alignment and feasibility of 
the theory of change, 
strategies and interventions 
of the Swedish CSOs and 
their partners? 
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Expected results, Methodology aims and Evaluation questions (continued) 
 

Expected results 
(Terms of Reference, p.5) 

Methodology aims 
(Inception Report, p.14) 

Evaluation questions  
(Inception Report, p.47) 

 Through Meso-level inquiry 
in relation to RC findings 

 

(f) To find out to what extent 

(if, how and why) partner 

organizations supported by 

Swedish CSOs have 

contributed to the results in 

a) to c). As there might be 

other factors affecting the 

results, such as other 

organisations working on and 

supporting similar outcomes, 

the question of attribution 

should be dealt with in a 

wider perspective in the 

analysis of the results.  

Draw plausible inferences as 
to contributions of Swedish 
CSOs and their partners to 
perceived changes in the 
enabling conditions and 
power of people living in 
poverty to improve their 
lives, taking into account 
wider context analysis and 
the contributions of other 
actors and forces [result (f)] 
 

5. What plausible 
contribution can be inferred 
to the role of CSO capacity 
development and 
enhancement have in the 
context, and in relation to 
the key issue? 
 

(g) To find out in what way 

the partner organizations of 

Swedish CSOs have applied 

poor people’s perspectives on 

development and the rights 

perspective in their 

projects/programs of given 

support (through the 

principles of participation, 

non-discrimination, 

transparency and 

accountability) and to what 

extent this might have 

contributed to the results in 

a) to c);  

Identify how the four 
principles of the human 
rights based approach 
(participation, transparency, 
accountability, non-
discrimination) are 
understood and practiced in 
the theories of change and 
programme strategies of 
Swedish CSOs and their 
partners, and how this has 
shaped their contributions to 
the above 
 

6. What are the theories of 
change and strategies of 
Swedish CSOs and their 
partners, and what do the 
four human rights principles 
of participation, non-
discrimination, transparency 
and accountability mean in 
their practice, in the 
context of the key issue?  
 

(h) To find out in what way 

support to capacity building 

of local civil society 

organizations/ partner 

organizations of Swedish CSOs 

in the projects/programs of 

given support, might have 

contributed to the results in 

a) to c), and what role the 

Swedish CSOs might have 

played in the context.  

Explore what the role of 
capacity building and 
strengthening of civil society 
organisations, specifically by 
Swedish CSOs and their 
partners, has played in the 
above 
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2 METHODOLOGY AND PROCESS 

In this section we give a brief overview of the methodology developed and tested during the 
inception phase, and further refined during Round 1. (For a detailed description see Inception 
Report, Section 2, and Annexe 5 below.)  The evaluation uses two complementary sets of methods as 
means of identifying the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the Sida Civil Society strategy.  

2.1 Reality Checks 

The Reality Check approach identifies the perspectives of people living in poverty. As its originators 
describe it, an immersion “extends the tradition of the ‘listening study’ (a method used by 
researchers to understand social reality by listening and documenting what people have to say) by 
requiring researchers to stay for several days and nights in the homes of poor families and join in 
their lives.”11  
 
This approach involves relationships of trust, living with and co-researching with people, following 
their leads, interests and contacts in order to inquire at other levels, and analysing context and 
change with them, with particular emphasis on issues of power for change. The reality check 
approach emphasises: Living with rather than visiting; Conversations rather than interviews; 
Learning rather than finding out; Inclusion of all members of households; Ordinary interaction with 
frontline service providers12 
 
The team used Reality Checks (RC) to collect information for evaluation results (a) through (d) (from 
TORs, see Inception Report Section 1 and Annexe 1) which focus on gaining diverse perspectives 
about change in people’s lives and seek to understand how they understand rights, what their 
change priorities are and what changes in enabling conditions (a) are they achieving and (b) do they 
wish to see in the context of the projects, programmes and wider social change initiatives. 
 
Our Reality Checks included a beginning focus one key issue for each RC site, as determined by the 
focus of Swedish CSO cooperation and partnerships. The researchers found and lived with 
households in areas that fall within the domains, thematic priorities and geographic regions where 
Swedish CSO-supported community-based and civil society organisations and are working.  
 

2.2 Meso-level research  

The second stage is a ‘Meso-level inquiry’ using mixed qualitative methods with civic, social and 
political actors, including the local partner organisations (LPOs) of Swedish framework organisations 
(SFOs) and their allies who are engaged in the same issues and geographic areas that have been 
identified. This complements and responds to the Reality Checks, using interviewing, focus groups, 
participant observation and secondary data collection (not using quantitative methods, but collecting 
some quantitative information).  
 
The Meso level research aims to address results (e) through (h) (from TORs, see Section 1, and 
Annexe 1), using a variety of qualitative methods to engage with Swedish framework CSOs, their 
national CSO partners and allies, and related civic, social and political actors involved in their spheres 

                                                           
11

 http://reality-check-approach.com/approach 
12

 http://reality-check-approach.com/approach 
 

http://reality-check-approach.com/approach
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of concern and influence, working on the same issues and themes and in relation to the same 
populations and geographic areas. While using qualitative methods, these studies may also gather 
and review secondary quantitative data as available. 
 

methodology
cso = Swedish framework org

lpo = local partner organisation

hh = people & households

meso level

(local to                                                                 analysis &

national)                                                                 learning

reality checks

(community)
hh hh hh

lpo

lpo

cso

cso

Sida civil 

society 

strategy

lpo

 
Figure 2.1: Reality Checks, Meso Level Research, and Analysis & Learning 

2.3 Analysis and learning  

Data from these two methods is documented and synthesised, and used in a process of analysis. The 
process aims to involve stakeholders at all levels in learning from the evaluation’s findings. As noted 
above, this approach is results-oriented in the sense that it will identify perceptions of change and 
processes of change, and degrees of relevance, alignment and feasibility in efforts to support this 
change; it will identify opportunities for achieving greater capacity and alignment so that the 
prospects of achieving results within the strategy are increased.  Each of the methodological 
elements is now presented in more detail. 
 
The analysis and learning process brings to light contrasts and synergies between the theories of 
change of Swedish and local partner CSOs and those of people in communities. We expect the 
process of learning to generate insights into degree to which there is alignment, relevance and 
feasibility between the people-centred and rights-based civil society strategy of Sida, Swedish and 
local CSOs and local people.  

2.4 Sampling and site selection  

The TORs identified three countries for the evaluation: Nicaragua, Pakistan and Uganda. The further 
selection process within and across countries has sought to achieve a broad representation of 
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contexts, programmes, issues, sectors and CSOs, while recognising that it is not possible to cover 
every issue or organisation. The selection aimed for diversity rather than overlap or comparison of 
work on similar issues. (For further details on selection see Inception Report, Section 6.2) 
 
Many qualitative and quantitative research studies are based on probability sampling, that is, ‘a 
sample selected by a method based on the theory of probability (random process), that is, by a 
method involving knowledge of the likelihood of any unit being selected (OECD)13. The logic behind 
probability sampling is to select of a subset of individuals from within a statistical population that will 
be characteristic of the whole population. As the aim of this study is to assess the relevance, 
alignment and feasibility of Sida’s strategy of support to Civil Society, probability sampling is not 
appropriate. Instead, we have used non-probability sampling, that is ‘a sample of units where the 
selected units in the sample have an unknown probability of being selected and where some units of 
the target population may even have no chance at all of being in the sample’ (OECD). Non-probability 
sampling does not rest on probability theory and therefore does not require random selection – but 
this does not necessarily mean that the samples aren't representative. This approach enables us to 
use purposive criteria to identify particular individuals, groups and locations determined to be central 
to the study’s issues and concerns, for purposes of deeper ethnographic inquiry. The table in Annex 5 
shows specific sampling strategies that we have used in a sequenced, inter-connected way in this 
study, all within a broad logic of non-probabilistic sampling.  
 
For each country we used lists provided by Swedish framework CSOs of Sida-funded projects and 
priority areas, including issues, themes, sectors, approaches, geographic areas, and population 
groups. We have selected regions, communities and organisations that reflect the themes and issues 
that act most directly on Sweden’s key strategic goals for civil society support, including those that 
include impacts on rights, gender and empowerment at national, as well as sub-national and local 
levels. In keeping with the TORs we have considered dimensions such as empowerment, awareness 
raising, advocacy, watchdog, policy development and enforcement, in addition to direct service 
delivery and community-level projects.  
 
We identified 3 key issues for each country, related to the work of a number (where possible) of 
Swedish framework CSOs, seeking populations and geographic areas where the themes are relevant 
and the organisations present, but not necessarily where there is a direct line of implementation to 
beneficiaries. We termed this a ‘spotlight’ approach, which may include people whose concerns are 
addressed by advocacy and watchdog organisations in addition to service delivery. An effort was 
made to ensure a balanced representation of issues and diverse populations (rural/urban, ethnic 
minority, gender, age, etc) within and across the countries.   
 
The following is a summary of the selection for each country as approved by Sida in the inception 
phase, with some minor updating made on the basis of Round 1. Key issues, Swedish CSOs and their 
local partner organisations shown in bold have been the priority focus, while the others may be 
involved at a secondary level. Discontinued programmes or partners are indicated where known. This 
list will be updated again during Round 2.   

                                                           
13 OECD Glossary of Statistical Terms http://stats.oecd.org/glossary 
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Nicaragua  
 

Reality 
Check  
#  

Known Key Issues  Swedish Framework 
Organisations  

Local CSO partners / geographic sites  

RC1  Indigenous rights  Diakonia  
 

North Atlantic Autonomous Region 
CENIDH, CEDEHCA, CEJUDHCAN, CEPREV, 
CEIMM, IPADE, Wangky Maya, CCER, 
RMCV, Iglesia Morava  
 

RC2  Food security and 
sovereignty  

Church of Sweden (via 
Lutheran World 
Federation)  
WeEffect  

North Pacific 
Local: Asociación Joven Siglo XXI, ADEES, 
Proyecto Miriam, PECOSOL 
(discontinued) 
National: Centro Humboldt, Foro ACT, 
Iglesia Luterana, AMNLAE, UNAG, CMR, 
FEMUPROCAN  
 

RC3  Disability  MyRight  
 

Managua 
FECONORI, OCN-M, ASCN  
 

 
Pakistan 
 

Reality 
Check  
# 

Key Issues Swedish 
Framework 
Organisations 

Local CSO partners  Geographic sites 

RC1 Workers’ rights Previous work of 
Olaf Palme 
International 
Centre (funded 
from 2007-11) 

Labour Education 
Foundation/ Power 
Loom Workers 
Union  

Faisalabad City- 
Punjab 

RC2 Sexual & 
Reproductive Health 
Rights 

Plan Sweden Rahnuma-FPAP Chakwal District-
Punjab 

RC3 Child Rights and 
Disaster Risk 
Reduction 

Plan Sweden 
 

Gul Welfare 
Association 

Ghotki District, 
Sindh Province 

 
 
Uganda 
 

Reality 
Check 
# 

Key Issues Swedish 
Framework 
Organisations 

Geographic sites /  
Local CSO partners  

RC1 Post conflict 
reconstruction 
Other issues: gender 
based violence; social 
displacement of men  

Swedish Mission 
Council  
 

Pader District, Acholi Sub-region (district 
affected by war between LRA and 
Ugandan Government) 
International Aid Services  
Lutheran World Foundation 
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RC2 Young people’s 
livelihoods 
Other issues: housing 
and sanitation  

Swedish Mission 
Council 
 
WeEffect 
 

Wakiso, Kampala District (Central Region), 
hinterland of Kampala 
Uganda Human Settlements Network 
Adventist Development and Relief 
Association 

RC3 Environmental 
management 
Other issues: 
discrimination, 
education, agriculture 

Swedish Society 
for Nature 
Conservation 
(SSNC) 
 
WeEffect 
 

Mbarara District (Western Region), high 
productivity region 
Nature Uganda 
National Association of Professional 
Environmentalists (NAPE) 
Uganda Cooperative Alliance 
Uganda National Farmers Federation 

2.5 Round 1 timeline and tasks achieved 

The evaluation started in July 2012 with an inception/pilot phase (July 2012-January 2013). The 
Inception Report served as terms of reference and workplan for Round 1, conducted from March-
September 2013, with field work completed in Pakistan (March), Nicaragua (June/July) and Uganda 
(July/August). A three-day Synthesis Workshop of the core evaluation team was held in August 2013, 
on the basis of the site reports and draft country reports, and forms the basis of this report. Earlier 
drafts of this report (October and December 2013) were commented upon by Sida, the PAG and CSO 
methods network.  
 
 
 
 
The following is a summary of the key stages of analysis and learning: 
 

STAGE DOCUMENTATION PROCESS AND PRODUCTS 

1  Reality Checks 
(data collection) 

  

Writing RC site reports Country team debriefing and 

 analysis 

2  Meso-level 
(data collection) 

  

Writing Meso-level reports Country team debriefing and 

 analysis 

3. Country Analysis 
and Learning 

 
Synthesis of Reality Check 

 

and Meso-level data with 
evaluation framework 

Country team analysis and report 
(involving in-country stakeholders; 

  communication& knowledge-sharing) 

4  Global Analysis 
and Learning 

  

Synthesis of country reports 
with evaluation framework 

 
Global team analysis and report 
(involving Sweden-based 

 stakeholders; 
communication & knowledge-sharing)  
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3 KEY FINDINGS FROM REALITY CHECKS  

This section presents key findings from the nine reality check and meso level inquiry site reports and 
the three Country Reports (see Annexes), further analysed in a 3-day synthesis workshop of the core 
evaluation team This section focuses principally on the realities of people living in poverty and 
marginalization. (It conveys the multiple dimensions of people’s day to day struggles and priorities, 
and how these realities combine to shape people’s survival strategies.  
 
Section 4, a case by case report of findings from each country, will connect these findings to people’s 
experiences of their political and institutional realities, and their perceived scope as citizens to 
improve those conditions. Drawing on researchers’ accounts of observations and views expressed at 
both RC and Meso level, the findings are analysed  in relation to the study’s questions of alignment, 
relevance and feasibility of the Civil Society strategy – as reviewed through the theories of change 
and action of Swedish CSOs and their partners. 
 
Buku was born with a disability and as a child walked with a pronounced limp and a bent foot. Her 
mother died when she was young and her father treated her badly, in accordance with custom that 
saw deformity as cursed.  Now a single mother, her life has been a long struggle against abuse and 
neglect. She earns just enough to scrabble school fees for her three children, to eat, buy water and 
pay rent. Her children are at the UPE [state] schools, the quality of which seems very poor. She says 
that now all she is interested in is raising her children and educating them so that they can live a good 
life. She lives in a rundown house with Edith, an older woman, also very poor. Edith used to have 
money, she once owned a bar in the local shopping centre. Her last child has just left senior school 
and cannot find a job. Edith and Buku have a profound catholic faith. Sometimes they go to the 
Catholic chapel at the university, because they heard that the whites there sometimes give out 
sponsorship for poor children’s education. (Mbarara, Uganda)  

3.1 Multidimensionality of poverty and marginalisation 

What stands out for us most starkly from our immersion in the nine Reality Checks is the way in 
which multiple layers of discrimination and exclusion act together to shape people’s experiences of 
poverty and marginalisation. The families and individuals we lived with were coping with a multitude 
of forces all at once, in the form of both external constraints on the options available to them to 
improve their lives, and internal constraints on their sense of their own ability to effect change. The 
external forces were apparent in people’s views of the shrinking prospects for viable livelihoods and 
employment; of an increasingly monetised world in which basic needs cannot be met without cash; 
of a commercialised public sector where health, education and other services must be paid for; of a 
growing pressure to migrate in search of alternatives; of weakening familial and community bonds; 
and of the stigma and discrimination that continually excludes them on the basis of gender, disability, 
ethnicity, age or sexuality. Internally, these constraints were embodied in the form of psychological 
stress, depression, despair, low self-esteem and a declining sense of personal and collective agency – 
which in turn has a direct bearing on people’s ability to take part in civil society and human rights 
based development processes. 
 
These multi-layered constraining realities, we found, were more than isolated perceptions. While the 
nine sites do not constitute a representative sample, the picture that emerges from each is 
ultimately a composite view of many individuals and families from across each community, and is 
supported by the perspectives of other local actors and analysts engaged in addressing the issues. 
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In Mbarara, Uganda for example (quote above), the researcher reflects on Buku and Edith’s situation 
as arising from ‘a mix of disability, social stigma, cruelty, gender discrimination, sexual exploitation, 
psychological distress, gossip, rumour and social stratification’ - this before even considering the 
economic obstacles they face. Time and again their efforts to improve their livelihoods, to access 
land and agricultural inputs, to provide an education for Buku’s children, to access health care or 
psycho-social support, are met with insurmountable barriers and outright discrimination as 
‘outcasts’. Beata, a local catholic nun who provides psychological support, sees their situation as part 
of a larger trend: ‘We have seen more and more families headed by children, or unemployed youth 
under the care of feeble old women who have no work, no land to their name, moving from shelter 
to shelter that they can afford… we are looking at the fibre of society and how fast it is deteriorating. 
By the time an individual comes to us for help, we know the system itself is wrong.’ 
 
In Pakistan, each of the reality check families faced multiple challenges, rather than any single cause 
of poverty. Ghotki had been devastated by a flood, all but destroying the community’s agricultural 
livelihoods - but is also characterised by large-scale male out-migration, women bearing the burden 
of managing farms and households, children lacking any access to education, continued traditions of 
child marriage, a complete absence of health facilities, and many households coping with illness and 
disability. The overriding priority of the families is access to education for their children – a 
phenomenon encountered in nearly all the RC sites – which in Ghotki contrasts with the priorities of 
the CSO extending post-disaster support to them. 
 
In the north pacific coast of Nicaragua, while Domingo’s family is clearly lacking in access to land and 
support for subsistence agricultural production (the key issue is food sovereignty), the picture of 
their lives is complicated by a host of other issues like gender relations, migration and family 
cohesion, for example …machismo and traditional religious attitudes revealed in the narrative, in 
opposition to family planning and safe sex, which limit especially women’s health and reproductive 
rights.  The narrative also reveals gender gaps in migrant work and the roots of this in traditional 
ideas that reinforce inequality and discrimination in economic, social and interpersonal relations. 
Migration also causes emotional and social ruptures in family relationships and in the community. 
(North Pacific, Nicaragua) 
 
The formal political, economic and institutional structures that prevail in Domingo’s context, 
including the initiatives of civil society organisations, are perceived by him as contributing to his 
family’s poverty, rather than enabling him to address it: Domingo locates his family´s short-term 
survival in his relations of social interdependence in the community, while questioning the current 
forms of community organisation and dependence on projects. He relates long-term sustainability 
with access to land, traditional knowledge and the production of native seeds, and associates the 
monetization of the rural economy and the market economy with poverty and corruption. 
 
The approach of this study is not to present all individuals’ realities and perceptions as ‘truths’, but to 
triangulate them outward, exploring their validity within the wider community, with meso level 
interviewees, and in comparison with CSO priorities and theories of change. In the remainder of this 
section, building on this multidimensional view of reality and relating it to the key issues we began 
with, we examine seven of the most commonly expressed dimensions of poverty and marginalisation 
from across the nine sites. These are:  

• monetisation of livelihoods 
• decline and commercialisation of public services 
• youth unemployment and migration 
• gender discrimination 
• disability 
• lack of access to education 
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• psychological stress and vulnerability 

3.2 Monetisation of livelihoods 

There are very few things that are not commercialised in Nyamitanga. Buku and Edith are paying for 
water, rent, land, firewood, school, health, clothes and much else, despite having no assets and only 
borrowed land to cultivate. Even church involves putting money into the collection plate or being 
censured. What remains of the non-commercial is uncertain – the church lends land but only for a 
short time, a neighbour may give some food, or banana leaves for cooking, but who knows when they 
will decide to stop? (Mbarara, Uganda) 
 
All nine sites called attention to the power of the cash economy in shaping people’s livelihood 
strategies – as a double-edged force they have no choice but to incorporate into their lives. In some 
cases cash appears to offer avenues to a better life, access to useful things previously beyond reach, 
while in others it appears to displace livelihood strategies based on self-reliance and reciprocity. It is 
people’s widespread experience of the unequal terms of incorporation into this economy and its 
opportunities for advancement – the ‘balance of trade’ between people’s ability to earn and what 
they must spend to meet basic needs – that signals that the ‘monetisation of livelihoods’, often 
posed as a solution to poverty, can also be one of its drivers. In Uganda, while the number of people 
earning less than $1 (UGX 2,500) a day is reported to have fallen (from 32% – 26%14), the cost of 
living has risen by a factor far greater.  
 
What effect does monetisation have on individual and collective wellbeing? There are strong links to 
migration as young people and men search for work (discussed below). One effect of migration is a 
weakening of family and community cohesion, as people pursue individual strategies to earn cash. In 
Chakwal, Pakistan, where the majority of the men work outside the community, interdependence 
and mutual support have broken down: Sakeena explains that they have separate houses (rooms) 
and stoves and do not share anything. “We are each responsible for our children and our choolah 
(cooking stove)” she says and goes on to elaborate that not just her family but everyone in the village 
lives their own lives. “Everyone in this village is selfish and concerned only about themselves” she 
says…. “even if [we] have nothing to eat except for bread and salt, we will hide it from others and 
keep our problems to ourselves”. (Chakwal, Pakistan) 
 
Faced with this reality of incorporation into the cash economy, many CSO programmes aim to enable 
people living in poverty to engage with markets on better terms, to form savings and credit groups 
and join cooperatives, and to find ways to add value and income-generating activities to their 
livelihoods. In the reality check sites we found a good deal of scepticism amongst the very poor 
about the accessibility and value of such initiatives, as reflected in Domingo’s questioning the current 
forms of community organisation and dependence on projects, his desire for self-reliance, and his 
associating… the market economy with poverty and corruption. 
 
For Buku and Edith in Mbarara, the researcher observed that both civic and state development 
interventions promoted by the co-operative alliance, the farmers association, the schools, the clinics, 
are beyond their reach. These programmes are subtly creating an ever more stratified access to social 
goods – if you are successful you can take part, if you are not, you are left behind. This tendency was 
confirmed in interviews with the Uganda Cooperative Alliance and MBADEFA, the farmers 
association, where the researchers heard a similar differentiation between those who can belong to 
their coops and associations and those who are too poor to take part. A successful co-operative, says 
Robert of UCA, has to be very disciplined. The members must not sell to private buyers, even if they 

                                                           
14 Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 2012 
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offer higher prices. They must produce on time and to high quality. When they do this they become 
part of a systematic marketing and quality upgrading system that provides them with a secure and 
growing income, with technical advice on production and marketing, with access to inputs at 
subsidised prices. While clearly of benefit for small-scale producers with land and financial resources, 
for Buku and Edith, with their borrowed land, tiny plots, and lack of money, such membership is 
unthinkable.  
 
This trend was observed with concern in civil society initiatives (not limited to those supported by 
Sweden) in all three Uganda sites, where NGOs are tending to contribute to the trend of monetization 
by promoting credit and income generation activities that are not designed to accommodate the 
realities of people who are very poor. The poorest people seem to be distanced from the work of 
these agencies. Even though most donor-funded agencies try to work on poverty, in our reality checks 
we found very few that were working with and for people who are really poor. The civil society 
organisations that do work with and for people who are really poor tend to be very small local self-
help groups, though even these can be exclusionary.  None of them are able to stem the tide of 
individualisation and inequality. 
 
Where both livelihoods and the civil society initiatives that seek to enhance them rely on a stronger 
insertion into the cash economy, to what extent are the very poor and marginalised enabled to 
improve their living conditions?  

3.3 Decline, commercialisation and corruption of public services  

One morning Sakeena is nowhere to be found and I found out that her youngest boy was unwell and 
she had taken him to town to see a doctor and had spent almost Rs 500 in the process. This is one of 
the major expenses for these communities. Sakeena tells me that even for minor things they have to 
go to a private health provider as they cannot rely on the government Basic Health Unit (BHU) or 
clinics nearby. She asks me what is point of going to the BHU when there are no doctors or medicines 
to be had or when they are given ineffective treatments, and she says that women only seek medical 
assistance as a last resort (Chakwal, Pakistan) 
 
A parallel trend to monetisation that appears across all nine sites is a perceived decline in the quality 
and accessibility of public services, notably health care and education, and with this a growing 
commercialisation of access as both public and private providers demand cash payment. In Chakwal, 
cited above, there are no health facilities in the village but a lady health worker (LHW) carries out 
household visits. Although there is a primary school and a teacher, most children do not continue 
their education to secondary level as this requires resources to study in a town. People also complain 
that they get little support from any government agencies and were not getting even basic livestock 
and agriculture extension services. The public water supply was disconnected after the wealthier 
residents stopped paying their bills, preferring their own private bore holes, leaving the poorest with 
no water supply. 
 
Much public service provision in Pakistan has been devolved to provinces under constitutional 
amendment, including education and health, but in effect the burden has fallen on users to pay for 
basic public services or to rely on private providers: Provinces are fully responsible to extend these 
services to the entire population in their respective administration. Parents nevertheless are forced to 
buy books from market. Similarly teacher’s absenteeism, student to teacher ratio and standard of 
education are big issues… While the private sector is active to fill the educational gap which GoPb has 
left wide open the majority of power loom workers are financially not able to send their children to 
private schools.(Faisalbad, Pakistan) 
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Access to public health care for power loom workers in Faisalbad is very limited, and the personal 
tragedy of the reality check host shows just how vulnerable they are with any serious illness or 
disability. For minor illnesses they visit local doctors who are cheap but have no qualifications, and 
practice illegally. Government hospitals in Faisalabad are limited in number and remain over crowded 
all the time without any exception. Poor power loom workers, who struggle hard to earn few hundred 
rupees on daily basis while working long hours, cannot afford to stand in long unending queues to get 
treatment. …medicines are also not provided to them… At the same time private hospitals are 
witnessing mushroom growth. Charges of these hospitals are always very high and not affordable by 
the worker class. The workers have no access to government benefits in the case of severe illness or 
disability because the factory owners refuse to register them as employees, so as to avoid paying 
insurance contributions – a practice the union has struggled to change, but without success. 
 
Across all three Uganda sites, likewise, most people live in conditions that do not guarantee any 
social security: poor people seldom receive compensation or meaningful disaster response from the 
state. There is almost no regular social welfare. For many households, if a breadwinner falls sick, 
children in the household will not go to school. Assets like land will be sold to respond to the health 
crisis and stress and violence may rise. The increasing commercialisation of services and the absence 
of reliable welfare is responsible for this vulnerability. People have to pay for education, health, 
water, fuel, food, land and often even for access to a toilet.  
 
What little access people do have to public funds is often received not as a citizen with a human right 
to basic services, but as the dispensation of political patronage: Leaders have to be able to spend 
money in their constituencies helping out at burials, weddings and any community activities. The 
money that they remove from public coffers is, in part, returned to the community through largesse, 
which in turn is a political tool. This commercialization of politics, services and welfare offers a fertile 
ground for the propagation of a politics of patronage with elites behaving as transactional leaders 
(Uganda).  
 
Public opinion in Uganda is deeply concerned at the state of public services15. Citizens do not feel 
they are all treated equally by the state, which they see as a government fighting to maintain its grip 
on power and contributing to what people see as a frightening collapse of public services:  It is 
normal for services on the front line to levy charges to keep their services open – since they do not 
receive much in the way of running costs from government. Thus, poor parents sending their children 
to school under the supposedly free Universal Primary and Secondary Education (UPE/USE) system, 
incur fees of a minimum of UGX 50,000 per child per term and rising. Failure to pay these ‘fees’ (for 
‘books’, ‘extra lessons’ and ‘school maintenance’) mean the child is sent home from school and not 
allowed to sit exams. These fees are added to the cost of uniforms, food and exercise books. Health 
services are also hardly free, the same system of ‘allowable’ charges becoming the gate through 
which prospective patients must pass in order to qualify for any kind of care. 
 
The breakdown in public service delivery and the increasing cost of accessing what is supposed to be 
free has meant that most of the population pay for their services from inadequate, but at least 
present private providers. Parents in most areas make extreme efforts to pay for a ‘good’ education in 
private schools, they pay for most health care services, for water, and those who can afford will pay 
for a generator to substitute for electricity from the national grid, which supplies only intermittently. 
Everywhere public services are under stress and for a price. This has left the millions of citizens on low 
incomes in worsening poverty.  
 

                                                           
15 Centre for Basic Research, 2013, Uganda at 50: Amplifying Citizen’s Voices, Report of Citizen’s 
Dialogue on the Uganda I want to see’ 
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One result of this situation - in terms of a human rights based approach to development - is that as 
government services and welfare provision have become so unreliable and in accessible, poor people 
are simply not demanding them. Instead they hustle to pay for services and beg relatives and friends 
for welfare. As such there is little incentive to mobilise as civil society for greater rights, 
accountability and transparency of public services. 

3.4 Youth unemployment and migration 

Rural-urban migration is a major phenomenon in all three countries and across the nine sites, and is 
linked to the monetisation of livelihoods and services. It is also driven as in the case of the young 
man in the Pacific Coast (Nicaragua), the young men in Wakiso (Uganda) and both sites in rural 
Pakistan, to the younger generation’s aspirations for a different kind of life from that of their parents, 
and for access to global consumer goods. Unemployment is the greatest driver. Disabled youth in 
Nicaragua migrate in search better education and work opportunities suited to their disabilities. In 
Chakwal (Pakistan) a large number of men from the village serve in the Army or are employed as 
labourers in the Middle-East. In some cases migration seems to have a negative effect on food 
security and livelihoods, as people leave the land and loose interest in agricultural production. While 
there are some benefits of remittances to the families of migrants, providing income and capital, the 
resources needed to migrate can also lead to debt, servitude and dependency. In the case of David 
(Nicaragua), migration was a source of emotional and social rupture in family relationships and in the 
community. 
 
At the same time (as in David’s case) migration can help diversify income and enhance economic 
autonomy – perhaps indirectly contributing to greater food security and even sovereignty. 
Ultimately, as young people are often frustrated with the lack of education and employment 
opportunities in their communities, they aspire to a different life and migrate. Often, for those we 
met, dreams are not fully realised as the ‘balance of trade’ (earnings vs. spending) and the stress and 
insecurity of casual employment take their toll. In Wakiso, Uganda, young women go away “in search 
for greener pastures;” they want jobs and husbands who are more open-minded; they cannot expect 
more security in town, but new opportunities. They don’t want to marry from within. “The girls want 
to escape from shame having failed to make it in life”, not completing school, having no skills and no 
job. They usually don’t come back, but at least they keep in touch and may still support their parents 
when they are in town (contrary to the young men).  

3.5 Gender discrimination 

Catalina explains the order for serving food: first the men, then the small children, then anyone who is 
older or sick, and the adult women, leaving till last the mother, or the woman who prepared the food. 
In the same order, the portions served diminish.(North Pacific, Nicaragua) 
 
Not surprisingly, experiences of unequal gender relations, gender discrimination and gender-based 
violence, pervade the reality check narratives, adding another layer of complexity to people’s 
experiences of poverty and marginalisation, and complicating the key issues being addressed by 
CSOs. In the North Pacific of Nicaragua, the narrative of Domingo’s family portrays the sexual division 
of labour and the key role of women in food production, in a gendered context where Domingo 
speaks of the family economy using the pronoun “I”, making the women in the household – Ena and 
Catalina- invisible as subjects. In the same community, the narrative about Maritza’s domestic 
violence and other women’s experiences of abuse and denigration reveals the patriarchal order that 
gives shapes to identities, roles and gender violence in the community, including internalised unequal 
power relations that are reinforced by the communications media and religious points of reference.  
The narratives also show that social stigma, combined with economic and emotional dependence, 
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shut women down and prevent them from taking legal action in situations of extreme violence. The 
treatment of women who think differently or break with gender stereotypes is sexualised and/or 
ridiculed, and there is violent discrimination against those who differ from the “norm” such as gay 
people and those with disabilities 
 
The key issues addressed by CSOs, in this case food security and sovereignty, are directly impacted by 
gender discrimination, as seen in the lack of control of women over food they themselves prepare, 
and the hierarchical order in which the food is served, [which] could adversely affect their nutrition 
and health in relation to other members of the family. In this sense it also shows how traditional 
maternal identity brings with it the expectation that women will deny their own needs in order to 
assume obligations to other members of the family. 
 
Gender discrimination and gender based violence were also pervasive in the indigenous community 
visited on Nicaragua’s Atlantic Coast, complicating the key issue of indigenous rights, which has 
focused on securing collective rights to territory and natural resources, but has only just begun to 
consider gender, age and other kinds of discrimination driving rights violations and inequality within 
communities. 
 
In Pader, Uganda, while the key issue for CSOs is post-conflict livelihoods, there is an epidemic of 
gender-based violence and teen pregnancy. This is a legacy of the widespread sexual abuse of 
women during the conflict, which to a degree made it culturally acceptable. According to some 
perspectives, it is also a result of introducing women’s rights and freedom of movement, dress, 
autonomy, etc. in ways that are seen to contradict cultural norms. The picture in Uganda is not all 
negative: girls and women in Mbarara are accessing education and their capabilities in the economy 
are acknowledged. 
 
In Ghotki, Pakistan, the researcher observed (again on a positive note) that it was the woman who 
was heading the household, as her husband Ismail was away from home most of the time. While 
women have a degree of control over household finances provided by their husbands’ wages, they 
bear the burden of managing all domestic and agricultural activities for much of the year. Gender 
roles reflect a major burden of housework, livestock and fields on women. These are their 
responsibilities. They also labour at the harvest season for food security for the household. Although 
the age at which girls in Ghotki marry has increased from 12-13 to 14-15 years of age, and for boys to 
17-19, by global standards this is still considered child marriage. The key issue for CSOs here is child 
rights and disaster risk reduction, raising questions (as in other sites) about how the gendered 
dimensions of rights and risk are addressed. 

3.6 Disability 

Disability was selected as the key issue for the Managua, Nicaragua reality check and the researcher 
got an in-depth immersion into the lives and livelihood strategies of people living with disabilites, 
notably sight-impaired individuals. Here we learned the most about the links between disability, 
poverty and marginalisation. However, the team was struck by how widespread disability is among 
poor households in all nine sites, and how stigma, discrimination and lack of access to services 
compound individual and family vulnerabilities. Nearly every researcher came back with stories of 
the profound challenges posed by disabilities within their hosts’ or neighbouring families. The two 
themes that emerge most strongly are social stigma and lack of services. 
 
In Faisalabad, Pakistan, the reality check on workers’ rights turned out to be a narrative of the effects 
of disability on a power loom worker who became paralysed and found himself with no recourse to 
public or employer benefits, due to the casual and exploitative nature of his sector, the lack of legal 
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rights, and the failure of state health and social services. Both of the rural reality checks in Pakistan 
returned stories of people disabled or suffering long-term illnesses who depended entirely on their 
families or private providers for support.  
 
In Chakwal, Pakistan for example, Sakeena lives with her two small boys…and her two brothers-in-law 
who are grown men in their early thirties but both are like children to Sakeena not only because of 
their disposition but also their vulnerability and dependence on Sakeena: both men are handicapped 
in different ways. One brother, Sajid, met with an accident at age four years and has lived with a 
colostomy bag attached to his abdomen… while the other is mentally very slow (maybe autistic?) and 
almost blind. …Sakeena basically adopted these two young men after her marriage and after her 
father-in-law… passed away due to a cardiac arrest five months ago. 
 
In Mbarara, Uganda, reality check host Buku suffers from a lifelong physical disability and was 
discriminated against throughout her childhood by her own father: the stigma of disability is still a 
reason for demeaning people, if only because it may well be more difficult for a disabled person to 
make an income when there are no facilities in her favour.  
 
The message from the site reports is that ‘disability is everywhere’ and that no one bears the 
burdens of it more than the very poorest – due to social stigma and the failure of services such as 
access to health care and education and, and lack of access to employment. A key finding of the 
disability reality check in Nicaragua was that securing legal rights and access to education are 
necessary but not sufficient for people with disabilities in the context of social barriers based on 
discrimination and stigma. Despite progress in educational and other legal rights for the disabled in 
Nicaragua, the main protagonist in this narrative is more determined to secure his economic survival 
than to advance his education, and the researcher encountered numerous well-educated people 
with disabilities who nonetheless could not find employment. The informal sector and family support 
emerge as key to their livelihood strategies. 

3.7 Poor access to education 

Another theme that emerges across all nine sites is the contrast between the huge importance that 
families living in poverty give to ensuring their children’s education as a strategy for advancement, 
and the declining quality and often complete lack of access to functional schools. This widely 
expressed need was not always reflected in the key issues of the CSOs active in these communities.  
 
In Ghotki, Pakistan, although the community was struggling to recover from a disastrous flood which 
had destroyed their agricultural livelihoods, the highest priority of most families was to obtain a 
primary school for their children. People told the researcher “we are all the same and we are 
grateful. We were saved. Our children and our livestock was saved.” The only need they expressed for 
all three days of the Reality Check was schooling for their children. Some families had a sense of 
education as a right: “we know that children should be educated” said host Ismail, “It is their right 
(haqooq) but where to send them for education. There is no school. We want our children to be 
educated”. The researcher was puzzled by the apparent contrast of this widely-expressed priority 
with the disaster risk reduction priorities of the local civil society organisation working in Ghotki. As 
noted above, the absence of schools in many rural areas is symptomatic of a wider collapse of public 
service provision, and a growing dependence on private alternatives. 
 
Education is not on the top priority for power loom workers in Faisalabad. While they acknowledge 
the importance of education, the practical and financial obstacles of obtaining it are too great. The 
entire labour class is uneducated and it seems that the next generation will also remain deprived of 
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this basic right. While several NGOs are working in Faisalabad there appears to be no NGO focusing 
on the education of workers children.  
 
Education is highly prioritised by poor families in Uganda, but with the advent of Universal Primary 
Education they are often as concerned about quality as about access. Schools exist, but teachers are 
absent, overburdened or poorly qualified.  Teachers in Mbarara have not been paid for three months 
and schools have received o running costs… [due to] a crunch in the government budget, which 
people attribute at least in part to the suspension of aid as a result of high-level corruption. Although 
the quality of teaching at the government schools is considered pretty bad by most parents, their 
determination is universally strong to send their children to school to learn the ways of the modern 
world and to give them a one in a million chance of success.  
 
In Wakiso, Uganda, there are no government schools in Katooke and only one government primary 
school in Wamala parish. The next governmental primary school is about 7 km away. As a 
consequence, private nursery and primary schools are mushrooming. The team saw at least 10 
nursery and primary schools in one subsection of the village. For poor people, this means that if their 
children are to access education services in the privately owned schools, they have to part with higher 
school fees than they would have paid in governmental schools. Some of the private schools however 
work on charitable basis thus they can afford getting contributions in kind, or can subsidise the school 
fees; but sometimes these are very poorly equipped. It seems that between 25 and 50 % of children of 
school going age are not going to school.  
 
For indigenous people on Nicaragua’s Atlantic Coast, while there is a crumbling 3-room primary 
school with a leaking roof, access to secondary school is a huge expense for families who must 
provide fees and funds for their children to study in the city five hours away. Yet nearly all families 
make this sacrifice if they can, and some aspire to get higher education and professional training. 
Education is again seen as a route out of poverty, and for parents of children who succeed in some 
way, a potential source of social security. Those who had given up their secondary education due to 
extreme poverty or hardship were sad about this. 

3.8 Psychological stress and vulnerability 

The combined effect of these many dimensions of poverty and marginalisation are so great for the 
families we lived with and encountered in the communities, that they create high levels of 
vulnerability, risk, intra-familial violence psychological stresses including anxiety and depression. Our 
main finding from this multidimensional experience is that people’s sense of self-esteem and agency 
as human beings, let alone as citizens with rights, is severely eroded. 
 
The Uganda team for example reports that the poor people that we spent time with did not feel that 
they were being treated as equals by anyone. Even though gender discrimination has changed in 
Uganda, girls and boys go to school in equal numbers and expectations of what girls can achieve has 
changed markedly, gender, class, disability and ethnic discrimination is still all-pervasive. Our hosts 
and hostesses showed us how the monetization of every part of life has created material divisions in 
society that mean that the effects of even minor discrimination has become more acute – because 
people are not helping each other as they used to. Everyone has to look after themselves first, and 
there is nothing left over.  
 
The Uganda team’s conclusions resonated with the impressions of the other two country teams, that 
there is a fatalism and lack of ‘power within’ (individual agency) and ‘power with’ (collective agency) 
that has implications for any hopes that people will engage as active citizens in politics or 
accountability. As the Uganda team observed, there is an underlying sense of growing divisions in 
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society that begin in politics, are exacerbated in the unregulated economy and end in a vulnerable 
society. We are seeing not only an increasingly jagged distance between rich and poor, but between 
every layer of wealth, and also between genders, (dis)abilities and other social divisions.  For the very 
poor, competitive social division creates new versions of personal ill-being – depression, despair and 
loss of faith in others and in community and nation… These experiences of monetised livelihoods, 
declining services, multiple forms of discrimination produce debilitating levels of vulnerability and 
psychological stress. These psycho-social effects of poverty and marginalisation may be one of the 
main constraints on people’s ability to participate in civic and political life and to demand their rights. 
Yes as the Uganda team observed, apparently there is no work going on in our reality check 
communities on any of these more profound issues of discrimination and psychological stress. This is 
not to say that there are not excellent agencies working on these matters, we know that there are, 
but only to report that we did not stumble across it. 
 
Reality checks provided glimpses into the private, intimate and emotional dimensions of people’s 
lives which are often missing altogether when other methodologies are used. These insights became 
important to the researchers as we tried to understand the way people experience ‘civil society’, 
‘rights’ and practices like ‘participation’ and ‘non-discrimination’ in their daily lives. One might call 
this the private or intimate domain (vs the public or material), where the internal, intersubjective and 
psychological aspects of wellbeing and poverty reside. 
 
Our glimpses into this intimate and private domain, not surprisingly, showed us how deeply social 
and cultural dispositions are embodied and how readily they reproduce norms and attitudes of 
gender, sexuality, age, disability, class, race, ethnicity, etc. This we found to be true on all sides of any 
given difference or oppression – all play their roles intuitively, whether as dominant or submissive 
players.  
 
For purposes of our efforts to understand the presence or absence of civic agency and participation 
by people in shaping a vibrant and pluralistic civil society, we found on the whole that psychological 
stresses and vulnerabilities, combined with high levels of awareness about the risks and benefits of 
challenging power and patronage relations in any way, leads to a rationally passive citizen. It is not 
lack of awareness but lack of an enabling environment and perceived rewards, and a deeply 
internalised acceptance of the way things work, that constrains agency. 
 

4 ANALYSIS OF REALITY CHECK AND MESO LEVEL FINDINGS 

In this section the findings from RCs and meso-level interviews are analysed to shed light on the 
relevance, alignment and feasibility of Sida’s Civil Society strategy. The approach we’ve taken, 
drawing from the analysis done in the three country reports, is to examine these questions for each 
of the ‘known key issues’ of the reality check sites. This allows us to offer issue-based and context-
specific analysis in relation to realities, giving a clearer view of the sites and issues that CSOs are 
addressing, and avoiding generalisation. In section 5 which follows, we identify the emerging higher-
order implications for Sida’s civil society strategy. 
 
Proceeding on a ‘case study’ basis by country/site/issue, the task has been to examine the principles 
of the civil society strategy at work from people’s realities to the meso level to the strategic level, 
assessing relevance, alignment and feasibility. These principles, re-presented here as criteria for 
discrete analysis, are: 

- supporting a vibrant and pluralistic civil society that 
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- contributes effectively to reducing poverty in all its dimensions 

- using a human rights based approach  

(participation, transparency, accountability and non-discrimination)  

- and supporting capacity building that will 

- create conditions that enable people to improve their lives 

Our analysis considers the multiple and intersecting domains in which poverty is perpetuated and 
where change is desired, and the forms of power and empowerment including gender discrimination 
that enable and constrain change. 

4.1 Nicaragua 

4.1.1 Food sovereignty 

The reality checks confirmed that the pursuit of economic security, food and nutrition is highly 
relevant for people in all three sites, particularly in the Pacific region and for people with disabilities. 
The multiple dimensions of economic and food insecurity are rooted in colonial history;  foreign 
interventions; war; environmental degradation; inequality; corruption; discriminatory social 
relations; cycles of poverty and exclusion at all levels. The findings show a complex mix of factors 
that cannot easily be reduced to a single thematic focus or domain. However, addressing the issue of 
food – especially the more complex notion of food sovereignty16- as an integral part of the civil 
society strategy is highly relevant to the lived realities of people in the communities we visited, and 
represents a strategic area of self-empowerment for people in both rural and urban areas, and 
particularly people with disabilities.  

In terms of alignment, the narratives and meso level findings in the north Pacific site, where food 
security and sovereignty are a specific project focus of LPOs with Sida funding through the WLF, 
suggest that there is an insufficient distinction between food security and food sovereignty with its 
more systemic vision linked to human rights, civil society strengthening and economic 
democratisation.  At the local and municipal levels there appears to be a tendency towards a 
fragmented, projectised vision that reduces this area to a more ‘technical assistance’ approach based 
on the transfer of knowledge and on numbers of beneficiaries, rather than a more complex rights-
based approach. This was the case even with one LPO that is working on several other areas that 
coincide with Sida’s CS strategy. This may be the result of the somewhat indirect aid chain involved, 
but it may also have to do with local NGO culture and the way in which these respond to multiple 
donors without sufficient cohesion in their own strategies. The closest alignment to the Sida strategy 
is from a discontinued LPO (regional platform) and local CBO (cooperative) partner of We Effect, both 
of whom address issues of migration and the monetisation of rural economies/cultures not 
mentioned by others but evidently relevant, judging from the RC findings.  

To achieve greater alignment, this particular focus could also benefit from Sida’s deeper gender 
analysis in order to reflect the RC findings about women’s status in food consumption and their roles 
in food production which are currently made invisible by almost all meso level actors when speaking 
about the food economy.  Another aspect of the SFO’s alignment to realities is healthy 
environmental conditions for food production. This is reflected in just one LPO’s work on agro-
ecology and nutrition, yet this same LPO does not mention  the contamination of the environment in 
the entire area with mercury and cyanide from gold mining. 

Another aspect of alignment that is problematic, is the way in which the municipal level LPOs 
working on food and agriculture are emphasising either working through, or strengthening, local 

                                                           
16 Access to and control over decision-making related to biodiversity, food production and sustenance, the transformation 



Sida Civil Society Evaluation – Synthesis Report, Round 1 – Final Draft, 12 January 2014 

 

39 

government and para-state/party structures in the community, rather than fostering autonomous 
spaces for more open and pluralist citizen  participation. This issue also raises the question of 
feasibility: these structures tend to reinforce relations of dependency on the state/government/party 
as a provider of food and other benefits.  As such, working through them  does little for ensuring 
voice and democratization, especially given the HBRA principles.  As well as being centralised 
structures with  heavily institutionalised power relations, their operations  on the community level 
reflect a culture and leadership styles fraught with non-transparency and political clientelism. Longer 
term sustainability would in any case entail recognising other existing layers and forms of 
social/political relations that contribute to resilience, as well as supporting creative, independent or 
diverse organisational and economic initiatives (examples are noted in the country report).  

In spite of these challenges, some of the approaches and theories of change of the Swedish CSOs and 
their partners are making plausible contributions to the creation of enabling conditions for people to 
improve their lives. This contribution is at times haphazard and not sufficiently focused to work as an 
integrated long term strategy, and there appears to be a need for more in-depth analysis of the 
country and local contexts with a broader civil society lens, and for an examination of the quality of 
the relationship established by the SFO level actors (Church of Sweden, WLF) with LPOs inserted into 
multiple, relatively short term results-oriented projects with different donors.  

4.1.2 Access to education & training by people living with disabilities  

All three Nicaragua RCs raised the issue of access to adequate formal education systems, in terms of 
language (Braille, sign language, indigenous languages) and the relationship between education, 
empowerment and economic wellbeing. In all three cases the site communities and some household 
members have low levels of literacy, primary and/or secondary level education. This affirms the 
relevance of the inclusion of education in Sida’s CS strategy, as it contributes to conditions for 
empowerment and enabling people to improve their lives. However, as the RCs affirm, in two of the 
three sites (PwD and North Atlantic), obtaining an education is a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for this change. 
 
In the specific case of people with disabilities we can observe a good degree of alignment between 
the issues prioritised by the LPO and the SFO, and the findings of the reality check. What remains to 
be seen is to what extent the assumption that more education leads to greater integration in the 
labour market is justified. Access to education may be a necessary condition for access to 
employment, but it is certainly not the only one. The LPO has focused on this strategy to promote 
vocational training, but they may need complementary strategies in this direction if their vocational 
training is to contribute to any significant change. Their strategy has led to the creation of a group of 
highly trained PwDs, who are still unable to integrate into economic life in a regular and permanent 
way.  

LPOs with SFO support (My Right) have focused on access to formal education as a priority under the 
programme “More Education, More Inclusion”. Their joint aligned approach is based on advocacy to 
influence Ministry of Education (MINED) policy and has been successful in creating a range of 
reforms within the formal education system. However, the low level of publicity by MINED of the 
audio and Braille resource centre and its under-use by teachers may indicate a lack of changes in 
attitude among education professionals. In this sense, the theory of change based on ‘education = 
inclusion’ appears to focus on external, legal and institutional change rather than the internal, 
interpersonal and cultural change that might help shift barriers created by social discrimination. The 
theories of change of SFOs and LPOs are in this sense partially aligned with the RC findings from 
people with disabilities.  

A similar assumption seems to be made with the LPOs and the SFO focus on access to vocational 
training.  This s aims to get government to assume 100% of the responsibility for vocational training.  
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It does not align with the findings of the reality check insofar as it implicitly assumes this will ensure 
employment. Some RC informants have multiple qualifications and abilities but still face 
unemployment, due to discriminatory attitudes and practices of employers, among other factors. 
While access to vocational training is important as an option, one wonders why the focus is on 
training for employment, rather than including diverse ways to generate income through 
employment, collective organisation, viable forms of small enterprise, or self-employment as the 
subjects in the RC are doing - albeit within a precarious informal economy. The assumption appears 
to be that PwD lack capacities and that government should provide these, suggesting that a more 
complex diagnostic needs to be made of the types of barriers faced in this area and of the diverse 
capacities and resources within the PwD community.  
 
This analysis suggests that while the current theories of change have clearly been feasible in that 
they have contributed directly to changes in institutional policies to enable access to education and 
vocational training, they are only partially feasible in terms of social and economic inclusion, as these 
also entail shifting interpersonal and cultural values and ensuring accountability for the 
implementation of laws and policy changes. Also, the emphasis on access – although evidently key 
for people with disabilities- tends to place power in the hands of others who may or may not “give 
access”, and this subtly undermines a strong rights based focus on self-awareness of rights and active 
citizenship17. If this is so, then in the light of the realities of PwD there is perhaps a need to re-
examine assumptions based on change through institutional means; discuss strategies and 
methodologies for personal and collective self-esteem, empowerment, mobility and autonomy 
(looking at other key RC outcomes such as trauma, gender and sexuality among others) to build a 
sense of citizenship and a framework for its practice; and to include strategies for influencing cultural 
change to shift discriminatory practices and interpersonal relations on a wider social level.  

4.1.3 Indigenous rights 

The focus on indigenous rights is relevant in terms of the vulnerability and multiple inequalities of 
power that exert pressure on indigenous people. However this framework’s relevance in the 
communities seems to be problematic.  It comes across as something built from outside of the 
community’s own experience and self-perception, perhaps requiring a deeper two-way process of 
communication and translation to ensure that the framing of indigenous rights is consistent with the 
cultural context of the communities. Indigenous rights, similarly to women’s rights, cover the entire 
spectrum of all human rights, while also referring to specificities and intersectionalities of power 
within indigenous communities themselves (gender and sexuality, class differences, rural/urban, 
positions of authority etc). In this sense the focus on: leadership, governance and power; human 
rights, indigenous and collective rights; and participation, discrimination and gender, is relevant in 
addressing key areas, yet doesn’t necessarily directly address the relationship of these aspects to 
crucial economic and educational issues raised by the community. 

In terms of alignment, some LPOs working in leadership, governance and power, while accompanying 
the population’s legal struggles and doing community training for public resource auditors, appear to 
focus their theory of change on influencing institutional levels more than on issues of participation, 
transparency and accountability within the communities themselves, something the RC research flags 
up as a key problem area. On the other hand, there does seem to be alignment between the RC 
outcomes and work being done by LPOs based in the region focusing on developing leadership and 
change rooted in the population’s own knowledge and experience of human, collective and 

                                                           
17 See Gaventa, John and Barrett, Gregory So What Difference Does it Make? Mapping the Outcomes of Citizen Engagement IDS Working 
Vol. 2010 Paper 347 for a typology of four possible democratic and developmental outcomes, including (a) the construction of citizenship, 
(b) the strengthening of practices of participation, (c) the strengthening of responsive and accountable states, and (d) the development of 
inclusive and cohesive societies based on a ten year study of citizenship, participation and accountability. 
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autonomy rights, and learning from this approach will require more follow-up in the next round. 
National LPOs appear to have a more classical (legalistic) HRBA in this area, not closely aligned to the 
complex reality and perceptions within the communities themselves, but coinciding with the SFOs’ 
approach.  

In the area of participation, discrimination and gender, there appears to be little alignment between 
the evident situations of exclusion in the communities – especially that of women - and the ways 
these are being addressed by LPOs as legal rather than interpersonal and culturally-rooted issues. 
The LPOs have expressed concern about gender violence and the need for greater clarity about how 
to develop this aspect within the particular context of indigenous culture.  

In terms of feasibility, the SFO’s approach, while addressing key issues on an institutional level, 
appears to assume organisation and community participation (individual and collective) as a 
characteristic pattern of behaviour in indigenous cultures, and a latent condition which under certain 
circumstances will surface with the pursuit of change. The RC evidence suggests that this type of 
active citizenship as a civil society dynamic within communities and in relation to authorities can not 
necessarily be taken as given. Indigenous communities may recognise other forms of participation, 
especially when taking into account the historical dynamics of power between communities and the 
public and political arena. A key question is: What are the fundamental dynamics that articulate 
interpersonal relationships, and make possible the reproduction of the community as a social entity? 
What are these at regional level in the North Atlantic? One key aspect of this might be the need for a 
larger discussion about micro-economic dynamics, and the possibilities of the population to sustain 
really themselves through their production or labour.  

4.1.4 Nicaragua conclusions 

The RC findings give a complex picture of the way people in communities in Nicaragua perceive 
themselves – or not – as citizens, and meso level research highlights very diverse understandings of 
what a vibrant and pluralistic civil society means. Even given this diversity, the use of a ‘rights-based 
approach, to reducing poverty in all its dimensions’ and to create conditions that will ‘enable people 
living in poverty to improve their lives’ is clearly relevant to the reality in the three sites in terms of 
the necessary principles that guide processes of intervention. There are some gaps that need to be 
further explored in terms of the alignment and feasibility of specific interventions. We suggest that a 
deeper analysis, beyond the four HRBA principles, might include the exploration of individual and 
collective autonomy, agency and interdependence as defining concepts for developing and 
grounding ‘vibrancy’ and ‘pluralism’. 

In terms of the HRBA approach as seen in the RCs, the meaning of participation is very open to 
interpretation and depends on the intentionality behind inclusion and the way in which structures 
and processes are facilitated or led. Non-discrimination is an important principle, but in the 
Nicaraguan context its complex implications require a deep individual and collective internalization, 
and the reformulating of a political culture historically founded on violent power relations. In spite of 
this, it is a principle that social movements, especially those of women, disabled people, children and 
the LGBT community, are upholding, and it has secured a certain space in national discourse, 
although to a lesser extent in state, non-governmental and social practices.  

The principles of transparency and accountability have been consistently violated in a society that is 
extremely permissive of abuse by those in positions of power. This creates a certain atmosphere of 
resignation, as can plausibly be inferred from the RCs. While these issues are vital, addressing them is 
part of a larger transformation that needs to begin with citizens creating and applying political and 
economic accountability mechanisms among themselves,  while civil society works towards 
challenging the state on these same issues. This would enable an arena for cultural change in 
practice.  
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In general issues of gender/sexuality and violence were evident as key issues in all three sites. In each 
case interventions appear to need a deeper level of analysis and appropriate strategies and 
methodologies to ensure greater relevance, alignment and feasibility between the realities in 
communities and the theories of change espoused by LPO and SFOs. In addition to the structural 
power relations that are behind these issues, the fact that Nicaraguan communities still suffer from 
the traumatic effects of war suggests that interventions may need to factor in aspects of social 
psychology and subjectivity and in order to be relevant and feasible. The experience of war also 
influences historical tendencies within political culture that can easily be observed through the RC 
method, involving political polarisation that lingers just under the surface of community relations and 
is clearly expressed in tendencies towards authoritarian and non-accountable leadership styles on 
every level. Given this, in the current climate any approach based on strengthening civil society, 
citizen’s rights, organisation, and independent leadership is fraught with difficulties, as outlined in 
the accounts from particular sites in this report.  

In spite of the Nicaraguan population’s history of political activism, present-day conditions for 
exercising power as citizens and members of civil society are complicated by the current 
government’s creation of officially sanctioned spaces for citizens’ participation. The overt control of 
these citizen councils, especially evident on the Pacific side of the country, has become 
institutionalised and is developing into a dangerously totalising organisational structure. At the same 
time, the term “civil society” has tended to create a discourse that defines NGOs as the 
representatives of civil society, thus de-legitimising, in the discourse of some LPOs and SFOs, the 
multiple forms of social and political organisation in which the population should be able to express 
its citizenship. In this sense, a creative process of re-thinking what is meant by civil society and citizen 
participation may be critical in preserving space for pluralism, vibrancy and critical participation on 
every level (community-local-national). 

This also creates a complex environment for international cooperation, especially in maintaining a 
HRBA.  Under these circumstances, a more relational approach - similar to the We Effect’s - to 
working with LPOs (determining specific theme focuses from partner “upwards” or as part of a 
negotiated relationship of affinity, rather than a more traditional results-based top down funding) 
may be a way of ensuring long term relationships that also benefit from deeper discussion between 
partners, in a context that is increasingly adverse for strengthening independent civil society. A shift 
in relationships on this level might also shift the way in which organisations work with communities, 
from one based on the community as an object of intervention, to one based on inter-subjectivities 
that favour the formation of networks and social movements less bound by formal and legal 
restrictions.  Follow-up learning on this issue could open up diverse options for action beyond limited 
institutional spaces and towards strengthening the active citizenship of poor and marginalised 
groups, as aspired to by the Sida CS strategy, giving an effective and representative voice to all civil 
society organisations.  

4.2 Uganda 

4.2.1 Post Conflict Reconstruction 
Armed conflict in northern Uganda devastated the lives and communities of large numbers of 
people. The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) conflict with the Government of Uganda was largely fought 
between rebel fighters and civilians as proxies for government. The 20-year war was suspended in 
2009 after peace accords that began in 2006. However the peace has never been finally cemented 
with the LRA and people still fear that it could break down. The war forced large numbers of people 
to live for years in internal refugee camps in very harsh conditions. Many died in the camps of 
starvation and illness and there was widespread violence and abuse. People are relieved by the 
current state of security, but few feel very secure. Not only has Joseph Kony, leader of the LRA, not 
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been brought to justice, but the general functioning of the corrupt economy renders insecurity all the 
more likely as elites have already shown themselves willing to use any means to secure their power. 
 
The nature of the post-conflict situation is one not only of lack of resources and services, but also of 
fear, insecurity and distrust in government, along with the other multiple dimensions of poverty and 
marginalisation uncovered in the RC findings. Post-conflict reconstruction has tended to focus on the 
tangible aspects of resources and services, with considerable effort and finance being put into 
reconstructing infrastructure and facilitation of groups to receive materials, training and 
encouragement.  
 
In our village in Pader resources are very scarce and resource inputs seem  relevant   for returning 
internally displaced people (IDPs), who are struggling to rebuild and clear land. They need ox 
ploughs, water pumps, health centres with medicines and much else besides. However the resources 
that come into the village from outside tend to be annexed by the powerful members of the 
community. This is a pattern that we can expect to see across many post-conflict communities, 
resulting from the political economy of the conflict and post-conflict configurations.  This pattern of 
annexation challenges the relevance of the resource provision approach and calls for closer attention 
to local and community-level power relations.  
 
Another problem of relevance is the varieties of resource on offer – for example where it is the 
wrong seeds, or too few oxen that get annexed by the lucky few, the relevance declines. If the 
resources are not entirely fitting the needs of the moment, in practical and political terms, then they 
will fail to create reconstruction, or will create uneven results and potentially cause conflict and 
confusion. When the resources are fitting, people find them a great help – water, functioning schools 
and so on. 
 
Alignment of theories of change of the different development actors is present, but not strong. While 
Sida is looking for a rights-based approach based on a state model, organisations working on the 
ground are delivering a capacity-building approach based on a deficit model. People do not so much 
need capacities in order to have rights – they need rights in order to effectively have rights. The two 
approaches are not well aligned with each other, and neither is strictly aligned with the local reality, 
which operates on a pragmatic model in which the state cannot be relied upon to uphold rights. 
Local people see the priorities as working to produce goods, co-operating with one another, 
becoming strong enough to withstand insecurity and ultimately negotiate with government for 
better services and more security.  
 
The supporting agencies, in working within national and district level development plans, can find 
themselves offering an approach that undermines local self-determination, even as it attempts to 
provide it. While trying to be open to community members’ wishes there is pressure to fill in 
government shortcomings. The approach prescribes interventions and limits the freedom of local 
people. Thus, decisions about what rebuilding should be done, what materials should be provided, 
what constitutes a good business, the right crop, the right way to lend money, the right kind of 
gender relations and gender rights are over-determined. CSOs show great tenacity in trying to align 
with the interests of the poor people they serve. Counteracting the pressures to prescribe solutions 
with listening, analysis and an ability to balance conflicting interests is a great challenge, but not an 
insurmountable one.  
 
The Sida strategy suggests that a vibrant and pluralistic civil society will be able to contribute to 
reducing poverty in all its dimensions. The community members that we met enacted their kind of 
civil society when they were doing kalulu sharing together, or when Alice Achan was setting up and 
running her school for young violated women. These people were describing a kind of vibrant civil 
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society that entailed an ethic and practice of collaboration with others across the community for 
common ends. At present, though, civil society is still weak, as it consists largely of a plethora of new 
associations and groupings instigated to manage credit, or farming inputs. Our hosts indicated that 
these groups were appreciated, but likely to be unsustainable because they had been formed quickly, 
for the purpose of getting whatever it was that was on offer.  A vibrant and pluralistic indigenous civil 
society may emerge from within, but it will require some changes of approach on the part of 
government, as well as by CSOs and SFOs, if by vibrant we mean motivated from within (rather than 
by money from without) and by pluralistic we mean reflecting the variety within society (rather than 
substituting for the failures of government services).  
 
Is post-conflict reconstruction based on the rights-based approach feasible in the current 
circumstances? It would require that civil society organisations pay attention to the discrimination, 
inequality and violation that people still suffer. They would also have to take account of corruption 
and public service weakness. Yet, our interviews and much current literature attest to an increasing 
problem of centralisation of political and state power, hollowness of the democratic process and 
worrying levels of corruption. Top level graft in Ugandan public service (and in the private sector) is a 
common topic of discussion among ordinary citizens and diversion of government resources is 
becoming increasingly clear. The scandal in 2012 in the Prime Minister’s Office regarding the 
diversion of large sums of foreign aid destined for Northern Uganda is said by many to be only the tip 
of the iceberg.  
As far as we heard from our host community members, they would welcome a rights-based approach 
involving participation, transparency and empowerment. The reality at present, however, is that 
rights are not how government, NGOs or community construe relations between citizens and the 
state. It is only a short time ago that the citizens were the victims of terrible violence and these are 
not experiences easily forgotten. Government is stretched thinly on the ground in terms of resources 
and personnel and relations with local people are not characterized by trust. There are few 
mechanisms for engagement, and few incentives to encourage local people to participate as equal 
citizens.  Participation is uneven and ‘invited’ rather than spontaneous and powerful. Transparency is 
hardly apparent. Empowerment is uneven. A rights based approach is one that requires an enabling 
environment - where local actors can demand and the state can respond - and that is still absent.   
 
Economic interventions are vital and community members appreciate them. But the complexities of 
coming out of violent conflict are intense because the discrimination that caused the conflict in the 
first place has not entirely disappeared. Despite all this difficulty, the great strength is that CSOs are 
deeply committed and reflective. Their commitment to changing their own mindsets and to 
improving their ability to make analysis of the situation are indicators of a more aligned, relevant and 
feasible future.  

4.2.2 Environment 

Households in rural Uganda derive 26% of total household income from forests and other wild areas, 
including fallows, agricultural lands, wetlands, grasslands and shrub land18. In general lower income 
households are more dependent on forest and wild products and income from these products 
reduces inequality between households. The loss of this income in Western Uganda, as a result of 
deforestation and land degradation, has implications for rural livelihoods and for the well being of 
poor households.  
 
The National Environmental Management Authority (NEMA) reported in 2010 that Uganda faces 
severe environmental problems including soil erosion and declining soil fertility, deforestation, 

                                                           
18 Pamela Jagger (2012) Environmental Income, Rural Livelihoods and Income Inequality in Western 
Uganda, Forests, Trees and Livelihoods, vol 21 no. 2 
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pollution of land, water and air, loss of biodiversity and over-harvesting of forests, fisheries and 
water courses19. This continued liquidation of the country’s natural capital, says NEMA, undermines 
long-term economic progress and aggravates poverty. The agency calls for improved environmental 
governance with specific focus on information provision, compliance and enforcement. 
 
Even though people who are very poor express a lack of immediate interest in environmental 
concerns, it is evident that the semi-rural and rural poor need a functioning environment as much if 
not more than others who are better off. The activities of the environmental NGOs seem to be 
relevant to this reality.  
 
The challenging and well-researched advocacy activities of the professional environmentalists seem 
to be well aligned with NEMA’s calls for improved environmental governance. They provide hard 
facts in useful formats, while also supporting mobilisation of communities affected by pollution and 
land grabbing. Environmental education efforts in schools seem to also be aligned with Uganda’s 
needs.  
 
Might it be possible to achieve greater impact on a wider scale, at the pace required by rapid 
economic growth and looming environmental threats? The feasibility of a broader and more 
significant impact is limited by a number of factors identified both in the reality checks and the meso 
level interviews: corruption, elite control of the economy, commercialisation, unequal economic 
growth, stress and disempowerment. Environmental efforts seem limited when compared to the size 
of the task. 

4.2.3 Youth Livelihoods 
The National Bureau of Statistics states that 78% of Uganda’s population was under 30 years old in 
2012. It is clear that their well-being should be a priority focus of development interventions, in all its 
aspects: health, formal and informal education, building of personality, participation as citizens and 
community members, and of course: employment and income generation. According to the World 
Bank, Uganda has only 5% unemployment, but the majority of the labour force works in low 
productivity sectors and is unskilled20. About half a million new young workers join the labour market 
every year and future job prospects are bleak for many.  Even for educated youth, there are 
difficulties. Many educated youth, including those we met in Mbarara and Wakiso, cannot find jobs 
that match their training. 
 
Youth employment is therefore a highly relevant topic, as confirmed in the reality checks, which also 
revealed the ever increasing psycho-social stress on young people as a result of unemployment. 
Youth are migrating from districts like Mbarara and Pader to the capital or to districts close to 
Kampala like Wakiso. In Kampala and the nearby districts, rapid economic change offers many 
opportunities. Some people are able to use these to come out of poverty; most people, however, 
seem just to cope with the change, adapting themselves and looking for jobs to survive; as they are 
unproductive, often passive, sometimes hopeless, losing initiative; some people say lazy. The 
economic and social situation in these areas also offers remarkable potential: there is a growing 
economic power at all levels, it spreads from the city to the nearby rural areas; new employment 
opportunities are emerging, young people learn new skills; newcomers are learning not only the local 
language (Luganda) but English, too, which is used as a frequent communication language.  
 

                                                           
19 National Environment Management Authority (2010), State of the Environment Report for Uganda, 
2010 
20  http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uganda/publication/uganda-economic-update-jobs-key-
to-prosperity 
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The site visits did not show evidence that youth livelihoods and employment was an issue taken up 
by CSOs in Uganda at the scale needed to make a substantial difference. Currently the kind of work 
SFO connected CSOs are doing is small scale. Small businesses are important, but they will begin to 
show diminishing returns unless there are larger initiatives which are accessible to poor people. It 
seems that the CSO interventions are not entirely aligned with the scale of this reality.  
 
Sida’s civil society strategy could be stronger in relation to the challenge of youth unemployment. It 
emphasises that “Young people’s capacity to organise and potential to contribute to processes of 
change are to be highlighted”, but could made more specific reference to the expected links and 
pathways between a “vibrant and pluralistic civil society” and conditions that enable youth to gain 
employment and improve their livelihoods.  
 
In view of this fact that relatively little attention is given to youth, and none to employment, the 
evaluation team concludes that there is an alignment between the Sida strategy and the SFO’s 
Ugandan partners in regard to underestimating the scale of the task. Given this analysis, the question 
of feasibility is whether it would be possible for SFO partners to engage more with the issue of youth 
livelihoods and the answer is yes, of course! However, success will be hindered by vested interests, 
ineffective labour unions, low levels of probity among higher officials and low levels of power among 
local officials.  

4.2.4 Uganda Conclusions 

As noted in the findings, multiple dimensions of poverty, including discrimination and political 
corruption, were encountered in all the Uganda RC sites. These issues have to be taken into account 
when considering the feasibility of SFO partner interventions, as they can render unfeasible even the 
best intentioned of projects. They must also be taken into account when considering alignment and 
relevance. Local people may want what CSO have to offer, but there are things they want more – and 
that is security, fairness and straightforward dealings with authorities. They do not want to be 
labelled as victims, nor be given inappropriate aid, but neither do they appreciate neglect.  

In the last two decades, Uganda has seen the rise and popularization of the language of vulnerable 
groups and the need to tackle discrimination. In the RCs, discrimination based on gender, age and 
disability were prominent. The three – women, youth and people with disabilities – have become 
political constituencies as reflected in NGO and in government responses such as the Equal 
Opportunities Act (2010). There are many initiatives especially for income generation and 
empowerment. While the politics of recognition have brought some visibility to the issues that affect 
women, youth and people with disabilities, the language of vulnerable groups has tended to create 
the effect of second-class citizen. Women are still subject to men’s veto power, for instance. 
Nonetheless there is indication that in the social sphere, women are making inroads into patriarchal 
power. In the case of post-conflict Northern Uganda, but also elsewhere in Uganda, the increased 
public and private relevance of women has bred a situation where masculinity is under relative stress 
– manifested in view that women are abusing or overstepping their rights21. 

Woven into the discrimination on the basis of age, gender and disability is the fact of a highly 
ethnicised Ugandan population. This is necessary for sustaining the politics of patronage and 
corruption, setting one group against another with ease, and sustaining elite corruption at ever 
increasing levels. The politics of patronage has given rise to a new meaning of Ugandan citizenship 
where rights and entitlements are looked at in tribalised terms. This is one of the reasons why, for 
example, the creation of districts has escalated, bloating public administration and weakening 
services. In the case of the North-South divide there is a constant feeling of marginalization on the 

                                                           
21  Centre for Basic Research (2013), Uganda at 50: Amplifying Citizen’s Voices, Report of Citizen’s 
Dialogue on the Uganda I want to see’ 
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part of the North. This general tribalization has led some observers to view Uganda as a non-viable 
project calling for a national convention for change. 

4.3 Pakistan 

4.3.1 Workers’ rights 

In relation to alignment there appears to be strong alignment between the overall theories of change 
and policies across the three levels of SFO, national NGO, and CBO. This is most clear in the Trade 
Union sector, which shares a common global philosophy, but in the case of the Power Loom workers 
in Faisalabad, at least at the time of the grant from the Olof Palme Foundation (OPF).  
 
However, our RC with the Power Loom Workers raises important issues of feasibility.  Even though 
we were looking at a project from which the Olof Palme Foundation had withdrawn in 2011, our 
research must raise questions about the overall depth of understanding the OPF had about the 
complexity of the industrial relations issues, and the risks faced by workers (including death and life 
imprisonment) when they attempted to become more organised. The funding would at least appear 
to have been based on a relatively naïve assumption that more training and education of workers 
would help them improve their situation. However our research suggests that the LEF was only able 
to address one side of a multi-faceted problem, with the result that the power-loom workers today 
are probably even worse off than they were before the LEF started to support them.  The Power 
Loom Workers’ Union with LEW support has spread awareness about the rights that all workers 
should have under the law, but the RC suggests that this greater awareness does not yet appear to 
have enhanced the workers’ ability to realise these rights.     
 
Again, the organisation of workers like those in the Power Loom sector is a necessary step, but it 
needs to be supported by other measures, including discussions between employers, government 
agencies, and the workers themselves.  It became evident through our research that the LEF has 
always had a relatively simplistic analysis of the problems faced by the whole sector. One lesson may 
be that it is not enough for an SFO to rely on the analysis made by its local partner: before 
committing funding it needs to make its own estimate of the feasibility of improving the situation. 
The OPF is now aware of this, and now has a policy of only funding local partners in focus countries 
where it has some kind of representation.  
 
Pakistan is a difficult context in which to see the four principles of the HRBA applied, given the lack of 
accountable local government. Though the rights of workers are clear in theory, and are enshrined in 
relevant legislation described in detail in the report, our RC found that in Faisalabad, the Power Loom 
Workers Union are clearly struggling to make either the government or the employers feel any sense 
of accountability for the welfare of the workers in this sector, and the RC also shows that the 
relevant government authorities are open to influence, including accepting bribes, from employers. 
Thus these authorities do not work in a transparent fashion, and the relevant labour legislation is 
never implemented where it is most needed.   

4.3.2 Adolescent sexual and reproductive health 
The common ‘known issue’ in the 2 rural RCs was access to health and education services. At the 
time when Chakwal was originally selected as an area for one of the RCs our team was worried that 
the basic services would be of an atypically high quality in an accessible area within two hours 
journey from Islamabad, and one in which Plan had been working for the last 18 years. But the 
findings RC suggest that while, as one would expect, in Chakwal generally incomes are higher, more 
children are in school, and village streets have been paved, there remain significant problems with 
health services, drinking water, and sanitation. In effect the team found that these concerns were 
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more relevant to people in the community than the key issue of adolescent sexual and reproductive 
health being advanced by the LPO and SFO.  
 
The goal of the current Sida-funded project in Chakwal is an ‘Improved Situation of adolescent 
reproductive health and rights’. One of the anticipated project results, to be achieved by the end of 
2013, is that the ‘Capacities of service providers in government health institutions improved to deliver 
adolescent friendly reproductive health care services in the project districts’ .  From a realism 
perspective, on the basis of our RC in Chakwal, we need to ask if this is a realistic anticipated result 
given that we found the local Basic Health Unit was hardly operational and most people were going 
to other health providers. 
 
Our research also raises fundamental questions about the realism of the programme design of the 
Adolescent Sexual Reproductive Health Programme (ASRHP), and in particular the assumption that 
after a relatively short time, the community would be willing and able to take over the salaries of the 
facilitators. Despite the long presence of Plan in Chakwal, participation in the community where the 
RC was undertaken appears to be made more difficult by the absence of many men from the 
community and the resulting disproportionate workload on women. The combination of the absence 
of the most active men, and women’s severe workload combined with traditional restrictions on 
women’s activities outside the household all present severe constraints on participation.  
 
Our research raises fundamental questions about the timescale in which attitudes to adolescent sex 
education and reproductive health are expected to change. The evidence we found suggests that the 
ASRHP has yet to reach the poorer and more conservative sections of the community. In terms of the 
social cohesion required for this strategy to succeed, the team observed that the level of co-
operation and mutual trust within the community was lower in Chakal than in disaster-struck Ghotki. 

4.3.3 Disaster risk reduction and child rights 
The key ‘known issue’ in the remote rural area of Ghotki was the need for DRR (Disaster Risk 
Reduction) measures to help people cope with increasingly frequent annual floods. Yet the main 
issue of relevance to the community was access to primary education – in part as a result of 
awareness-raising by the LPO about child rights. It was observed that since the floods and the 
exposure of communities to child rights ‘awareness has been created about the value of education. It 
has become a priority of the community but there is no school.’ Plan’s own evaluation of its response 
to the floods suggests that it was a major challenge to try to introduce ‘child friendly spaces’ after the 
floods in an area where people had had little previous contact with NGOs or government and even in 
the immediate aftermath of the floods people were mainly interested in seeing a school established: 
our research suggests this demand has not diminished, even in the face of a further serious flood in 
July 2013.  A tentative conclusion from this experience might be that, at the very least, if the people 
who have figured in these Reality Checks are ever going to be able to improve their situation, the 
HRBA on its own is not sufficient, and it needs to be supported by a far more robust ‘theory of action’ 
that responds to people’s priorities.  
 
The Ghotki RC presents a positive picture on participation: are very united and having been exposed 
to the work of NGOs following the floods they expressed a strong desire to participate more actively 
in development, specifically in supporting their children’s education. However, like most people living 
in remote rural communities, their ability to participate in civil society is restricted both by their 
isolation and the severe lack of educational opportunities. The RC raises questions about the realism 
and relevance of setting up Child Protection Committees in a village with no health or education 
facilities: both these Committees, and the wider work to help people understand and prepare for 
future natural disasters, can be seen as necessary but not sufficient. 



Sida Civil Society Evaluation – Synthesis Report, Round 1 – Final Draft, 12 January 2014 

 

49 

4.3.4 Pakistan  Conclusions 

All 3 RCs in Pakistan point to a gap between the theory of HRBA and the purpose, scope, and 
timescale of funding provided. Perhaps because the level of Sida Civil Society funding is relatively 
small, the purposes to which it has been put appear rather specialised and only partially relevant to 
the needs expressed by people in these RCs.  All three interventions appear necessary, but none 
appear sufficient on their own either to achieve their own stated objectives or to improve people’s 
rights more generally.  
 
As regards the principle of non-discrimination, all of the RCs in Pakistan document both implicit and 
explicit discrimination, both on the basis of gender and disability: the strongest discrimination 
documented in the RCs appears to be exercised against the power loom workers who have neither 
the resources nor sufficient collective influence to improve their situation. But our RCs also observed 
more subtle forms of discrimination also in the two rural areas: with poorer families in Chakwal 
perceiving that the activities of Plan and its local partners tended to benefit disproportionately the 
better-off households. In both rural areas, but especially in Chakwal, the RC’s document the 
considerable additional workload placed on women by the migration of men away from the rural 
areas, and it is not clear to what extent NGOs’ plans and strategies are addressing this issue. Finally 
the RCs show how tough it is in Pakistan for a poor person with any kind of mental or physical 
disability.  
 
The findings of all three RCs show people living in acute poverty, with little hope of improving their 
situation. In the 2 rural areas, men are largely absent, and are either working in nearby towns or 
have gone abroad. This puts a huge strain on women who both have to care for their children and 
earn some kind of income. Comparing the 3 RCs, it is interesting that social capital, and people’s 
general sense of well-being, both seemed far stronger in a remote village vulnerable to floods than in 
the other two far more accessible locations.22  The RC in the relatively better off rural area of 
Chakwal, only 100km from Islamabad, raises interesting questions about the negative impact on 
community life and community organisation of the migration of able-bodied men out of the 
community. 
 
Another common theme is the lack of any ‘safety net’ in the case of serious accidents or other 
disasters like floods. The power loom sector RC shows first that in the so-called ‘informal’ sector the 
risks are far higher than in the formal industrial sector as workers have to work on old and dangerous 
machinery with often dangerous electrical connections. Secondly in this sector, not only are 
accidents highly likely, but all the risks have to be borne by the worker: with the employers prepared 
to keep their factories closed for weeks rather than agree to pay new taxes, the trade union appears 
powerless.  In all three areas, the lack of a working publicly-funded health care system or rights for 
people living with disabilities means that serious illness or disability can have a devastating impact on 
a family’s income.   
 
The 3 RCs emphasise that there is no apparent ‘ladder’ by which people can climb out of their 
poverty.  In Faisalabad, the families in the RC are really struggling to send their children to school, but 
it seems that the boys are destined to end up as power loom workers like their fathers, and most of 
the girls will become housewives or domestic servants like their mothers. While in Chakwal at least 
the schools are operating, it is not clear what has to be done to stem the outflow of men to jobs 

                                                           
22 This tendency for isolated communities to be more united than accessible (and often better-off) 
ones is well documented : for example R Wade in Village Republics found that South Indian 
communities at the tail end of irrigation systems share water more fairly than those at the top of 
the system where there is a perception of plenty of water 
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outside the area. There are no schools in Saindad Chachar, Ghotki District, and none of the children 
in the village are going to school. 
 
An important issue which arises is how exactly the HRBA promoted by NGOs can succeed when there 
is often no government presence, and no government services which can be held to account. 
Certainly in all 3 RC’s the government appears only to play a marginal role in the lives of the families 
in these RCs. In Faisalabad as the RC describes, the Power Loom employers have successfully kept the 
relevant government agencies at arm’s length, and now the workers, rather than the employers, are 
suffering most from the closure of weaving units in protest against new government taxes. Even in a 
well developed rural area like Chakwal, where Plan has been working since 1995, the RC shows there 
continue to be intractable problems with health, water supply, and sanitation; while our RC in the far 
more remote parts of Ghotki District shows that government officials are hardly ever seen at village 
level, even after major floods.     
 
In the two rural areas in which RC’s were conducted the relationship between the theory of HRBA 
and actual practice becomes more complex: CBOs like the Gul Welfare Association in Ghotki want a 
better deal for the rural population but they also need to survive and be seen as efficient project 
implementers by their larger partners. In addition, as already noted, there are many uncertainties in 
the system of local government in Pakistan, with many switches in recent years between a 
bureaucratic system based on appointed Commissioners and a more democratic system led by 
elected local representatives: the Government passed an Ordinance committing itself to a more 
democratic system in 2010 but in the two Provinces covered by our RC’s (Punjab and Sindh) this new 
policy has yet to be implemented.23  These policy shifts and continuing uncertainties tend to make it 
more difficult for national NGOs and CBOs to undertake effective advocacy. 
 
Given conditions as described in our RC in Ghotki, the challenge for SFOs like Plan and its local NGO 
partners then becomes to decide at what point it needs to switch its strategy so that the children in 
the more remote communities where it works get access to some kind of basic education and health 
care. But there would appear to be a real tension between theory and practice with respect to this 
issue: both donors and NGOs are naturally reluctant to get drawn in to the provision of basic services 
in Pakistan, which they rightly see as the Government’s responsibility. But if they do not do so, 
children in particular are unlikely to be able to realise their rights in the short time before they 
become adults. What is the appropriate balance between needs- and rights-based perspectives in 
the absence of responsive government, and is there a need for a transitional needs-to-rights 
approach?    
 
Plan Pakistan follows a Rights based approach also known as Child Centred Community 
Development. However it’s Theory of Change is not always very clear.  While its reports speak of ‘a 
Child Friendly, Rights-based Approach to Development’ they do not always define very clearly what 
this means in practice. Issues of power (who has it, and how it can be re-allocated) are rarely 
mentioned. At the same time the second assumption in Plan’s current strategy in Pakistan (detailed 
below) is that ‘knowledge-based planning consultations ‘will reduce the current high levels of distrust 
between communities and government. However our RC’s suggest if these consultations serve to 
increase expectations, but do not result in any real in key government services, then this distrust 
could actually be increased.   
 
All three RCs raise important questions about whether any overall strategy of supporting 
improvements in children’s rights (as done by Plan) or workers’ rights (as done by the OPF) can have 

                                                           
23

 See RC Ghotki report p. 17 and also:http://asiafoundation.org/in-asia/2012/07/11/local-

government-critical-in-pakistans-2013-political-landscape/ 

http://asiafoundation.org/in-asia/2012/07/11/local-government-critical-in-pakistans-2013-political-landscape/
http://asiafoundation.org/in-asia/2012/07/11/local-government-critical-in-pakistans-2013-political-landscape/
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any real impact in Pakistan unless there is a significant improvement in the delivery of government 
services, especially in health, education, social security, and workers’ rights. None of the local NGOs 
we encountered in the course of this research appear so far to have found a way of enabling people 
to hold government to account. The Human Rights Based Approach means that SFOs like Plan are, for 
good reasons, reluctant to finance basic services themselves; but this means that communities are 
being encouraged to talk about child rights and child protection when there is little opportunity (at 
least in Ghotki) for the same children to access even primary education.  At the very least this must 
raise questions about how this greater awareness of rights will be sustained once the SFOs and their 
local partners leave these areas.  
 
One of the unifying themes across the three RC’s undertaken in Pakistan is a perception that 
activities funded by donors may have some short term success in improving people’s awareness of 
rights, and this enhanced awareness is likely to result in an increased demand both for improved 
working conditions and for improved basic services, especially in health and education.  While this 
enhanced awareness could be seen as helpful, unless both the quality of basic services and people’s 
actual living conditions, wages, and living conditions are felt to be improving, then there is a risk that 
the only long term result will be greater frustration.  
 
These risks appear higher the shorter the period of intervention. The two key lessons arising from the 
three RC’s in Pakistan would appear to be first the need for SFO’s to combine greater awareness of 
human rights and advocacy at all levels with practical improvements to basic services, especially 
education and health. Secondly our evidence suggests at least in Pakistan, both Sida itself and the 
SFOs they support need to be more critical and realistic about what can be achieved by short-term 
projects in relatively specialised sectors.  

5 EMERGING IMPLICATIONS FOR SIDA’S CIVIL SOCIETY STRATEGY 

 
This section begins to identify implications for the Sida civil society strategy. Again we work upward 
from people’s experiences in the RCs to the meso to the strategic level, but with emphasis now on 
citizen agency, participation in and strengthening of civil society, processes of democracy and 
governance, the human rights based approach in theory and practice, and aid modalities that enable 
or constrain efforts to support civil society. These are presented in three parts 

- citizen agency and people’s participation in civil society 

- processes of civil society, governance and human rights 

- supporting civil society with aid: enablers and constraints 

5.1 Citizen agency and people’s participation in civil society 

The reality check findings paint a picture of the combined effects on people’s lives of multiple 
dimensions of poverty and marginalisation, across almost all domains of their lives. Our key findings 
were the pressures of increasing monetisation of livelihoods; the decline, commercialisation and 
corruption of public services; growing youth unemployment and migration; lack of access to 
education; widespread discrimination and violence on the basis of gender and disability; and 
psychological trauma and vulnerability at the intimate level. The time we spent living with people 
who endure these experiences day in and day out indicate to us that the inherent constraints on 
scope for citizen agency and participation in civil society participation are profound. 
 
As survival and meeting basic needs increasingly depend upon short-term access to cash rather than 
the longer-term exercise of citizen agency, as there is no reliable government from whom to demand 
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one’s rights, it pays better to go find work than to stay home and be an active citizen or civil society 
participant. In what might be an intended relevant response to this reality, CSOs have themselves 
often gone in the direction of income-generating programs as empowerment strategies. Yet the RCs 
raise doubts as to the feasibility of such programmes substantially supporting people living in poverty 
and discrimination, because they fail to include extremely poor or marginalised people. On the other 
hand, merely educating and mobilising people to become aware of and able to demand their rights is 
risky when the chances of meaningful results are diminishing. As politics and government become 
ever more commercialised, market-oriented and evidently corrupt, there is less and less civil or 
political space for such classic “rights advocacy “.  The only rational pathway left is to try to gain 
access to the market and/or the proceeds of patronage and corruption.  Indeed there may even be 
perceived risks to challenging a system when one might end up being excluded from it or victimised, 
with no fallback position. The logical thing to do in this scenario is remain a passive client or 
beneficiary, rather than a citizen with rights. 
 
We would suggest that programmes which try to empower people to improve their living conditions 
– whether by gaining awareness of their rights or access to income to pay for monetised livelihoods 
and commercialised or corrupted services – are of doubtful meaning if people are not able to change 
unjust structures and power relations across the domains of their lives. Without changing the 
intimate, socio-cultural, political and economic structures that perpetuate poverty in all its 
dimensions, any amount of agency – civic or economic – will be palliative rather than transformative.  
 
The main implication of this rather bleak picture is that there are inherent barriers to civic agency 
and empowerment of all kinds, which work against the ideal of a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in 
which people participate in politics and aspire to transparency and accountability and achieve rights. 
The enabling conditions and perceived rewards for such civic virtue are often absent, and the 
transaction costs for the very poor to take part in collective action or projects is prohibitive. By its 
very nature, civil society is for the benefit of slightly better-off poor, or aspiring middle classes, not 
the most vulnerable and excluded.  An interesting example is Pakistan’s power loom union leaders, 
who can’t afford time to be active in their roles, and are going back to work instead. These barriers to 
inclusion in civil society are due in part to the intersectionality that often gets overlooked when 
people are expected to integrate themselves into civil society structures on the basis of just one 
identity or need ( eg as a ‘woman’, not an abused, disabled, traumatised, etc woman) and invoking 
only or predominantly the part of the universal human rights framework that corresponds to that 
identity (eg women’s rights).  
 
In the RCs, even where we saw awareness and resentment of abuses of power, people’s self-
perception as a beneficiary or client (who shouldn’t bite the hand that feeds) was usually stronger 
than their identity as a rights-holder, except in the abstract sense of collective rights (indigenous, 
women, children, disabled). Even when people know their rights in the legal or ethical sense they do 
not necessarily have enabling conditions or perceived rewards to act on them. The ‘aware citizen’ 
voice is drowned out by the quiet dependent subject. 
 
In some cases the scope for active expressions of citizenship are curtailed by the framing of 
citizenship as being about access to an identity document that regulates people’s access to certain 
handouts (eg food in the food-insecure Pacific coast site in Nicaragua); and by the prevalence of 
political patronage and clientelism, compounded by a treatment of aid projects as an extension of 
domestic political patronage (Uganda and Nicaragua).  This also limits people’s sense of identity as 
citizens with rights.  Where the understanding of citizenship is limited to the possession of an identity 
card which affords access to hand-outs, exercising citizen agency effectively means claiming and 
getting the handouts by successfully navigating the patronage networks that regulate them, not 
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exposing, interrogating and changing malpractices that introduce corruption, unfairness or 
discrimination into the handouts system.   
 

5.2 Processes of civil society, governance and human rights 

Swedish development cooperation aims to support ‘a vibrant and pluralistic civil society in 
developing countries that contributes effectively, using a rights-based approach, to reducing poverty 
in all its dimensions’ and to create conditions that will ‘enable people living in poverty to improve 
their lives’24. The strategy has two related aims: strengthened civil society capacity to apply a human 
rights based approach (HRBA) to voice and service provision; and enhanced democratization and 
respect for human rights. The HRBA focuses on four principles of accountability, transparency, 
participation and non-discrimination. 
 
These aims are based on assumptions about the realities of governance and civil society in 
programme countries. The RCs offer an opportunity to check how aligned these are with the realities 
experienced.  The strategy reflects an ‘organizational’ (Lewis 2002: 572) or ‘associationalist’ view of 
‘civil society’ and its role, which ‘[tends] to stress the role of civil society as one in which some kind of 
equilibrium [is] created in relation to the state and the market’ (Lewis 2002: 571).25   Sida’s civil 
society strategy would like to prioritise civil society actors that play this role of supporting 
democratization, applying pressure for reform and serving as a counterweight to revitalise 
democracy from within and below.   
  
The Civil Society strategy also reflects certain assumptions about the political context and state of 
public administration in places where civil society support is given.  These are, in essence, those 
identified in a recent review of citizen engagement for policy change: ‘at least a modicum of 
democratic space [...] is a prerequisite for citizen engagement [...].  [A] functioning state apparatus 
[is] another prerequisite for effective action on policy change, for without a functioning state, there 
are few incentives to change its policies in the first place’ (Gaventa & McGee 2010)[2] 
 
What do the RC and meso level findings tell us in relation to the nature of the political and 
administrative contexts in which they take place, the nature and workings of civil society there and 
the scope for citizen agency?  Uganda’s presidentialism makes a mockery of the precepts of even 
purely electoral or procedural democracy, as does the fact that elections at the most local level have 
not been held since 1997 (LC1) and 2001 (LC2 or parish level) respectively.  ‘Movementism’, followed 
by a hollow form multi-partyism which has watered down the demand for political pluralism, has 
given rise to a view of parties as ladders to climb towards political influence and power, rather than 
as organs of democratic representation.  In Nicaragua, the two successive FSLN administrations have 
been characterised by the subordination of state institutions to the hegemonic and centralised power 
of the governing party. In neither country, then, are parties playing the idealised role of enacting 

                                                           
24 Government Offices of Sweden, 2009, ‘Pluralism: Policy for Support to Civil Society in Developing Countries 

within Swedish Development Cooperation’, page 5. 
25 Lewis goes on: “[...] it has been the organizational view of civil society exemplified by de Tocqueville which 

has been most enthusiastically taken up by agencies within development policy discourse during the past 
decade [...]. Since the early 1990s, the `good governance' agenda has deployed the concept of civil society 
within the wider initiatives of supporting the emergence of more competitive market economies, building 
better-managed states with the capacity to provide more responsive services and just laws, and improving 
democratic institutions to deepen political participation” (Lewis 2002: 572).    

 
[2] Gaventa J. & R. McGee 2010, ‘Introduction: Making Change Happen – Citizen Action and National 
Policy Reform’ in Gaventa J. & R. McGee (Eds), Citizen Action and National Policy Reform: Making 
Change Happen.  Zed Books: London 
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electoral competition, mobilizing citizens behind diverse visions of society and providing a range of 
opportunities for participating in and influencing politics.    
 
Other aspects of democratic institutionality, too, are not fulfilling the roles assigned to them by 
democratic theory.  A case in point is the labour regulatory bodies in the state of Punjab, Pakistan, 
forbidden to operate from 2002-2012 by an ordinance designed to encourage local businessmen and 
Foreign Direct Investment into Punjab.   
 
The administrative decentralization of governments is purported to make them more responsive to 
citizens and more effective in service delivery, by building in the sort of opportunities for 
participation and strengthened accountability that the Sida Civil Society support strategy seeks to 
enable. All three countries where RCs were undertaken are relatively longstanding cases of 
administrative decentralization carried out as part of a democratization process. What the RCs have 
found is that against a backdrop of increasing centralization of political and state power, 
administrative decentralization appears to have added more layers of government and civil service at 
which public funds can be misappropriated and corruption practised. Top level graft in the Ugandan 
public service (and corruption in the private sector, unhampered by effective regulation) is a 
common topic of conversation among ordinary citizens, and the acceptance of contributions, 
sweeteners and bribes to facilitate the provision of government services and contracts has become 
normalized at every level. From the standpoint of local leaders who were elected into their unpaid 
leadership roles in 1997, such sweeteners may be scant reward for their 16 years’ dispute resolution 
service, but, as a consequence, ‘the issues to do with livelihoods of the majority poor have been 
distorted to facilitate a corrupt system leading to massive service delivery deficits’ (Centre for Basic 
Research 2013)[3].    
 
In an aid-dependent setting, aid cannot but get ensnared in the political patronage and clientelist 
systems that dispense public funds and goods: in desperately poor, post-conflict Pader researchers 
were told that the Northern Uganda Social Action Fund was used politically, and its monies never 
‘went down anywhere near the level where you have been this week’[4].  While in Uganda and 
Pakistan the state seems to be absent for the purposes of development, it is present to break strikes 
(Pakistan) and to police and repress not only public manifestations of non-conformity but also the 
NGOs on whose services and funds the Ugandan society so depends[5].   
 
In Nicaragua and Uganda the political space for NGOs has narrowed. The role of these ‘checks and 
balances’ is being reduced to one of service delivery under sub-contract to government, and their 
potential roles in advancing independent positions, deepening democracy, or defending 
constitutional law and international rights treaties are effectively being ruled out by onerous 
legislation and low-intensity - and at times acute – harassment or reprisals by government.   
Intimidated by these tendencies, a range of social actors are tending to become docile, their capacity 
to negotiate with the state weakened by negative publicity or government propaganda that casts 
them as troublemakers. In the increasingly presidentialist context of Uganda the extent to which civil 
society can support democratization is limited by, first, the lasting association […] of ‘civil society’ 
with [service delivery] NGOs, while its other components (such as trades unions and co-operatives) 
are ignored or even undermined; and second, the tendency for NGO growth to be driven by 
availability of donor funding oriented by the Millennium Development Goals, rather than the 
imperative of providing answers to deep-seated problems. In Pakistan, power loom workers’ rights 

                                                           
[3] Centre for Basic Research (2013), Uganda at 50: Amplifying Citizen’s Voices, Report of Citizen’s 
Dialogue on the Uganda I want to see’    
[4] Uganda report V2 131014 p 14 
[5] Refer to the Uganda NGO Act of 2006 and additional provisions 2009 
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appear doomed due to the severe weaknesses and precarious bargaining positions of the trade union 
and labour-focused NGO (Pakistan, Faisalbad).  Municipal-level LPOs in Nicaragua find themselves 
obliged to work[...] through or strengthen[...] local government and para-state or party structures in 
the community, rather than fostering autonomous spaces for more open and pluralist citizens’ 
participation.    

Relatedly, active citizenship as a core dynamic of a healthy civil society, can clearly not be taken as 
given. The reality check focusing on indigenous people in Nicaragua shows that in familial and intra-
community relations this sort of active citizenship is not common, even though other forms of 
participation and engagement might be central to these communities’ collective identity (Nicaragua, 
Atlantic Coast). Participation in corrupt and clientelist politics, by contrast, is widespread even at the 
community level, and there are few incentives to stand up for rights on principles of transparency 
and accountability – the risk being exclusion from patronage or worse.  The RCs in Uganda find there 
are few mechanisms for citizen engagement, and no incentives to encourage local people to 
participate as equal citizens.  Participation is uneven and ‘invited’ rather than spontaneous and 
powerful. Transparency is hardly apparent. Empowerment is happening, but unevenly.   
 
The tendencies of limited and constrained ‘invited’ public spaces for engagement get reproduced at 
the level of communities and in relationships between different associational forms.  Competition for 
access to thin and unregulated services militates against transparency. Transparency is something 
that is useful within a group – like in the savings and credit group – but it is rationed very strictly in 
dealings outside one’s group (Uganda).  A Ugandan respondent is clear that self-help groups are risky 
because of their shared liabilities: to get out of poverty, you have to rely on your own. The Nicaraguan 
RC found that some LPOs working on leadership, governance and power [...] appear to focus their 
theory of change on influencing institutional levels, more than on issues of participation, transparency 
and accountability within the communities themselves (Nicaragua). However, the LPOs interviewed 
are beginning to recognise this gap and – having fought hard for collective land and resource rights - 
are looking for strategies to shift the patriarchal leadership and patronage within communities, that 
has distorted who has access to these collective goods.   
 
Many of the actors we engaged with in the RCs do not appear to view themselves as citizens, behave 
as citizens or enjoy the status of citizens with rights.  The Nicaraguan indigenous people assume 
identities as protagonists, beneficiaries or clients (Nicaragua); Uganda is ‘facing ‘a big challenge with 
citizenship and participation as the state increasingly hijacks the people’s agenda and ignores 
popular voices’ (Centre for Basic Research 2013)[6], and in all three Pakistan RCs, the question of the 
relevance of a HRBA in the context described [...] is difficult.   
 
A rights-based approach espousing accountability, transparency, participation and non-
discrimination applied by SFOs and LPOs in contexts where these concepts, as well as citizenship 
itself, are very differently interpreted and experienced, not surprisingly seems to be taking some 
quite diverse forms.  Nicaraguan LPOs’ theories of change assume that a population informed about 
its rights has the necessary tools to organise, build capacities, make internal changes in their own 
group and exercise pressure in spaces of power that should guarantee the fulfilment of their rights. 
Yet, it is striking that they [the LPOs] take no account of the role of interpersonal relations in 
articulating social behaviour among families, the community and with external actors. In doing so, 
they effectively dissociate the situations in which a right is denied - for example the lack of 
transparency of a ‘síndico’ [community leader], land claims among indigenous communities, or the 

                                                           
[6] Centre for Basic Research (2013), Uganda at 50: Amplifying Citizen’s Voices, Report of Citizen’s 
Dialogue on the Uganda I want to see’    



Sida Civil Society Evaluation – Synthesis Report, Round 1 – Final Draft, 12 January 2014 

 

56 

exclusion of women from spaces of government – from the power relations and cultural sense on 
which the reproduction of these situations is grounded.   
 
Also in Nicaragua, the organization for the blind that features in the Managua RC recognises in 
accordance with its partner SFO that: the emphasis should be on an RBA, which advocates long term 
change in legal frameworks and structures, but given the context of high levels of poverty and 
marginalisation found in Nicaragua, the organisation of the blind is also, to the extent it is able, 
responding to the practical needs of its members [..], often matters of survival. These two logics that 
appear in the approach of the LPO, the first based on rights and the other with a more charitable 
character, often enter into contradiction, as is demonstrated in some narratives and explained by 
both the LPO and SFO.  
 

5.3 Supporting civil society with aid: enablers and constraints 

The civil society policy and strategy put emphasis on aid effectiveness principles, stressing donor 
harmonization, predictability, long term support, alignment with partner systems and procedures, 
and increasing the share of the local partner in core and programme support, all within a strong 
focus on management for results. The aim is to see CSOs acting as the effective and representative 
voice of poor and marginalised groups, and enablers of good quality and fair services such as health 
and education. This understanding informs decisions as to how to direct and align support through 
Sida’s civil society support programmes, and underpins the results orientation of this evaluation with 
its focus on relevance, alignment and feasibility.   
 
Today’s aid architecture shapes the delivery of Sida’s and the SFOs’ aid in multiple ways.  Aid is 
usually channelled today through complex and multi-actor aid-chains (Wallace 2006)26 or ‘webs’ 
(Eyben 2008)27 involving many levels and incentivizing various forms of partnership and consortium.  
These chains or webs are often centred on a highly professional and increasingly managerialist 
bureaucracy, whether in official agencies or international NGOs.  A tendency to decentralization 
(from headquarters to country level) within official aid administrations co-exists with an increase in 
basket funding between aid agencies within partner countries.   
 
In line with northern government austerity measures and concerns over public scepticism about aid, 
pressures exist to increase the proportion of aid spent in poor countries and, particularly, to 
demonstrate the results of all aid expenditure in highly communicable and compelling ways. The 
results agenda tends to draw efforts away from highly contextualised problems and iterative, 
learning-focused approaches to solving them, towards widespread, highly tangible problems 
addressed through concrete interventions and evaluated by large-scale experimental methods. There 
is therefore little incentive for aid actors to engage in detailed, micro-level analysis of the ‘messy’ 
social realities in which their inputs are embedded.   
 
The particular histories and make-ups of civil society in a given donor country shape the way that the 
civil society support element of an official aid programme is distributed to social actors in partner 
countries. For donor governments there is an inherent tension or trade-off between on the one hand 
fostering a vibrant, pluralistic, internationalist, socially- and developmentally-aware civil society at 
home (including through funding), and on the other, pursuing the most strategic aid portfolio 

                                                           
26 Wallace, T. with L. Bornstein and J. Chapman (2006) The Aid Chain: Coercion and Commitment in 
Development NGOs, Rugby: Intermediate Technology Publications Ltd 
 
27 Eyben R. 2008, ‘Power, Mutual Accountability and responsibility in the Practice of International 
Aid: A relational approach’, IDS Working Paper 305.  Brighton: IDS 
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possible by tightly directing and controlling all investment of aid funds. The approach that results in 
the most strategic aid distribution technically speaking, might do little domestically for fostering the 
kind of pluralist domestic society and diverse civil society to which the northern country aspires. 
Within the Swedish SFO community, many CSOs themselves have been undergoing 
internationalisation or decentralization, and/or federalization processes vis-a-vis their sister NGOs in 
other northern and sometimes southern countries. Smaller Swedish NGOs have also been clustered 
into membership structures for purposes of relating efficiently to Sida framework funding. 
 
Aspects of these numerous shifts in aid modalities and architecture are referred to because they can 
be detected in cooperation operations at the local level in partner countries. To give but one 
example of how professionalization, managerial reforms and tightened financial controls affect the 
choices SFOs have to make about their partnerships, the partnership between Olof Palme Centre 
(OPC) and the Labour Education Foundation (LEF) in Pakistan came to an end after a critical audit 
report in 2011 made it untenable for OPC to continue the support. OPC’s view is that the key 
problem in the LEF was a lack of capacity for financial management: currently, as Sida’s standards for 
financial reporting have increased, it is becoming more difficult for OPC to fund the more ‘grass-
roots’ CSO’s like LEF which have weak financial management capacity. OPC now prefers only to 
support such CSO’s in countries in which they have country offices, as they are then better able to 
supply organisational support on the ground.  
 
The implied theory of change of many SFOs and LPOs is that if community-level organizations can 
‘increase their capacity’ they will be able to assist marginalized communities to realise their rights 
and demand improved services. The extent to which this theory can be put into practice clearly 
depends on the commitment and consistency of the CBO, the strategies it follows, and the context 
within which it works.  The Pakistan RCs raise important questions about the accountability of CBOs, 
and the extent to which with foreign funding they may become less accountable to the communities 
in which they work, and more accountable to the national and international NGOs that fund them. 
Local NGOs’ theories of change tend to be implicit rather than explicit. Some are committed to 
providing a specific service, for instance in health or education. While they may be influenced by 
their experience of trying to implement programmes at local level, they are also likely to be heavily 
influenced by their partners, who are also their donors.   
 
This pattern can give rise to single-issue programming, which we have found can (but not necessarily) 
become misaligned with people’s realities. The RCs testify to marginalised realities characterised by 
multiplicities of problems and deprivations which are all inter-related and often apparently 
intractable.  The aid projects and government programmes reaching RC sites, by contrast, are often 
single-issue.  In the North Pacific Nicaragua site where the RC focused on food security and 
sovereignty, the researcher found that the complexity of the relationship between food/nutritional 
security, food sovereignty, human rights, gender dynamics, civil society strengthening and economic 
democratization could not be well-contained by an approach based on a single thematic focus.  The 
emphasis on food sovereignty with its more complex and rights-oriented vision of change is 
promising. Yet this complexity was at odds with the local and municipal government’s intervention 
logics, which tended towards a fragmented, project and technical approach to food. 
 
The single-focus nature of many projects contrasts with the complexity of reality as experienced in 
poor communities, as illustrated by the Nicaraguan LPO working on agro-ecology and nutrition, 
which made no reference to the widespread pollution of the environment with mercury and cyanide 
from gold mining. This tension between single-focus approaches and multidimensional complex 
realities also arose in the Northern Uganda meso-level research, where actors in sub-country and 
district offices recognised the efforts of outsider CSOs in post-conflict reconstruction, while also 
pointing out that their efforts tend to be segmented and projectised, predicated on reporting times 
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to donors as opposed to the real needs on the ground. The Director of Community Development in 
Pader District was of the strong view that a holistic approach to a multi-dimensional reality would 
increase the success of aid and development efforts in the district.   
 
There are broader ways too in which aspects of the aid architecture shape the possibilities for the 
Swedish Civil Society policy to achieve its goals. The aid interventions that RC researchers came 
across were often the end of a long and quite indirect aid-chain extending from Stockholm to the 
community via the national capital, provincial capital and village centre.  The sheer length, multiple 
links and multiplicity and diversity of actors in this chain introduce many possibilities for distortion 
and dilution of messages or inputs being passed along it. These systems of delegated implementation 
raise an issue of efficiency, as each of the three levels in the aid chain (SFO, local or national NGO, 
and CBO) will draw an administration or management fee from the Sida grant, reducing what will be 
available at the community level.   
 
The actor at the frontline, the local NGO or CSO, is often supported by multiple donors each with 
their own strategies – Paris Declaration commitments to donor harmonization notwithstanding -, and 
has to deal with some degree of incoherence between these donors, probably ultimately reflecting 
this incoherence in its own strategies and ways of working.  The Pakistan RCs also showed how, 
where strategies are cascaded down from aid donor to INGO partner to local NGO, the alignment of 
strategies can get compromised. However, each level in the chain should be adding some value to 
the next level down: thus RDPI acknowledges the encouragement they got from Plan to take on 
research, and they also feel that a major Plan contribution to their thinking was to get them to take 
children’s views into account in the planning of all programmes. 
 
On a more practical level, the RC in Chakwal, Pakistan highlighted the potentially perverse 
consequences of a commitment by SFOs to increase local ownership of interventions: it showed up a 
problem of dependency on SFOs, and lack of financial sustainability - and consequently of staff 
momentum and commitment - in projects managed by LPOs or ‘spun off’ to them in the name of 
local ownership.   
 
Many aspects of the contemporary aid architecture and delivery modalities, then, are experienced at 
local and meso levels in partner countries as at worst constraints on citizen agency, at times failing to 
address social dynamics which themselves constitute constraints on citizen agency, and at best, as 
failing to create enabling conditions for citizen agency.    

5.4 Challenges raised by emerging implications from Round 1   

Emerging implications discussed in the foregoing subsections throw up a number of challenges 
relating to the Sida Civil Society strategy’s premises and workings.  Here we bring together the key 
challenges, for discussion.  At this point we do not make recommendations about how they are 
addressed.  What we do do is highlight some of them in section 6 when discussing the analysis and 
learning process and implications for Round 2 of the study. This is because this draft report is one 
step in a process of engagement with Sida and the SFOs, and reactions to it, plus discussions based 
on it, in the coming weeks will shed light on what can and should be addressed when, where and by 
whom.   
 
 
Challenges relating to citizen agency and participation aspects of the Strategy 
There are clearly dissonances between the starting premises of the strategy and the contextually 
defined interpretations, versions and enactments of civil society and citizenship that play out in each 
context where Sida support to civil society is provided. To respond to this challenge by adopting an 
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infinitely context-specific approach would of course be impractical for an agency of Sida’s size and 
scale of operations, and indeed most of the SFOs. But RC findings demonstrate that there are 
nonetheless dissonances which merit careful consideration because they have negative effects on 
alignment, relevance and feasibility.   
 
Challenges relating to governance, human rights and civil society aspects of the Strategy 
Two sets of actors which are fundamental to the theory of change embodied in the civil society 
strategy are found to act quite differently to the role the strategy assigns to them. Civil society 
organisations do not appear to be necessarily pro-poor in their constitution, workings or effects, and 
political parties do not play the idealised role of enacting democratic participation, electoral 
competition, mobilizing citizens behind diverse visions of society and providing a range of 
opportunities for participating in and influencing politics.   
 
A prominent challenge relates to the disappointing outcomes of administrative decentralization 
processes in aid partner countries from the perspective of supporting human development, 
participation and accountability.  Seen from the RC and meso perspective, decentralization of 
governance has decentralized, dispersed and generalized governance malpractices. In parallel, the 
limitations and distortions that affect public spaces (and national- or provincial-level organs for 
citizen-state engagement) are replicated in public spaces and associational forms at the most local 
level too, with correlates in the private and intimate spaces where the social norms that regulate 
interactions in public spaces are set and reproduced.  
 
Public distribution systems seems to follow logics which are ‘anti-poor’ rather than pro-poor and pro-
equity in their effects, and the private sector, following a similarly anti-poor logic as the public 
distribution system, appears not to be improving opportunities for those experiencing poverty and 
discrimination either. Perhaps more worryingly still, the prospects of effective and pro-poor 
operations by ‘horizontal accountability actors’[1] like labour-regulatory institutions seem to be 
thwarted by development models that prioritise FDI and mutually beneficial relationships between 
state and private sector actors, in an environment generally permissive of corruption.   
 
A rights-based approach informed by universal norms and transposed into very diverse national and 
local contexts, not surprisingly seems to be taking some quite diverse forms, which raises questions 
about the best way to pursue core and non-negotiable principles notwithstanding differences in 
interpretation and meaning across settings.   
 
Beyond this challenge of meaning and interpretation, there is the finding that the space  for civil 
society – ideal or not – to pursue classic ‘rights advocacy’ is narrowing, making the pathways of 
individualistic market-based  survival strategies, and/or passive ‘beneficiary-‘ or ‘client-hood’ appear 
more rational to people in poverty.  Yet this would run counter to the well-evidenced and indeed 
intuitively appealing argument that the exercise of collective agency, in forms of ‘collective action’ 
are those from which the poorest and most discriminated people stand to benefit the most. Rights 
awareness-raising in this context appears doomed to fail to achieve any impact; and even in the case 
of people who know their rights, they lack the conditions to act on them effectively.    
 
Taken together, these observations call for serious reflection on what can be done about the breach 
between the underpinning assumptions and norms informing the civil society support strategy, and 
local-level realities of people in poverty in the RC contexts.    
 

                                                           
[1] ‘Horizontal accountability actors’ refers to independent public agents or ombudsmen which are 
put in place to oversee state agencies. 
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Challenges relating to aid as a vehicle for civil society support 
There are clearly some misalignments between donors’ aid strategies and the context into which aid 
flows; and some tensions introduced at the frontline by a strong results focus and by certain aid 
modalities.  In an aid-dependent setting where patronage systems rule, aid cannot but get ensnared 
in the political patronage and clientelist systems that dispense public funds and goods.  In many aid 
partner countries the political space for NGOs has narrowed even while civil society aid delivery 
strategies depend centrally on NGOs. CSOs do not play idealised role of collectivising and advancing 
interests of the poor because the kind of CS that thrives in these polities and societies is not a civil 
society that is necessarily poor-friendly; and because governments discourage that role and favour 
civil society’s solely technical role of delivering services. 
 
In a context where the results agenda focuses attention towards widespread, highly tangible 
problems addressed through concrete interventions and evaluated by large-scale experimental 
methods, there are few incentives for aid actors to engage in detailed, micro-level analysis of the 
‘messy’ social realities in which their inputs are embedded.   
 
CBO and LPO accountability can easily get confused in a context where top-level results matter most: 
they can become exclusively accountable to the national and international NGOs that fund them, to 
the exclusion of any accountability to the communities in which they work.  In a context of numerous 
rapid shifts in aid-giving modalities, there have been few opportunities for major aid actors to take 
stock of the implications of these on their local-level purported beneficiaries or partners, but the RCs 
suggest that the effects and many and need to be worked on.  Despite the Paris agenda’s focus on 
donor harmonization, many LPOs suffer from the taxing effects of receiving support from multiple 
donors with different priorities and systems, and many SFOs and LPOs are at risk of being 
overwhelmed and seeing their coherence and alignment with local realities compromised by this.   
Some respond by getting (more) single-issue focused in their programming, but narrowing the issue 
focus when attempting to respond to multi-issue, complex realities reduces their relevance and 
feasibility. There is an over-simplistic capacity building ‘theory of change’ in action in many settings 
the study has covered in this round: the assumption that if community-level organizations can 
‘increase their capacity’ they will be able to assist marginalized communities to realise their rights 
and demand improved services is not proving to hold true.  Further, the ideal of fostering local 
ownership in context of high dependency is seen to be problematic.   
 

6 REFLECTIONS ON METHODOLOGY AND PROCESS  

 
In reflecting in our country teams and as a core evaluation team, overall we think the combined 
reality check and meso approach worked well, although there were challenges and limitations. We 
think we could do more to enhance the learning and communication process from this point forward. 
Here are our reflections, presented under the following headings: 

• reality checks 
• meso level research 
• analysis and learning process 
• implications for Round 2 

6.1 Reality Checks 

The reality checks offered unique insights and understandings into the lives of our hosts and 
neighbours that we simply would not have had with short visits or interviews. We got a picture of life 
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for that person, household and community that was more complex and holistic than any evaluation 
focused on a specific issue, beneficiary group, programme or set of outcomes. For the same reasons, 
however, the reality check method has certain limitations we think in providing evaluative data on 
programme-specific impacts and results, and making the connections back to cooperation processes 
is not as simple as it may sound. 
 

We found it useful to start with the ‘known issues’ of the cooperation agencies. In some cases 
these remained highly relevant to people and to maintaining our focus, while in others the issue was 
quickly over-shadowed or inter-woven with other priorities in people’s lives, sometimes raising 
questions about relevance and alignment. In all cases our ability to recognise the complexity of the 

issues, and how they cut across all the domains of people’s lives including the intimate and 
psychological, was a major benefit of reality checks.  
 
The intimate domain 
Being in the intimate sphere, for example, gives a rich picture of how people are coming or not with 
processes of development, change and modernisation, and of the devastating effects of things like 
drug and alcohol abuse, severe illness or disability, gender-based violence, depression and alienation, 

especially among youth. On the positive side, a picture emerges of people’s enormous resilience 
and intricate coping strategies, material and psychological. For the purposes of our study, these 

intimate revelations helped greatly in explaining people’s sense of citizen agency and degree of 
participation in civil society. 
 

When a key issue comes from within a person’s life or household, the researcher is compelled to 
pursue it, whatever it takes, and in some cases this will over-shadow the ability to pursue the known 
key issue as it was framed. This is in part because you have altered your own position in relation to 
the issue during the days you have been in the community, and built up empathy with your host and 
neighbours. Staying engaged and building trust requires a genuine empathy with their issues, and 
putting your own pre-conceptions in the background. 
 
Reflexivity and validity 
In reflecting on the epistemology of the study, and inevitable questions about validity, we found it 
useful to distinguish between issues of accuracy and representativity (how much can you generalise 
from a small sample) and issues to do with viewpoint (positionality and positioning as they influence 
validity). The answers to each of these, we found, are related to how we present our findings, 

evidence, and analysis of any ‘claims’ or ‘conclusions’.   
 
One principle we had to remind ourselves of was that in the end we are representing our 
interpretation of a reality, rather than the voices of our informants, and this requires us to be aware 
of our position and subjectivity as researchers. We do have predispositions related for example to 
fairness, justice and gender relations, as well as normative framings about what we would expect 
from citizens, civil society organisations and government. Our own assumptions and theories of 
change need to be made explicit and questioned at the same time as those of the people we are 
observing and interviewing. Reflexivity is key to any claims of validity, and we could probably do 
more. The Nicaragua team required a statement of positionality from each researcher. 
 
It is right that we should be concerned about our own validity as researchers, and colonial or 

voyeuristic overtones that may come into our accounts. The RC actually entails an ‘observer of the 

other’ power dynamic that we rely on (and must handle sensitively) rather than simply ignore. This 
could exclude some people from doing this kind of research. On other hand, some find that the 
engagement with The Other is the ultimate human action and needs honouring in spite of concerns 
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and sensitivities over power differences.  Our differences as people (eg the Ugandan researchers Vs 
the UK researchers who are working with them), and our different experiences of having done 
ethnographic work or field immersions or the pilot RC, have shaped our views on this differently.    
 
Representativity 
The understanding we gain from a RC isn’t representative, and it misses much no doubt, but it shows 
a kind of normality of interconnected experiences and values that is usually difficult for researchers 

to achieve in any other way. We felt that what we learned through our immersion in people’s lives 
was true and its biases were a mix of theirs and ours – better than just being ours and not theirs, we 
thought. We do need to be careful not to generalise from one household, and cannot say that just 
because one household suffers discrimination, has weak networks that it’s the same for all poor 
people. And just because our household doesn’t get anything from civil society and gets poor 
services from government, it doesn’t mean that no poor people benefit from development efforts.  
 
On the other hand, the experience of one household is a truth, and gains further validity as we 
triangulate outward with neighbours, the wider community and meso level actors. Yet rather than an 
absolute representative understanding, it gives us a relative understanding of the links between 
different aspects of life for people who are living in poverty or marginalisation. It shows the workings 
of politics, economic vulnerabilities, service weakness and discrimination. Its evaluative contribution 
is to give value to that which civil society or its donor supporters has missed. Such value is gleaned 
from ordinary people and amplified so that it makes sense, through the meso level work. 
 
Ethics and host relations 
We worried at first that our visit might be seen as exploitative and domineering – just barging in on 
people - but for the most part we didn’t feel that.  We felt instead that we were welcomed into our 
household and that we all had fun together. Our hosts and esses seemed to enjoy the opportunity to 
be generous and hospitable, and in some cases they liked parading us around the community – we 
hope they didn’t regret it later. We also perplexed our hosts and hostesses as we did others in the 
village – why stay with them?  In Uganda some must have hoped that we would be giving them 
money for the children’s schools fees (which is what people press for/hope for from from all friendly 
richer people).  
 
Staying overnight was not always possible, and we discussed how important this is to the 
methodology. Is it a means or an end? Intimate issues were shared in the Pakistan communities 
where researchers did not stay the night.  
 
No Pakistan researcher stayed overnight in host’s home and that doesn’t seem to have been to 

detriment to the quality of that research or to people’s willingness to share intimate details of their 
lives. Yet insights were gleaned in the Nicaragua Atlantic coast case which would not have been 
possible without staying in community. While the host family there was not ideal because they were 
related to community leadership, the researchers spent much time with other families. In 
Chinandega the hostess got sick and her son returned for visit, so at times researcher felt as if she 
was imposing. In Wakiso the researchers spread their time among various informants, gaining 
breadth over depth. 
 
Is the reality check it about getting richer data, or about building empathy and an emotional 

response to the people?  One researcher’s experience was of laughing over asking for lodgings and 
gladly accepting conditions of very simple food; but hosts will have expectations at the point of 
closure. Another sought to act as how a good guest should behave given that they are living at a 
different level of material wellbeing. Some people have patterns of expectations based on their 
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previous experience of visitors (eg of religious delegations). Sometimes expectations are too high, 
e.g. that the host will help the family to buy land or to educate their children.     
 
Documenting and communicating findings from RCs 
There are many issues yet to reflect on and resolve about how best to document reality check 
findings, and how to represent them in communicating to others. There is a tension between the 
need, as researchers, to produce quite detailed ethnographic accounts that do justice to the 
complexity we are witnessing. But in the context of producing a report for development cooperation 
agencies, we recognise that this is not easily packaged into bite-sized chunks that can be digested or 
used for programming and policy purposes. 
 
Underlying these tensions between consultancy and ethnographic research are fact that reality 
checks, unlike other methods, enable us to glimpse dimensions of people’s lives that one could not 
otherwise even begin to understand, yet which are important to decision-making about development 
and strategy. In this sense the methodology, if well used for strategic purposes of building in a better 

understanding of people’s realities and perspectives, has great potential. In the case of this study 
we think it has greatly enhanced our grasp of the complex and multi-dimensional reality behind the 
key issues, and has given us unique insights into the psychology of citizen agency and participation. 
 
Nonetheless, difficult ethical questions remain about what we can or should do with these rich 
narratives, and also many powerful photographic images. Our hosts did not necessarily give formal 

consent or have a full understanding of how we would “use” their stories, even anonymously. We 
have been cautious in disguising identities, even of communities, and in how we use photographs. 

We are also conscious of the abuse and misuse of “voices of the poor” approaches to excepting 
quotes and vignettes to dress up policy positions. We are not sure whether or how these stories and 
images can be used on the website, for example, or in a final public version of this report. These are 
concerns we look forward to discussing with our Swedish counterparts. 

6.2 Meso Level Research 

The Meso level research is quite different in approach to the reality checks, and making this 
transition to a more conventional qualitative research mode was not always easy. When stepping out 
of the community up to the meso level, one needs to leave behind the descriptive, non-judgmental 
stance of the observer. Although interviewing meso-level actors in as non-judgmental way as 
possible, one is starting to analyse with a normative, judgmental stance based on the RC experience 
– even in the composition of the meso-level interview checklist and things one asks the about or 

does not. This is where the “check” in “reality check” begins to take on its meaning. 
 
We did find it challenging at times to link the reality check experiences to the meso level and beyond 
- to both what CSOs/donors say about what they are doing and what commentators say about the 
broader picture and the key issues we raise. Inevitably we found ourselves drawn into very large and 
complex issues, such as access to education or health services, which we do not have the resources 

or mandate to examine thoroughly. We have to settle for “just enough” information and know 
where to draw boundaries around the complexity, without being too simplistic. This is a real 
challenge, particularly since reality checks inevitably tell you that the world of poverty and social 
change is more complex than you thought it was.  
 
When interacting with LPOs, it was sometimes challenging to tease out their theories of change and 
action in relation to the key issue, the civil society strategy or HRBA. Some are simply not encouraged 
or supported to have one – just to be the deliverer of their funder’s strategy. You can observe their 
unstated actual practice, but we did not spend sufficient time with most of them to do this. In the 
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inception phase we discussed but discussed but did not ultimately commit to an “organisation 

reality check”, but did say we would try to do some shadowing or participant observation as part of 
meso-level research (Inception Report p 15) which for the most part we did not have time to do. 
Doing this properly could be considered for Round 2. Generally, we did not get to know the 
organisations and their programmes or strategies nearly as well as the reality check families and 
communities, and this shows in our findings and analysis. 

6.3 Analysis and Learning Process 

The combined RC/Meso methodology is not of much use to evaluate results of civil society projects 
and programmes. Even though it does suggest a substantial critique of the shortcomings of aid, the 
data is not representative enough to weather the defences that such an angle will create. Instead this 
methodology produces understandings by which one can improve programmes by improving the 
principle of ‘fitting with reality’.  
 
One challenge as we move up from reality checks, to meso level, to analysis is that the richness of the 
reality check experience gets abstracted, and certain realities get ‘objectivised out’.  Once you go up 
to meso level, those who have been subjects of reality check become the object of your gaze, which 
is not comfortable.  We have to do this, because we are trying in the meso research to adopt the 
policy-maker or development project officer’s gaze, which is a gaze on the people as objects of their 
policy or project. This inter-subjective relationship vs object gaze is related to the challenge of how, 
ethically, we can use the narratives in the context of reporting and communication.  
 
Time for writing and analysis 
Some teams and researchers used up all their days before they had completed the writing and 
analysis, which generally took much longer than we had anticipated. It was hard for country team 
leaders to predict how many days of work and interviews the meso-level should take, or how long it 
would take to transcribe and analyse the findings. We did set some minimum requirements for what 
the meso-level research needed to cover, but quickly exceeded this and ran out of time to cover it 
properly.   
 
Learning Process 
The process we have followed generates learning, and we feel that we could do more to engage 
stakeholders in this process in Round 2, now that we have some findings to engage them with. The 
country teams all felt strongly that the learning aspects of the study are vital, and want to take these 
further with LPO and SFO stakeholders during Round 2, particularly in-country. There is also much we 
can share about the methodology itself, and have wondered if it would be advisable to invite 
LPO/SFO/Sida stakeholders to participate in a reality check during Round 2, as a learning aspect of 
the design. 
 
How to include the community in the learning aspects? 
Many questions arose for us as to what our ethical responsibilities are toward our hosts and 
communities to share the learning, or include them in the learning process. This is an extremely 
difficult challenge in any ethnographic research, as such processes are also resource-intensive. In 
previous ethnographic fieldwork one of us hosted and paid for party at the end, and complied and 
gave a report to the community which brought together useful maps, quantitative statistical data on 
them, etc. as well as summary of findings.   And at the household and individual level, she gave back 
printed photos to people who in some case didn’t own any photos of themselves.   
 
We propose at the very least to print and give back framed or laminated photos on our next visits. 
We could also produce for the end of Round 2 a short album of the research in all three countries, 
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with few pages of photos and text about each country, produced digitally but printed and presented 
nicely.  We are not sure how we would get this back to the households and communities, short of 
funding another personal visit by the researcher. We feel that some kind of closure by the researcher 
is needed.  

6.4 Implications for Round 2 

Some of the challenges we have raised would come up in any longitudinal or qualitiative research, 
rather than being issues to do with reality checks per se. 
There are some practical issues and improvements which we can easily take up for Round 2, and 
other things we need to reflecting on, discuss with others, and produce more studied 
recommendations and guidelines at the end.  
 
We are having some doubts about how much more depth and information will be gleaned from 
another round of reality checks, particularly only one year later than the first one. In this sense we 
question the longitudinal quality of the design. Rather, we might be better off combining a lighter re-
visit (fewer days) with enhancements such as: including stakeholders in the learning process or in 
reality checks; and deepening the meso- and organisational-level inquiries. 
 

7 PROPOSED PLAN FOR ROUND 2 

The following is an indicative workplan, for discussion with Sida and the PAG on the basis of this 
draft. The team proposes that Round 2 would commence in the first quarter of 2014 with 
communication and learning events in each country, in which we would share Round 1 findings, 
engage stakeholders in the learning process and preparing for Round 2.  All field work, analysis and 
learning events would take place between February-December 2014, with a final global learning 
event in January 2015, when the project would conclude.  The cycle would be very similar to Round 
1, although the content and purpose may be modified to emphasise learning and stakeholder 
engagement, or greater meso-level and organisational focus, for example. The organisation and 
management of Round 2 will continue as initially approved (and modified with approvals) in Round 1, 
as shown in Annexe 4. 
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7.1 Indicative Workplan 

 

Workplan Round 2 2014 

Title of Phase Round 2 of SIDA CS Evaluation 

Month 2014 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov 
 

Dec 

IN COUNTRY ACTIVITIES 

Pre-country 
preparation 

 
P 

 
U 

 
N 

     

 

Travel and arrival in 
Country 

 
P 

 
U U/N 

     

 

Team briefing 
 

P 
 

U N 
     

 

Reality check 
          

 

Reality Check site 1 
 

 P  U/N  
    

 

Reality Check site 2 
 

 P  U/N  
    

 

Reality Check site 3 
 

 P  U/N  
    

 

Team documentation 
and debriefing of RCs 

  
P 

 
U/N 

     

 

Meso-level analysis 
    

 
     

 

Preparation for Meso 
inquiry 

 
P P 

 
U/N 

     

 

Collection of Meso 
data 

 
P P 

 
U/N 

     

 

Analyis/networking with 
CSOs - deskbased 

  
P 

 
U/N 

     

 

Analysis of meso data 
  

P 
 

U/N 
     

 

Analysis and write up 
          

 

Cross cutting analysis 
of RC and Meso level 
data 

  
P 

  
U/N 

    

 

Writing site and Meso-
level country reports 

  
P 

  
U/N 

    

 

SYNTHESIS OF 3 COUNTRIES 

3-country indepth 
analysis  

      
x 

   

 

3-country synthesis 
(write up) 

       
x 

  

 

Report (draft) and 
(final)         x  

 
x 

LEARNING AND COMMUNICATION   

In-country 
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Start-up meeting, 
introducing evaluation 
with CSOs 

  
P 

 
N/U 

     

 

In-country learning and 
analytical event with 
CSOs/partners 

  
P 

 
N/U 

     

 

Learning and 
Synthsis Round 1 

          

 

Meetings with PAG 
 

x     
  

x 
 

 

End of Phase 1 
workshop with SFOs 

          

 
Jan-
15 

Ongoing 
communications  
(Website, learning 
notes etc) x x x x x x x x x x 

 
 
 
x 

EVALUATION MANAGEMENT 

Ongoing support to 
teams x x x x x x x x x x 

 
x 

Project Management x x x x x x x x x x x 

7.2 Data collection, analysis and reporting 

The following are the provisional stages of data collection, analysis and reporting that will be 
followed and internal outputs/deliverables to Sida/PAG expected at each stage. This can also be 
modified based on discussions on this draft. 

Stage  

 

Internal Outputs 

Deliverables to Sida 

and PAG 

Months  

(see workplan) 

People involved 

P U N 

Preparation   1-2 3-4 4-5 Country Teams 

Reality Checks Site Reports 2 4-5 5 Country Teams 

Meso Level  Meso Reports 3 5 5 Country Teams 

Country Analysis Country Reports 3 5 6 Country Team Leader, 

Technical Advisors 

Global Synthesis Round 1 Synthesis 

Report   

Country Reports 

(annexed) 

7-8 

drafts Oct 2014  

finals Nov 2014 

Country Team Leaders, 

Technical Advisors and 

Evaluation Team Leader 

Communication and 

Learning (including 

External Reports 9-10-11 Country Team Leaders, 

Technical Advisors and 
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Web content) Published Report  

Global event 

Jan 2015 

Jan 2015 

Evaluation Team Leader 

Financial  Financial Report and 

Invoice 

Upon completion 

and sign-off 

Project Manager 

 
Internal outputs are intended primarily for use by the evaluation team, but will be made available to 
Sida upon request at the end of the phase. Deliverables will be provided to Sida and the PAG at the 
stages and dates indicated above.  
Again there would be three Reality Check/Meso narrative reports per country (internal, with excerpts 
shared). Pakistan and Uganda will be written in English, and Nicaragua will be written in Spanish and 
translated into English. Each country team leader will produce a country report in English, with 
illustrative excerpts and other evidence (eg photographs) from the Reality Check and Meso level 
reports. Following a synthesis workshop of the core evaluation team, the Team Leader with support 
from one of the Technical Advisors, will produce a draft and a final Round 2 Synthesis Report in 
English, and will ensure that other communication and learning outputs are produced and 
disseminated. Detailed outline of deliverables to follow discussions with PAG and Sida on the 
substance of Round 2. 
 

7.3 Communication and knowledge sharing 

The evaluation’s emphasis on learning will continue and be intensified in Round 2, including 
communication and knowledge sharing activities, understood as learning beyond the immediate 
evaluation teams, key informants and advisors. A wider communication and knowledge sharing 
strategy is geared toward the needs of all stakeholders within the programme: the staff of Sida, of 
the Swedish framework organisations and their networks and partners, and of the evaluation 
consortium partners. The findings will also be of interest to a wider audience concerned with 
monitoring and evaluation, poverty issues, human rights based approaches, social justice and 
development cooperation and research. 
 
 
 
 
Communication and Learning Outputs 

For discussion with PAG and Sida. 

The website providing public access to basic information about the evaluation and (Sida-
approved) summaries of key reports, now up and running, will be updated continually with 
facilities for moderated comments. Please see: http://sidacivilsocietyeval.wordpress.com/ 

A document for public distribution in the form of a short briefing paper of Round 1 Synthesis 
report is still to be produced by the end of 2013 

 

 

http://sidacivilsocietyeval.wordpress.com/
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ANNEXE 1: NICARAGUA REPORT 

ANNEXE 2: UGANDA REPORT 

ANNEXE 3: PAKISTAN REPORT 

 
 
Note: These country reports are provided as separate documents
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ANNEXE 4: TEAM ORGANISATION AND MANAGEMENT 

 
The project is managed by SIPU-International (the contract holder with Sida), is implemented jointly 
by IDS and IOD PARC, and coordinated by a core evaluation team. The evaluation team is supported 
by a Programme Advisory Group (PAG) representing Swedish framework CSOs (methods network), 
Sida staff (from the civil society and evaluation teams) and external advisors; and by an internal 
working group in Sida (led by Elisabeth Berg Khan, CIVSAM). 
 
A team leader and evaluation manager, along with two technical advisors, support the three country 
team leaders. Each CTL has a team of three researchers, making a team of four to carry out the 
reality checks and meso level inquiries. In each country, a local partner is responsible for logistics, 
transportation, accommodation, events and any assistance required with translation or 
documentation:  
 
Global: Team Leader – Jethro Pettit (IDS) 

Project Manager – Karin Metell Cueva (SIPU) 
Technical Advisors – Rosemary McGee (IDS), Sadie Watson (IOD PARC)* 
Administration – Richard Douglass/Nadine Beard** (IDS) 
Finance - Katy Miller (IDS), xxxx (SIPU) 

Nicaragua:  Team Leader/Researcher – Helen Dixon (IDS) 
Researchers: Edurne Larracoechea (IDS), Salvador Garcia (IDS), Francesca Jessop 
(SIPU) 
Assistance in country: Sandra Centeno, Jairo Zelaya, Peter Clarke   

Pakistan: Team Leader/Researcher – Hugh Goyder (IOD PARC) 
Coordinator/Researcher: Mir Quasmi (SIPU)  
Researchers: Mahe Nau Haider (IOD PARC)***,  
Samia Raoof Ali (IOD PARC) 

Uganda:  Team Leader/Researcher – Patta Scott-Villiers (IDS) 
Researchers: Josephine Ahikire (IDS), Richard Ssewakiryanga (IDS), 
Eberhard Gohl (SIPU) 
Assistance in country:  
 

* on Maternity Leave from July 2013, with Hugh Goyder representing IOD PARC 
** Nadine Beard replaced Richard Douglass on this project in October 2013 
*** Mahe Nau Haider completed her role in June 2013 
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Key Responsibilities 
 
Each country team leader is responsible for ensuring that the workplan is implemented according to 
quality standards, and that country level outputs and deliverables are produced in keeping with 
deadlines. The evaluation team leader, supported by the technical advisors, is responsible for 
producing all global level outputs and deliverables according to schedule; and the team leader and 
evaluation manager are responsible for liaising with Sida and the PAG, attending global meetings as 
scheduled in the workplan. The team leader and one technical advisor will also accompany the field 
work for approximately 8-10 days each (in Nicaragua and Uganda) for quality monitoring and to gain 
a first-hand knowledge and experience of the evaluation process and content. 
 
Quality Assurance and Risk Analysis 
 
Management and quality assurance will follow OECD/DAC Quality Standards for Development 
Evaluation, as specified in the TORs and tender. A risk analysis has been performed twice for Pakistan 
(November 2012 and March 2013) and once each for Nicaragua and Uganda (March 2013) (See 
Inception Report, Annexe 7). These will be reviewed and repeated if necessary prior to Round 2 for 
each country. 
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ANNEXE 5: METHODOLOGY NOTE28 
 
Results Orientation 
Given the difficulty of identifying results in a strategic evaluation of this nature, a framework has 
been developed that considers results in terms of whether the civil society strategy – as expressed 
through the human rights-based programming of Swedish framework organisations and their 
partners – is relevant, aligned and feasible in relation to the perceived realities and enabling 
conditions for change of people living in poverty and marginalisation.  

 
The evaluation purpose and methodologies as specified in the TORs and tested in the Inception 
Phase are not able to capture real changes in relation to the key issues, in the sense of measuring 
actual results or impacts (i.e. consequences) of interventions. However, what the evaluation will do is 
assess: 
 
Through Reality Checks: 
 

- people’s perceptions of and hopes for changes in the enabling conditions needed for them to 

improve their living conditions and in their own power and ability to bring about change 

[result (a) in TORs] 

- what changes people recognise as having occurred or not as the result of Swedish CSO (and 

partner) programme interventions or other forces [results (b) and (c)] 

- how people perceive and experience the four key principles of Sweden’s human rights based 

approach to development [result (d)] 

- how people perceive the relevance of Swedish CSO programmes, interventions and capacity 

building in relation to their realities and concerns [result (e)] 

Through Meso-level inquiry and analysis in relation to RC findings: 
 

- plausible inferences as to contributions of Swedish CSOs and their partners to perceived 

changes in the enabling conditions and power of people living in poverty to improve their 

lives, taking into account wider context analysis and the contributions of other actors and 

forces [result (f)] 

- how the four principles of the human rights based approach (participation, transparency, 

accountability, non-discrimination) are understood and practiced in the theories of change 

and programme strategies of Swedish CSOs and their partners, and how this has shaped their 

contributions to the above [result (g)] 

- what the role of capacity building and strengthening of civil society organisations, specifically 

by Swedish CSOs and their partners, has played in the above [result (h)]  

The study design and methodology, building on the methods specified in the TORs, does not lend 
itself to concluding that detected changes in people’s lives necessarily are consequences of certain 
interventions; rather to identifying people’s perceptions of changes in the enabling conditions and in 

                                                           
28 This note is adapted from the Methodology section of the Inception Report, May 2013 
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their power to improve their lives, in relation to the key issues. The evaluation methods and analysis 
will also shed light on the relevance, alignment and feasibility of CSO/partner interventions in 
relation to people’s priorities and perceptions of change.  
 
The methods will therefore not allow any clear, linear attribution of the causes of these perceived 
changes or the specific impacts of CSO interventions; however, Reality Checks when combined with 
the added dimension of Meso-level inquiry will allow the research team to plausibly infer how 
Swedish CSOs and their partners may have contributed to these perceived changes (using principles 
of Contribution Analysis as referenced in the tender and methodology note).29 
 
Summary of key questions for inquiry 

- What are people’s perceptions of the changes taking place, or not, in the enabling conditions 

needed to improve their living conditions – with regard to the key issue (e.g. workers’ 

rights)?  

- What does a human rights based perspective mean to people living in poverty and 

marginalization, in the context of the key issue?  

- What actors, including the Swedish CSOs and their partners, can plausibly be inferred to be 

contributing positive changes in the enabling conditions?  

- What are the theories of change and strategies of Swedish CSOs and their partners, and what 

do the four human rights principles of participation, non-discrimination, transparency and 

accountability mean in their practice, in the context of the key issue?  

- What plausible contribution can be inferred to the role of CSO capacity development and 

enhancement have in the context, and in relation to the key issue? 

- What is the relevance, alignment and feasibility of the theory of change, strategies and 

interventions of the Swedish CSOs and their partners?  

Analytical Concepts: power, domains, theory of change  

Taking into account Sida’s policy and CSO strategy, and its theory of change with regard to the role of 
CSOs and of people living in poverty in creating the conditions for change, the evaluation team is 
using a conceptual framework based on an analysis of power and of changes in the multiple 
dimensions of poverty as reflected in different domains of people’s lived experience (social, economic, 
political, civic, cultural, environmental, etc.) and the realisation of human-rights based approaches 
(transparency, participation, non-discrimination and accountability). 
 
Power analysis: Power takes many forms, and can both constrain and facilitate the actions of people 
living in poverty and marginalization and of CSOs working to promote interfaces for security, growth 
and opportunity. Such power is visible and invisible; it is gendered, ethnicized and ageist; it operates 
in different spaces; and arises at individual, household, community, local, national and global levels.30 

                                                           
29 See John Mayne (1999) ‘Addressing Attribution Through Contribution Analysis: Using Performance Measures Sensibly.’ 

Office of the Auditor General, Canada 
30

 See Raji Hunjan and Jethro Pettit (2011) Power: A practical guide for facilitating social change Dunfermline: 
Carnegie UK Trust 
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For the purposes of evaluating the changes brought about in the context of Sida support to CSOs in 
Nicaragua, Uganda and Pakistan, the evaluation will seek to understand how different forms of 
power are lived, created and contested in different domains of life, with reference to the human 
rights principles. Details on the different forms of power that will be explored in this analysis is 
included in Annexe 2. 
 
Domains: In addition the evaluation will explore in which domains of lived experience these questions 
of power are relevant. The team is guided by Sida’s own work on power analysis, and expects to be 
able to gradually expand on its definition of the domains used by Sida (political, economic, social and 
civic) where power is experienced and change is needed. The evaluation is working with people living 
in poverty and marginalisation and with CSOs, to specify their own framing of power and definitions 
of domains in particular contexts. We will use this to structure the inquiry in discussion with Sida and 
CSOs in-country. Examples of domains are given in Annexe 3, with indicative questions that the 
evaluation is exploring in relation to key issues lived and identified by people. These domains mirror 
the multiple dimensions of poverty and marginalisation, and shed light on the forms of power and 
empowerment among people living in poverty and civil society, pointing to the places where actions 
may be taken to promote human rights and to ‘create conditions that enable poor people to improve 
their living conditions’.  
 
This framing will be used to understand priority issues for people and the alignment, relevance and 
feasibility of the areas of intervention of CSOs at different levels, as a way of ensuring that a 
multidimensional view of poverty and marginalisation is taken. Using the lenses of power within and 
across these domains the evaluation will inquire into the following questions for each issue –  
What is the theory of change (espoused theory) of diverse actors, and as seen from different 
perspectives? What are the practices (theory-in-use) of these actors? 
What is expected to change, what has changed, and what has not changed?  
Which forms of power are at work to enable or constrain positive change? How do these forms of 
power shape people’s hopes and expectations of what is possible? 
Which groups, alliances, classes or individuals are able to enable or constrain the terms of the debate 
and conditions of possible action in any given domain?  
What are the issues over which people are struggling to have power and to effect changes? How do 
these relate to their experiences and understandings of transparency, participation, non-
discrimination and accountability? 
 
Over time these framing questions will seek to locate and understand how power and capacity to 
change the conditions of poverty and discrimination is (or is not) shifting and what is being done in 
each instance. This will involve looking with people living in poverty at themselves, at their interface 
with local CSOs and official institutions, as well as at interactions between political, religious and 
economic actors from local to national levels. Thus the participants will express their own hopes, 
concerns and achievements, and they will also analyse the context in which their situation is 
embedded and the changes they have or have not experienced in the enabling conditions they 
require. 
 
Non-probability sampling 
 
The following table shows specific sampling strategies that we have used in a sequenced, inter-
connected way in this study, all within a broad logic of non-probabilistic sampling (see Methodology 
section). For each strategy we give first the text-book definition of what it is used for, followed by (in 
italics) how we used it:  
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Type of sampling Purpose  

Theory-based Finds examples of a theoretical construct and thereby 
elaborates and examines it. 
We used this to start off with, when we consulted with 
SFO staff and reviewed SFO documents to develop our 
‘spotlight approach’ and select sites.  In this case the 
‘theoretical constructs’ of which we sought examples 
were of poor and marginalised populations [check - use 
Sida’s exact language for the target groups it seeks to 
benefit with CS support strategy]  within the actual or 
possible fields of influence of LPOs which receive support 
from SFOs within the frame of the Sida CS Strategy, in 
the three countries…. [this will need pulling around in 
line with language in report about spotlight strategy and 
site selection] 

Intensity Involves information-rich cases that manifest the 
population intensely but not extremely. 
We used this to identify RCA sites and, within sites, to 
identify individuals of particular interest to listen to and 
observe  

Snowball and chain sampling Identifies cases of interest from people who know 
people who know what cases are information-rich. 
We used this within sites to identify people to listen to 
and observe during RC approach, and to identify actors 
to interview in the meso-level research. We used it in the 
meso-level research to identify further respondents   

Extreme or deviant case Learns from highly unusual manifestations of the 
phenomenon of interest. 
We used this in following up on ‘outlier’ or counter-
intuitive cases or indications identified during RCA and 
meso-level work. 

Stratified purposeful Illustrates subgroups, facilitates comparison. 
We used this within sites to identify people to listen to 
and observe during RC approach, and to identify actors 
to interview in the meso-level research, and in the meso-
level research, to ensure that we were not missing out 
any important subgroups who might not be as accessible 
as others.  

Opportunistic Follows new leads, takes advantage of the unexpected. 
We used this so as to make the most of the little time 
available for the RCA and meso-level fieldwork   

Convenience Saves time, money and effort but at the expense of 
information and credibility 
Due to restrictions of time and budget in the study, it 
was necessary to balance convenience sampling against 
the other approaches listed, to some extent; we 
deliberately used all the other approaches listed above 
so as to counter negative effects of convenience 
sampling  
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Adapted from Miles M.B. & A.M. Huberman (1994), Qualitative data analysis: An expanded 
sourcebook (2nd ed).  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  Page 28  
 


