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Development cooperation under pressure

German and international development organisations frequently
emphasise the important role of effectiveness and evidence in
their work. In its reform plan published in early 2026, the Federal
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ)
defines effectiveness and evidence as core principles governing
German development policy. These aspirations are not new to
this policy field. The relevance, effectiveness and sustainability
of development interventions have long been examined in
established evaluation systems and by applied research.

However, the importance of an evidence-based, impact-oriented
approach continues to grow as a consequence of the increasing
pressure to deliver results in development cooperation (DC).
The task is to deploy dwindling resources in such a way that

they can make the greatest possible and most cost-effective
contribution to goals such as secure incomes, civil liberties,
resilient health systems and sustainable climate protection.

At the same time, DC faces domestic political pressure in many
donor countries and is required to demonstrate not only its
substantive importance but also its effectiveness, if it is to
survive as a policy area.

Knowing what works: the evidence architecture of
rigorous impact evaluations

Rigorous impact evaluations (RIEs) play an important role

in measuring and increasing the effectiveness of specific
interventions. While other types of evidence are also required
for many overarching decisions - for example the sectors in
which German DC should expand or scale back its involvement
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- RIEs are especially well-suited to identifying effective
interventions within projects and to developing them further
in a targeted manner. The basic idea here is to compare an
intervention group with a control or comparison group that is
as similar as possible, using so-called experimental or quasi-
experimental evaluation designs.

A viable RIE evidence architecture is required to ensure

that RIEs can inform DC on practical and strategic issues.

It is a key pillar of DC's overall evidence architecture and
encompasses structures that influence both the supply of and
demand for rigorous evidence (White, 2019)." The supply side

can be represented as a pyramid comprising three levels of
evidence products (see Figure 1and Box 1 on the following page).
Incentives, requirements and competencies play an important
role in ensuring that these resources are used systematically.

The pyramid structure of the RIE evidence architecture reflects
the degree of knowledge processing.? Individual studies at

the first level are further processed at the second level and
synthesised or structured into systematic reviews and evidence
gap maps. The third level comprises formats and tools used to
translate findings from individual studies and systematic reviews
into practical guidance for decision-makers, for example via
interactive evidence chatbots. It follows from this that such
guidance tools can only be as good as the foundation of RIEs
and systematic reviews upon which they are built. Furthermore,
the evidence products at the different levels complement

each other. While the results of individual RIEs, for example,

are particularly context-specific and suitable for project-based
learning, the findings from systematic reviews are very robust
and make cross-project learning possible.

1 The evidence architecture of DC involves not only rigorous evidence but also other types of evidence. A broader discussion of an effective system of monitoring, evaluation and management can be found,

for example, in Wolf et al. (2026).

2 The pyramid's levels are not intended to represent evidence standards unlike in the conventional evidence pyramid.
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Box 1 The three levels of the RIE evidence architecture

RIEs (Level 1) examine the effectiveness of specific interventions, such as school meals programmes, election monitoring or digital
political-education projects. The Development Evidence Portal of the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation (3ie) is the largest

curated RIE database in DC, with just under 22,000 studies (as of May 2026).

Systematic reviews and evidence gap maps (Level 2) aim to pool findings from individual RIEs. Systematic reviews systematically
summarise study results in order to gain insights into the effectiveness of interventions across different contexts. Evidence gap maps
organise the evidence on a given topic area using a matrix of interventions and outcomes. This highlights where substantial evidence
already exists — and where gaps remain.

Smart-buys lists, thematic theories of change and evidence chatbots (Level 3) are designed to give decision-makers direct guidance.
Smart-buys lists contain DC interventions for which rigorous evidence suggests that they are particularly effective and efficient in
achieving specific outcomes. Thematic theories of change describe causal relationships within a specific topic area, and aim to assist
in selecting interventions that are effective in achieving the intended objectives. Al-supported evidence chatbots aim to make the
identification of relevant and reliable evidence for specific decisions more efficient. In addition to rigorous evidence, all formats
typically consider other types of evidence.

Steps towards expanding
the RIE evidence architecture in German DC

independence. In the future, the aim should be to develop

Compared to many other policy areas, German development sustainable structures to make even better use of the potential
policy has already created key framework conditions for offered by RIEs. The new service centre for evidence announced
impact-oriented and evidence-based governance, such as an in the BMZ'’s reform plan could play a guiding role in this

evaluation system that is characterised by clear responsibilities,  context. What are the tasks for systematically expanding and
established standards and a high degree of quality and leveraging the RIE evidence architecture for German DC?


https://developmentevidence.3ieimpact.org/

1. Evidence-based decisions as the default -
increase incentives

In a functioning evidence architecture, planning
and governance processes are designed in such a
way that evidence is systematically incorporated
into decisions. However, the necessary incentives
for this have so far been lacking in German DC.

In order to increase the demand for evidence, the BMZ
should first prioritise the areas in which it aims to
generate and use evidence. Sector departments could, for
example, develop sector-specific evidence agendas to set
out the questions that should be addressed as a priority to
design more effective interventions and portfolios.
Furthermore, the BMZ should require implementing
organisations to be transparent about the evidence

on which their project planning is based. In this way,

a constructive dialogue on evidence and improved
effectiveness of interventions can emerge. Finally, the BMZ
and the implementing organisations should create career
incentives to promote the development of subject-specific
expertise and the effective use of reliable evidence

within their organisations (Esser and Janus, 2025).

2. Expand the evidence base - secure funding
for the targeted commissioning of RIEs

RIEs form the indispensable foundation of the RIE
evidence architecture. In German DG, it is currently
mostly up to the individual projects to decide
whether to invest in the implementation of RIEs.
While this yields important project-related insights,
the increasingly scarce funds are not necessarily
used to address particularly urgent issues.

The piloting of a DC-wide funding programme for RIEs
has demonstrated that a central funding mechanism
makes it possible to align the knowledge needs of
German DC with the relevant academic expertise, and
to support learning processes across organisations. To
continue generating relevant and reliable evidence
that can also be used beyond individual projects,

the targeted selection and funding of RIEs should

be institutionalised across organisations.
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3. Synthesise evidence - achieve efficiency gains through

quality standards and improved coordination

The global evidence base has grown rapidly in recent years.
To enable evidence-based decision-making in German DC,
the emerging evidence must be regularly synthesised.

To access the available evidence efficiently, funds should
be invested, wherever possible, in updating existing
systematic reviews and evidence gap maps, rather than
commissioning new, cost-intensive products. Where
search and coding procedures are established, Al-based
solutions can already lead to significant efficiency gains.
Quality standards, such as those contained in DEval's
model Terms of Reference, should be used to reduce the

administrative burden of commissioning, and enhance
the robustness of the findings. Furthermore, a resource-
efficient division of labour should be ensured by closely
coordinating with international stakeholders. At the
same time, such products can help position German DC
internationally as an evidence-based leader contributing
to the global public good of reliable evidence.

. Support the use of evidence - provide clear guidance

for evidence-based decisions

Many DC staff are unable to process detailed study

findings in the course of their day-to-day work due to the
considerable time pressure, a different role profile or a

lack of scientific experience. As a result, DC strategies and
interventions are sometimes designed based on easily
accessible knowledge instead of the best available evidence.

The BMZ and the implementing organisations should
therefore continue to develop solutions that simplify
the use of scientific evidence in day-to-day work. The
evidence-based thematic theories of change and impact
matrices under development by KfW Development
Bank, which are also referred to as standardised results
models in the BMZ reform plan, can serve as a model.

In addition, smart-buys lists, such as the [ist in the

field of food security, nutrition, and climate resilience,

commissioned by GIZ, can provide guidance in project
planning. To harness the potential of Al-supported
solutions for German DC, the BMZ and the implementing
organisations should furthermore continue to accompany
the development of relevant evidence chatbots.


https://rie.deval.org/ressources/terms-of-reference-for-commissioning-evidence-gap-maps-und-systematic-reviews
https://www.ifad.org/documents/48415603/51074791/Food+security+nutrition+and+climate+resilience+evidence+review.pdf
https://www.ifad.org/documents/48415603/51074791/Food+security+nutrition+and+climate+resilience+evidence+review.pdf

5. Strenghten evidence literacy -
promote a critical approach to evidence

Decision-makers need clear and actionable information
for governance purposes. However, this carries the risk
that the quality and scope of products such as syntheses,
smart-buys lists or evidence chatbots will be overestimated
— particularly due to the apparent clarity with which
options for action are derived. In many cases, the quality
standards of syntheses are still too heterogeneous.
Evidence chatbots do not adequately capture the varying
quality of studies. Smart-buys lists struggle to provide
reliable cost information and focus on specific outcomes,
which fails to acknowledge the multidimensional nature
of development interventions. Furthermore, some

DC measures, such as reform support services and
financing, cannot be meaningfully assessed using RIEs.
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To manage expectations about these evidence products
and promote the targeted use of the best available
evidence, the BMZ and implementing organisations
should strengthen their skills in working with evidence.
For example, DC staff with relevant job profiles should

be enabled to assess the robustness of findings based

on the methodological quality of a study, or to analyse
the transferability of results to other contexts.
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