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Abstract

South Sudan is one the largest recipients of official development assistance. Given the complexity of the
operational environment, there is a need to learn from the lessons gained to-date. This article seeks to enable
better-informed decision making based on a synthesis from humanitarian and development evaluation reports,
which offer insight for engagement in other fragile and conflict-affected states. Experimental methods were
utilised to identify evaluation reports. The synthesis finds that projects would be better designed if they allocated
time and resources to obtain additional information, integrated systems thinking to account for the broader
context, and engaged with the gendered nature of activities and impacts. Implementation can be strengthened if
seasonality is taken into account, if modalities are more flexible, and if a greater degree of communication and
collaboration between partners develops. Sustainability and long-term impact require that there is a higher
degree of alignment with the government, longer-term commitments in programming, a recognition of trade-offs,
and a clear vision and strategy for transitioning capacities and responsibilities to national actors. While actors in
South Sudan have been slow to act on lessons learned to-date, the lessons drawn from evaluation reports in South
Sudan offer direction for new ways forward, many of which have been concurrently learned by a diverse set of

donors and organisations.
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Introduction

After decades of conflict, an agreement in 2005 set in
motion the processes that would lead South Sudan to
become an independent nation-state in 2011. After an
initial period of optimism, conflict re-emerged; first over
control of oil resources in 2012, and then in the form of a
civil war, starting in 2013. The conflict has caused the
displacement of millions of people internally and
internationally as refugees. Compounded by the lack of
basic infrastructure and services, limited capacity, and
minimal governmental presence outside of Juba, South
Sudanese experienced widespread food insecurity, lead-
ing to emergency and famine conditions. The inter-
national community responded to the crises with
humanitarian assistance. South Sudan has become one
of the world’s largest humanitarian emergencies. Over
the duration of the conflict, optimism and support of the
international community shifted, to the extent that many

donors were/are no longer willing to support the
government. As violence escalated, the government
and specific individuals were sanctioned. The Govern-
ment of South Sudan (GoSS) responded with restrictions
on non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and levying
of unreasonable fees for NGO personnel visas. After
multiple attempts of peace negotiations, forms of power-
sharing agreements have been attempted, yet these
remain fragile and contested.

One of the challenges for donors and organisations
seeking to work in such a complex operational environ-
ment is the lack of available evidence to support decision
making alongside the lack of experiential lessons for
learning from practice. On the former, basic data is
absent in nearly all sectors; 45 indicators in UNDP’s
Human Development Index were missing as of 2018. On
the latter, as far as we are aware, no documents have
brought together lessons from multiple donors and
NGOs, and thus learning has remained donor-specific
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or project-based. A further challenge, as evidenced in the
evaluations analysed in this study, is that actors have yet
to act upon lessons they have learned, suggesting that
other barriers need to be overcome in implementation.
As of 2018, there were 194 organisations registered with
the United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) in South Sudan (69
national, 36%; 125 international, 64%). Of the activity
that has taken place in the pre- and post-independence
periods, there is a wealth of lessons that have been
learned about how to work effectively and appropriately
in this complex operational environment. However, no
available publications have reviewed or synthesised
evaluation reports to enable learning to transcend
individuals, organisations and donors. While recognis-
ing that evaluations are not always well done (Raifman
et al., 2018), nor always made public, this article seeks to
address existing knowledge gaps by identifying all
publicly available evaluation reports, analysing the
landscape of evaluation in South Sudan, and
synthesising the lessons learned. In so doing, this
article attempts to synthesise evidence and lessons
from evaluation reports, as a means to support better-
informed decision making and to facilitate learning
across donors and organisations. In addition to
applicability in South Sudan, the lessons may be useful
for engagement in other fragile and conflict-affected
contexts.

Unlike academic repositories, there are few compre-
hensive databases for ‘grey’ literature, including evalu-
ation reports. The available resources regarding
evaluations in South Sudan suggest that only a few
evaluations are publicly available. For example, one
evaluation database (discussed in more detail below),
which is updated to 2015, identifies only three evalua-
tions related to South Sudan. In 2016, the Norwegian
Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad) com-
piled an ‘Evaluation Portrait’, outlining 24 evaluations
(covering 2010 to 2015), which appears to be the most
extensive collection of evaluations conducted in South
Sudan (Sorbo et al., 2016). Given the wide range of
humanitarian and development activity in the country,
at the outset of this study it was assumed that many more
evaluations have been published, but innovative methods
would be required to identify them. Due to the challenges
of identifying and tracking evaluation reports, this article
presents methodological reflection and learning
regarding how systematic reviews and syntheses of this
nature can be conducted. The article begins with a
detailed outline of the methods, specifying which
approaches worked more effectively than others. The
results section is presented in two parts, the first is a
landscape analysis of the trends of evaluation reports in
South Sudan, while the second presents a synthesis of

lessons learned categorised by thematic areas. A
discussion presents some reflections on both the
methods and the findings, in light of enhancing the
usefulness and impact of evaluation reports.

Methods

This assessment of evaluation trends and synthesis of
learning from South Sudan focuses upon evaluation
reports (often referred to as ‘grey literature’). This differs
from studies that focus exclusively on peer-reviewed
academic literature, as is done in many systematic
reviews. The period of study is primarily that following
independence, from 2011 to 2018. However, evaluation
reports from the transition period (2005-11) were
included for two reasons; firstly, some projects began
in the transition period and ended after 2011, when an
evaluation was conducted, and secondly, that projects
done in what was then Southern Sudan (and can be
identified as such) offer valuable insight into a range of
relevant fields, from agricultural interventions to donor
granting lessons. Although the 2005-11 period was
included within the inclusion criteria, a limited number
of reports were identified (11 evaluations of a total of 98;
see Appendix for complete listing) and few contributed
specific insight for this synthesis (three evaluations). This
assessment focuses upon the transition and indepen-
dence period because previous to that, projects were
approved in Khartoum and often had coverage that
extended beyond what is today South Sudan (particularly
projects operating at scale). Geographic divisions of the
past do not necessarily align with those of today, which is
compounded by the fact that evaluations often do not
distinguish between what is now South Sudan and Sudan
in their reporting. The use of this inclusion criteria
ensures that the evaluations assessed are relevant to the
study area.

Focusing upon evaluation reports presents some
limitations. One might suggest that this presents an
‘inverse publication bias’. We recognise this, however,
given the amount of material combined with the lack of
engagement with it in the academic literature, we have
opted to focus upon these reports. Future studies might
conduct reviews of academic works, about which a
comparative assessment to these findings could be
offered. There are two key limitations when aiming to
use evaluations: (1) a lack of peer review or quality
control, and (2) a lack of platforms or databases that
identify evaluations, as is available for academic litera-
ture (such as the Web of Science or Google Scholar). For
the first, researchers could conduct their own quality
assessment of evaluations and exclude reports. This was
not done because many reports do not provide sufficient
detail of methodologies to standardise the assessment of
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evaluations. One reason for this is that such details are
sometimes listed in Terms of Reference or within
Appendices that are not included in the report or have
not been made public. A further barrier is that not all
evaluations are made public, often because transparency
opens donors and implementing organisations to criti-
cisms. While more donors have enacted policies to make
all evaluations public, this is less common for imple-
menting organisations. As a result, we were only able to
critically analyse the reports identified. The expert-
driven process of synthesis allowed for those reports
with more rigorous methodologies to be emphasised
over those with questionable methodologies and/or that
did not collect primary data. Regarding the second
limitation, this presents a methodological challenge for
research using evaluation reports. The following section
outlines the experimental methods utilised in this article,
particularly in identifying evaluation reports, which
highlights the difficulties of obtaining reports in a
systematic fashion. The approaches attempted to amass
as large a set of evaluation reports as possible in order to
assess trends and synthesise findings. It is noteworthy
that South Sudan presents some unique methodological
challenges. One reason for this is that it is a nation that
has relatively recently become independent, meaning
that the identification of material was not as straightfor-
ward as it may be for other fragile and conflict-affected
states. Synthesis efforts conducted for other contexts may
not need to adopt all of the methods described below in
seeking to identify relevant evaluations.

Finding Evaluations

The first point of departure in seeking to obtain
evaluation reports was a joint project between the
Centres for Learning on Evaluation and Results
(CLEAR) and the Centre for Research on Evaluation,
Science and Technology (CREST), respectively based at
Witwatersrand University and Stellenbosch University,
both in South Africa. The project aimed to develop a
database of articles and reports on evaluation from
Anglophone Africa." While the database did collect over
9,000 academic articles and 2,600 evaluation reports,
South Sudan does not feature strongly in the database.
The three reports it contains on South Sudan focus on
refugee assistance programmes outside of the country. At
the time of querying the database (February 2018), it was
updated to 2015. The low number of results for
evaluation reports was surprising, because the database
included evaluation reports from 3ie, ALNAP,
DANIDA, DFID, government websites, IFAD,
MEASURE, Norad, OECD, SIDA, UNAIDS, UNEG,
UNICEF, USAID and the World Bank. The academic
literature identified in the database was also limited for
South Sudan, finding only 14 articles, however of these

only four focused on South Sudan primarily, while the
majority made minor or comparative reference to the
country.

The next set of methodological activities included
those that aimed to identify organisations that operate in
South Sudan. UN OCHA reports on operational pres-
ence of NGOs and international agencies were analysed,
and a list of all organisations operating in the country
was compiled. A total of 194 organisations were ident-
ified as being registered with UN OCHA between
January 2014 and February 2018. Organisations were
categorised as being national or international, as per the
UN OCHA categorisation (69 national, 36%; 125
international, 64%). Next, an attempt was made to
contact all of the identified organisations in order to
request the sharing of evaluation reports. Of the 194
organisations, a total of 166 (86%) were contacted
regarding their organisation’s evaluation work and
availability of reports (only those organisations for which
contact information could not be identified were not
included). There was a 23% response rate to these
inquiries (38 of 166), however only four of these
organisations were able to provide evaluation reports
(the majority that did reply had not conducted evalua-
tions of their activities or had not made the reports
public). Given the time-intensive nature of this compo-
nent of the process, and the limited results it offered,
identifying and contacting individual organisations
would not be undertaken in future efforts of this nature.
Attempting to contact all organisations operational in
South Sudan was a fruitful experience, as it highlighted
how few organisations are conducting evaluations and
that the evaluations which are done are often not
available to the public. This result highlighted how a
synthesis of existing evaluations may support these
organisations to make better-informed decisions.

Thereafter, the following steps of identifying evalu-
ation reports from South Sudan were undertaken, which
were more informal in nature. Requests for evaluation
reports were sent to two mailing lists of development
practitioners (Pelican, which is UK-based, and the
Canadian Association of International Development
Professionals). This process resulted in the sharing of
15 reports, some of which had been previously identified.
ReliefWeb, DFID, and USAID’s Development Experi-
ence Clearinghouse websites were also explored, as well
as the websites of other major donors and international
NGOs, in order to acquire evaluation reports specific to
South Sudan (e.g. FAO, UNICEF, WFP). An ‘Evaluation
Portrait’ published by Norad (Sorbo et al, 2016)
emerged during this process, which highlighted 17
previously unidentified reports. After attempting these
processes, a degree of ‘saturation’ emerged, as no new
reports were being identified that had not already been
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identified via the search processes outlined above. In
total, 98 reports were identified that focused on activities
within South Sudan that were efforts to evaluate
humanitarian or development activity (some reports
used ‘evaluation’ as synonymous with a situation
assessment, which were utilised for contextualisation
but not included as an ‘evaluation report’). Due to the
limited number of external evaluations that have taken
place in South Sudan, internal evaluations were included
(e.g. a comprehensive final report with evaluation
components) as well as documents that specifically
outline lessons learned, as that is information
specifically sought in this study. While a collection of
98 evaluations is a relatively limited set of reports given
the scale of donor and NGO activity, in the context of
South Sudan it is a substantial set of material, particularly
since other databases, such as the CREST and CLEAR-
AA database, had identified very few.

Drawing out Lessons

In order to assess the landscape of evaluation in South
Sudan, each report was reviewed and categorised by year,
implementing organisation, donor, sector (following the
UN OCHA sector/cluster categorisation), and report
type. The categorisation allowed for a basic landscape
assessment by year and sector. For the synthesis of
lessons learned, the reports were assessed qualitatively by
sector. Content was coded as lessons learned, challenges,
insights and positive practices. While NVivo (as do other
content-coding software) allows for more systematic
approaches (e.g. quantifying usage frequency of specific
terms to indicate level of importance, or lack thereof; e.g.
Cochrane et al., 2017), this approach was not taken for
this synthesis. The framing of this work was intentionally
as a synthesis, not as a systematic review, and as a result
relies upon a degree of expert analysis and ‘saturation’
with regard to critical assessment of the set of data
(although, we are somewhat critical of the idea of
‘saturation’; see Cochrane, 2017), we could alternatively
suggest that critical engagement of ideas in evaluation
reports emphasised importance in synthesising the data
to arrive at the findings presented). This was determined
to be a more appropriate approach because unique
insight, for example, is important not because of its
frequency but because of its rarity and uniqueness, and
therefore requires an approach different to that which is
typically taken in systematic reviews. The reliance upon
expert judgement introduces subjectivity, however this
subjectivity was engaged with intentionally. As
systematic reviews have their limitations, so too does
the subjectivity of expert judgement. Nonetheless, a
synthesis approach that relied upon content coding and
expert judgement lends itself toward the objectives of this
article, more so than the alternatives. Readers should

engage with the lessons and recommendations with this
limitation in mind; lessons learned from complex
operational environments will, at best, act as a means
to make better-informed decisions. They will not
transform a complex situation into a complicated
technical one. As a result of this process, and due to
the diversity, and sometimes project-specific nature, of
evaluations and their content, not all of the lessons were
included. For the sake of readability, not all of the reports
that mentioned a particular lesson, challenge, insight or
positive practice were cited (lest the text become difficult
to follow with lines of references reported in-text).
However, a complete bibliography of all reports (with
links to each report) is included as an Appendix.

Results

Landscape of Evaluation

It appears that few evaluation reports are available for the
pre-independence (2005-10) transition period, however
this may not be representative as activities occurring in
southern Sudan at that time would have reported as
Sudan, without necessarily specifying South Sudan or
being categorised as such. As the focus of this study is on
synthesising lessons learned for the current operational
environment, an effort was not made to identify all
evaluation reports on Sudan and include those that
implemented activities in what is now South Sudan.
Thus, by design as well as by international donor funding
trends, the majority of the evaluation reports are from
the post-independence period (2011-17). The significant
rise of evaluations in 2015 appears to align with the end
of a project cycle that began shortly after independence,
and the decline of evaluations in 2013 and 2014 being
related to the violence and uncertainty that occurred
during these years (see Figure 1).

To give some context to the publication trends of
evaluation reports, South Sudan received US$1.7 billion
in official development assistance from OECD countries
in 2015, and US$1.6 billion in 2016 (OECD, 2018).
Taking a more in-depth view of 2016, the largest amount
of funding went into humanitarian aid (approximately
US$950 million), followed by social infrastructure
(approximately US$400 million), while relatively
limited amounts of funding went into aspects of
production, such as agriculture or livestock (OECD,
2018). According to the Global Humanitarian Assistance
Report of 2016, South Sudan was the second largest
recipient of humanitarian funding globally (GHA, 2016).
The OECD figures do not include non-OECD donors,
which are significant contributors to humanitarian
funding (GHA, 2016), but nonetheless highlight the
scale of official development assistance in South Sudan.
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Figure 2: Evaluations by sector
Since independence in 2011, official development development-oriented activities than upon the humani-
assistance has been steadily increasing (Norad, 2016). tarian ones. This study did not undertake a geographic
The sectors for which evaluations have taken place  assessment of projects and/or evaluations. This would be
appear to differ significantly from the funding flows. This ~ a fruitful endeavour for future research, which would
requires some context, as the OECD classifications of  highlight some of the challenges of operating within a
funding do not necessarily align with the UN OCHA  politically contested operational environment, wherein
sectors utilised in this study. For example, the UN  oneactor in the conflict has the ability to direct or restrict
OCHA sectors/clusters of ‘health” and ‘nutrition’ might  activity.
be funded under humanitarian assistance, along with In order to contextualise these results, consider some
‘coordination’, ‘disaster management’, ‘post emergency  comparative results from the evaluation repositories
recovery and ‘protection’. If these sectors are combined,  made available by the CREST and CLEAR-AA African
53 (54%) of the evaluation reports might be considered  Evaluation database. While South Sudan has three
within the humanitarian funding stream (as a rough  evaluation reports available, neighbouring countries
estimate). It thus appears that publicly available evalu-  have many more (figures adjusted to represent those
ation reports to-date have focused more on  between 2011 and present, a similar time period as South 25
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Sudan): Ethiopia (375), Kenya (404), Uganda (321). The
USAID Development Experience Clearinghouse and the
reports made available by ReliefWeb show similar
disparities.” Several factors contribute to this: South
Sudan is a relatively new nation, it has a relatively small
population (12 million) in comparison to Ethiopia (100
million), Kenya (48 million) and Uganda (41 million),
and since independence it has been plagued with
instability, uncertainty and economic failure. Thus, the
relatively low number of evaluation reports available for
South Sudan is as expected. Moreover, the number of
evaluation reports identified by this study are higher
than anticipated in comparison to the existing
compilations (e.g. report by Norad and the CREST and
CLEAR-AA database). One reason that one might expect
to see a rise of evaluation work over time within South
Sudan is because of a recognition by donors in the 2000s
that thousands of interventions had taken place but there
was a dearth of evidence about what impacts had resulted
(Bennett et al., 2010; Norad, 2016). These donors have
continued to operate in the newly independent Republic
of South Sudan, many of which have published
evaluation reports identified by this study.

Synthesis of Lessons Learned

The following synthesis of lessons learned is presented
based on themes, as they emerged from the evaluation
reports included in this study. The objective of this
section is to synthesise learning, not to delve into debates
about which sector or project ought, or ought not, be
prioritised. Instead, the objective is to better inform
decision makers regarding their funding, planning,
implementation and learning processes. In seeking to
synthesise and share the lessons learned, the following
presentation aims for readability and clarity, and there-
fore references are only provided when needed (meaning
not every report that mentions a particular lesson is
referenced in the Bibliography). This is not meant to
emphasise one report or organisation over another,
rather it is to enhance the readability of the synthesis
and enable learning, while the full list of all reports is
available as an Appendix.

Information. All projects operating in South Sudan
over the last decade have worked in difficult circum-
stances. The conflict, combined with limited capacity
and infrastructure, have prevented the collection of
rigorous data. This is compounded by the fact that much
programming was emergency/humanitarian oriented,
which does not have the same expectations of needs
assessments before funding and implementation as
development programming does. For many projects,
the required data to support appropriate proposal
development, planning and implementation are not
available (AET, 2014; Johnson et al., 2013). Efforts to

fill these information gaps during the project cycle often
fall short (UNICEF, 2015; UNIDO, 2014; World Bank,
2011). Some projects have performed unsatisfactorily, or
had questionable relevance, due to insufficient
information and/or incorrect assumptions (Bennett
et al., 2010; USAID, 2015; IOM, 2016; Norad, 2016).
This is not an organisation-specific challenge. As 0of 2018,
UNDP’s Human Development Index was missing data
for 45 indicators. Basic data is lacking in all sectors.

Needs assessments should become more routine to
inform projects at the outset and to create feedback
mechanisms for adjusting to changing contexts during
implementation (ACF, 2011; EC, 2017; GoC, 2017).
Ensuring that activities are appropriately conceptualised
and implemented may require a greater investment into
data collection and research, a step in the project cycle
that will require flexibility from donors and new skills by
implementing organisations (USAID, 2016). For all
involved, this also includes recognising the complexity
of working in South Sudan and investing time and
resources into better understanding the cultural, political
and economic arenas that influence activities, outcomes
and impacts (Caldwell and Oliver-Burgess, 2014;
Morrison-Métois, 2017). A Norad report notes that
‘context analysis, rather than the availability of advisors
and/or bilateral interests, should dictate the choice of
sector priorities’ (Norad, 2009: 60-1), while an OECD
report notes that ‘simple contexts do not exist among
fragile states, only situations simplified by donor
countries’ (Morrison-Métois, 2017: 20). The All-Party
Parliamentary Group for Sudan and South Sudan
similarly states that ‘conflict analysis must not be a tick
box exercise but a real and ongoing endeavour that has
the power to shift priorities and change programme
direction’ (APPGSS, 2015: 37).

Systems thinking. Not all projects can engage entire
systems (e.g. agricultural, legal, health), but systems
thinking is required so that activities are understood as
occurring within multi-scale, complex systems. Identify-
ing the ‘weak link’ in the system may allow for proactive
programming to address potential barriers to impact and
sustainability (USAID, 2012a). Taking a broader systems
perspective may result in pragmatic programme
adjustments, as basic infrastructure are lacking
throughout the majority of the country. Systems
thinking helps to identify barriers and potential
enablers, reducing ‘blind spots’ in design and
implementation. For example, a systems thinking
approach can identify how activities might contribute
to conflict, and thereby adjust accordingly or introduce
mechanisms to reduce this potential outcome. Another
example is that systems thinking may identify important
interconnectivity, such as the how, in some (semi-)
pastoralist areas, income generation projects are linked
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to livestock, as the latter is how wealth is protected and
assets accumulated. Protecting the gains of income
generation, therefore, may need to consider linkages to
other programming on livestock management and
vaccination, lest the newfound economic gains be lost
due to animal disease. Developing theories of change that
outline the linkages and pathways of change can help
organisations better grapple with integrating systems
thinking into their practice, and in so doing improve the
quality of their activities (Jeene et al., 2013; Johnson et al.,
2013; Mansilla and Turnbull, 2016; SSRFE, 2012;
UNICEF, 2013). More donors should make systems
approaches and theories of change a common practice
for their implementing organisations. This will
strengthen  proposal  design, metric selection,
implementation and learning.

Gender. The lack of available data contributes to an
overall paucity of activity that address the gendered
nature of many of the development activities undertaken.
Many projects have not committed the required
resources to understanding, let alone addressing, the
gendered roles, constraints, opportunities and impacts of
the activities they implement (Jeene et al., 2013; USAID,
2011; UNICEF, 2013). While there are a number of
projects that focus explicitly on women and girls
(Nonviolent Peaceforce, 2017; UN Women, 2012),
such a focus ought to engage with the broader socio-
cultural environment that shapes ideas of masculinity,
power and decision making (UNICEF, 2016; USAID,
2012b), which includes boys and men, as well as
community and traditional leaders (Nonviolent
Peaceforce, 2017; UN Women, 2012). Many of the
projects that did focus on women and girls were stand-
alone projects that commonly have been implemented in
parallel to other interventions, detached from the
broader set of activities (Norad, 2016; UNICEF, 2015).
What can be drawn from the literature, therefore, is not a
specific lesson, challenge, insight or practice per se, but
what has been routinely absent. As a means to address
these limitations, a number of reports note that greater
integration is required so that the gendered nature of all
activities are better understood and engaged with (e.g.
Jeene et al., 2013; USAID, 2011; UNICEF, 2013). Such
integration would enable projects to better consider the
gendered impacts of activities. For example, agricultural
improvements may result in improved indicators of
yield, but may also introduce new, labour-intensive
burdens on women (Cochrane Consulting, 2018). The
status quo has been programming that is gender blind or
minimally gender aware, whereas gender transformative
programming requires that these absences be more
proactively considered from design to exit planning.

Seasonality. Nutrition, livelihoods, access and conflict
are seasonal in South Sudan (ACF, 2011; Bennett et al.,

2010; FAO, 2016; OCHA, 2015). Donors and NGOs
need to take the role of seasonality as a first point of
annual planning, not their own fiscal or calendar years,
lest major opportunities be missed. For example,
livelihood projects not aligned with the agricultural
season, and without lead time for procurement, may
result in a ‘lost’ year as the critical entry point in the
agricultural cycle is missed. Donors and NGOs must
acknowledge ‘the primacy of the seasons in annual
planning’ (IAHE, 2015: 9).

Flexibility. The complexity and uncertainties of the
operational environment in South Sudan necessitates
adaptiveness in programming and an ability to adjust in
a swift manner. Donors and implementing organisations
need to plan for unexpected changes and need to have
partnership agreements whereby the modality of work-
ing can be responsive in a timely manner (Morrison-
Meétois, 2017; SSRF, 2012; UNHCR, 2013; USAID,
2012¢; see also Coghlan, 2017). This could take the
form of ‘crisis modifiers” within project implementation
plans as one means to ensure rounds of further approvals
are not required when rapid shifts take place. This could
be supported by new directions of nexus programming
(although practical tools for reconceptualising and
redesigning programming based upon this idea are
limited). Donors that have separate lines of funding for
humanitarian and development activity may consider
the Australian Aid ‘early recovery’ or the Canadian
‘whole-of-government’”  or  ‘whole-of-department’
approaches as potential ways of working, or using the
‘resilience’ framework to enable programmatic flexibility
across humanitarian and development funding lines
(FAO, 2016; GoC, 2017; IAHE, 2015; Jeene et al., 2013;
Morrison-Métois, 2017; OCHA, 2015). To-date, this
flexibility has been widely recognised as being required,
but insufficiently acted upon. The Norwegian Agency for
Development Cooperation concluded that the ‘donor
community mostly failed to adapt their development
interventions to the volatile and fragile South Sudanese
context’ (Norad, 2016: 3). Flexibility, however, ought not
become the modus operandi of all activities, but rather
occur within a set of broader objectives and act as a
means to strengthen the pathways to the sought after
change (i.e. a greater acknowledgment of the needs for
responsive processes, while not becoming overly reactive
and losing programmatic cohesion; Yang and Logo,
2015).

Communication. Some members of the GoSS have
experience working with international organisations,
however many are new to engaging with these relation-
ships. One of the reasons for unsatisfactory processes
and outcomes is misunderstandings between govern-
ment staff and personnel of international partners
(UNDP, 2013; World Bank, 2011). Ensuring that the
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roles, responsibilities and expectations are clear and that
requirements are understood requires an investment of
time and resources for building relationships, common
ground and mutual understanding. Donors and large
organisations that have specific processes and
requirements may need to work with a greater degree
of flexibility, as the institutions and capacity within the
country may pose barriers for meeting typical
conditions, and thus delay implementation (GoC, 2017).

Collaboration. In the absence of strong governmental
systems, myriad parallel systems are being supported
and developed by NGOs. Organisations should ‘seek out
opportunities to collaborate with complementary activi-
ties of other stakeholders where the potential benefits of
collaboration outweigh the costs’ (USAID, 2012a: 40). In
practice, collaboration has been insufficient and often
limited to information sharing (Bennett et al., 2010;
IOM, 2016; Norad, 2016; UNDP, 2013), sometimes
creating duplication (see Coghlan, 2017). Experience at
the donor level has not been promising (Bennett et al.,
2010; DFID, 2010; Norad, 2009), and thus collaboration
based on sector or geographic area may be more fruitful
entry points for time investment (IAHE, 2015). Rather
than developing a detailed common strategy, and risk
lengthy disagreement and negotiation, collaboration
might take the form of activity linking and
coordination at sub-national levels or across sectors
(Baker et al., 2017; Norad, 2009; UNESCO, 2016). UN
OCHA clusters/task forces/working groups are examples
that are widely recommended in the evaluation reports
(FAO, 2015; Norad, 2017; OCHA, 2015). In parts of the
country, additional NGOs are less of a priority than
cooperation and collaboration between existing ones
(DRC, 2015). As an initial entry point, collaboration
should be fostered within donor and organisational
portfolios (ACF, 2011; GoC, 2017; Mansilla and
Turnbull, 2016). Dedicated resources and staffing are
required to enable improved coordination and
collaboration (EC, 2017; USAID, 2012a). Collaboration
can also be used to leverage systemic shifts, such as in
governance and accountability; to-date this has not be
effectively utilised by the international community.
Former Canadian Ambassador to South Sudan
Nicholas  Coghlan  writes  ‘the  humanitarian
community’s inability to display solidarity (even in a
restricted area and for a short period) was a fatal flaw in
our collective attempts to hold the governmental
authorities to account. We allowed ourselves to be
morally blackmailed and our calls for accountability
reaped steadily diminishing returns’ (2017: 199). In
instances where collaboration is not possible or feasible
(including due to serious concerns of corruption), an
alternative to active collaboration with the government is
alignment (outlined next).

Alignment. As of 2018, the operational environment
was slowly moving from one of emergency response to
development activity (or at least the introduction of both
sets of activities in different parts of the country). As this
transition occurs, there is a greater need to align activities
with the GoSS to avoid duplication and improve the
efficiency of resource use (USAID, 2012a, 2012c). The
experience leading up to the Comprehensive Peace
Agreement (up to 2005) demonstrated a period of
coherence within the donor community, as the
objective was clear and shared. However, following the
signing of the agreement (post 2006) the Joint Donor
Team has not been able to maintain alignment, within
the donor community or with the GoSS (Bennett et al,
2010). The lack of cohesion and alignment continues to
be the norm, with few exceptions. Federal plans (e.g. the
New Deal Compact and South Sudan Development
Plan) or sector plans (e.g. Comprehensive Agriculture
Master Plan) are documents around which alignment
could materialise, however donors and NGOs need to
ensure their planning involves the GoSS and there is
need for the GoSS to take a stronger leadership role in
alignment and coordination. While not possible for all
projects, a degree of alignment is also needed across
levels of governance within the GoSS (central, state,
county, payam/district, boma/community) to ensure
vertical alignment within the country, as well as
horizontal alignment between the GoSS and its
partners (GoC, 2017). For clarity, the focus here is
upon alignment because budgetary support or sector-
wide approaches that providing funding to the GoSS is
not feasible. In this usage, alignment refers to an
orientation of working akin to collaboration, and the
avoidance of duplication and parallel systems.

Commitment. Due to the extent of existing challenges
and the low level of capacity, the transformative
objectives of nearly all developmental activities will
require long-term commitments of technical support
and funding, lest the sustainability of short-term gains be
lost (ACF, 2011; GoC, 2017; IAHE, 2015; USAID,
2012a). Experience to-date is that programming is too
short, and as a result focuses on filling gaps and meeting
urgent needs, rather than building local capacity
(Morrison-Métois, 2017). In recommending longer-
term funding and programming, this study is in
agreement with Bennet et al. who argued that ‘the
disbursement of these funds - whether bilateral,
multilateral or through pooled funds - should be
dependent on at least bi-annual (twice yearly) updates
of events on the ground’ (2010: xxi) to ensure effective
resource utilisation. Conditional modalities need to be
carefully considered, as some ways of working (e.g.
payment for results) may not be suitable or have
negative, unintended consequences (Clist and Dercon,

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 09/21/2020 08:35:38AM

via free access



2014). In recognising uncertainty and complexity in the
South Sudanese context, and the probability of non-
linear outcomes, donors should encourage an on-going
open dialogue with implementing partners about the
challenges and lessons learned (lest these emerge only in
final reports or by external evaluations). As Bennett et al.
argued, there has been an ‘over-use of “good practice”,
particularly ~with  respect to ownership and
harmonization, at the expense of field knowledge and
engagement that was required (and welcomed) from 2005
onwards’ (2010: xx). Projects have routinely introduced
best practices from other countries and contexts,
sometimes because of the lack of available information
and sometimes because the organisation opted not to
obtain the required information (e.g. needs assessments,
participatory input on programme design) or draw upon
local knowledge. This has resulted in projects lasting only
as long as foreign funding keeps them afloat, often of
questionable immediate impact and being unsustainable.
Changing course in South Sudan will require reflection
about common practice: incorporating in-depth
assessments, opting for ‘best fit' over ‘best practice’, and
amidst uncertainty a willingness to engage in more flexible,
but also long-term, programming.

Recognise trade-offs. Many projects struggle with the
challenge of quantity versus quality: broad coverage at a
basic level or deeper change at smaller scales. This is a
long-running debate in development practice that will
not be resolved based on lessons from South Sudan.
However, what the available evaluation reports suggest is
that the trade-offs of these decisions, whichever they may
be, ought to be done in a more informed fashion -
particularly as they relate to ‘do not harm’ programming.
Decisions need to be informed by access, geographic
coverage and scale to ensure resources are not spread too
thin and logistical costs are appropriately taken into
account (ACF, 2011; USAID, 2012b). Programmes with
a specified geographic area can be effective, as they seek
to address needs of a region (e.g. state-level), as opposed
to scaling-up a specific activity across a broad region (e.g.
USAID, 2017). In line with the spirit of the 2005 Paris
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the 2008 Accra
Agenda for Action, this synthesis will not posit which
modality ought to be pursued, and leave these decisions
with the GoSS and its partners.

Transition. Humanitarian and development activities, in
the absence of government systems, often operate in
parallel to what ought to be a government system. The
long-term objective of activities should include the build-
ing of capacity and processes for transitioning resources
and responsibilities to local actors to ensure the work
extends beyond funding cycles and is not threatened by
shifts in official development assistance priorities (ACF,
2011; Bennett et al., 2010; LWF, 2016; Johnson et al., 2013;

SSRF, 2015; UNDP, 2013). This should be informed by an
overarching vision or strategy to ensure cohesion and
consistency (GoC, 2017; UNICEF, 2015). In many
instances, this will involve building the capacity of
government personnel — from extension workers at the
community level to the Ministry in Juba — necessitating a
shift of modality (UNESCO, 2016; USAID, 2012a).
Bypassing the government, Norad argues, will have
negative consequences (Norad, 2016). Alternative
approaches to enhance sustainability could include
building linkages to national institutions (e.g. the Yei
Agricultural College and the Wau Mentor-Teachers’
Union) (USAID, 2012b), supporting civil society
(USAID, 2016), and engaging in more community-based
participatory approaches (Save the Children, 2011; UNDP,
2012). The donor community has not developed an
‘overall strategic plan for recovery and development for
itself or in collaboration with the government’, raising
serious questions about the sustainability of action to-date
(Norad, 2016: 3, also UNICEEF, 2015).

Conclusion

The emergence of new initiatives to collect and share
evaluation reports are encouraging. Donors are making
their reports easier to find (e.g. DFID) and creating
searchable repositories of evaluation documents (e.g.
USAID’s Development Experience Clearinghouse).
Database style efforts are emerging (e.g. ReliefWeb and
the CREST/CLEAR African Evaluation Database). How-
ever, much more is needed if evaluation reports are going
to be publications that are used beyond individuals and
organisations. Evaluation reports remain difficult to find
and are hosted on a wide range of websites. More
fundamentally, many evaluation reports are not public
and thus cannot be accessed at all. Usable evaluation that
shares best practices and lessons learned requires
changes to how reports are stored and shared. More
recognition of evaluation reports is required such that
their value is captured within systematic reviews and
syntheses, further enabling the use of evaluation reports.
The landscape assessment and synthesis of learning from
South Sudan in this study exemplifies the challenges of
identifying evaluation reports, but also presents metho-
dological learning on how studies of this material might
be conducted and the potential for improved collective
learning, if these reports were more accessible.

With regard to this synthesis of learning from South
Sudan, a summary report by Norad found that the ‘aid
architecture was inconsistent and lessons learned did not
alter approaches’ (Norad, 2016: 3). This failing is partially
because the lessons learned are not available, easily
accessible, or presented in a synthesised fashion. The
lack of access, however, does not explain why actors are
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not responding to their own learning, repeating the
modalities and activities found to be ineffective or
harmful. While it is important to synthesise, further
critical reflection is required on the implementation
barriers that exist. This study has experimented with
methods regarding how systematic reviews and syntheses
might be conducted for evaluation reports, which may
provide methodological guidance for additional studies of
this nature. The utilisation of existing databases, seeking
input from relevant networks and obtaining reports from
targeted websites proved most useful, while contacting
individual organisations seeking evaluations was time
consuming and of limited use.

The high-level synthesis of lessons learned from
humanitarian and development activity in South Sudan
presents key areas of action for improvement. The
synthesis finds that projects would be better designed if
they obtained the required information, integrated
systems thinking to account for the broader context,
and better took into account the gendered nature of
activities and impacts. Implementation can be strength-
ened if seasonality is taken into account, if modalities are
more flexible, and if a greater degree of communication
and collaboration between partners develops. Sustain-
ability and long-term impact require that there is a
higher degree of alignment with the government, longer-
term commitments in programming, a recognition of
trade-offs, and a clear vision and strategy for transition-
ing capacities and responsibilities to national actors. The
lessons drawn from evaluation reports in South Sudan
offer direction for new ways forward, many of which
have been concurrently learned by a diverse set of donors
and organisations. These lessons need to be more widely
shared and available lest they be re-learned by other
donors and organisations in the years to come.

Notes

1 https://crest2.sun.ac.za/african_evaluation_db/default/
african_eval_db_01 (accessed 7 January 2020).

2 The details are analysed in this article, as the categorization
of ‘evaluation’ by ReliefWeb differs from that used in this
report (being much more flexible) and the USAID search
function appears to include text references to nations, and
the results require assessment, as was done for the
evaluation reports on South Sudan included in this study.
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