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A2N    Africa 2000 Network
BDC   Boma Development Committee
COSA   Comité de santé, health committee
COPA   Comité des parents, parents committee
CSO   Civil Society Organization
DCR   Dutch Consortium for Rehabilitation
DCR-KN   Dutch Consortium for Rehabilitation - Knowledge Network
DEN-L    Development Education Network - Liberia
DRC   Democratic Republic of the Congo
FAL    Functional Adult Literacy
FGD   Focus Group Discussion
HNTPO   HealthNet TPO
LDC   Local Development Committee
M&E   Monitoring and Evaluation
MFS   �Medefinancieringsstelsel, co-financing mechanism for development 

cooperation of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs
MoU   Memorandum of Understanding
NAEAL   National Adult Education Association of Liberia
PNO    Project New Outlook
SHIFSD    Self-Help Initiatives for Sustainable Development
ToC    Theory of Change
VDC   Village Development Committee
VSLA   Village Savings and Loans Association

In 2013 the Dutch Consortium for Rehabilitation (DCR) implemented the midterm assessment of its five-
year Pamoja programme (2011 – 2015). The results of this assessment showed that the DCR program 
was on the right track for achieving its goals in 2015. Nevertheless it was felt that the assessment lacked 
some depth, in particular with regard to the programme’s strategy. The assessment found answers to 
questions related to our targets, but it generated new questions as well, such as: ‘Was it fair to say that 
the progress, that we saw in the midterm evaluation, was the result of the thoughtful strategy that DCR 
members CARE, HealthNet TPO, Save the Children and ZOA had designed when writing the proposal 
for the donor, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs?

In working towards the final outcome assessment, the DCR Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) and 
the Knowledge Network (KN) working groups concluded that the questions raised by the midterm 
assessment had to be answered in the final outcome assessment. The two working groups started 
a research trajectory, in close collaboration with the Country Coordination teams in Burundi, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DR Congo), Liberia, South Sudan, Sudan and Uganda (the six countries 
where the Pamoja programme is implemented) . The trajectory was supposed to be complementary to 
the end term assessment and give more in-depth insight into the way the DCR strategy worked. 
Three strategic pillars have been chosen for this research trajectory:

1.  Mutual reinforcement of activities in the field of education, health, water and 
sanitation, and livelihoods.

Mutual� reinforcement� implies� that� the� results�of�activities�of�different� thematic�areas�have�a�positive�
impact�on�each�other.�

2.  Success or failure of the (a) community governance and the (b) sectoral systems 
approaches.

Community� governance� refers� to� the� way� communities� are� organised� and� administered.� In� most�
cases� village� development� committees� form� the� core� of� community� governance.� Sectoral� systems�
strengthening�refer�to�the�way�in�which�the�chain�of�basic�service�delivery�from�government�down�to�
communities�is�organised.�The�philosophy�of�this�strategy�is�that�stronger�community�governance�leads�
to�better�systems�of�service�delivery.

3. Success or failure of hybrid partnering and community governance.
Hybrid�partnering�is�a�specific�form�of�partner�capacity�building�in�which�the�concept�of�coaching�and�
training�on�the�job�is�central.�By�implementing�activities�together�with�its�partners�DCR�has�aimed�to�
strengthen�its�partners�in�order�to�create�sustainability.

The research trajectory initially included all six DCR countries. The choice for the study theme in each 
DCR country was made by the country teams themselves. The Uganda team selected ‘hybrid partnering’ 
as their topic; in DR Congo, Liberia and South Sudan the pillar of ‘mutual reinforcement’ was chosen 
and in Burundi and Sudan the ‘community governance/sectoral systems’ pillar was chosen. However 
political unrest in Burundi led to an outbreak of violence in May 2015. This unfortunately resulted in 
the evacuation of the researcher from the country and ultimately the cancelation of the Burundi study. 
Furthermore, the study in Sudan could not be finalized in time due to coordinating problems between 
the selected researcher and the DCR organisation in Sudan. It is expected that this study will still be 
finalized and will be published in a separate study report at a later stage.
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The researchers have designed their own research methodologies, taking into account the different 
country realities and actual activities on the ground. The common denominator is that they managed 
to find ways to combine academic theoretical frameworks with practical examples and experiences. 
During their field work all researchers interviewed staff members and other key persons, community 
groups, partner organisations and program beneficiaries. 

This publication presents summaries of the four study reports, specifically focusing on the research 
methodology, the research findings and conclusions and recommendations for the future. The studies 
were reviewed by Gemma van der Haar, Assistant Professor in Disaster Studies at the Wageningen 
University in the Netherlands, who also wrote the overall synthesis at the end of this publication. It is 
believed that the content of these studies is useful to evaluate the effectiveness of the DCR strategy, 
but also to derive lessons from for similar future programmes.
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SUMMARY 1:  Mutual reinforcement of activities in the fields of livelihoods, education 
and health

Country, region: Democratic Republic of Congo, North Kivu, Lubero
Theme:  Mutual reinforcement
Researcher:  Alies Rijper

1.1 Introduction and background of the study
This summary presents the findings of the qualitative research carried out in Lubero, North Kivu, 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in June and July 2015, to evaluate the effects of the mutual 
reinforcement approach adopted by the Dutch Consortium for Rehabilitation and its local partners 
in the Pamoja-programme. This summary discusses the main finding of this evaluation, namely that 
while livelihood and food security activities seem to have had a limited, patchy reinforcing influence 
on education and, to a lesser extent, health, the same cannot be said about the influence of health 
and education activities on beneficiaries’ livelihoods. This is discussed in more detail under ‘research 
findings’. The conclusion of this summary briefly highlights six themes that stood out from the data 
collection. These themes are linked to or have an impact on the likelihood of reinforcement to occur. 
As described in the general introduction, this external evaluation study for the Dutch Consortium for 
Rehabilitation (DCR) is complementary to the first (2013) and final (2015)1 outcome measurements 
of the indicators of the DCR Monitoring Protocol. It is complimentary in the sense that it provides 
an in-depth external analysis of the results linked to the core pillars of DCR’s strategy.2 The Pamoja 
programme is based on three strategic approaches, or pillars: (1) Linking community-based and system 
approaches, (2) Linking economic activities with the supply of basic services, and (3) Hybrid partnering. 
The DCR country team in Congo has chosen the second approach as the pillar of analysis for the study 
in Lubero, because all four DCR members are active in this region. Mutual reinforcement is defined, 
in the context of this complementary evaluation study, as the phenomenon by which the results of 
activities or projects in different result areas have a strengthening positive effect on each other. This is 
further explained in the next section on research objectives and questions. 

The term ‘mutual reinforcement’ refers to a two-way reinforcement of activities. However, it is important 
to note that this research only found (limited) evidence of ‘one way’-reinforcement, namely of access to 
education and health services due to livelihood and food security activities. Therefore, the term ‘mutual 
reinforcement’ is replaced by ‘reinforcement’ in most instances. 

1.2 Research object ives /  main research questions 
Based on the original Terms of Reference for this study, in which the objectives were laid out, a central 
research question and three supporting sub-questions were formulated to guide the research. The main 
question that this study aims to answer is

What�are�the�critical�elements�of�success�or�failure�of�mutual�reinforcement�of�activities�on�livelihoods�
on� the�one�hand,�and� the�strengthening�of�basic�services�on� the�other,�as�employed�by�DCR� in� the�
health�zone�Lubero,�DRC?

1  At the time of this research, the results of the 2015 outcome measurements were not yet available, and thus not 
taken into account.

2 Terms of Reference for complementary evaluation study DR Congo, April 2015 

 MUTUAL REINFORCEMENT OF ACTIVITIES IN  
THE FIELDS OF LIVELIHOODS, EDUCATION AND  
HEALTH IN DR Congo
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This main question is supported by three sub-questions, based on the research objectives.  
The objectives of this study are as follows: 
1.  To assess to what extent the interventions in the field of livelihood reinforced the health and education 

interventions in the communities and vice versa.
2.  To provide case studies with examples of successful and non-successful reinforcement of activities 

in the field of education, health and livelihoods 
3.  To compare between communities where all four DCR members intervene and in communities where 

only a single element of the programme is implemented. This will help to identify critical elements of 
mutual reinforcement 

These objectives have been translated into the following sub-questions: 
1.  To what extent have the interventions in the field of livelihood reinforced the health and education 

interventions in the communities, and vice versa?
2.  What are examples of successful and non-successful reinforcement of activities in the field of 

education, health and livelihoods?
3.  What are critical elements of mutual reinforcement? How can reinforcement be recognised?

The main focus of this study lies on two of the four result areas as developed by DCR, namely “basic 
services are available, accessible and used, with shared responsibility of civil society” and “households’ 
livelihoods are improved, promoted by civil society”. This also means that for the focus of analysis, the 
effects of activities at the level of the direct beneficiaries of the programme are central. 

1.3 Research methodology 
The focus of this research is the phenomenon of ‘mutual reinforcement of activities’, a broad theme 
that, in Pamoja programming, has not been anchored in vast theoretical research. For this reason the 
focus of this study lays on empirics, referring to data retrieved from interviews with DCR members and 
its local partners, as well as focus group discussions (FGDs) with beneficiaries. 

For the purpose of this evaluation study, mutual reinforcement has been defined as the phenomenon by 
which the results of activities or projects in different result areas have a strengthening positive effect on 
each other. For example, if the results of increased income through livelihood activities have a positive 
influence on school enrolment, there is mutual reinforcement between the result areas of livelihoods and 
education. It is important to note that the concept of mutual reinforcement remained vaguely defined, 
and its mechanisms have not been integrated in Pamoja programming. As such, it is difficult to attribute 
instances of mutual reinforcement to the programme. This study, then, lays out factors that have had an 
impact on the likelihood of mutual reinforcement to occur. 

This study was carried out making use of a qualitative research design, and the data on which this report 
builds has been collected during three weeks of field research in nine villages in the area of Lubero, 
North Kivu. Data collection was done by a research team consisting of one main researcher (female) 
and two Congolese research assistants (one male and one female). The empirical basis of this study is 
formed by data deriving from FGDs as well as individual interviews, guided by a semi-structured, topical 
interview guide. As the effects of the programme at beneficiary level was chosen as most instructive for 
this study, FGDs with local groups and committees (such as parent and health committees (COPA and 
COSA, respectively), Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLA), groups of beneficiaries of ZOA’s 
food security interventions, and Local Development Committees (LDC) form the core of this study. 

However, interviews with local Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and state representatives 
are included in the analysis where relevant. A total of 55 FGDs and individual interviews were held and 
more than 350 respondents, women as well as men, voiced their opinion about the programme. Most 
interviews and FGDs were held in the local language (mainly Kiswahili and Kinande) and translated into 
French by the research assistants. 

As far as reliability of the results is concerned, it should be noted that biased responses cannot be ruled 
out in all instances. This is in part linked to the fact that the research team may have been perceived 
as employees of DCR, although efforts were made to minimize misunderstandings related to this. In 
addition, group leaders were sometimes most vocal during the discussions, but their opinions do not 
necessarily coincide with those of other group members. A remarkable positive point in terms of the 
reliability of data is that the researched area does not have a heavy NGO presence. It is thus believed 
that the answers given by our respondents relate to the Pamoja programme specifically, of which the 
details were generally well-known by beneficiaries.

1.4 Research f indings 
The overarching finding to be explained here is the evidence that while livelihood activities seem to have 
had a (limited, patchy) reinforcing influence on education and, to a lesser extent health, the same cannot be 
said about the influence of health and education activities on beneficiaries’ livelihoods. We have found no 
evidence of an improvement of beneficiaries’ livelihoods due to health and education programme activities. 
This finding supports the intuitive hypothesis of DCR prior to the research, namely that a reinforcement of 
the effects of activities in education and health thanks to livelihood interventions, was more likely to have 
taken place than the other way around. This section serves to explain the reasons behind this finding.

The data collected shows that in some instances, livelihood interventions were found to have a positive 
effect on beneficiaries’ access to health and/or education, although even here links seem to remain 
relatively weak. In general, the research shows that the occurrence of mutual reinforcement depends 
on a multitude of different factors, and that it cannot be expected to happen without paying specific 
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Although indeed it was mentioned that at school level many school fees are not paid, this does not 
necessarily mean that none of the beneficiaries manage to do so. It is very well possible that today more 
trimesters are paid than before. In addition, it is important to keep in mind that the point of departure 
for most families was very low, especially given the programmatic focus on vulnerability. In ZOA’s 
food security component of the Pamoja programme, activities were focused on the most vulnerable 
people in selected villages, based on elaborate vulnerability criteria. These people were first selected to 
receive seeds, livestock, and agricultural training. Also, Save the Children’s recuperation programmes 
at several schools focused at the most vulnerable children. Finally, the fact that families have many 
different needs and a high number of kids to look after were mentioned oftentimes as explanations for 
the non-payment of the full cycle of school fees each year. Taking all these points to account it seems 
safe to state that Pamoja’s livelihood and food security interventions have had some, but limited effect 
on beneficiaries’ access to education.

A relative success story was found in the village of Musenda. Here, beneficiaries explained that thanks 
to the VSLA groups and an increased production due to the seeds and small livestock that were 
distributed, famine has decreased, more children are attending school and it has become easier to pay 
for school fees. Save the Children has built a new school here, and the people of the village clearly take 
pride in this. The fact that more children are going to school is also linked to the quality of the building, 
according to the respondents in Musenda who explained that this was an additional reason of the higher 
number of children attending school. Even here it became clear that most parents do not manage to pay 
all of the school fees, although a small increase of school fee payment is observable. 

1.4.2  The ef fects of  health and educat ion act iv i t ies on 
benef ic iar ies’  l ivel ihoods and food secur i ty

Based on the collected data, it cannot be said that there has been an impact of improved access to health and 
education on beneficiaries’ livelihoods. First of all, it is yet too early to be able to see the impact of education 
activities on livelihoods. A better educated population potentially has better opportunities to develop, but it 
takes years to see this impact. An additional danger in terms of reinforcement is constituted by the fear for 
the lack of sustainability of education activities. This fear was voiced multiple times and is related to the fact 
that many children attend school without paying school fees, coupled with the fact that many teachers are 
unpaid and the maintenance of school buildings is not cared for. This means that even though at this point 
not much can be said about actual, long-term reinforcement of livelihood thanks to education activities, a 
potential lack of sustainability makes it unlikely this reinforcement will occur in the future. 

attention to it in programming. In addition, it needs to be underlined that it is too soon to see potential 
reinforcement of livelihoods, due to interventions in education and health: it takes years for such a 
change to become visible, and even then, it will be difficult to attribute changes to specific development 
interventions. This study, then, discusses the themes and factors that seem to have had an impact on 
the likelihood of the occurrence of (mutual) reinforcement in the case of nine selected villages in the 
area of Lubero. 

1.4.1  The ef fects of  l ivel ihood and food secur i ty act iv i t ies 
on benef ic iar ies’  access to educat ion and health

Several specific activities within programmes aimed at the improvement of beneficiaries’ livelihoods, 
have had a positive effect on beneficiaries’ access to education and health, and in some instances 
both were mentioned. One of the main findings is that many beneficiaries made notion of increased 
investments in education and health thanks to either an increased agricultural production (due to food 
security activities of ZOA, mainly agricultural training and introducing a reimbursement system of seeds 
and small livestock) or membership of a VSLA. Even though several cases of non-reimbursement 
were mentioned, the VSLA approach in particular seems to have had positive reinforcing effects. It is 
plausible that the possibilities of sustainable reinforcement are bigger when VSLA members invest their 
loans in income-generating activities, but there is not enough data to fully support this claim. 

However, this data needs to be treated with caution: triangulation at the level of schools, health centres 
as well as local implementing partners tells a different story. Here, it was often told that the majority 
of people do not manage to pay school or health fees, for various reasons including a lack of financial 
means. In addition, the number of socially acceptable responses is rather high. It was told that when 
local partners of the DCR members introduced the project, they explained to the beneficiaries that the 
idea was that they would invest their increased income (for example through an increased agricultural 
production or easier access to credit) in education and health. Thus, this often was the first ‘schoolbook’ 
answer given by the beneficiaries. Later on during the discussions it became clear that not everybody’s 
production had increased and subsequent investments were made, or only to a limited extent. Still, 
the relative success of food security and livelihood activities and their potential positive effects on 
reinforcement of activities in education and health is worth to be unpacked further. It is important to 
note that these positive effects have become more visible in education than in health, as will be further 
explained later in this paragraph. 

The payment of school and, to a lesser extent, health fees was often mentioned as a positive result of 
improved household economies. These payments are no specific indicators of the Pamoja programme 
for improved access to basic services: instead, school enrolment rates and health facility utilisation rates 
are looked at. However, discussions with local partner organisations as well as COSAs and COPAs 
made clear that it is important to look beyond these indicators. In the majority of the respondents’ view, 
the sustainability of improved access to basic services depends on the payment rate of school and 
health fees (and medicine). As education and health care in the DRC are not free, sustainable access 
depends on whether people are willing and able to pay for these services, or not. If more children go 
to school but without paying their school fees, it risks reducing the quality of the services offered in the 
long run. The same goes for an increase in the number of people that use health facilities without paying 
for these services – something that regularly happens. This indicator for success, the rate of payment 
for basic services, has thus been coined by implementing partners as well as beneficiaries themselves, 
and is referred to throughout the study. 
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Another factor that is linked to the possibility of reinforcement is the presence�of�DCR�members. Each 
DCR member has been responsible for a part of the programme, and the work of single organisations 
is believed to be complementary. Following from this it was expected that the likelihood of mutual 
reinforcement would be higher in localities with a full DCR member presence. However, evidence 
for this is patchy and should be treated with caution. In general, the absence of activities aimed at 
improving beneficiaries’ livelihoods, seems to have had a stronger (negative) impact on reinforcement 
than the absence of activities geared towards education and health. This is directly linked to the fact that 
reinforcement has remained one-way, but it also hints at what the underlying causes for limited access 
to education are. If indeed a lack of income is the main reason for a lack of access to basic services 
such as education, it would make more sense to focus on increasing households’ incomes which 
would enable them to afford basic services. This rationale supports the evidence that even without an 
intervention of Save the Children in education, livelihood interventions improve access to education. 
However, an additional problem with the quality of education (in terms of a proper building, in this case) 
then remains: children will be going to semi-durable schools with less equipment, so it is likely that 
the eventual impact is higher in localities where Save the Children did intervene. However, it is not yet 
possible to examine this specific impact at this moment.

In addition, the presence of all four DCR members seems to avoid dissatisfaction and jealousy. 
Respondents were very aware of the fact that the Pamoja programme was a programme carried out 
by four different organisations, and the fact that one (or more) of them was absent in certain localities 
invariably led to misunderstanding and sometimes dissatisfaction. 

Thirdly,� historical� context� and� specific� characteristics of a locality offer additional insights into why 
in certain cases the likelihood of occurrence of reinforcement has been higher than in others. Four 
important topics that came up in the research are the market (either the presence or absence of this, 
or market saturation), a history of aid dependency with a subsequent mentalité de gratuité, the impact 
of other NGO programming, and climate change and sub-optimal production decisions. It is important 
to note here that contextual factors and the likelihood of reinforcement are not causally linked, but 
contextual factors are important to explain the success (or difficulty) of programme activities, and 
subsequently, the likelihood of reinforcement. 

The following three explanatory side-notions help to better understand the context in which the 
Pamoja programme has been carried out, and which consequences this has had for the possibilities of 
reinforcement. 

No mention of improved health impact on livelihoods was made by the interlocutors. A couple of different 
factors help explain this. First of all, one of the main achievements in terms of health has been the 
inclusion of mental health into the primary health package in the health zone of Lubero. Notwithstanding 
the importance of this success for the well-being of mentally ill persons and their acceptance in society, 
its effect on people’s livelihoods in a broader sense is relatively low. Secondly, interventions in the 
health sector seem to have been less successful than other parts of the programme. In most localities, 
health was not mentioned as a success and satisfaction with health facilities seems to remain rather 
low. During a discussion after the presentation of preliminary research results, where DCR members as 
well as local partners were present, it was noted that the focus of HNTPO’s activities has mainly been 
geared towards state structures. The community level was less targeted. As the focus of this research 
was mainly on the beneficiaries at community level, this may partly explain why the effect of the health 
interventions on livelihood has come to the fore to a lesser extent. However, as no real positive changes 
in terms of health (even as a result of improved state delivered health services) have been mentioned 
by the beneficiaries of the different activities, the credibility of this explanation is doubtful.

1.5 Conclusion
The qualitative data analysed and discussed in this study bring to light a number of factors that help 
to explain the main finding of this research, namely that a (modest, and patchy) impact of livelihood 
activities on education and, to a lesser extent, health has been observed while no evidence of a 
reinforcing effect of livelihoods thanks to education and health activities has been found. The collected 
data suggest various reasons for this, which in this conclusion are clustered around three themes - the 
success or failure of single programmatic elements, the number of DCR members present in a locality, 
and the context -, and three explanatory side-notions - vulnerability criteria, sustainability, and negative 
effects. This evaluation examines factors that have had an impact on the likelihood of the occurrence of 
mutual reinforcement, in several specific instances.

Several specific activities within programmes aimed at the improvement of beneficiaries’ livelihoods, 
have had a positive effect on beneficiaries’ access to education and/or health services. These mostly 
refer to the success of VSLA groups and food security interventions. Indeed, one of the main findings is 
that many beneficiaries made notion of increased investments in education and health thanks to either 
an increased agricultural production or membership of a VSLA (or both). 

This is linked to the�extent�to�which�single�programme�activities�have�been�a�success�(or�failure), one 
of the factors explaining the likelihood of a (mutual) reinforcement of activities to occur; the greater the 
success of one element, the bigger the possibility that reinforcement can take place. The other side 
of the coin, however, is that a failure of one element can directly block the possibility of reinforcement. 
If an element of one of the different livelihood interventions fails, this directly impacts the possibility 
of investing revenue in education and health. The difficulty here is that there can be a multitude of 
reasons for the failure of a specific project activity, and the time and scope of this research has not 
permitted to explore all of this in detail. However, it has been possible to distinguish between villages 
where the livelihood activities in general have been more successful than in other villages. As a result, 
the possibility of reinforcement of activities has also increased. The most successful elements of the 
Pamoja programme have been the trainings in agricultural techniques and animal husbandry, the 
rotation system for seeds and small livestock, the VSLA groups and the construction of schools. In 
terms of difficulties, non-reimbursement of seeds, small livestock or money (sometimes resulting in 
conflicts), market problems, sustainability and donor dependency came up most frequently. 
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For the Pamoja programme:
-  Take beneficiaries’ and local partner organisations’ concerns�about�sustainability seriously and jointly�
look�for�solutions,

-  Screen implementing villages for misunderstandings or conflicts created by the programme, and 
initiate�and�support�conflict�resolution where needed.

For future programming:
-  Clearly define the concept of ‘mutual reinforcement’, and integrate�its�mechanisms into programme 

design and implementation,
-  Conduct a thorough baseline study specifically geared towards ‘mutual reinforcement’ outputs, 

outcomes and impact,
-  Look beyond school enrolment and health facility utilisation rates, and include�the�frequency�and�level�
of�payment�of�basic�services into monitoring and evaluation,

-  Pay ample attention to context�specificity and how this may affect programme activities, and adjust 
activities accordingly,

-  Carefully think about flexible mechanisms to ensure the sustainability of the results and monitor these 
throughout the programme,

-  Integrate conflict-sensitive�programming into all layers of the programme, specifically when choice of 
beneficiaries and reimbursement systems are concerned, and make sure the specific processes and 
goals of the programme are well�understood�and�wanted by the beneficiaries.

One of the objectives of the Pamoja programme is to promote inclusive development, with a specific focus 
on the poorest households in a targeted community. ZOA and Save the Children use specific selection 
criteria for their beneficiaries, based on�vulnerability. These vulnerability criteria came up frequently 
in discussions, in a positive as well as negative sense. Most accounts are not out rightly negative, as 
people made clear they understand that the most vulnerable are selected, as they “need it the most”. 
However, selecting the most vulnerable arguably has consequences for the level of reimbursement 
of seeds, livestock as well as credit in the VSLA, and also the possibility of mutual reinforcement. An 
in-depth exploration of the selection of beneficiaries and the criteria of vulnerability has been beyond 
the scope of this study. However, the choice for focusing on the most vulnerable people in a community 
helps to explain why in certain cases, cross-sector reinforcement of activities has been weak or will 
need additional time to flourish. It is likely, then, that the encountered cases of a multi-sector spill-over 
of effects can be led back to the more advanced members of a group. 

Finally, ample reference was made to fears about the sustainability of the programme, and several 
cases of�negative�side-effects of the programme were mentioned. Without losing sight of the complexity 
of working in environments of protracted crisis such as North Kivu, evidence shows the importance of 
ensuring sustainability and conflict-sensitive programming. Although it is as of yet too early to assess 
the true sustainability of the programme, many beneficiaries as well as local partner organisations 
voiced their concerns about this, mostly referring to the maintenance of school buildings, payment 
of teachers and the monitoring of the reimbursement system for seeds and livestock. Next to fears 
about sustainability, this reimbursement system has also caused conflicts in certain localities due to 
dissatisfaction with the choice of beneficiaries, as well as conflicts over the non-reimbursement of 
seeds or livestock. Both negative side effects as well as a lack of sustainability hamper the impact of 
reinforcement in the long run.

1.6 Recommendations
This study was a first exploration of the effects of ‘mutual reinforcement of activities’-strategy in the 
context of Lubero, North Kivu. In order to obtain a better understanding of this phenomenon, it should 
be researched more thoroughly.
-  Conduct more�in-depth,� long-term�and�focused�research on ‘mutual reinforcement’, for example by 

zooming in on one of the specific programme activities or sectors,
-  Conduct further�research�into�the�use�of�vulnerability�criteria�and its impact on the likelihood of mutual 

reinforcement to occur,
-  Thoroughly explore�the�effects�of�investing�VSLA-loans�in�income�generating�activities on the likelihood 

of mutual reinforcement to occur,
-  To explore the effects of health/education activities on livelihood/food sec: conduct research into this 

years after the programme has ended.
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Summary 2:  Mutual Reinforcement of Activities by ZOA/DCR
Country, region:  South Sudan, Central Equatoria State, Lainya County
Theme:  Mutual reinforcement
Researcher:  Boukje Kistemaker

2.1 Introduction and background of the study
In South Sudan, DCR is currently present in the Provinces of Greater Upper Nile, Bahr el Ghazal, 
Central Equatoria and Eastern Equatoria. ZOA is the only actor active in Central Equatoria. The sectors 
ZOA predominantly intervened in under MFSII are Education and WASH. Central Equatoria state has 
been affected by both natural and manmade disasters. Flood and drought, depending on meteorological 
patterns, affects low-lying areas contributing to poor harvests, food insecurity, malnutrition, disease 
outbreaks, displacements and damaged infrastructure. Tribal conflict caused by cattle raiding leads to 
displacement, loss of lives and property, and hinders the delivery of economic and social services in 
the area. The Lord Resistance Army (LRA) attacks in some counties in the state caused displacement, 
abduction and separation of families, loss of lives, food insecurity, limited economic activities and 
inaccessibility. Outbreaks of diseases are caused by poor water and sanitation facilities, poor hygiene 
practices, and limited access to health services. Main community priorities, identified by WFP in 2012, 
were food assistance (50%) drinking water (20%), health assistance (20%) and road repairs (20%). 
Moreover, 3% of households was found to be severely food insecure, 41% moderately food insecure 
and 55% were food secure.

Lainya County has been vulnerable specifically to LRA attacks, tribal conflicts and has experienced 
an influx of Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs). Besides the cluster-specific vulnerabilities, which will 
be discussed more in-depth below, populations in Lainya are facing difficulties with regard to seasonal 
road access (Biri, Lorega, Kupera, Mundu). Moreover, there have been many instances of Sexual and 
Gender-Based Violence and domestic violence throughout all boma’s (villages) researched in this 
evaluation study (IOM 2013). Most importantly, Biri, Mundu and Lorega have faced local conflict (IOM 
2013), which has impacted availability and accessibility of resources (i.e. water from boreholes) and 
which has disrupted community governance structures. 

2.2 Research object ives /  main research questions
This study of ZOA activities in Lainya County, Central Equatoria State, South Sudan, describes the 
critical elements for success or failure of mutual reinforcement. The study has the following research 
objectives: 
o  To assess to what extent the interventions in the field of livelihood reinforced the WASH and education 

interventions in the communities and vice versa;
o  To provide case studies with examples of successful and non-successful reinforcement of activities in 

the field of education, health and livelihoods;
o  To compare between various programme activities implemented in villages where DCR member, 

ZOA, intervenes. To assess to what extent experience in programme design and implementation of 
specific programme activities was used whilst implementing new or other activities. This will help to 
identify critical elements of mutual reinforcement of activities across clusters.
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implementation of activities, as well as strategic decisions made in realizing mutual reinforcement of 
activities, are highlighted through interviews with ZOA and DCR staff. The inclusion of the perspective 
of beneficiaries and community-based organisations (CBOs) was guaranteed through 28 focus group 
discussions (FGDs), which lasted 60-120 minutes each, and an additional 20 semi-structured interviews 
with beneficiaries and key strategic community members, including members of Boma development 
committees, CBO representatives and government officials. Furthermore, 42 questionnaires on (the 
development of) the beneficiaries’ livelihoods situation were taken. Hence, this approach allows for 
a triangulation of data from different stakeholders, which ensures the reliability and validity of data 
collected. 

2.4 Research f indings

2.4.1 Livel ihoods
Lainya county predominantly depends on subsistence agriculture as the main economic activity and 
the major crops grown include cereals, root crops, and vegetables. The county’s livelihood zones are a 
combination of Equatorial maize and cassava, and highland forest and sorghum. 

The livestock and crop-based livelihoods practiced are affected by low levels of production due to pests 
and diseases, lack of seed and tools, lack of veterinary services, a small cultivated area, low skills, 
and location-specific climatic factors. Another key constraint facing crop and livestock production is 
a lack of basic extension services and agricultural training services. Moreover, rural poverty remains 
high because of inadequate access to land resources, lack of markets or slow markets, low agricultural 
production and poor institutions, including the lack of secure and reliable savings and credit mechanisms. 
This has resulted in increased competition for the available resources that sometimes leads to conflicts 
between different groups. The prolonged conflict has resulted in a loss of the community’s ability to 
farm, loss of livestock and the economic infrastructure to support their way of life.

Other income generating activities (IGAs) were introduced in Lainya County to diminish dependency 
on agriculture, and diversify income sources. Among else, the population has engaged in carpentry, 
bee keeping, charcoal burning, animal rearing, poultry, alcohol brewery, hotels, casual non-agricultural 
activities (poles, timber and bamboo), knitting, tailoring and small-scale businesses. Diversification is 
hampered however by the lack of capacity of regional microfinance institutions to meet demands from the 
increasing number of potential clients. Also, there is a high proportion of illiteracy among the population, 
education levels are generally low, and key skills are lacking. This hinders labour productivity.
 
Intervention
Within the Food Security & Livelihoods (FSL) cluster, throughout four payams, (districts), ZOA has 
helped found Farmer Field Schools (FFS) (except for Limbe), IGA groups, and Village Savings and 
Loans Associations (VSLAs). There are about 42 FFS, in which almost 1100 farmers participate. The 
gender balance of these groups is roughly equal, with around 583 men and 492 women. With the pulling 
out of CARE from South Sudan after the onset of the conflict in December 2013, CARE DCR funding 
was transferred to ZOA. Among else, this funding was used to invest more in the FFS, which led to 
the doubling of the farmer groups’ membership: from 25, on average, to 50 farmers. In 2015, there are 
now 2120 farmers participating in FFS. Of the FFS groups, 9 out of 42 are considered successful and 
they are now mostly independent, meaning they do not rely on NGO support anymore. Around 16 out 
of 42 groups have not been successful: these groups have fallen apart or are struggling to organize 

Following its objectives, the main questions this study seeks to answer are:
1.  To what extent have the interventions in the field of livelihood reinforced the education and WASH 

interventions in the communities, and vice versa?
2.  What are examples of successful and non-successful reinforcement of activities in the field of 

livelihoods, WASH and education?
3.  What have been critical elements of mutual reinforcement with regard to livelihoods and educational 

activities?

2.3 Research methodology
This study is based on extensive primary and secondary data review, which informed the fieldwork 
methodology. Due to time constraints, this evaluation study maintains a qualitative approach, and 
therefore relies on quantitative datasets made available by the ZOA teams in Juba and Limbe.

This evaluation study focuses on the activities of ZOA in Lainya County only. It is therefore an exercise 
in establishing where the holistic and complementary approach that lies at the core of ZOA’s programme 
design and its interventions ends, and where mutual reinforcement begins. Mutual reinforcement of 
activities is analysed from both an organizational and beneficiary perspective. Mutual reinforcement is 
defined as the phenomenon by which the results of activities or projects in different result areas have 
strengthening positive effect on each other. 

Besides organizational strategy, another factor on which mutual reinforcement depends is the presence 
and effectiveness of the cluster-specific programme activities. However, due to a lack of baseline data 
and programme monitoring it is difficult to assess the effectiveness of the interventions beyond the 
qualitative input from beneficiaries and limited input from programme staff. Similarly, it is difficult to 
assess the extent of intended and unintended effects and the impact on mutual reinforcement. Therefore 
this study aims to identify possible critical factors for negative or positive mutual reinforcement, making 
use of historical developments, existing or contextual vulnerabilities, and available and accessible 
resources.

Through staff interviews, indicators of success that have been used to measure progress, i.e. program 
outputs, participation rates, community or system changes, and improvements in community-level 
indicators (based on the indicators used in earlier assessments and surveys which were carried out 
in 2013-2015) were identified. Moreover, organisational and contextual challenges in the design and 
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Wuji, between Mundu and Kupera and in Koyoki. Moreover, the teacher to student ratio was 1 on 40 
students in Korobe, Kupera, and between Wuji and Dongoro. In Korobe ( Kupera payam) and Biri ( 
Mukaya payam) children face difficulties accessing education facilities. Most children have to walk more 
than 2.7 km to school, preventing parents from sending their young children to school. Also, the literacy 
rate of the total population aged above15 is 27%. Literacy among men is 40%; and among women 16%.

Intervention
The education activities include school rehabilitation and construction, teacher training and REFLECT 
methodology training on literacy and numeracy skills. Four Parent and Teacher Associations (PTAs), 
School Management Committees (SMCs) and School WASH Committees were established at four schools 
throughout ZOA’s focus area. They received training in literacy and numeracy, school- and resource 
management, hygiene and sanitation awareness; and they were actively involved in the development and 
monitoring of fair access to education. In Lainya County, in 2015, the training of PTAs resumed. 

2.4.3 WASH
Access to potable drinking water remains a significant issue in Southern Sudan. The prolonged conflict 
and the resulting breakdown of infrastructure and public services has meant that water points have 
broken down or are none existent in many rural areas. When water points break down, communities 
lack the necessary skills and resources to maintain and repair them. This forces them to use water from 
rivers, swamps and ponds, which has led to a high incidence of water borne diseases.

Women and children collect the water and often spend hours walking long distances to fetch the water, 
and then spending further hours lining up at one of the few water sources. This time spent collecting 
water is often at the detriment of attending school or engaging in other meaningful economic activities. 
Lainya County regularly experiences water shortages that occur during the dry season. This will often 
place an added strain on the current water sources available and on families (particularly the women) 
who must walk long distances to collect water from alternative sources.

Also, drainage networks are poorly developed. Substantial groundwater resources are available in large 
areas of the country. However, these range from very shallow groundwater to moderately productive 
aquifers that can be developed with 90–180m boreholes, which are impractical for the majority of 
the population. Moreover, little knowledge of these aquifers is available in terms of their location, 
hydrogeology, depth, extent, and yield.

themselves. This means 27 groups are performing moderately, which means their functioning is highly 
dependent on contextual factors, i.e. seasonal road access and local conflict, as well as leadership. The 
phase out of ZOA by the end of 2015 will most likely mean these groups will dissolve. Recently, 25 out 
of 42 groups, involving around 250 farmers, have engaged in beekeeping. This is an additional activity 
that helps them to diversify their income, which makes them less dependent on the success of their 
farming activities.

The number of VSLAs in Lainya County has grown exponentially since they were established from 
2011 onwards. There are around 41 groups with almost 1000 members, with more women than men 
participating (60/40 balance). Several of these groups have doubled their membership number within a 
year and some have already split into I/II or A/B to be able to better manage the group and its savings. 
Moreover, (supervisors of) groups have initiated VSLA platforms within boma’s or payams. In doing so, 
they aim to better coordinate their activities, increase cooperation among members, and take on an 
advisory role in the choice of petty business to reduce the likelihood of competition.
 
The IGA groups in carpentry and knitting, on the other hand, are gender exclusive and exist of men 
and women respectively. Despite training and initial funding to purchase materials and tools for their 
workshops, most of the IGA groups are very much struggling to sustain their activities. Women of 
knitting groups stated they feel more secure, despite the fact there is not a lot of additional income 
yet. They see potential for the growth/expansion of their workshops; however, they are struggling due 
to a lack of materials, capital and a slow market. Carpentry groups have either been successful or 
non-successful, mostly depending on group leadership, training received and personal ambition. 

2.4.2 Educat ion 
The educational system in South Sudan was destroyed by the civil war. Schools were damaged, 
materials burnt and teachers were killed or fled the country. As a result, an entire generation has grown 
up without the opportunity to learn. Basic education is in principle free and compulsory. The formal 
education system consists of eight years of primary education, four years of secondary education, 
and four years of higher education. After the civil wars, the Ministry of Education constructed a parallel 
alternative education system, of six different programmes, offering flexible entry and exit points for 
children, youth, and adults.

Nonetheless, around 70% of children have never attended any school. In 2012, the net enrolment rate 
(NER)3 was 52%: 47% for boys and 36.3% for girls. Gender disparity continues to be of a major concern 
as only 14% of teachers are female as well. Moreover, the completion rate in primary schools is less than 
10%, with girls half as likely to complete grade 10 as boys. The dropout rates of girls are also among 
the highest in the world. Lainya County was particularly affected in 2010, when the government fired all 
teachers that did have the professional teacher training qualification set out in the national standard. As 
a consequence a 52% decrease in school enrolment in primary school was registered between 2008 
and 2012. In 2012, 47% of the total 28,029 primary school teachers were trained, 32% were untrained 
and 21% had unknown qualifications. There remains a severe shortage of (trained) teachers due to a 
lack of (affordable) educational opportunities for teachers and the outbreak of conflict from December 
2013 onwards which has had a devastating impact on the development of the educational sector. 
Moreover, teachers deal with poor working conditions, overcrowded classrooms, lack of materials and 
insufficient remuneration. In 2013, IOM found, for instance that there were no teachers in Dongoro, 

3 NER is the proportion of children of school age who are enrolled in school.
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In Lainya County, all payams have boreholes available, and only Mukaya additionally makes use of a 
water tanker. IOM reported in 2013 that there were no latrines present in Mundu, Korobe and Lorega. 
In Kupera boma, only public latrines were found. In Limbe, Kupera, Wuji, Koyoki and Dongoro, there 
was still question of open defecation, which affects the hygiene of the community, and hightens the 
vulnerability of women and children, mostly after dark.

The rusting of borehole pipelines or their break down in some instances often has people resort to rivers, 
streams and springs nonetheless. Sometimes the rusting is due to underutilization of boreholes, since 
the balance of population/boreholes available is gone. Moreover, water user committees throughout the 
payams often face difficulties in collecting water fees – that support the maintenance of boreholes – 
which sometimes results in tensions and local conflict.

Intervention
NGOs, including ZOA, have established or rehabilitated boreholes throughout Lainya County. ZOA 
established five boreholes, and rehabilitated another five. Additionally, two springs and wells were 
constructed or rehabilitated. Not only did these boreholes have an impact on the occurrence of waterborne 
diseases, it decreased the amount of water-related conflicts, for instance in Dongoro and Wuji boma. 

ZOA also conducted hygiene education with School WASH and water user committees after 
establishing these committees. Moreover, ZOA trained hygiene promoters who were aimed to address 
the community and alert authorities on WASH emergencies. Washrooms and Ventilated Improved Pits 
were rehabilitated. Other training concerned water point management, protection and sanitation; cost 
recovery/ collection of water user fees; record keeping; education on proper use of water points; and 
monitoring, identification and reporting of water point repairs; and small scale repairs or maintenance 
of the water filtration system. 

2.4.4 Community governance
Capacity of the newly formed administrative structures is low at all levels and many positions are not 
appropriately staffed. In cases where there is staff, they are poorly trained and have no administration 
skills. Participation of the community in governance is minimal with all decisions currently being taken 
at the state/county level.

Moreover, basic service delivery has been heavily affected by decades of conflict. Potentially, civil 
society organisations (CSOs) could give poor people access to basic services in the absence of 
government services. At the same time, they could hold governments to account for their actions and 
policies. However, many local CSOs are still in an embryonic state, and representatives from local 
groups need to be better included in priority-setting and decision-making. 

Intervention
The Boma Development Committee (BDC) in Limbe was established in 2011, and, according to its 
members, served as a blueprint for the establishment of other BDCs in Lainya County. Most other BDCs 
in Lainya County were established in 2012. 
The BDCs function as umbrella structures in which every committee present in the boma is represented. 
As such, BDC members can serve as control mechanisms to check on sector-specific policies and 
development, and report back to the BDC. The community selected members of the groups, often after 
ZOA was informed. Every group has its own policy with regard to leadership terms and changes.

2.5  Conclusion and recommendations: cr i t ical  factors 
for mutual reinforcement

2.5.1 Contex tual  factors
First of all, environmental factors were found to have a direct impact on the success or failure of program 
activities, as well as on the ability of program activities to reinforce each other. During the rainy season, 
floods occur, and boma’s within Mukaya, Wuji and Kupera payam are cut off from their surroundings, 
and – most importantly – markets. Also, dry spells affect Lainya county differently, and directly relate to 
the productivity of FFSs. 

As was mentioned, seasonal conditions influence the access to markets. Some areas, however, have 
structural issues in reaching markets due to bad roads, and high costs of transport. Surplus of their 
agricultural production goes to waste, which means there is no return on investment and the purchasing 
power of the farmers decreases. As a consequence, farmers will struggle in the upcoming season to 
invest in tools or expand their land. Additionally, they lose the ability to save for school fees and health 
emergencies. 

Badly coordinated emergency aid is another factor impacting the markets and livelihoods situation. 
Food packages and seed deliveries make farmers lose their customer base: their produce went to 
waste because food was made available freely by several international NGOs. Moreover, more often 
than not, late provision of seeds has disrupted the agricultural cycle.
Lastly, the onset of violence as of December 2013 has had a devastating impact on the markets and 
purchasing power of people in Lainya County as well. Prices of products have gone up significantly in 
the past years. For instance, in 2012, 1 dollar would be worth 20 South Sudanese Pounds (SSP). In 
August 2015, with increased insecurity, the South Sudanese Pound dropped from 16 SSP to 13 SSP 
per dollar. Recently, it stabilized around 16 SSP again. 

Related to the conflict, after the independence, many South Sudanese refugees and IDPs returned 
to Lainya County. With the onset of clashes in December 2013, the region has received IDPs as well. 
Displacement has led to a fight or flee-mentality, and only since 2015, people are found to adopt a more 
long-term planning strategy when it comes to agricultural activities.
Lack of trust in the government and governing bodies combined with emergency aid has created aid 
dependency among programme beneficiaries. This dependent attitude means there in general is little 
ambition or feelings of responsibility within the communities approached for this study. Moreover, there 
is confusion on the roles and responsibilities of NGOs present in the area as many beneficiaries await 
help, instead of organise themselves. 



S
U

M
M

A
R

Y
 2

 - 27 -- 26 - 

2.5.3 Factors at  benef ic iary level
Mutual reinforcement at the level of beneficiaries depends on several factors, among which leadership. 
A lack thereof, or problematic leadership, has had a devastating impact on the establishment and 
success of committees. IGA groups were allocated a small budget to invest in machines or tools, and 
in some instances, leaders of the group who considered it deserved remuneration for their work took a 
part of this money. Moreover, leaders have corrupted or stalled implementation of initiatives, or are seen 
to use committees for their personal interests. Again, all groups could benefit from training, not just in 
community governance, but also in accountability and inclusive decision-making.

There is also question of brain drain. Beneficiaries trained in the field of WASH, for instance, have 
left the region to seek work in urban areas. Others left the groups in which they were trained to join 
Health Units in the region, which can be considered a positive aspect of reinforcement when considered 
regional developments. However, the handover of knowledge and skills by the departing members did 
not always take place, which has destabilized several Water User- and WASH committees. The lack 
of monitoring and refreshment training means committees in some areas are relatively ignorant about 
WASH issues and therefore cannot inform the community properly.

Cooperation could solve these issues, however, is mostly absent among the groups that took part 
in discussions. When asked about cooperation, most mentioned attending each other’s meetings. 
However, there is no question of action plans or projects being carried out together. When cooperation 
does take place, it happens within sectors. Again, when programme staff was asked about cooperation, 
they highlighted the participatory approach in the training, assuming this approach would be adopted 
by the community. While it is not the responsibility of ZOA to enforce or facilitate this, the organization 
could play a more active role in sensitization on the importance of cooperation. 

Most importantly, active community members struggle to engage the community since most of the 
work concerned is voluntary. The benefit of the work is not seen or appreciated, since most community 
members still consider the short-term only. As a consequence, some committees have a high turnover 
of members due to demotivation. Similarly, some trained committee members are willing to contribute 
to the growth of the group. However, they do not feel like investing time to share knowledge and skills 
received in training with ‘outsiders’. 
Material interventions by NGOs in Lainya County have had a major impact on the activities throughout 
the four clusters. Whether it is the provision of tools and machines to FFS groups, the (help with the) 
construction BDC headquarters and school buildings, the creation or renovation of boreholes, or the 
currently ongoing building of storages for surplus of produce. Additional challenges have appeared, 
among which access to markets, which are now addressed shortly before the phase out of ZOA by the 
end of 2015. The effectiveness of these last-minute arrangements will have to be seen. 

Likewise, overtly reliance on NGOs in the region, means the majority of beneficiaries are not prepared 
for the phase out. They simply state they will wait for another NGO to arrive or hope for ZOA to remain 
active in the region. In the payams where activities were less successful, beneficiaries were even quite 
hostile towards ZOA in the group discussions because they felt not enough was done to address their 
grievances. 

2.5.2 Organizat ional  factors
In the case where aid is provided, community sensitivities are not always taken into consideration. Ethnic 
minorities and IDPs seem underrepresented in community governance structures; and NGO-related 
opportunities for some and not others have caused communal and personal tensions. For instance, BDC 
members struggle to engage the community at times. They are perceived suspiciously as having more 
benefits, or in keeping information or resources behind. As a result, community initiatives stall and cause 
a defeatist attitude with community members volunteering for these committees. Better monitoring and 
management by programme staff could prevent these issues from occurring. Additionally, programme 
staff sometimes easily dismisses demands from the community as aid dependency instead of coming 
from ignorance, which could be addressed cost- and time-effectively with (refreshment) training.

While programme activities are discussed collectively in weekly meetings, programme staff work 
separately on their clusters. There is no integrated planning or coordination except for the use of 
resources for field visits. Integration of FFS, VSLA and IGA groups in trainings on savings, administration 
and record keeping, for instance, could facilitate exchange and encourage plural membership. Most 
importantly, when asked about the aspect of mutual reinforcement, programme staff assumed this 
would happen, instead of facilitating or enforcing it through an introduction, monitoring and follow up 
activities. In general, except for the educational sector, more monitoring activities could be organized 
in Lainya County.
 
No or hardly any (valid) data is collected throughout the MFS II period to inform strategic planning 
or adjustments. Groups are quickly labelled as successful or non-successful without the flexibility to 
regulate programme activities and provide additional training or facilitation within reasonable means. 
Hence, more structural engagement with beneficiaries could have been beneficial. Also, empty or false 
promises by ZOA staff, mostly in the field of Community Governance, caused problems for BDCs. 
Communities have become distrustful and in some instances refuse to longer cooperate with the BDC.

Also, strategic planning is sometimes lacking from cluster interventions. For instance, education is 
promoted, but education beyond primary school is not discussed. Secondary education is not offered 
in Lainya County, and parents do not have the means or are ignorant on how to put their children in 
secondary education. As a result, many primary school graduates directly resort to alternative jobs, like 
boda boda – motorcycle taxi – riding. Tempted by seeing friends earn an income, some students drop 
out of primary school earlier to seek income from petty business.

Nonetheless, while accountability mechanisms need clear improvement, community governance 
initiatives have contributed to the development of communities as a whole. The community feels better 
represented within, and responsible for, community development. Campaigns run by BDCs have 
increased the feeling of ownership, and VSLA-like structures with their welfare or emergency funds, 
have increased the sense of unity and shared responsibility.



3
S

U
M

M
A

R
Y

 - 29 -- 28 - 

Summary 3:  Mutual Reinforcement of DCR Interventions in Liberia
Country, region:  Liberia
Theme:  Mutual reinforcement
Written by:  Bram Peters

3.1 Introduction and background of the study 
This external evaluation study for the DCR is an addition to the first (2013) and final (2015) outcome 
measurements of the internal evaluation, by providing an in-depth, external analysis of the core pillars of 
DCR’s strategy. The DCR ‘Pamoja’ programme is based on three strategic pillars: (1) Linking community-
based and system approaches; (2) Linking economic activities with supply of basic services; and (3) 
Hybrid partnering approach. In 2013 it became clear that the way outputs and outcomes of activities 
were realised greatly varied across the spectra of the Dutch Consortium for Rehabilitation operations. 
Further, the evidence of previous outcome assessments did not give the full picture when it came to 
interpreting the elements of success or failure of the DCR strategy. Similarly, the cooperation between 
the consortium organisations materialised in different ways. There was a further need to understand 
the strategies DCR has chosen and how the various interventions may have interacted and contributed 
to each other. 

In Liberia this research focused on the second pillar: ‘Linking economic activities with supply of basic 
services’. In Liberia three DCR partners are active: ZOA, CARE and Save the Children, working together 
since 2011. The DCR Liberia partners implement a range of interventions within the areas of ‘access 
to basic services’, ‘household livelihoods’, ‘community governance’, and ‘functional sectoral systems’. 
The three partners work in three Liberian counties: Montserrado (in which the capital of Monrovia is 
located), Margibi and Bong. The cooperation is set to end by 2015. This study will largely focus on the 
areas of ‘access to basic services’, ‘household livelihood’ and ‘community governance’.

The main interventions that seek to address these outcomes are through means of various community 
organisations. The outcomes within the area of education (relating to access to quality basic education 
services, and increased adult and youth literacy) are mainly addressed through the organisation of 
Functional Adult Literacy (FAL) circles in target communities. Regarding the outcomes for household 
livelihoods the DCR Liberia targets groups of farmers (both farmer associations and individual farmers) 
and organises Village Saving and Loans Associations (VSLAs). Within the outcomes of community 
governance the DCR Liberia stimulates the creation of Village Development Committees (VDCs) to 
guide and manage community development.

MUTUAL REINFORCEMENT OF DCR INTERVENTIONS  
IN LIBERIA
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Table: Overview of Liberia intervention areas and implementing partners

COUNTY DISTRICTS DCR 
PARTNERS

LIBERIAN PARTNERS

Montserrado Careysburg, 
Greater Monrovia, 
Todee

ZOA, CARE 
and Save the 
Children

Africa 2000 Network (A2N) - working with 
agriculture;
Project New Outlook (PNO) - working with 
agriculture;
Self-Help Initiatives for Sustainable 
Development (SHIFSD) - working with 
VSLAs and FAL circles;

Margibi Gibi, Kakata ZOA and Save 
the Children

Development Education Network - Liberia 
(DEN-L) - working with agriculture and 
business trainings;
National Adult Education Association of 
Liberia (NAEAL) - working with FAL circles; 
PNO, SHIFSD

Bong Kpai, Kpanta, 
Suakoko

CARE and Save 
the Children

A2N, DEN-L 

3.2 Research object ives/main research quest ions 
The key question to be researched in this report is: 
‘How�did�mutual�reinforcement�take�place�within�and�between�the�interventions�relating�to�access�to�
basic�services�and�livelihood�development?’�

Three research objectives fall under ‘mutual reinforcement of interventions’:
1.  Assess to what extent the interventions in the field of livelihood reinforced the education and water & 

sanitation interventions in the communities and vice versa.
2.  Provide case studies with examples of successful and non-successful reinforcement of activities in 

the field of education, livelihoods and water & sanitation.
3.  Compare between communities where more than one DCR member intervenes and in communities 

where only one a single element of the programme is implemented. 

This research departed from the DCR approach that shared cooperation and combinations of 
experiences by organisations with specific expertise in the same target area (if not necessarily the 
same target groups) has the potential to be ‘more than the sum of all parts’. Hence the operational 
definition defined by the DCR Knowledge Network and the Monitoring and Evaluation departments: ‘the�
phenomenon�by�which�the�results�of�activities�or�projects�in�different�result�areas�have�a�strengthening�
or�positive�effect�on�each�other’. This entails a slightly different emphasis than ‘complementarity’ or 
‘cooperation’, where the attention is mostly towards whether the actors are working together and how 
their efforts can be matched. It should be said that mutual reinforcement is different from this in two 
ways: firstly, it requires examining events at the community level and exploring how various interventions 
have been taken up by beneficiaries for the outcomes intended and beyond the targeted outcomes. 
Secondly, it was not something that was strategized from the design phase. Rather, it was something 
that DCR members have experienced in other contexts and programmes, manifesting in beneficiary 

accounts and reflections. In the attempt to explore this more explicitly, mutual reinforcement was seen 
as a concept to explore further in this research. 

3.3 Research methodology 
The research focused on two actor groups: DCR partners working with the relevant result areas, and 
beneficiaries that have benefitted from one or multiple of the programme activities related to education 
and livelihoods. This research made use of qualitative methods, posing questions to DCR participants 
about the why and the how of the programme interventions, the consequences, and what their 
experiences were. 

The research methodology was inspired by the Theory of Change (ToC) approach as proposed by 
Connell and Kubisch (1998). This approach was chosen due to the fact that Connell and Kubisch apply 
it to comprehensive community initiatives. Comprehensive community initiatives are developed to 
“[...] have multiple strands (economic, political, and social), which operate at many levels (community, 
institutional, personal network, family, and individual), are co-constructed in a collaborative process by 
diverse stakeholders, and evolve over the course of the initiative” (Connell & Kubisch, 1998, p. 15). This 
manner of interventions somewhat reflects the broad approach used by the DCR. Connell and Kubisch 
recommend the reconstruction of a ToC to surface stakeholder ideas and interpretations to concretise 
the observable and testable elements. 

In this evaluation research the reconstruction of the ToC in a collective workshop was not possible due 
to a combination of time constraints, difficulty getting partners to come together and the fact that ‘mutual 
reinforcement’ was not an articulated objective from the beginning. The Theory of Change on how 
mutual reinforcement takes place is thus implicit. The key theoretical approach that supports mutual 
reinforcement originates from a livelihood approach in which the personal assets (social, physical, 
financial, human and natural capital) of community members are broadly supported. 

It was possible to discuss the second step proposed by Connell and Kubisch: exploring the combination 
of elements that might contribute to the mutual reinforcement of interventions. This is something that 
Weiss (1997) called ‘programme theory’. Programme theory is about the how and why of the initiative, 
the links and mechanisms between outcomes and activities. 

In order to gather information at the beneficiary level focus group discussions and an individual basic 
structured questionnaire were performed in 15 communities in Montserrado and Margibi counties. 
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The target groups were community inhabitants that have participated in one or more DCR intervention 
groups. These were key groups and individuals that have participated in multiple groups (FAL circles, 
Village Development Councils (VDC), VSLA participants, Farming intervention participants). In total 54 
focus group discussions were done. These groups play a role both in target communities and in the 
selected interventions were approached to explore the critical issues that were discussed with DCR 
partners. The researcher asked them about the outcomes they saw, asking them what knowledge, 
skills and circumstances are needed for that, and what their experiences are with these mechanisms. 
The focus was on group participation but also individual experiences related to capacities, knowledge, 
behaviour change and access. 

3.4 Research f indings 
There was consent among the implementing partners in the DCR that the main thing that linked the 
different interventions was that the organisations worked in the same communities and that more or less 
the same people were targeted. Beneficiaries that took part in multiple interventions were the key linking 
element suggested by the DCR partners. An additional link in participation between interventions was 
due to the role of the development facilitators: VDC members such as chiefs, elders and educated 
youth play a role as FAL facilitators, VSLA board members. It should be noted that this role is not 
without challenges since the multiple duties and priorities of VDC members led them to be preoccupied 
and away often. The content of participation was the topic of many focus group discussions, leading 
to a number of reciprocal connections between educational interventions and livelihood interventions. 
It should be noted that in some cases the aspects of mutual reinforcement were different than DCR 
partners had expected. 

3.4.1  Mutual  reinforcement of  Vi l lage Saving and Loans 
Associat ions and Funct ional  Adult  Li teracy

Quite a few VSLA members took part in Functional Adult Literacy. Out of 39 FAL Focus group 
respondents 26 mentioned that they were also in the VSLA. 23 VSLA respondents mentioned having 
been in an FAL circle, out of 56 respondents. People in the various communities in Montserrado and 
Margibi were urged to take part in both FAL and VSLA. Especially women were encouraged to join both 
FAL lessons and VSLA groups. However, as the representative of National Adult Education Association 
of Liberia (NAEAL) noted, it was not registered whether participants were involved in both groups. If an 
agricultural project is taking place those participants were also urged to take part in FAL as well. FAL 
and VSLA have the strongest mutual reinforcement link when it comes to being able to personally check 
the saving amounts that are being written down in the VSLAs. This, besides being able to write names, 
helps FAL learners to participate more actively within the VSLA groups. Also, VSLA members taking 
part in FAL lessons are sensitised about various issues in the community, learning about education, 
healthcare and sanitation through group discussions. It was not especially clear whether the profits of 
the VSLA groups increased if more literate members joined, but it can be said that having more people 
with basic literacy skills in the group allows for less mistakes and unrest, contributing to the functioning 
of the group and stimulating the provision of loans to all. 

3.4.2  Mutual  reinforcement of  Farming intervent ions and 
Funct ional  Adult  Li teracy 

The mutual reinforcement link between FAL and farming interventions is a bit less apparent. From 
the interactions with farmers it became clear that many farmers were not making use of literacy and 
numeracy in their daily life as much as hoped for by the DCR partners. The importance and value of 
reading and writing labels for farming inputs and products, and keeping records of costs and benefits 
was recognised often. But when it came to actually using them actively in their work quite a few 
farmers acknowledged that they were not able to do that yet. This was sometimes due to constraining 
circumstances or difficulty applying skills. Many farmers adapted by using creative solutions that did not 
require reading or writing. 

3.4.3  Vi l lage Development Commit tee contr ibut ions to 
mutual  reinforcement

The VDCs played a role in mutual reinforcement in a number of ways. There were both positive and 
negative examples of this. The role of individual VDC members was seen a number of times in their 
capacity as FAL facilitators and contributions towards community development. VDC members were 
not often participants of FAL, but most of them could already read and write to some extent. They noted 
that FAL participants were more confident and more actively participating in community meetings. When 
it came to the contribution towards basic services in the community the VDC had both positive and 
negative experiences. On the positive side, the functioning of the VDCs in Cinta I led to the building of 
a market facility that could be used by the community members for the purpose of increasing business 
incomes. In Low Cost Village the support given to the local VDC by community members allowed them to 
operate with a stronger mandate to provide basic services and organise community activities. However, 
in some cases it was experienced that community developments were not being finished due to a variety 
of reasons (such as lack of financial means, lack of commitment or land disputes) and that the activities 
of multiple NGOs with their own management committees decreased the strength of the VDC. 
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3.4.4  Overarching social  mechanisms contr ibut ing to 
mutual  reinforcement

Multiple�sources�of�knowledge
Some interventions addressed the same topics - FAL, agricultural trainings on farming as a business 
and the citizenship training for the VDC had some topics that overlapped. Much training addressed the 
issue of leadership. This was felt as something important in Liberian communities. In all focus group 
communities at some point it came up that having roles in the community clear, knowing what to do when 
someone is angry, staying calm, and stimulating togetherness was important. Farming as a business 
provided farmers with some knowledge on making their farming activities more profitable. A key topic 
was about the components of ‘knowing and marking the costs’ of farming. It was interesting to see that 
the way of calculation being taught by FAL circles, by making two piles of rocks for the profit and the 
costs, was also being taught by DEN-L to the farmers. It was said that DEN-L used pictures and other 
techniques to transfer the training topics to illiterate farmers. Topics such as business management, 
financial asset management, identification of inputs, fertilisers and chemicals were in some cases still 
too difficult. It seemed that FAL participants were not ready to tackle such topics beyond awareness of 
such issues. As was said by SHIFSD - business management is neither a part of FAL nor of VSLA, and 
is something that needs to be worked on in the future. Quite a few VSLA and FAL members expressed 
the need for more follow-up training on vocational and business skills. On the opposite side, it seemed 
that farmers who were addressed only by agricultural interventions faced trouble in working with literacy 
and numeracy: they stressed the need for more specific literacy and numeracy training to work with the 
right inputs, plan their farms and work on marketing and selling. 

Recognition�and�awareness
DCR partners mentioned that in the VSLA the FAL members would be able to be included more fully 
and check the proceedings by signing their name and checking the amounts. It could be seen that 
a number of basic recognition elements taught by FAL were useful for those participants in VSLA 
groups: many said to be able to sign their name, while some (not all however) said they could check 
the amounts. The applicability of these basic lessons beyond recognising letters and numbers varied 
between communities, especially in those areas where the FAL lessons were irregularly implemented. 
While FAL might be said to make participants more aware of their surroundings and lower obstructions to 
participate, it is still difficult for some participants to fully use the provided knowledge actively. Contrary 
to some suggestions by DCR partners it did not seem that FAL members were yet able to become VSLA 
board members. It seemed that the level of skill in calculation, reading and writing required for that duty 
is still a step too far. However, it was seen in one case that literacy is not essential in the VSLA. In one 
community a VSLA chairlady stated she could not read and write but that it was not necessary to know 
that to manage the meetings. When it came to the suggestion that people trained by both FAL and the 
DCR agricultural interventions would be able to read the labels of inputs, fertiliser and chemicals they 
wanted to buy, this was only mentioned by one participant. This is probably still a bit too difficult. 

Motivation�and�commitments�
In many cases focus group discussions expressed a strong motivation to use their experiences from 
interventions for other initiatives. Many FAL participants felt more confident and willing to speak up in 
community meetings. Many of the VSLA and FAL respondents felt that their extra income could be used 
for sending their children to school and getting access to health care. The VSLA was considered to be 
an essential way to either get credit and some extra money at the end of the year to do that. In one town 
it was said that getting VSLA credit to send one’s children to school was considered an investment for 
the future, even though that person still needed to show a clear means by which he or she was going 

to repay the loan. This is an important point, and this was seen in earlier research done by the DCR as 
well. However, it is noted under the header of commitment because in many communities people also 
said that they still had trouble sending children to school - whether because of the height of (unofficial) 
school fees, distance to schools, and due to closure of the schools due to the Ebola outbreak. It was 
seen that many parents felt it was important, but not always possible. 

Trust�and�unity
Focus group respondents noted that trust and unity within the community was improved through the 
DCR interventions. Of the VDC interventions participants often said that the constitution, community 
consultations and interpersonal conflict-management made the village more peaceful. However, in 
some cases the VDC tried to take charge of too many community issues: in Gbeno Town this made it 
difficult to organise new community development projects. As a consequence, community members 
were distrustful of the VDC and no new action plans could be made, while the presently constituted 
law was brought into question. In the agricultural field both positives and negatives on the area of 
togetherness could be found. In many communities it was said that people now saw the need for 
working together in farming groups, and in sharing labour to achieve more. However, the Ebola outbreak 
caused a strain on collective farming activities. It was also said that in some cases conflicts were 
generated because individual farmers did not contribute to the collective agricultural effort. 

3.5 Conclusion
The analysis of the mutual reinforcement of the DCR interventions in Liberia showed a number of linkages 
that made the connection between livelihood development and the access to basic services. These 
linkages were participation, multiple sources of knowledge; recognition and awareness; commitment 
and motivation; and trust and unity. In a number of cases community participants were able to use these 
components to work on improving their livelihoods and organise better access to basic services.

3.5.1 Success and non-success
The examples of mutual reinforcement are present in a number of communities the DCR has worked 
in. Many of these are social mechanisms between interventions within education (basic services) and 
livelihoods outcomes. This underlines that not only the activities themselves are important: the link 
between literacy and livelihood improvement is not only dependent on whether participants are learning 
to read and write. Parallel to this, participants might need specific guidance on how to use methods in 
daily life and be given the chance to specifically work on this. Furthermore, conditions that can be seen 
as ‘secondary’ such as understanding of the programme, materials or training facilitation approach 
might have a huge effect on the reception of the trainings. It can also been seen that in a community 
the combination of mechanisms that flow from events and activities is highly diverse and depends on 
multiple other factors outside of the DCR programmes. For instance, the Ebola outbreak made it very 
difficult for many community members to succeed in their farming and business livelihoods, and access 
healthcare and education. Such wider events partly obscure possibly other strong examples of mutual 
reinforcement that might have been present before.
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3.5.2 Dif ferences between communit ies
In a number of communities the elements mentioned above were seen more than in other communities 
where only one intervention was taking place. Participants taking part in multiple interventions were 
motivated, and said they had received many new ideas and were more confident to take part. Many 
beneficiaries were positive about the DCR partners. VDC members were positive about the different 
interventions taking place in the community (their roles as FAL facilitators for instance) and thus more 
committed to working with ZOA and CARE. In communities where VSLAs and FAL circles took place basic 
recognition and awareness was supported, which might not have been the case in other communities 
where only one intervention took place. For instance, the VSLA offered FAL participants the chance to 
actively apply their new skills to participate, write their names and check their accounts. The overlap of 
topics such as the counting methods used in farming as a business training and FAL numeracy meant 
that community members receive this knowledge from various directions. This possibly means that the 
method is taken up more broadly also by non-participants. However, it should be mentioned that the 
application of knowledge is still an issue that is relevant no matter how many interventions take place. 
In many instances participants had difficulty applying knowledge from trainings in their daily lives: they 
could not, forgot or refused to use their skills, and this has consequences for the sustainability of 
knowledge gains. 

3.6 Recommendations
From this study recommendations can be made on two levels. The first relates to the DCR interventions 
and the second involves the strategizing of ‘mutual reinforcement’. 
This research aimed to contribute to a better understanding of the linkages that exist between the DCR 
interventions at the community level. It should be noted that though various elements of mutual reinforcement 
is there, the favourable cross-over between concrete interventions should not be overestimated. 
Literacy training has much to contribute, but will need parallel interventions to further strengthen the 
links to other interventions. As such, literacy classes were sometimes hampered by lack of electricity, 
irregular classes, lack of motivation of participants after a hard day of work, and low quality facilitation.  

These issues need to be addressed to make participants fully able to focus on literacy. Consequently, 
if literacy participants are asked to use this knowledge for improving their livelihood it should be 
endeavoured to help participants make this link and help them to apply this through follow-ups such 
as a trade school or higher level education. This might require stronger partnerships with institutional 
partners to reach more people and to support the sustainability of the initiatives. 

When it comes to the organisational strategy of mutual reinforcement it might probably be more valuable 
to explore these linkages in a detailed, contextualised theory of change at the design stage. This was 
not present, leading DCR implementing partners to largely focus on their own inputs and outcomes. If 
mutual reinforcement is of strategic importance it would be beneficial for future plans to explicitly develop 
intuitions and ideas more clearly into tangible aspects that can be addressed specifically and tested 
more decisively. If such ideas are more developed and DCR partners consciously work on building 
these ‘mutually reinforcing’ elements it is the opinion of the researcher that more might be achieved. 
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Summary 4:    Hybrid partnerships: learning from the DCR’s experiences in the Acholi 
and Karamoja sub-region in Uganda

Country, region: Acholi and Karamoja sub-region, Uganda
Theme:   Hybrid Partnerships
Researcher:  Kati Oudendijk

4.1 Introduction and background of the study
Driven by the need to include local processes into development intervention, it became increasingly 
popular to implement in partnership with local organizations and develop the capacity of these local 
partners (OECD, 2006).Working with local organizations is believed to contribute to the effectiveness 
of development aid, because they are part of the local context and will stay in the recipient country 
(OECD, 2006). Within this context, the Dutch Consortium for Rehabilitation (DCR) introduced the 
hybrid partnering approach. Hybrid partnering innovates by, in addition to capacity building, jointly 
implementing projects. Joint implementation is believed to contribute to the capacity of the local partner 
trough learning by doing and can increase mutual understanding within the partnership.
Despite the perceived ideological and practical benefits of working in a hybrid partnership, little is known 
about what this kind of partnership actually looks like in reality and whether the perceived benefits are 
true. In his research on hybrid partnership in Uganda Funck (2012) found that the relationship between 
partner and international NGO is not always equal. Research on hybrid partnerships as an approach 
to include local processes into external interventions is lacking. Understanding context sensitivity and 
sustainability of the intervention within partnerships contributes to the understanding of the potential of 
hybrid partnering as an approach for effective development interventions in the long run. 
This research evaluates experiences with hybrid partnerships within the DCR in Uganda 4. The focus of 
the research is on hybrid partnerships as an organizational structure that contributes to context sensitive 
intervention by sustainable local organizations. This research does not study the output or impact of the 
DCR project in Uganda, but analyzes hybrid partner as a strategy for project implementation.

4.2 Research object ives /  main research questions
The objective for this research is twofold. First, this research aims to test whether a number of 
assumptions regarding the ideological benefits of hybrid partnerships are true in the context of DCR in 
Uganda. Here the focus is on hybrid partnerships as an approach to include endogenous processes 
in an external development intervention. Second, this research aims to assess the bottlenecks and 
opportunities in creating successful partnerships and long term sustainable institutions. Together, this 
will provide insight into the potentials for working in hybrid partnerships within development settings. 
Consequently, the following research questions were identified:

Main research question:
What� do� experiences� with� the� hybrid� partnership� approach� in� Uganda� tell� about� the� potential� of�
this� approach� for� achieving� capacity� development� of� the� local� partner� and� local� ownership�within� a�
development�intervention?

4 This is a summary of the actual research report. The full research report will be available at www.dcr-africa.org
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Local ownership refers to the way beneficiaries of a certain project, which is funded by international 
donors, feel the project is theirs. In this study, beneficiaries are both the local partners and the final 
beneficiaries. It also concerns the extent to which these groups of beneficiaries have power, responsibility 
and capacity within an international development intervention, as well as the way this is shaped by local 
actors (Kyamusugulwa, 2013). 

4.3.2 Data col lect ion
Six weeks of fieldwork in Uganda was conducted, of which two weeks were spend in Uganda’s capital 
Kampala, two weeks in the Acholi region and two weeks in Karamoja. During these four weeks, the 
perspectives of those involved in the partnership and actors directly affected by the partnership were 
collected. All four field offices that participate in the implementation of the DCR and all seven partners6 
participated in the research; however, due to time constraints of the fieldwork, the field office of ZOA 
in Nwoya and their partners received less attention. A mixed methods approach was adopted, where 
the focus was on qualitative and participatory methods. Observations, informal interviews and policy 
documents were used to triangulate findings from the main methods used.
In total, 49 interviews and 24 participatory workshops were held. Interviews were conducted with all 
relevant stakeholders in the project, including DCR national staff (3) and former staff (1); staff of ZOA 
and Save the Children at the national level (4) and at the field offices (10); the partner’s staff and board 
(18); community based trainers (3); beneficiaries (3) and the local government (7). Four focus group 
discussions (FGDs) were held with partner staff and the field office’s staff on the organizational structures 
and lessons learned within the project; four validations sessions were held, three of which were with 
the field staff and the local partner and one at the national level; and sixteen group discussions were 
conducted with beneficiaries, during which their perspective of the intervention and the implementing 
organizations were discussed. 

6  The partners are: FOKAPAWA and KwalRyeko (in Pader/Agago, partners with ZOA); VISO (in Amuru, partners 
with Save the Children); KicaBer and Chaford (in Nwoya, partners with ZAO); and Vision Care and AIDI (in 
Amudat, the former partners with both Save the Children and ZOA, the latter only with ZOA).

Sub-questions:
1.��What�are�the�main�characteristics�of�the�hybrid�partnerships�in�terms�of�organizational�structure�and�
activities�within�the�DCR�Uganda?�

2.��What� upward� up-ward� accountability� mechanisms� can� be� identified� and� how� did� this� affect� the�
collaboration�between�the�CSO�and�the�DCR?�

3.��To�what�extend�did�the�downward�accountability�mechanisms�integrate�local�processes�in�the�DCR�
intervention?�

4.��How� has� the� hybrid� partnership� approach� contribute� to� developing� the� capacity� of� the� partner�
organizations?�

5.�How�has�working�in�hybrid�partnerships�affected�the�implementation�of�the�project?�

4.3 Research methodology
This section starts by elaboration on the conceptual approach adopted to study hybrid partnerships, 
after which the research methodology will be explained.

4.3.1 Conceptual izing hybr id par tnerships
A hybrid partnership is a partnership between an NGO and a local civil society organization (CSO) that 
contains of the careful selection of a local civil society organization CSO, the capacity building of this 
organization and joint implementation of projects, where the role of the local CSO is increasing. The 
identified potential benefits of hybrid partnerships are the following: local partners can have an added 
value in terms of knowledge about local context; capacity building and implementation of projects is 
more sustainable; local partners can have access to insecure areas; local partners can have more 
legitimacy; cost efficiency of local partners is higher and, joint implementation contributes to better 
collaboration (ZOA, 2013). In short, there can be both ideological and practical benefits in working with 
partners.
In order to understand the power relations and context sensitivity of hybrid partnerships, accountability 
mechanisms within the project were studied. Upward accountability is the way the partner can be held 
responsible for their actions by the donor 5; downward accountability is the way beneficiaries can hold 
the partners accountable (Ebrahim, 2003). In this sense, accountability studies power that actors have 
over each other within the partnership as well as the power position of beneficiaries within the project. 
Studying accountability will provide insight in the restrictions posed on the partner, the voice of the 
partner and the voice of the beneficiaries within the project. An accountability mechanism can consist 
of a specific tool, such as a contract, or a process, such as the participation of community members in 
the design and the implementation of the project (Ebrahim, 2003). Thus, this research does not only 
look at the “hard” mechanisms to keep the partner reliable, but also at the “soft” mechanisms in which 
partners are held accountable within the hybrid partnership.

Capacity development and local ownership can be seen as long term objectives behind the hybrid 
partnership approach. As it is explained by de Lange (2013), the capacity development of an 
organization is a continuous process where both the context and the intervention affect the capacity of 
the organization. Thus, it is analyzed how a capacity development trajectory, joint implementation as well 
as the context have affected the DCR partners to become independent and sustainable organizations.  

5  It should be noted that multiple actors can be considered a donor within the DCR project. Ultimately, the Dutch 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs is the donor. However, local partners rely on the DCR for funding and decision 
making. Therefore, these can be considered as a donor.
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If�we�haven’t�agreed�on� the� terms�and�conditions,� there�are�no� funds�coming.” Even if reporting by 
the partners is done in time, funding for the first quarter usually arrived in March, which is around the 
deadline for implementation and reporting at end of March. This led to a vicious circle, where delaying 
of funding leads to late implementation, which poses challenges on reporting. This, again, leads to late 
distribution of funds. 

Challenges were experienced with regards to late reporting and sometimes poor quality of reporting 
at the partner level. Although respondents indicated this had largely improved over time as the result 
of capacity development, this had led to delaying of funds and in some cases mistrust by the DCR. 
Nevertheless, in most cases partners indicated that reporting contributed to good collaboration as it 
justified what they did and appreciated the transparency between the partner and the DCR.

4.4.3 Mentorship of  par tners
In addition to accountability tools, the joint implementation was found to contribute to a close relation 
between the partner and the DCR member’s field staff, which was often described as mentorship. Four 
main consequences of this close collaboration were observed. First, the partners felt that there was 
tremendous support for their organization. Respondents mentioned that the DCR member they worked 
with was the first organization to approach in case of any challenges and felt that this contributed to a 
good collaboration. Second, a risk of dependency from the partner on the DCR member was observed 
within this close collaboration. Although this was not always the case, partners often relied on Save the 
Children or ZOA for resource mobilization. In some cases, partners sought help of the DCR members 
even for minor issues which the DCR staff thought they would be able to solve themselves, leading 
partners to behave less autonomously. Third, any challenge at the partner could be detected early 
because of the proximity to the partner and the close and open relationship. Fourth, a natural process 
of accountability existed as the result of the joint implementation. As a respondent at Save the Children 
stated: “Being�close�to�the�partner�is�really�helpful,�because�you�have�more�eyes�on�the�project…�We�
can�monitor�each�other.�We�can�keep�each�other�accountable.” Thus, joint implementation can come 
with a slight risk of dependency, but showed potential as a model to build close relationships with the 
partner where a high level of support is provided. 

4.4 Research f indings
This section summarizes the most important findings from the research, where the main findings with 
regard to the research questions identified in section 2 are discussed. These findings will be illustrated 
with quotes from respondents.

4.4.1 The var iat ion of  par tnerships 
The DCR works with seven partners from four field offices of Save the Children and ZOA. Although all 
hybrid partnerships contain the main elements of joint implementation and capacity development, there 
are major differences between the partnerships. First, there is variation with regards to the division in 
tasks. For instance, in Pader, tasks are divided based on a specific geographical location, whereas in 
Nwoya and Amuru the partners and DCR members have a different thematic expertise. 
Second, there is variation of capacity of the local partner. Some partners, such as FOKAPAWA, have 
extensive experience and is an NGO itself, whereas other partners, such as Kwal Ryeko and AIDI, are 
relatively new but on a good learning trajectory. The work load that the partner receives depends on the 
capacity they have to implement activities. 

Third, six partner work with ZOA, one partner works with Save the Children and one partner works 
with both ZOA and Save the Children. A difference in vision on working with partners between Save 
the Children and ZOA was observed, which affects their vision on working in partnerships. Save the 
Children can be considered as an organization that has a stronger regional focus and expects partners 
to work more independently. Although Save the Children had staff in the field for the DCR project, Save 
the Children adjusted their field presence based on the projects they had to execute. The difference 
was explained by a representative of the DCR: “In� terms�of�operation,�ZOA�doesn’t� implement� in�a�
district�where�they�don’t�have�presence.�So�they�seem�to�be�closer�to�the�beneficiaries�and�therefore�
the�presence�is�more�felt…�So�Save�the�Children�works�more�with�partners.�They�trust�working�through�
partners� more.� They� believe� in� capacity� building� with� limited� supervision.” Thus, as a field-based 
organization with a relatively large number of field staff, ZOA is closer to the partners and beneficiaries 
than Save the Children. 

In short, the hybrid partnerships vary in terms of division of tasks, level of capacity of the partner 
and vision of the DCR member with which the partner operates. This has implications for the level of 
autonomy and support the partners receive from the DCR members and the benefit of the partnership 
for the DCR member and the partner.

4.4.2 Bureaucracy of  repor t ing
The partnership between the DCR and local partners is institutionalized by a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU), which is renewed annually. In the MoU it is agreed that partners provide a wide 
range of reports, including financial reports, activity reports and narrative reports to the DCR. Fraud 
and corruption are very common within the Ugandan context; therefore, elaborate accountability 
mechanisms are in place for partners to avoid fraud and there is a zero-tolerance policy towards fraud 
within the DCR member organizations. 
Although this bureaucracy may be necessary within the Ugandan context, there are negative 
consequences. Bureaucracy led to a delay in funding, especially in the first quarter of each year. At 
the end of the year, all accounts have to be closed and an extensive audit takes place before the MoU 
is signed. As was stated in a group discussion: “Everything�starts�with�a�pending�signature�on�a�MoU.�
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in creating ownership among beneficiaries, because some beneficiaries don’t perceive it as useful and 
careful consultation is required to explain the importance of such software. 

In general, the interaction between local partners and beneficiaries may give them proper knowledge 
on the beneficiaries’ need, but the lack of systematic approach for consulting beneficiaries about the 
project led the beneficiaries not to feel heard. Moreover, poor phone network and long distances made 
it difficult for some beneficiaries to reach the project staff. Although more research on the relationship 
between ownership and impact is required, it is not likely that activities will continue after the project 
ends if beneficiaries don’t perceive these activities as useful. In some groups, this was already the case. 
Frequent visits to beneficiaries were observed to be very important in establishing good communication, 
creating good relationships and motivating beneficiaries.

4.4.6 Developing sustainable inst i tut ions
The level of experience and capacity of the partners highly varied at the inception phase of the project. 
In Amudat, the implementation area in Karamoja, very few partners were available and those who were 
available had very little experience. Therefore, these partners started on an activity basis and gradually 
got more responsibility. In general, staff at the DCR and DCR members did not report challenges in the 
implementation capacity other than that the partners had little means such as vehicles and computers 
available. Capacity developments mostly took place on reporting, proposal writing, lobbying and internal 
governance as the result of training as well as joint implementation. Thus, learning within the partners 
was focused on strengthening the organizations rather than improving their implementation. 
The most important capacity challenge that was observed was proposal writing, which is key in creating 
autonomous partners. Partners made significant improvements and were actively trying to mobilize 
resources. In some cases this was successful, but dependence was observed as proposals were 
often written in collaboration with the DCR members and independent proposals were less frequently 
successful. Moreover, success in proposal writing was highly context sensitive, as in the Acholi 
region partners faced a context where humanitarian aid was withdrawing and much less funding for 
development projects was coming in.

It should be noted that not all partnerships were successful. A number of partnerships were terminated. 
Interestingly, none of these partnerships were terminated based on the DCR project; almost all were 
terminated based on non-compliance within another project of the DCR member or even a partner 
organization of the DCR member and one partner was banned from the district for political reasons. 
These non-compliance issues were often linked to the “founder’s syndrome”, where the founder of the 
organization wants to keep full control over the organization and other people involved are afraid to 
stand up to the founder. For instance, one partnership was terminated when beneficiaries were taken 
to an un-qualified vocational school, which they later found out belonged to the chairman of the board.

Respondents stated that the close mentorship by the DCR members as the result of the joint 
implementation with the partners has been of great help in avoiding termination of partnership as the 
result of non-compliance. It was acknowledged that in some cases, you can’t control people that want 
to do bad. However, issues with the board or challenges with reporting were noticed in early stages 
and addressed in trainings or meetings. In this sense, the hybrid partnership model allowed for early 
detection of problems.

4.4.4 The voice of  the par tner
Although elaborate accountability mechanisms for financial reporting were identified, the partner has 
some freedom in choosing the activities they implement and how they implement them. Some partners 
were already involved in the proposal writing process and therefore able to provide input from the 
beginning of the process. At the start of the project, a number of outcome indicators were determined 
for the impact of the project. Twice a year, joint planning meetings are held, where all partners and 
field offices propose the activities for the upcoming year to the DCR coordination. The activities are 
accepted based on the budget required and the extend they contribute to the outcome indicators that 
were identified at the start of the project. Thus, in this sense, partners had freedom to propose activities, 
as long as they optimally contribute to the final the outcome proposed by the project at the beginning 
of the project. The staff of DCR (Save the Children and ZOA) praised the partners for their creativity in 
activities they came up with during annual planning meetings. 

Despite the ability to propose activities during the annual planning meetings, partners reported 
restrictions of the project mandate were experienced by partners. Partners of ZOA7 were disturbed they 
could not support defiled children after they were encouraged to go to school by the project. Moreover, 
some partners felt that certain issues among beneficiaries, like HIV/AIDS and the nodding disease, 
were urgent but could not be acted on. Although DCR members explained that these issues are outside 
of the project mandate or the organization’s mandate, restrictions led to in some cases to frustration of 
the partner’s staff and the DCR member’s field staff. Moreover, issues like the nodding disease affected 
the impact of the project because of high drop-out rates in schools.

Thus, the freedom of proposing activities by the partner and the DCR member’s field staff was successful 
in including the voice of the partner. This was appreciated by partners and was stated to contribute to 
both good collaboration and good implementation. It should be noted that these planning meetings are 
not inherent to working in partnerships, but are part of the project design.

4.4.5  Being heard and feel ing heard:  the benef ic iar ies’ 
perspect ive

As was stated earlier, one of the major reasons for working with local organizations is to be more 
sensitive to local processes. Where the partners have a systematic way of including their voice into the 
project, this was not the case for the beneficiaries. This does not mean that their requests were ignored 
and they were not able to express their voices. In some cases ways were found to collect input from 
beneficiaries. However, the way the need of the beneficiary is included after the inception phase of the 
project is subjective and not based on a systematic approach. 

The assumption is that partners and field staff know the main needs based on their frequent interaction 
with beneficiaries and their location in the field. There are two challenges with this approach. The 
first obvious challenge is that staff may be wrong about what the most urgent need is if no systematic 
approach is used. Second, and more importantly, beneficiaries who participated in this study in some 
cases reported they did not feel heard within the project, because they did not feel they could express 
their voice. Therefore, some groups of beneficiaries reported that they felt that not the most urgent need 
was addressed. Beneficiaries tended to want ‘material assistance, such as school buildings. Although 
materials were provided in some cases, the focus of the project was on ‘software’, such as the creation 
of school clubs. Such software may be crucial in achieving the project’s objectives, but were observed 

7 Save the Children has a child protection scheme outside of the DCR which responds to such issues.
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field staff to intervene and avoid non-compliance issues. However, risk of dependency was observed, 
suggesting that the close relationship and high support should be temporary in order to create 
autonomous organizations.

It should be noted that capacity development is a trajectory that takes time and staff turnover can be 
an obstacle in achieving growth at the partner organizations. Therefore, working in hybrid partnerships, 
especially with regards to new or inexperienced partners, is mostly suitable to relatively young projects. 
For short projects, such a growth trajectory might not be possible; in this case, organizations can still 
work with existing or highly experienced partners.

Ownership was observed at the partner’s level as the result of joint implementation and the high 
level of responsibility they received. The project design largely contributed to creating this ownership, 
because there was space for partners to propose their own activities and determine how activities were 
executed. Moreover, when partners had a specific region or expertise attributed in the division of tasks, 
this contributed to the ownership of the partners over their specific task. Little space was given with 
regards to reporting as the consequence of the high level of fraud and corruption within Uganda. No 
relationship was observed between working with local partners and ownership of beneficiaries over the 
project. Although ownership was there in some cases, this was the result of project design rather than 
inherent to the hybrid partnering model.

To conclude, two major practical constraints can stand in the way of the potential benefits of working in 
hybrid partnerships. First, as was mentioned earlier, staff turnover sometimes stood in the way of the 
capacity development of the partners. Second, the bureaucracy involved can delay the distribution of 
funds. This bureaucracy may be necessary within the Ugandan context, but harmed the implementation 
and impact of the DCR project. 

4.5.2 Recommendat ions
Based on the above analysis, the following recommendations are identified. First, joint planning 
meetings can be considered as an important component of including partners in the decision making 
process and stimulating creativity of the partners. Therefore, this is recommended to be included in the 
project design when working with partners.
Second, in any partnership that contains capacity development, a clear growth trajectory should be kept 
in mind. This trajectory should be aimed at independence of the partners and should include an exit 
strategy, where partners can independently mobilize resources.

Third, financial procedures should be simplified to reduce the delays in funding. Current procedures 
require the audit of the partner to be completed before signing the MoU, which leads to the delaying of 
funds. Simplifying such financial procedures is complicated. One possibility could be to allow for signing 
the MoU when only 75% of the audit is finished. Moreover, if there are no possibilities of reducing the 
delay of funding, it should be considered to pre-finance certain activities at the beginning of the year. 

Fourth, in order to simplify financial procedures and build long term relations based on trust, it is advised 
to build strong relationships with few partners rather than continuously being involved in creating new 
institutions. The investment involved in capacity building is high and extending the partnership can both 
contribute to the sustainability of the partner and reduces the investment for the new partnership.

The major challenge in the capacity development of partners within the DCR project was the staff 
turnover. As stated by a respondent: “One�of�the�challenges�is�that�organizations�[local�partners]�pick�
weak�leaders,�because�they�are�at�the�bottom�of�the�food�chain.�International�organizations�get�the�best�
staff�members,�so�the�Southern�organizations�get�the�“second�grade”�NGO�workers.” Good staff often 
moves away when they get better opportunities and the project nature of the work pushes staff to look 
for new jobs towards the end of the project. Although capacity development of Ugandan NGO staff in 
general, this poses challenges on the growth of the partner as well as the implementation of the project, 
because institutional knowledge may get lost.

4.4.7 Local  ownership
Ownership was studied at two levels: the beneficiary and the partner’s level. First, ownership of the 
project by the partners can be considered to be high. Especially the joint planning meetings and the 
freedom to come up with their own activities were important in creating ownership over the project. 
It was suggested that partners should be allowed to keep their own identity more and use their own 
formats for reporting. 
Ownership among beneficiaries that participated in this research varied. Some groups were very active 
and motivated to continue the activities after the project would phase out, whereas other groups were 
passive and dependent on external support. Ownership of beneficiaries was considered to be relatively 
high when groups already existed, a material contribution was paid, groups were well consulted and 
in case a request was honored. Most importantly, no difference in ownership of the beneficiary was 
observed that can be attributed specifically to the hybrid partnership model. Partners still have to cover 
a large area and do, in this sense, not live any closer to the beneficiaries than the field staff of the DCR 
members. Moreover, beneficiaries often stated that they saw the project staff of the DCR member and 
the local partner as the same organization. Furthermore, the hybrid partnership model does not entail a 
structured way for consulting beneficiaries or including their voice. Thus, ownership of the beneficiary is 
an issue of project design and creating local ownership by involving a local organization does not mean 
the beneficiaries themselves have ownership over the project.

4.5 Conclusion and recommendations

4.5.1 Conclusion
This summary analyzed on the organizational structure, accountability mechanisms, the voice of the 
partner and the beneficiary, capacity development of the partners and local ownership within the 
hybrid partnerships in the DCR Uganda. This summary will now be concluded by reflecting on the main 
question and providing recommendations. 

What� do� experiences� with� the� hybrid� partnership� approach� in� Uganda� tell� about� the� potential� of�
this� approach� for� achieving� capacity� development� of� the� local� partner� and� local� ownership�within� a�
development�intervention?

Joint implementation has shown a lot of potential in contributing to capacity development and local 
ownership among the partner organizations. The gradual transition of giving more responsibility to 
partners has allowed the DCR to work with relatively small and inexperienced partners and supported 
them to grow into relatively autonomous institutions. The DCR staff reported that the hybrid partnering 
model has allowed for to the early detection of challenges, which enabled the DCR and DCR member’s 
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Fifth, a structured way of continuously including the voice of the beneficiaries should be included in the 
project design. For instance, beneficiaries can be asked to rate their needs during meetings. Although 
partners may know the needs of the beneficiaries, ratings can contribute to the understanding of why 
certain activities are important, which can contribute to the beneficiaries’ ownership over the project 

Sixth, the division of tasks in some cases was based on a specific added value of partners, such as a 
specific geographical location or thematic expertise. Selecting partners based on a specific added value 
can contribute to the autonomy and creativity of the partners and thereby limit the risk of dependency. 

Finally, inclusion of the board in the project can reduce the risks of challenges of internal governance. 
Rather than be provided the MoU on paper, an elaborate discussion on the terms and conditions of the 
MoU is required in order to make sure all parties involved are fully aware of the commitment they are 
making. 
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Title:    Addressing complex realities, searching for synergy: How has the Dutch Consortium 
on Rehabilitation done?

Written by:  Gemma van der Haar, Wageningen University 

Introduction
In conflict-affected settings, a number of key problems co-exist and reinforce each other: instability, 
poverty, lack of basic infrastructure and services, and problems with the capacity and legitimacy of 
governance institutions. These problems seem to hold each other hostage: where on the one hand 
the lack of effective governance limits service provision, and the lack of education and health care 
hamper livelihood recovery, enduring poverty on the other hand limits access to services as well as 
the possibilities to generate local revenue needed to strengthen services and local governance. Kick-
starting recovery and development from these conditions is an enormous challenge.

This report reflects on a particular effort to find ways out of these interconnected problems. The 
programme of the Dutch Consortium for Rehabilitation (hereafter DCR programme), involving four 
Dutch NGOs (CARE, HealthNet TPO, Save the Children and ZOA) and the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs as their main donor, sought to overcome key bottlenecks in recovery by searching for synergy 
between interventions on the ground. In different combinations, the NGOs developed interventions in 
their respective fields of expertise in a selected number of countries (sometimes but not always in the 
same localities). Three mechanisms were defined in the programme to achieve synergy between their 
efforts:
• Mutual reinforcement of interventions in the fields of basic services and livelihood recovery
• Hybrid partnering, involving both funding and capacity building of local partners 
• Community governance 

As the five year DCR programme is reaching its conclusion, the Dutch organisations in the consortium 
have chosen to evaluate their achievements in order to understand whether and how the programme 
managed to produce more synergy and whether this contributed to the overall effectiveness of the 
interventions. To this end, a team of researchers carried out field-based research in a number of 
countries in Africa where the programme was implemented (Liberia, DR Congo, South-Sudan and 
Uganda).

The current synthesis report aims to sum up the main findings across these case studies, discuss the 
implications for DCR, and comment on the wider significance for the field of post-conflict reconstruction. 
It does not claim to offer a systematic comparison of the findings from the individual reports but rather 
aims to highlight the main issues and emerging questions, to feed debate within DCR and beyond.

Evaluat ion research approach
The aim of the evaluation was to gain a better understanding of the achievements and limitations of 
the strategies aimed at creating synergy and to identify critical elements to make synergy work. To this 
end, the evaluation worked with a field-based methodology. The researchers and research assistants 
conducted several weeks of field work in each of the countries studied, where they interviewed staff 
members and beneficiaries of the projects, visiting field sites as well as offices. Most of the lead 
researchers are young professionals acquainted with the region, familiar with the literature on post-
conflict reconstruction and well-versed in qualitative methodology. The field-based and exploratory 



O
V

E
R

A
LL

 S
Y

N
T

H
E

S
IS

 - 53 -- 52 -                          

approach was suitable to the purpose of the evaluation. The interviews and focus group discussions 
allowed the researchers to map out possible connections between the different interventions that 
were not self-evident at first glance. With their dialogue partners at field level, they brought out the 
most salient potential, emerging and ‘missing’ links and could ‘test’ some of the (explicit and implicit) 
programme assumptions on these linkages.

The approach was not strictly comparative, though it was hoped to be able to compare between areas 
where the special strategies were implemented and areas where this was not the case. The set-up 
of the DCR programme was different in each of the countries (including some but not necessarily all 
of the four NGOs), the main focus of the programme differed (privileging one or two of the synergy 
strategies) and actual activities varied. Though starting from a common set up, the precise focus and 
operationalization of the overarching research question was adapted to each of the cases, in dialogue 
with the field office. Though this, as mentioned, limits comparability across the case studies, one may 
assume that it contributed to the relevance and quality of the individual studies.

Mutual reinforcement: Findings
Three of the evaluation case studies focussed on the issue of mutual reinforcement the DCR programme; 
the studies on Liberia, DR Congo and South Sudan. This section discusses some of the main issues 
brought forward in the three individual reports. Mutual reinforcement was defined as the achievement of 
a strengthening, positive effect between activities and projects in different thematic areas (‘result areas’ 
as they were called in the programme.

The evaluation started with an ambition to produce robust evidence on what works and what does not 
in terms of mutual reinforcement, but as the researchers make clear, their conclusions at this stage are 
necessarily very tentative. Their findings are indicative rather than conclusive on certain mechanisms of 
reinforcement and on the critical factors influencing whether successful reinforcement occurs. Further, 
more focussed, research would be necessary to confirm and elaborate these findings.

Mechanisms of reinforcement
All researchers identified some reinforcement mechanisms, though effects were rather weak and still 
emergent.

Some (modest) reinforcement effects were found between� different� types� of� interventions, more 
concretely between interventions targeting livelihoods�improvement�and�access�to�basic�services. In the 
study in DR Congo, evidence was found that a rise in income allows people to increase their access to 
primary education and, to a lesser degree, health care. Both an increase in agricultural production and 
participation in VSLAs seem to have contributed to that effect. The reverse effect could not be established, 
possibly because the effects of service provision on livelihoods would take much longer to become 
visible. The main relevance of this finding is that it supports the key importance of livelihood effects of 
interventions for reaching other objectives, an interesting finding that deserves further exploration. The 
researcher adds two important observations to her findings. The first is that the reinforcement effect may 
have been influenced by the choice to focus the livelihood activities on the most vulnerable; the effects of 
livelihood interventions might be different, possibly stronger, for other groups. Second, though livelihood 
interventions translated into better access to education for the poorer households, it did not mean that 
people were fully able to cover school fees, though they could now cover these for part of the year. This 
suggests that a sustainable improvement of education, reliant on school fees, was not (yet) achieved.

Reinforcement effects were also found at the level of capacities� of� beneficiaries, especially for 
beneficiaries participating in several of the interventions on offer. The Liberia study found a mutual 
reinforcement of participants’ knowledge and skills but also motivation across interventions. Basic 
computational and literacy skills offered in one intervention allowed participants to make better use of 
other opportunities and contributed to a stronger overall effectiveness of several interventions. This effect 
was detected for specific interventions, in particular Village Savings and Loans Associations (VSLAs) 
and Functional Adult Literacy (FAL) trainings, and could not be generalised across all interventions. The 
researcher suggests that targeting the same people was key to creating reinforcement. If this finding 
can be substantiated for other cases, it provides a powerful suggestion for programming.

The researchers also identified some reinforcement effects at community� level. Many interventions 
have a component of community governance and create or seek to strengthen village development 
committees (or their equivalents) and/or project committees. They may also include a focus on 
participation or accountable leadership. As noted in the South Sudan study, interventions on community 
governance and inclusive decision-making can have cross-over effects beyond individual projects, 
adding up to communities feeling more represented and experiencing more ownership and shared 
responsibility. The opportunities for reinforcement strategies at this level merit further exploration. The 
results on the community level are mixed, however. The researchers report instances of increased 
effectiveness of VDCs and an overall increase in community cohesion, but also mention problems of 
distrust, high pressures on a limited number of local actors involved in many of the projects and even 
competition between project management committees and the VDC (in the case of Liberia).

The reinforcement effects found in the studies are modest and specific: the researchers have identified 
effects connected to specific activities for specific target groups which cannot be generalised to entire 
sectors. The specificities of the projects (target groups, nature of activities, timing, etc) seem to matter 
for eventual reinforcement outcomes.

The researchers related the achievement of reinforcement to the success of the individual, underlying 
interventions. The three research studies confirm that when individual interventions are unsuccessful, 
no positive reinforcement is to be expected, but the reverse is not the case: successful interventions 
do not necessarily reinforce other activities. Negative reinforcement might also be found when an 
intervention fails or becomes controversial, and effects the organisation’s reputation, demotivates 
beneficiaries or creates conflict.

The researchers agree that context�factors impinge strongly on the success of individual interventions 
and on the reinforcement mechanisms that may occur between them. Crisis situations (such as the 
Ebola crisis in Liberia and the eruption of violence in South Sudan), seasonal effects and structural 
limitations (such as limited market access) influence or even annul potentially positive outcomes. Any 
interaction effects found need to be considered in the context of such, possibly critical, factors beyond 
the control of the organisations.

Organisational aspects
The original set-up of the DCR programme focusses on complementarity in interventions. The central 
idea was to have all four organisations with their respective specialised expertise working in one 
geographical area, to develop interventions that would complement, add to and reinforce each other. In 
practice, however, this format was not always implemented. Sometimes not all four organisations were 
present; in the case studies in Liberia, for example, two or three partners were active in the same area, 
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and in the case studied in South Sudan only one remaining partner implemented a range of projects 
(though the other partners remained active in other areas). Though targeting the same geographical 
area (generally the same villages), the activities did not necessarily involve the same target groups or 
beneficiaries.

One of the questions for the evaluation was whether cases with all four partners present produced 
better outcomes in terms of reinforcement. This could not be confirmed in a straightforward manner; 
much seems to have depended not on the presence of a NGO per se but on the type of interventions 
undertaken and how these interacted with each other. The researchers did find that the presence of more 
partners and more interventions seemed to raise the motivation in target communities. Communities 
preferred the full package: In DR Congo for example the researcher found jealousy and dissatisfaction 
when the expectation that all DCR organisations would participate was not met.

Reinforcement was generally treated in the programmes as a secondary objective, an added value on 
top of the primary objectives of an intervention. As was perhaps to be expected, organisations were 
focussed primarily on their own, direct project objectives and outcomes. Joint planning or coordination 
of activities seems to have been limited and there was no monitoring on reinforcement outcomes.

Strategy aspects
All researchers note problems at the level of strategic thinking about mutual reinforcement in the 
DCR programme. Though achieving mutual reinforcement was an important ambition, ideas about 
how reinforcement was to be achieved remained intuitive and implicit. Reinforcement was not well 
defined and reinforcement was not well anchored in the design of the programme nor in the individual 
interventions. In sum, the ways in which the programme aimed to achieve synergy between the different 
elements in the programme remained under-theorised and underdeveloped in programmatic terms.

Reinforcement does not happen simply as a side-effect of interventions developed in the same place. 
It needs to be designed for, and developed strategically all the way down the programmatic chain. All 
researchers indicated that much more could be achieved by approaching the issue in a more strategic 
way. Given the importance of this issue, it would be worthwhile to explore it further in a broader sample 
of projects than this evaluation could include.

Hybrid par tnering: Findings
One of the studies conducted, on Uganda, has hybrid partnering as the main focus. Hybrid partnering 
is another strategic component of the DCR approach, next to mutual reinforcement discussed above. 
The hybrid partnering approach seeks to overcome capacity problems with civil society organisations in 
fragile settings by combining funding of local partner’s projects with joint implementation and capacity 
building. A hybrid partnering strategy might be a way to tackle some of the key obstacles in recovery 
work: the lack of civil society partners with the capacity to meet donor requirements on reporting and 
financial management, and the need to close the gap between externally driven reconstruction efforts 
and bottom-up processes. Hybrid partnering as it was understood within the DCR held promises on 
both these aspects. On the one hand, it would be a strategy to foster the development of stronger and 
more autonomous CSOs. On the other hand, greater local ownership over recovery processes would 
be achieved.
 
 

The Uganda study found that the hybrid partnership strategy did meet some of the main expectations. 
Though there were bureaucratic complications and there was an in-built inequality in the partnership, 
the objectives regarding strengthening of the CSOs and local ownership were largely met. The close 
monitoring involved in the hybrid partnership model contributed to avoiding some of the common 
problems around non-compliance or the over-reliance on the CSO founder.

Local ownership of the final beneficiaries of projects remained limited however. They experienced a 
similar distance to the CSOs as to the Dutch NGOs and reported the same difficulties to get their 
voice heard. The hybrid partnering model as such seemed to have no specific effects on beneficiary 
ownership. Where local ownership of beneficiaries was achieved, this was related to issues of project 
design.

Implicat ions for DCR
Though there are a number of positive results to report, it is clear from this evaluation that the DCR has 
not fully lived up to its ambitions to be more than ‘the sum of its parts’. This is most evident with regard 
to the objective of mutual reinforcement. The studies make very clear that if more is to be achieved in 
this respect, the issue needs to be approached more strategically. As one of the researchers put it: 
“Reinforcement cannot be expected to happen without paying specific attention to it in programming”. 
More concretely, this would imply the following:

-  Making core assumptions on reinforcement mechanisms explicit and put them up for debate and 
‘testing’ in practice.

- Develop a more precise Theory of Change on aspects of the interaction between interventions
-  Think through programmatic choices, incorporating reinforcement instruments in the design, from the 

very basic decisions about presence of organisations up to the level of day-to-day implementation 
decisions.

A theory of change is an opportunity to think through the assumed causal links between different 
elements of an organisation’s, or in this case, a consortium’s, strategic approach. It is an abstract model 
that can help theorize connections that are intuitively understood as critical but not demonstrated or 
fully grasped. On the basis of observations and reference to theory, the intuitive knowledge can be 
substantiated and the mechanisms at work can be unravelled. The four evaluation studies provide quite 
some ammunition to start working on that.

The evaluation also shows that organisational realities cross-cut strategic design. The basic ingredients 
of the mutual reinforcement approach seemed subject to compromise due to other requirements and 
organisational identities. Though this is a fact of life, it can potentially be addressed by taking joint 
planning, coordination and monitoring more seriously.

The main concern around hybrid partnership relates to the difficulties to organise effective local 
ownership for beneficiaries. One of the questions this raises is whether this can be addressed by 
improving the current partnership approach or whether additional instruments are necessary, as the 
study seems to suggest.

The DCR outlined three strategies to achieve synergy which have received varying degrees of attention 
in the evaluation. A remaining challenge for the DCR is to reflect on how the three strategies connect 
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or are meant to connect. The report on hybrid partnering worked with very different concepts and 
concerns than the three on mutual reinforcement making it difficult to discuss them in relation to each 
other.

Finally, the DCR experience has generated some insights on community governance aspects. But this 
aspect remains under-theorised. Given the growing salience of the topic, a more systematic review of 
(intended and unintended) impacts on community governance dynamics in DCRs work, would seem in 
place, building on some of the emerging literature on this topic.

Broader implicat ions: Ref lect ions on the DCR 
experience
The issues that the DCR aimed to address in the DCR project are central concerns throughout the 
humanitarian and reconstruction field. Fragile states present us with ‘wicked problems’ for which no 
ready-made answers are available and solutions are always tentative (e.g. Milante, forthcoming). The 
ways in which the DCR tried to address these problems, their achievements but also their limitations in 
doing so, are therefore instructive for a wider audience.

-  With the emphasis on mutual reinforcement, the DCR raised the bar for ‘coordination’, stating ambitions 
at a higher level than is commonly done. Though the results are modest, there is also a noted potential 
if the strategy is better developed. The studies have pointed to key elements (around livelihoods 
improvement and around the effect of multiple interventions addressing the same beneficiaries) that 
might be recognised or picked up on by other organisations. One useful way to think about mutual 
reinforcement is to identify how one intervention can solve a critical bottleneck in another intervention.

-  Closing the gap between local beneficiaries and externally funded recovery efforts is a much noted 
but not easily overcome challenge. The DCR experience has confirmed that working with local 
organisations does not necessarily solve that problem, implying that the challenge is still out.

-  Broad ambitions lacking theoretical underpinning and strategic elaboration are common in reconstruction 
policy. This leads, as we could also learn from the studies in this evaluation, to inconsistencies and 
missed opportunities. Working with theories of change offers possibilities to improve strategic thinking. 
Not when the job is considered done once a highly abstracted scheme of arrows and (black) boxes has 
been produced, but by identifying and exploring some of the key linkages, as work in progress fed by 
reflection and observation.
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