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Introduction
Equity has been at the forefront of development thinking and practice for 
over three decades. In the aftermath of the greatest exogenous shock that 
the world has seen this century – the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic – the 2022 World Development Report speaks of achieving an 
‘equitable recovery’, which means the comprehensive recovery from losses 
of jobs, incomes and assets for all adults, regardless of socio-economic 
status (World Bank Group 2022, p. 2). Although there are debates and 
contestations about the precise definition of equity – or, more precisely, 
what equitable development means – equity is largely considered normative 
(Jones 2009).

As a means to contribute to the discussion on the extent to which 
evaluating development cooperation can contribute to equity, this chapter 
presents a review of the empirical results of a strategic evaluation of the 
German Institute for Development Evaluation (DEval). The review 
considered the following questions:

	• To what extent are evaluations of equity-focused German development 
cooperation programmes deemed equitable when analysed against 
principles of equitable evaluation?

The question was answered by reflecting on DEval’s evaluation of private 
sector and financial system development. In this evaluation, DEval inter alia 
analysed the anchoring of equal opportunities and non-discrimination in 
development practice. The evaluation was part of DEval’s evaluation of the 
human rights-based approach to development, which was implemented 
and published in two reports (Polak et al. 2022; Polak, Taube & Smidt 2021). 
The results presented in this chapter refer predominantly to the second 
part of the evaluation, which examined the anchoring and effectiveness of 
the human rights-based approach in the private sector and financial system 
development. Private sector development and financial sector development 
interventions are central pillars of BMZ’s interventions to strengthen 
sustainable economic development with partner countries. As such, they 
constitute one of three intervention areas of the core area, ‘Sustainable 
economic development, training and employment’ (BMZ 2020, 2022). The 
other intervention areas are vocational education, training and economic 
policy.

Firstly, the fundamental rationale for equity is the moral imperative to 
ensure that all human beings have access to equal opportunities for 
wellbeing and development (Fleurbaey, Bolwig & Corbera 2014; 
Jones 2009). One would be hard-pressed to find development programmes 
that are not geared towards equity in some sense, and there is consensus 
that one of the major tasks of development cooperation is working with 
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developing (particularly the poorest) countries to achieve higher levels of 
income and wellbeing, and ‘correcting extreme international inequalities’ 
(Alonso & Glennie 2015, p. 1). Secondly, equity as a legal imperative has 
shifted global development priorities towards equitable development, for 
example, the requirements around existing treaty commitments and soft 
law agreements relating to sustainable development and climate change, 
which require cooperation based on stated equity principles (Fleurbaey 
et al. 2014, p. 287).

Three seminal publications in the development sector heralded a new 
age of focus on equitable development and what became known as the 
‘new equity agenda’. These reports were: The 2006 World Development 
Report (World Bank 2005), the 2005 Human Development Report (UNDP 
2005) and the 2005 Report on the World Social Situation (UN 2005) 
(Anderson and O’Neil in (Jones 2009, p. 1). However, despite widespread 
agreement on its importance, equity is often misunderstood and under-
emphasised in development programming (Jones 2009). It is, therefore, 
essential to define equity and other related terms used in this chapter 
(including equality, equitable development and equitable and equity-
focused evaluation).

Equity is defined in terms of two fundamental principles, the first being 
access to equal opportunities that are not pre-determined by factors such 
as race, gender or social background, and the second being able to avoid 
various deprivations related to health, education and consumption level 
outcomes (World Bank & Oxford University Press 2005, p. xi). Inequity 
would be the reverse – the unequal distribution of opportunities based on 
factors such as race, gender and social background, which influences a 
multiplicity of development deprivations. Similarly, the UNCEB defines 
equity as the application of fair standards and processes in distributing 
costs, benefits and opportunities to people, both horizontally (between 
social groups) as well as vertically (for example, income) (UNCEB 2016, 
p. 4). Equality, on the other hand, is defined as equal opportunities and 
outcomes for all people groups (UNCEB 2016, p. 4). The Gini Coefficient, 
the most widely used measure of inequality, measures income distribution, 
that is, the extent to which there is a perfectly equal distribution of income 
in a given population – or more accurately, how far the value of the 
coefficient deviates from that perfect equal distribution (Afonso, LaFleur & 
Alarcón 2015, p. 1). In essence, a higher Gini coefficient means that there is 
more inequality (i.e. a more unequal distribution of income among the 
population). The concept of inequality is not without contestation, with the 
Chancel et al. (2022) in the World Inequality Report asserting that there 
are strong contradicting opinions on what constitutes acceptable and 
unacceptable levels of inequality, as well as how it needs to be addressed 
(Chancel et al. 2022, p. 22). Notwithstanding the contestation, data show 
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that ‘Global inequality rose between 1820 and 1910, and stabilised at a high 
level since then’ (Chancel et al. 2022, p. 54).

The imperative to focus on more equitable development has permeated 
the global consciousness through the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) so that the focus of international development efforts is that 
universal, equitable and inclusive access to social and economic 
development reaches all citizens of the world. No one is left behind 
(UNCEB 2016, p. 8). According to Blackwell (2001, pp. 1278–1279), equitable 
development means two things: (1) that equity must be given priority and 
(2) it requires both ‘people’ and ‘place’ strategies – that is, investments in 
human capital programmes such as social safety nets must be pursued 
together with infrastructure development (Blackwell 2001, pp. 1278–1279).

The focus of this chapter – equitable evaluation and equity-focused 
evaluation – remains highly contested. There is currently no scholarly or 
theoretical basis for equitable evaluation, and more work is being done in 
practice to define what it means for an evaluation to be equitable or equity-
focused. One such example is the Equitable Evaluation Initiative,6 which is 
the work of the Center for Evaluation Innovation, Institute for Foundation 
and Donor Learning, Dorothy A Johnson Center for Philanthropy and 
Luminaire Group, focusing exclusively on expanding the use of the 
Equitable Evaluation Framework (EEF). The EEF, grounded primarily in the 
experience of around 44 institutional foundations within the United States 
between 2019 and 2023, consists of a set of principles, orthodoxies, 
mindsets, tensions and sticking points to guide practitioners in equitable 
evaluation (Dean-Coffey & Cone 2023). The principles of this Framework, 
as well as other generally accepted principles of equitable evaluation (see, 
for example, the work of Bamberger & Segone 2011; Dean-Coffey et al. 
2014; Gates et al. 2022; Segone n.d.; Stern et al. 2019), have been used in 
this chapter to reflect on a strategic evaluation of private sector development 
and financial sector development interventions in German Development 
Cooperation. More details on these principles are discussed later in this 
chapter.

In addition to the moral and legal justification for equity, several 
important factors support a stronger focus on equity and equitable 
development. Firstly, there is evidence to support the economic justification 
that increasing equity can enhance both the level and efficiency of resource 
utilisation within a nation (World Bank & Oxford University Press 2005, 
p. xi). Secondly, there is the political and institutional imperative, based on 
the idea that excessive power and influence inequalities can lead to political, 
social and economic conditions that are not conducive to long-term growth. 

6. https://www.equitableeval.org/
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Equity has become critically important as countries (particularly those in 
the Global South) battle for post-pandemic recovery, considering that 
during 2020, global poverty rose in ways not seen in decades, and the 
largest shrinkage of the global economy happened for the first time in a 
generation (World Bank Group 2022). Focussing on equity is important 
because ‘inequity has a negative effect on growth, poverty reduction, social 
cohesion and voice’ (Jones 2009, p. vi). Our intrinsic understanding of 
equity’s inherent benefits and value means that tackling inequity is 
significant to developing countries (Jones 2009, p. vii). For example, a 
multidimensional study on inequality in South Africa suggests that when 
large segments of society are excluded from economic opportunities, it 
limits both individual incomes and negatively affects the national economy 
(Statistics South Africa 2019). The international community, therefore, 
understand that driving an agenda for equitable development drives 
poverty reduction and growth and that ‘equity is instrumentally central to 
long-term change, through its causal ties to efficiency, growth, poverty 
reduction and social cohesion’ (Jones 2009, p. vii).

The moral and legal imperative for equitable development has meant 
that addressing equity has become more prominent in programmes across 
all development areas, such as health, education, food security, development 
financing, economic growth and development. In particular, the sustainable 
development goals have become the lodestar of development impact. 
Therefore, evaluation agencies responsible for evaluating development 
cooperation have (also) put a spotlight on equity, owing to the new agenda 
for equity, further bolstered by initiatives such as 2015 being declared the 
International Year of Evaluation, aligned to the SDGs, which catapulted 
equitable evaluation onto the evaluation scene. The creation of initiatives 
such as EvalGender+ also provided a space for key stakeholders to advocate 
for and promote equity- and gender-focused evaluation practice (My M&E 
2015a in Robertson 2015, p. 1). As the discourse around equitable evaluation 
started receiving greater attention with the growing advocacy around the 
SDGs, some key publications around the subject provided definitive 
arguments for a new, intensified focus on including equity in all evaluations. 
These included publications such as National Evaluation Policies for 
Sustainable and Equitable Development: How to integrate gender equality 
and Social Equity in National Evaluation Policies and Systems by Segone, 
Bamberger & Reddy (2015), as well as more recently UNICEF’s Guidance 
on Gender Integration in Evaluation (2019). Adding to the list is the OECD’s 
contribution to applying a human rights and gender lens to the evaluation 
criteria (OECD 2023). Specialised publications such as these recognise the 
intersectionality of race, class and gender in the discourse on equity and 
inequality. Gender equality is also considered central to achieving 
sustainable and equitable development (Bamberger & Segone 2011, p. 20). 
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Guidelines such as those listed above continue to fulfil an important role in 
closing the gap in theory and practice on equitable evaluation, as 
implications are that there is a need for more theoretical and practical 
guidance for practitioners, in this area of evaluation (Robertson 2015). The 
study ‘Landscape analysis to inform international evaluation in the service 
of equity’, conducted from 2022 to 2023 by the Global Change Center, 
Praxis UK, and Praxis Institute for Participatory Practices (2023), 
commissioned by the Ford Foundation is another example of this kind, as 
is this current volume of the book series on equitable evaluation by CLEAR-
AA (also commissioned by Ford Foundation).

Despite its ubiquity and the seemingly obvious rationale for promoting 
equitable development and equitable evaluation, some critical questions 
have been raised around these concepts. One of these is whether sufficient 
clarity exists in development policies and programming around what is 
meant by equity and whether there is precision and clarity around what 
specific actions are equity-focused (Jones 2009, p. 3). This accentuates the 
question around the definition of equitable evaluation: is it the evaluation of 
programmes that drive an equity agenda, and advocating through evaluation 
that development programming has an equity lens? Or is it evaluation that is 
conducted in an equitable manner? In this study, the focus was on the 
evaluation of programmes that drive an agenda for equity, and their alignment 
to principles of equitable evaluation. Therefore, the terms equitable evaluation 
and equity-focused evaluation are used interchangeably. It is suggested that 
the evaluation literature, ‘does not clearly distinguish between generally 
accepted promising evaluation practices – which strengthen the quality of 
any evaluation – and those that are exclusive or central to equity-focused 
evaluation’ (Robertson 2015, p. 12). Furthermore, development programming 
itself is murky around what it is trying to achieve in terms of equitable 
development, and without an in-depth examination of what makes equity-
focused programming distinctive, it is often the evaluators who are left with 
the burden of doing so (Robertson 2015).

This chapter addresses the implementation of equal opportunities and 
non-discrimination in the practice of development cooperation. The 
primary question that we are asking is: Can an evaluation of development 
cooperation be construed as an equitable evaluation because of its focus 
on programmes driving an equity lens? The case of a strategic evaluation 
of the German human rights-based approach to development, which shows 
that only some of the private sector and financial system development 
projects anchor equal opportunities and non-discrimination and are 
effective regarding marginalised groups, helps answer the question of 
whether such evaluations can be framed as equity-focused evaluations and 
used to advocate for more equitable outcomes in programme design and 
implementation going forward.
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The case for equity-focused evaluation
Not much has changed over the last few decades of the international 
development community’s focus on equitable development. Despite 
various waves of development programming and various policy and 
programmatic options, the indicators show that inequality is still pervasive 
between and within countries. In sub-Saharan Africa in particular, countries 
face particular inequities related to, for example, health outcomes, both 
within themselves and in comparison to other countries (Otim et al. 2020). 
The different approaches that have been attempted to bring about 
equitable development have included Structural Adjustment Programming 
(although there is evidence that such programmes have led to increased 
levels of inequality and poverty in countries they had been implemented), 
Capacity Development (human and physical) and poverty reduction 
(Bouquet 2005, p. 14). As mentioned before, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
led to significant losses in many areas where progress has been gaining 
momentum globally, for example, poverty reduction, and less developed 
nations have been among the worst affected. For example, low-income 
countries that were already in debt distress prior to the pandemic are now 
faced with having to meet the demands of even more exorbitant debt 
levels because they had to take on significantly higher levels of new debt 
to finance their crisis response plans (World Bank Group 2022, p. 6). This 
means that the money that is being diverted for debt recovery, is now being 
syphoned away from further recovery initiatives, setting them even further 
behind more developed nations. This is particularly dispiriting as these are 
the nations most in need of rapid economic recovery. Nearly all people who 
have slipped into extreme poverty (i.e., living on less than $1.90 per day) 
because of the pandemic live in lower to middle- and low-income countries 
(World Bank Group 2022, p. 7). In order to contribute to equitable 
development, evaluation processes – from a selection of evaluation subjects 
to the design planning of evaluations (Sibanda, Sibanda & Sibanda 2023, 
p. 2) – ensure that a definition of equity-focused evaluation incorporates 
both how evaluations are conducted, as well as what kinds of development 
programming evaluations are concerned with (and how they act as a 
guiding light to more equitable development programming).

Development policies and programming that foster equitable development 
have focused primarily on a liberalisation agenda and economic growth as 
the vehicle for getting to a more equitable society, free from poverty and the 
multiple deprivations associated with it (Chancel et al. 2022, p. 3). However, 
empirical evidence suggests that although global growth is associated with 
liberalisation, regressions in growth have been observed in some cases, owing 
to country and context-specific matters (Bouquet 2005, p. 14). This brings 
into question whether poverty reduction and equitable development are 
mutually exclusive, and which specific policy and programming choices truly 
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ensure an equitable distribution of gains for the poor across (and within) all 
nations. Defraigne and Fontagné (in Bouquet 2005, p. 14) offer that ‘the 
relationship between growth and poverty reduction is also hard to define with 
certainty’, and it is suggested that studies have been inconclusive about the 
relationship between growth and poverty reduction (Bouquet 2005). As will 
be seen later in this chapter, the human-rights-based approach to development 
is often difficult to reconcile with certain elements of microfinance projects 
(in  German development cooperation) or requires increased resources. 
Microfinance projects often aim to support marginalised groups and thus 
address issues of equity and access. For the competitiveness and sustainability 
of development banks, including marginalised groups is often less profitable 
and generally more risky, as marginalised groups are often structurally 
disadvantaged in economic terms, have fewer resources and run a higher risk 
of becoming over-indebted. Therefore, the irony of providing such loans to 
individuals questions whether it does more harm than good. Equity, therefore, 
cannot be achieved through the conventional interplay of market forces 
because ‘equity and the market are not part of the same register’ (Bouquet 
2005, p. 17). The argument is that traditional market-related solutions to 
promote growth are in cross purposes to achieve equity, and it is even 
suggested that inequities are often driven by ‘market failures’ (Jones 2009, 
p. 12). Therefore, evaluation that drives an equity agenda should be cognisant 
of the complexities of the debates around equitable development, especially 
because what ‘success’ looks like, and ‘what works’, are embedded in 
protracted contestations around what the best enablers of equitable 
development are, and (building on the work of Guba and Lincoln in Mertens 
n.d., p. 26) these are rooted in ideological, axiological, epistemological and 
methodological assumptions. Evaluation can therefore play a powerful role in 
(re)shaping the understanding of what equitable development looks like and 
how best to design equitable development programmes. Therefore, using 
evaluation methods deemed as ‘equitable’ is only one form of understanding 
or conceptualising equitable or equity-focused evaluation.

Conceptualising equity-focused or 
equitable evaluation

There is a widespread belief that the concept of equity-focused evaluation 
is significantly informed by the seminal publication by Bamberger and 
Segone (2011) on equity-focused evaluation (Sibanda et al. 2023, p. 4). The 
definition of equity-focused evaluation provided by Bamberger and Segone 
(2011) remains relevant, and states that:

An equity-focused evaluation is a judgment made of the relevance, effectiveness, 
efficiency, impact and sustainability – and, in humanitarian settings, coverage, 
connectedness and coherence – of policies, programmes and projects concerned 
with achieving equitable development results. (p. 9)
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One of the unique characteristics of equity-focused evaluation is that it 
seeks to assess what works and does not work in reducing inequity, both 
intended and intended outcomes, highlighting, in the end, the gap between 
the best-off and worst-off groups in society (Bamberger & Segone 2011, p. 9; 
Segone n.d., p. 7). Furthermore, equitable evaluation is concerned with the 
dynamics and historical practices that have continued to undermine and 
undervalue the voices, knowledge, expertise, capabilities and perspectives 
of stakeholders in the evaluation eco-system, particularly people of colour as 
well as those who had been historically marginalised (Stern et al. 2019, p. 1). 
Several practitioners, therefore, agree that equity-focused evaluation is not 
simply about methods and other technical aspects of evaluation, but includes 
a ‘lens or standpoint that influences the choices made’ (Hay n.d., p. 47) 
(in methods and other aspects of an evaluation). Equity, therefore, ‘is the lens 
in which questions are asked and evidence is challenged’ (Hay n.d., p. 47).

Principles of equitable evaluation: 
The Equitable Evaluation Framework

There are numerous perspectives on what makes an evaluation equitable or 
equity-focused (see, e.g., Bamberger & Segone 2011; Dean-Coffey & Cone 
2023; Dean-Coffey et al. 2014; Gates et al. 2022; Segone n.d.; Stern et al. 2019). 
Another example is the voluminous work (containing 12 chapters on equitable 
evaluation) entitled ‘Evaluation for an Equitable Society’, published in 2016 
and edited by Donaldson and Piccioto (2016). There is, therefore, a multiplicity 
of views on what constitutes equitable evaluation, with some scholars and 
practitioners, for example, contending that evaluations should be:

	• Viewed as pro-equity interventions that empower worst-off groups and 
that ensure that evaluation questions are relevant to the situation of 
these groups (Segone n.d., p. 9).

	• An overarching commitment to ‘address inequities and advance various 
forms of equity through evaluation processes and products’ (Gates et al. 
2022, p. 1).

	• Culturally sensitive and attuned to matters pertaining to ethics, wherein 
evaluators are sensitive to local beliefs and customs and act with 
integrity and honesty, particularly with marginalised or worst-off groups 
(Segone n.d., p. 9).

	• Permeate the entire evaluation process, including evaluation design, 
implementation and use (Sibanda et al. 2023, p. 2).

	• ‘In line with the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other 
human rights conventions, […] and should operate in accordance with 
international values’ (Segone n.d., p. 9).

	• ‘Use participatory and/or empowerment evaluation processes to ensure 
worst-off groups are involved and/or co-leading the equity-focused 
evaluation process starting at the design phase’ (Segone n.d., p. 10).
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	• ‘Pay particular attention to existing imbalances in power relationships 
between worst-off groups and other groups in society. This is to avoid 
worst-off groups participating in the equity-focused evaluation being 
merely “providers” of information or even of being manipulated or 
excluded’ (Segone n.d., p. 10).

	• ‘Look[s] explicitly at the equity dimensions of interventions, going 
beyond conventional quantitative data to the analysis of behavioural 
change, complex social processes, and attitudes and collecting 
information on difficult-to-reach, socially marginalised groups’ (Stern et 
al. 2019, p. 3).

	• ‘Goes beyond culturally responsive evaluation in requiring that 
researchers understand the context within which an intervention is 
implemented, including key systems, structures, and power dynamics. 
Perhaps most importantly, it demands that evaluators assess how an 
intervention may contribute to or resist replicating existing inequities 
within this context, including the possibility that it may have different 
effects for different populations’ (Stern et al. 2019, p. 3).

Among this rich practice-based information that is available on equitable 
evaluation, the EEF stands out as a definitive framework for guidance and 
reflection. Because it is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a 
comprehensive synthesis of principles for equitable evaluation from the 
corpus of available literature, the EEF provides a useful, readily usable 
framework that can be used for reflection. Although the EEF was initially 
developed to serve the field of philanthropy, the general applicability of 
these principles is clear when compared to the characteristics of equitable 
evaluation listed above.

Therefore, in this chapter, the principles of the EEF were used to guide 
the reflection on the evaluation by DEval. The framework espouses the 
following characteristics or principles (Dean-Coffey & Cone 2023, p. 3):

	• Principle 1 – evaluation and evaluative work should be in service of 
equity:
◦	 Production, consumption and management of evaluation and 

evaluative work should hold a responsibility to advance progress 
towards equity at its core.

	• Principle 2 – evaluative work should be designed and implemented 
commensurate with the values underlying equity work:
◦	 Multi-culturally valid
◦	 Oriented towards participant ownership.

	• Principle 3 – evaluative work can and should answer critical questions 
about the:
◦	 Ways in which historical and structural decisions have contributed to 

the condition to be addressed
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◦	 Effect of a strategy on different populations, on the underlying 
systemic drivers of inequity

◦	 Ways in which cultural context is tangled up in both the structural 
conditions and the change initiative itself.

Reflecting on the evaluation of human 
rights-based approaches to development 
in service of equity-focused evaluation: 
The case of German development 
cooperation

Each principle of the EEF was considered in relation to DEval’s strategic 
evaluation of the private sector and financial system, and it follows 
accordingly in this section.

Principle 1: Evaluation and evaluative work 
should be in service of equity

Despite the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) being adopted 
in 1948, human rights became important for international development and 
official development policies, but only with a time delay. The collapse of 
the Soviet Union and the ‘third wave of democratisation’ in Latin America, 
Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe heralded a turnaround at the beginning of 
the 1990s, which culminated in broad and systematic inclusion of human 
rights in development policy (Krennerich 2004). The UN World Conferences 
in the 1990s played a substantial part in this. A particular landmark was the 
1993 Vienna World Conference on Human Rights. All states present 
expressly reaffirmed the UDHR even though they had already recognised it 
in the preceding years by ratifying the human rights covenants. Also, the 
final document drew attention to the equal value of all human rights: ‘All 
human rights are universal, indivisible and interdependent and interrelated’ 
(United Nations 1993). Above all, this meant that civil and political as well 
as economic, social and cultural rights were to be considered on an equal 
footing and human rights apply to all people and have to be promoted, 
respected and protected by all states. Furthermore, the right to development 
was included in the final declaration and thus reaffirmed by all signatories 
as a ‘universal and inalienable right and an integral part of fundamental 
human rights’ (United Nations 1993).

A framework for promoting, protecting and supporting the realisation 
of human rights in development contexts is offered by human rights-based 
approaches to development. Some approaches require integrating human 
rights standards and principles into development processes and objectives 



Equality of opportunity and non-discrimination as an evaluand

78

(Broberg & Sano 2018). Two of these core principles are non-discrimination 
and equality of opportunity. In international human rights law, non-
discrimination encompasses direct and indirect discrimination. When 
referred to as non-discrimination, it is often used along with equality of 
opportunity. This implies that there is not only a negative obligation not to 
discriminate but also a positive obligation to recognise differences and 
take action to reach equality (Moeckli 2018). The principles indicate a shift 
in focus within the analysis of development processes towards the most 
marginalised and excluded groups of the local community, as well as the 
causes of discrimination against such groups (Robinson 2005).

Today, human rights and human rights principles are acknowledged in 
the development policies of many donors. In practice, human rights-based 
approaches are being applied in various forms (for a full account, see Polak 
et al. 2021). Germany’s human rights-based approach to development, on 
which the evaluation presented here is centred – was adopted in 2011 and 
defines human rights as a ‘guiding principle for German development 
policy’ (BMZ 2011, p. 3). The human rights approach has since been further 
developed, and a new version has been available in Germany since 2023 
(BMZ 2023). The evaluation serves as a single case to illustrate the potential 
for development projects to contribute to equality of opportunity and non-
discrimination. 

The German approach acknowledges the universal character of human 
rights and the extraterritorial obligations that have ensued from Germany’s 
ratification of human rights treaties. This results in the overarching goal of 
German development cooperation to collaborate with partner countries in 
the realisation of human rights (BMZ 2011). To achieve this goal, human 
rights ‘play a key role in shaping Germany’s development policy objectives, 
programmes and approaches in cooperation with partner countries and at 
international level’ (BMZ 2011, p. 3). The form this takes is a ‘systematic 
integration of human rights obligations, standards, interpretations and 
principles’ in development policy as well as a ‘shift of perspective [...]: 
partner states’ institutions are now duty-bearers […] while [...] ‘people in 
need’ become rights-holders (BMZ 2011, p. 7).

The approach itself is operationalised by four tracks or strains, through 
which German development policy intends to strengthen human rights in 
partner countries (see Polak et al. 2021):

1.	 By mainstreaming human rights standards and principles in all bilateral 
development projects, German development policy intends to, on the 
one hand, enable all projects to contribute to the realisation of human 
rights-related effects and, on the other hand, allow for ensuring human 
rights principles within project implementation. This encompasses 
ensuring equality of opportunity and non-discrimination by and through 
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all projects. Other principles consist of participation, empowerment, 
transparency and accountability.

2.	 By promoting and implementing specific human rights projects, German 
development policy intends to directly strengthen human rights actors 
as well as rights-holders with regard to rights-holders regarding human 
rights in partner countries.

3.	 By anchoring human rights topics in political dialogue and conditionality, 
German development policy intends to complement direct effects on 
the human rights situation in partner countries.

By contributing to the coherence of national and international policies with 
human rights, German development policy intends to indirectly influence 
human rights in partner countries by creating a favourable context. Equality 
of opportunity and non-discrimination as human rights principles are thus 
to be implemented by all development projects throughout the project’s 
entire process cycle. Thus, they become binding for implementing bilateral 
development projects.

However, human rights-based approaches to development are not 
uncontested. Since the mid-1990s repeated debates have occurred, in 
which human rights have been called into question in part or in toto. From 
a cultural relativist perspective, it is argued that human rights go back to a 
Western philosophical tradition (in this debate, see Uvin 2004). The 
repetition of the content of the UDHR in the final declaration of the Vienna 
World Conference on Human Rights was intended to unify perspectives on 
human rights and to demonstrate the universality of human rights. The 
inclusion of the right to development in the final declaration at the same 
time was intended to meet the Global South’s ambition for global distributive 
justice. Nevertheless, both aspects remain under discussion (Hamm 2003).

In this view, human rights are based on an individualistic conception of 
man that is not in harmony with understandings that focus on the good of 
the collective over that of the individual. Accordingly, it is contended that 
there can be no universal legal standard (Oyowe 2014). The same 
perspective is reflected in the debate over the (in)compatibility of Confucian 
values with democracy in Asia (Zakaria & Yew 1994). A further critique 
stems from post-colonialism, which does not reject human rights per se 
but is critical of the 1948 Declaration. It contends that the former colonies 
were not involved in the negotiations and that the proclaimed universal 
validity of human rights is at odds with the marginalisation of people from 
the Global South during and after the colonial period (Huhle 2011; Martinsen 
2019). The feminist critique of human rights is similar, although its origins 
go back to the 18th and 19th centuries. Here the universality of human 
rights is criticised because of the exclusion of the private sphere from 
human rights discourse (in contrast to the public sphere, which was still 
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dominated by men even in 1948). For example, states that violate human 
rights are sanctioned, whereas human rights violations in the domestic 
sphere are rarely talked about (Martinsen 2019). This critique was finally 
taken into consideration in the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).

In countering this line of argument, it is pointed out that some regional 
additions to the human rights system were adopted very soon after the 
UDHR. Their core content follows the UDHR but they also include other 
cultural and regional aspects. Particular mention can be made of the African 
human rights system, the inter-American human rights system and the 
Human Rights Declaration of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) (Kirchmeier & Krennerich 2015).

Context is therefore fundamental to equity-focused evaluations, and 
care should be taken to examine whether development programming (and 
the agencies that promote them) have sufficiently focused on context, 
culture and the impact of the legacy of colonialism on systemic inequality 
and inequitable development (Robertson 2015, p. 10). Segone (n.d., pp. 3–4) 
suggests that the disparities and social injustices that exist and which 
evaluators must consider are because of social context, rather than 
biological factors, which gives an indication of the importance of considering 
contextual factors that may affect the extent to which programmes, 
projects or policies may be construed as successful, in any evaluation.

The first principle endeavours to ensure that ‘production, consumption, 
and management of evaluation and evaluative work should hold at its core 
a responsibility to advance progress towards equity’ (Dean-Coffey & 
Cone 2023, p. 3). On reflection, DEval’s intentionality regarding adhering to 
the UDHR in service of equitable development, as well as its prioritisation 
of an  evaluation whose aim was to evaluate the extent to which the 
principles of equitable development were adhered to in German 
Development Cooperation, adheres to this principle. Holding at its core the 
responsibility for advancing progress towards a human-rights-based 
approach to address the rights of marginalised people counts as an ideal 
fit with the first principle of the EEF.

Principle 2: Evaluative work should be designed 
and implemented commensurate with the values 
underlying equity work

Principle 2 provides that evaluative work should be designed and 
implemented in accordance with the values underlying equity work. The 
principle further provides that evaluation should be multi-culturally valid, 
and oriented towards participant ownership.
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The evaluation team applied a theory-based design within the second part 
of the evaluation. As such, building on a reconstructed programme theory, 
the team aimed to analyse the processes and components that underlie 
development projects and programmes, which are intended to contribute 
to or lead to their effectiveness (Chen 2005; Funnell & Rogers 2011).

The methodology is based on a qualitative, comparative case study 
design, consisting of remote case studies (including mainly interviews) and 
desk-based case studies (including mainly document analysis). Additionally, 
the evaluation team conducted an evaluation synthesis.

The usual practice with case studies is to analyse a small number of 
cases in depth (Gerring 2004). This enables the examination of cause-
effect mechanisms in complex contexts where it is not possible to control 
external factors (George & Bennett 2005; Yin 2014). The approach chosen 
in the evaluation thus allowed for the in-depth analysis of the cases 
systematically chosen based on criteria. Thus, 11 projects in total in Nigeria, 
Ghana, Egypt, Uzbekistan and India were chosen for analysis.

For the first component of the evaluation, projects in Nigeria and India 
(‘remote case studies’) were analysed using primary as well as secondary 
data. The evaluation team carried out semi-structured qualitative individual 
and small group interviews, as well as focus group discussions, which were 
conducted in part remotely. Interviewees included representatives of 
project-executing agencies as well as persons or representatives of 
organisations who were directly addressed by project activities. It is noted 
that group interviews differ from focus group interviews in that interaction 
between participants is expressly not desired (Mäder 2013). The participants 
included not only entrepreneurs but also workers in their capacity as 
rightsholders. Additionally, project documents were analysed.

The second component of the evaluation analysed secondary data of 
projects in Ghana, Egypt and Uzbekistan (‘desk-based case studies’) in 
which the evaluation team relied mainly on document analysis, from internal 
project documents. In addition to the analysis of project documents, an in-
depth context analysis was conducted for every case country. To 
complement the desk-based analysis, in-depth individual interviews with 
project managers from the selected projects were conducted.

The third component of the evaluation was an evaluation synthesis, 
which involved an analysis of a representative sample of 44 evaluation 
reports from German Development Cooperation programmes. Findings of 
project evaluations from the organisations implementing bilateral 
development projects were systematically summarised using qualitative 
content analysis (Popay et al. 2006). It is therefore what is known as an 
integrative review, not an interpretative review (Dixon-Woods et al. 2005). 
Accordingly, the approach is oriented towards that of a narrative synthesis 
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which summarises and explains the findings of academic studies (Dixon-
Woods et al. 2005; Popay et al. 2006; Ryan 2013). Here, the quality analysis 
of the underlying evaluation reports and studies establishes the basis for 
reliable and valid synthesis findings. To this end, the formal quality of the 
reports was examined as part of the synthesis before these were included 
in the analysis. This was based on five indicators derived from evaluations 
by DEval and others (see, e.g., ADA 2019; Habbel et al. 2021; Noltze, Euler 
& Verspohl 2018). All evaluation reports in the sample fulfilled these formal 
quality criteria. This permitted the generalisation of the case study findings.

Throughout the evaluation process, the evaluation team implemented a 
human rights-based evaluation (HRBE) approach, which ensured the 
consideration of human rights standards and principles in relation to the 
evaluand, the evaluation process and the methodology. In practical terms, 
this entailed for example ensuring the consultation of multiple perspectives 
in the data collection and analysis process, especially those of rights-
holders, whose voices often go unheard. To this end, the evaluation team 
organised interpretation workshops with rights-holders in the remote case 
study countries (Nigeria and India). The evaluation team thus obtained a 
rich, multi-layered picture of the evaluand and was able to enhance the 
triangulation of sources.7

The evaluation, through ensuring the consultation of multiple 
perspectives in the data collection and analysis process, especially those of 
rights-holders, fulfilled the tenets of Principle 2, which requires that the 
design and implementation of evaluative work be commensurate with the 
values underlying equity work. Multi-cultural validity, although more 
complex than language, was at least partially addressed through the 
holding of interpretation workshops with rightsholders. Some findings of 
the evaluation are provided below to further demonstrate the equity lens 
of the evaluation and how the methods played an important role therein.

The evaluation found that marginalised groups are often explicitly 
targeted by interventions within the private sector and finance system 
development, (Although it is recognised that targeting only ‘marginalised 
groups’ is an over-simplification of the complex challenge of inequality and 
inequity and that the subject covers multiple dimensions such as political, 
economic, social and cultural (Bouquet 2005, p. 16)). The results of the 
evaluation synthesis show that 70% of the evaluation reports refer to 
projects intending to empower structurally marginalised groups either at 
the outcome or impact level. As can be seen in Table 5.1, roughly the same 

7. Further information on the approach, its methodology as well as the implementation of methods – 
including selection criteria for cases and the sampling strategy for evaluation reports – can be found in the 
online-annex to the evaluation.
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number of projects target these groups directly at the outcome level (55%) 
or indirectly at the impact level (52%).

Because corresponding indicators were not available consistently across 
projects, corresponding effects were not analysed in all of the evaluations in 
the evaluation synthesis. The evaluation also analysed those projects that 
directly target marginalisation and which have appropriate indicators 
(related to the empowerment of marginalised groups), which amounted to 
25 reports. Of those, 56% (14 of 25 reports) demonstrably achieved positive 
outcomes. Impacts are seldom analysed in-depth within the evaluation 
reports. Instead, evaluators often refer to the plausibility of projects 
contributing to intended impacts. This was the case in 77% of the projects. 
When analysing all projects in the private sector and finance development 
(not only those explicitly targeting marginalised groups), the percentage of 
potential outcome and impact achievement is slightly lower. In this case, 
roughly a third (32%) of all projects successfully achieved their outcomes 
and contributed to empowering marginalised groups, while the plausibility 
that impacts have been achieved is mentioned in 39% of all projects.

While these results show that private sector and finance system 
development projects strengthen marginalised groups to a certain extent, 
further analyses reveal that German development projects focus only on a 
few specific groups (see Figure 5.1): 61% of the projects aim to achieve 
outcomes or impacts for women in particular. Other groups mainly 
encompass economically marginalised groups or people living in poverty. 
Half of the projects contain references to corresponding effects at outcome 
and/or impact level (22 of the 44 reports). Young people are addressed in 

TABLE 5.1: Intended outcomes and impacts by specific groups.

Category Intended 
effects on 

outcome level

Realised effects on 
outcome level

Intended 
effects on 

impact level

Realised effects on 
impact level 
(plausibility)

n % n % of 
projects 
assessed

% of all 
projects

n % n % of 
projects 
assessed

% of all 
projects

Women 18 41 10 71 23 20 45 10 67 23

Youth and young 
adults

5 11 2 67 5 2 5 2 100 5

People with 
disabilities

1 2 - - - 1 2 - - -

Indigene peoples 
and ethnic minorities

1 2 - - - 1 2 1 100 2

LGBTI - - - - - - - - - -

Other marginalised 
groups

14 32 2 44 0 18 41 13 93 30

Marginal groups in 
general

24 55 14 56 39 23 52 17 77 39

Source: Own analysis based on the evaluation synthesis. Nall projects = 44. The values for ‘marginal groups in general’ are less 
than the sum of all particular groups, as projects mentioning more than one group are counted as one.
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only five reports at the outcome level and two reports at the impact level. 
Persons with disabilities and indigenous people are addressed in only one 
report each at the outcome and the impact level. None of the reports 
contain any reference to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or intersex 
(LGBTI) community.

The case studies bring to light a similar focus of projects on a few 
selective marginalised groups. However, they also yield examples of 
successful incorporation of efforts to address issues of intersectionality 
and multiple discriminations, such as one project geared towards the 
promotion of economically disadvantaged women.

Both the evaluation synthesis and the case studies reveal differences 
between project types. There are evident differences between projects 
focusing on technical development cooperation (TC) and financial 
development cooperation (FC). Different organisations are responsible for 
implementing technical and financial bilateral cooperation projects in 
German development cooperation. The Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) is responsible for technical cooperation projects, 
and the development bank of the Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau (KfW) 
implements financial cooperation projects. These projects differ inter alia 
with regard to the type of finance: While technical cooperation projects 
mainly consist of grants, financial cooperation projects are implemented 
mainly by means of loans. In case study countries, TC programmes often 
contain capacity development elements for micro, small and medium-sized 
enterprises, while on the other hand, FC programmes often focus on loans 

Source: Own analysis based on the case studies. Nnon-discrimination = 11.

FIGURE 5.1: Realisation of indicators corresponding to non-discrimination and equality of opportunity in 
case studies.
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for microfinance institutions. Intended effects on marginalised groups at 
the outcome level are mentioned more frequently in technical cooperation 
projects (15 out of 19 projects, or 79%) than in financial cooperation projects 
(9 out of 24 projects, 38%). The same difference, albeit somewhat less 
marked, is also found at the impact level (13 out of 19 projects, 68% for TC 
and 10 out of 24 projects, 42% for FC). It is also noted that technical 
cooperation projects tend to support a wider variety of target groups.

In sum, the results show that a rather large share of projects strive to 
strengthen marginalised groups in German development cooperation in 
general. Roughly one-third of all projects in the private sector and finance 
system development are sought to strengthen them directly at the outcome 
level. Around 40% of all projects plausibly contribute indirectly to 
strengthening marginalised groups.

One of the reasons for the aforementioned result is that equality of 
opportunity and non-discrimination are only partly systematically integrated 
throughout the whole processes of the analysed projects. This demonstrates 
that further work is required to comprehensively fulfil the tenets of Principle 2 
so that there is a deeper and more thorough integration of equality of 
opportunity in both development cooperation as well as evaluation 
processes.

Principle 3: Anchoring equality of 
opportunity and non-discrimination

The third principle in the EEF is as follows:

Principle 3: Evaluative work can and should answer critical questions 
about the:

	• Ways in which historical and structural decisions have contributed to 
the condition to be addressed

	• Effect of a strategy on different populations, on the underlying systemic 
drivers of inequity

	• Ways in which cultural context is tangled up in both the structural 
conditions and the change initiative itself.

The evaluation analysed the implementation of human rights principles, 
operationalising these using four indicators: (1) the use of disaggregated 
information about structurally marginalised groups in their specific context, 
(2) the prevention of indirect discrimination (such as barriers to access) 
against marginalised groups within the project activities, (3) the intended 
indirect contribution to eliminating forms of discrimination and their 
underlying structural causes and (4) the intended direct contribution to 
eliminating forms of discrimination and their underlying structural causes.
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As can be seen in Figure 5.1, the results from the case studies vary depending 
on the indicator:

On indicator number 1, the use of disaggregated data: the evidence 
shows that disaggregated information is available in the planning phase of 
most projects (7 out of 11 cases). In projects with a high risk of human rights 
violations, the implementing organisations conduct in-depth assessments. 
This entails preliminary studies, which very often identify structurally 
marginalised groups relevant to the project context and describe the 
reasons for their disadvantaged status. Some of these studies also use 
existing or collect new disaggregated data concerning the share of 
marginalised rights-holders addressed by the project.

With regard to indicator number 2, the prevention of indirect 
discrimination against marginalised groups in the project’s activities: 
beyond the identification of marginalised groups, equitable access to 
interventions or outputs of the project is found in almost half of the cases 
studied (6 out of 11 cases). Some projects refer to specific aspects of 
marginalisation – especially the marginalisation of women – but do not 
implement measures to ensure the equality of opportunity for these groups. 
Some projects, for example, do not include measures to strengthen 
marginalised groups and even refer to the overrepresentation of women 
within the project’s target group. Also, projects sometimes do not 
implement recommendations to fight marginalisation outlined in the 
project appraisal documents. This was the case in 5 out of 11 cases.

Regarding indicator number 3, indirect contribution to eliminating 
discrimination: often, especially when projects do not directly target rights-
holders, projects indirectly include structurally marginalised groups in their 
programme theories (8 out of 11 cases). In these cases, upstream effects 
such as improved infrastructure or institutional reforms are expected also 
to benefit marginalised groups.

About the fourth indicator, direct contribution to eliminate discrimination, 
fewer than half of all projects (5 out of 11 cases) are aimed at achieving 
direct effects on structurally marginalised groups. Corresponding to the 
results with regard to the project’s effectiveness from the evaluation 
synthesis, the projects analysed in case studies focus mainly on specific 
groups, especially women, migrants and Micro, Small and Medium Sized 
Enterprises (MSMEs) in rural regions. They barely address other context-
specific relevant groups, such as children and young people or people with 
disabilities. Multiple discrimination is rarely considered; rather, projects 
usually focus on a one-dimensional definition of discrimination. Furthermore, 
very often, discrimination is primarily and exclusively defined in economic 
terms. Intended effects thus only relate to the economic empowerment of 
marginalised groups (as distinct from legal or political empowerment), but 
do not encompass other dimensions of marginalisation.
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Thus, while most projects provide (disaggregated) information on context-
specific marginalised groups, they only partly intend to eliminate 
discrimination and discriminatory structures directly. Moreover, 
discrimination in the participation of the project’s activities is not fully 
prevented. Very often, existing information on relevant marginalised groups 
from ex-ante studies is put to limited use in the course of projects. 
Subsequently, appraisal recommendations often do not find their way into 
the project’s formal target group description or their outcomes and 
corresponding indicators. In one case, for example, the appraisal 
documentation explicitly suggested that non-discriminatory access to the 
project’s services should be written into the financing contracts or ensured 
by means of specific measures. However, this was not put into practice 
during implementation.

The evaluation also analysed interview responses within the evaluation 
reports, particularly those responsible for the projects. The analysis 
confirmed this finding: preparatory analyses tend to be seen as background 
documents, which are used for the onboarding of new staff, for example, 
but are otherwise of little operational relevance. One of the explanations 
for this limited use of the analyses is that project managers consider their 
own experience of implementation in the specific or comparable country 
and sector contexts more relevant for the conception and implementation 
of measures. Thus, some project managers and staff members question the 
relevance of the human rights-based approach to development. This goes 
hand in hand with limited knowledge of the approach and its elements. 
Also, the degree of sensitisation to human rights among project managers, 
project staff, implementation partners and also, in the MSME sector, among 
the rights-holders addressed by the projects, is a factor exerting an 
intensifying influence. Thus, building individual knowledge on and sensitivity 
towards aspects of the human rights-based approach is key for strengthening 
equality of opportunity and non-discrimination. In situations in which there 
is a rapid turnover of staff or organisational changes that affect staff 
placements, a common occurrence in development cooperation, its 
implementation is hampered further.

Another hindering factor can be identified within microfinance projects: 
in analysing interviewee responses, interviewees argue, that project 
specificities hamper the implementation of aspects of the human rights-
based approach to development. Targeting marginalised groups is 
described to be in tension with the microfinance institute’s necessity to be 
economically profitable and seen as less profitable and riskier. This is 
combined with a narrative that refers to the do-no-harm principle. 
Marginalised groups are often excluded from the credits of microfinance 
institutes by definition, as projects check the creditworthiness of potential 
clients. Therefore, particularly economically disadvantaged groups are 
often unable to obtain loans because of a lack of financial collateral (assets, 
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regular income) and concomitant risks of over-indebtedness. Interviewees 
refer to this and describe microcredit loans as inappropriate to strengthen 
all rights-holders because of the high risk of sub-borrower over-
indebtedness. Because over-indebtedness has both economic and 
psychosocial consequences, respondents considered that in keeping with 
the do-no-harm principle and from a human rights point of view, it was 
essential to systematically weigh the repayment risks against the promotion 
of economically marginalised groups of people.

This stands in contrast to examples, that illustrate possibilities for 
microfinance institutions to build finance systems that do not exclude the 
most marginalised. For example, financial institutions might offer financial 
services targeted especially to poorer population groups without the risk 
of over-indebtedness. In one of the projects examined, an outcome indicator 
of higher deposits of savings at a partner bank was agreed upon and 
achieved. Another project was planning to support an insurance facility for 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), which mostly grant microloans, 
by putting an accompanying measure in place. One objective of this facility 
was to give micro-entrepreneurs easier access to loans; at the time of the 
evaluation, however, the measure had not yet been implemented. It is also 
possible to promote innovative financial services for marginalised groups 
by means of accompanying measures at the partner bank. Such measures 
were planned by one project analysed but were not put into practice.

The underlying question is whether this evaluation paid sufficient attention 
to Principle 3 in the EEF: firstly, the ways in which historical and structural 
decisions have contributed to the conditions that prompted the development 
intervention; secondly, the effect of the intervention on different populations, 
as well as the underlying systemic drivers of inequity; and thirdly, how the 
cultural context is enmeshed in both the structural conditions and the 
intervention itself. These are addressed in the section that follows.

Discussion: Equity-focused evaluation to 
strengthen equality of opportunity and 
non-discrimination

The evaluation’s results are ambivalent regarding strengthening equality of 
opportunity and non-discrimination: on the one hand, a significant 
proportion of projects in the private sector and finance system development 
either directly or indirectly intended to strengthen marginalised groups. 
Furthermore – considering the restrictions of the analysis especially with 
regard to indirect effects – there is evidence, that a lot of them reach their 
goals. On the other hand, however, most of the projects analysed are limited 
in their reach, as they focus on the economic marginalisation of individual 
groups – especially women and poor people.
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Despite projects often collecting disaggregated data on marginalised 
groups during pre-planning or diagnostic phases, this knowledge is seldom 
used to conceptualise projects or guide project implementation. Measures 
to prevent and eliminate non-discrimination are therefore only partly 
integrated into development projects. Moreover, in some projects, the 
barriers to integrating equality of opportunity and non-discrimination 
are described as insurmountable. This is especially true for microfinance 
institutions, in which equality of opportunity and non-discrimination 
are often described to be in tension with the principle of ‘do-no-harm’ and 
the economic prosperity of the institutions. This is despite existing examples 
of projects that have identified ways to overcome these perceived tensions.

The results of the study presented in this chapter demonstrate the 
challenges in economically empowering marginalised groups through 
development projects. It sheds light on the many complexities in achieving 
inclusive growth through development. Although a relatively large number 
of projects are aimed directly or indirectly at strengthening marginalised 
groups, there are individual cases in which systematic barriers inhibit this 
goal. The challenges described in microfinance projects, which incorporate 
a specific focus on marginalised groups, point to potential systematic 
barriers due to tensions between the economic rationality of the project 
and the goal of not leaving anyone behind.

Another challenge is related to tackling marginalisation in general. Most 
of the projects focus on singular marginalised groups, such as women or 
economically deprived people. This focus on women is reasonable against 
the backdrop of evidence that shows gender inequality has a significant 
effect on all of society and the economy at large. For example, the gross 
domestic product (GDP) per capita can be cut by as much as 27% in 
particular regions if there are gender gaps in the labour market (Elborgh-
Woytek et al. in Kedir 2014). Kedir (2014, p. 514) also quotes the World 
Bank Gender Action Plan that states ‘gender equality is smart economics’. 
Development cooperation projects should, therefore, be focused on 
ensuring gender parity and addressing gender-based inequities in all 
development programming if it is to be successful in driving inclusive 
growth and an equitable development agenda. However, the projects do 
not reference intersectionality as a basis for marginalisation. This might be 
a sign of the risk of gender inequality being treated as an adjunct to the 
subject of equity and equitable development.

According to Alonso and Glennie (2015), one of the three major tasks 
of development cooperation is to support countries in achieving higher 
levels of income and wellbeing, and ensuring that comparatively extreme 
levels of inequality are addressed at a global level. Despite the consensus 
that reducing inequality and ensuring equitable access to opportunities 
to improve individual and national wellbeing, it is suggested that inclusive 
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growth (as a vector of addressing income disparities and achieving overall 
wellbeing) is largely still aspirational, rather than a reality (Samans et al. 
2015). The challenge is the absence of an overarching framework, 
prescriptive indicators or guiding milestones that can help countries 
construct a socially inclusive economic strategy that focuses on 
comprehensive improvements in wellbeing and standards of living, 
beyond economic growth (Samans et al. 2015). Development cooperation 
is therefore left to decipher, from the large body of sometimes 
contradictory evidence, ‘what works’ in their processes of designing 
Theories of Change and Action that promote equitable development and 
inclusive growth.

Some scholars and practitioners question the assumption of a direct 
and linear relationship between economic growth and inclusive poverty 
reduction. For example, Kedir (2014) looked at various empirical studies on 
growth and income distribution and discovered that in the early stages of 
development, growth leads to a deterioration of income distribution. Later, 
however, as people migrate to urban areas as opportunities for industrial 
employment rise, income inequality reduces. Contradicting these results is 
a different study that showed a neutral effect of growth on income 
distribution on average (Kedir 2014, p. 15) as does Kuznet’s (1955 in Nelson 
& Goel 2023, p. 1367)) seminal work in hypothesising nonlinear relationships 
between economic growth and income inequality (or the famous ‘U-shape’). 
Providing further evidence of this debate, Samans et al. (2015) states that 
empirical evidence has shown that:

[T]he current debate on inequality and social inclusion is unduly narrow and 
unnecessarily polemicized. It is possible, indeed essential, to be pro-labour 
and pro-business, to advocate a strengthening of both social inclusion and the 
efficiency of markets. (p. vii)

Some of the more radical arguments against what is considered neo-
liberal notions of growth are what are termed the ‘transition discourses’. 
These question traditional approaches to growth and development, and 
advocate for degrowth and post-development frameworks that ‘call for a 
significant paradigmatic or civilizational transformation’ (Escobar 2015, 
p. 251). These transition discourses include post-development movements 
such as those in Latin America, including Buen Vivir (BV), the rights of 
Nature, civilisational crisis and ‘alternatives to development’ (Escobar 
2015). What is common among the various transition discourses is the 
emphasis on moving beyond the confines of current institutional and 
epistemic frameworks if significant transformation is truly desired 
(Escobar 2015). Escobar (2015) also encourages a re-think around the 
constructs of the Global North or Global South divide, advocating instead 
for building the conditions for dialogue around degrowth and post-
development informed by a pluversal perspective. As Bouquet (2005) 
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reminds us, at the heart of development strategies is coordination and 
the collaborative stance required of all actors, working together in 
harmony and having fairly distributed obligations and responsibilities, if 
we are to take equity into account.

Although the evaluation itself was directed at examining the effects of 
the private sector and financial systems development programmes 
implemented through German Development Cooperation, some more 
work could be done in examining the ways in which historical and 
structural decisions have contributed to the condition to be addressed by 
the intervention. Through the disaggregation of some indicators, there is 
some indication that there is a deliberate attempt to understand the 
effect of the development cooperation strategy on different populations; 
however, an intensified effort at understanding the underlying systemic 
drivers of inequality in the context of those development cooperation 
programmes (including how the cultural context is tangled up in both the 
structural conditions and the change initiative itself) could yield 
strategically important information that could guide programme planning 
and design.

Implications
What do these challenges in strengthening equality imply for evaluation? 
Various schools of thought in evaluation offer ideas on how to deal with the 
challenges of equity and equality as an evaluand in a world in which 
inequalities prevail.

As espoused by Principle 2 of the EEF, the starting point for dealing with 
these challenges can be the selection of appropriate designs and methods. 
As an evaluator, the ‘lens’ with which one asks questions about the 
effectiveness, coherence, sustainability and impact of a policy or programme 
will shape the findings and recommendations – a narrow lens will elicit a 
narrow selection of methods and approaches, while a more open perspective 
will elicit a wider range of options (and hopefully evaluation results). 
A multitude of evaluation theories, approaches, methods and designs exist 
in the evaluation field. For example, the Evaluation Theory Tree (Alkin & 
Christie 2013) and African Evaluation Tree (Chilisa, Major, Gaotlhobogwe, & 
Mokgolodi 2016) are particularly important in crystallising these theories, 
approaches, methods and designs, as they provide the sector with a sound 
basis and a framework for selecting appropriate evaluation methods, 
questions, designs and strategies that may be useful for addressing 
the complexity of inequity. Corresponding to this is Feinstein’s (2019, p. 21) 
concept of ‘dynamic evaluation’, which promotes a shift from linearity to 
complexity, from a micro to a macro perspective, from country to global 
level of consideration, from programmes or projects to strategies or policies 
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and from single to multiple methods of enquiry. Feinstein (2019) avers that 
as part of the process of ‘dynamic evaluation’:

Evaluators should not be locked in single methods or single sources of data but 
should be willing to engage with different evaluation methods and techniques 
for capturing, processing, analysing, and synthesizing data. (p. 21)

To this end, the application of mixed-method and multi-method approaches 
has been a standard in good evaluative practice for years. The same is true 
for the selection of appropriate methods to the interest of knowledge of 
every evaluation. As such, a method-integrated approach can guide the 
selection of appropriate methods in order to best address the evaluative 
question and purpose.

Building on this, there are specific approaches that discuss the 
implications of focusing on equity as an evaluand. Segone (n.d., p. 7), for 
example, provides a detailed description of what equity-focused evaluation 
could look like. He inter alia proposes to include additional evaluation 
criteria such as coverage, connectedness and coherence, in addition to the 
more commonly used criteria of relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact 
and sustainability. He further avers that equity-focused evaluation is 
concerned with ensuring that the design, analysis and interpretation of 
evidence must be directed at those of concern to worst-off groups (Segone 
n.d., p. 7). Mertens (n.d.), referring to the UNDP Evaluation Policy (2011), 
confirms the international development community’s (including evaluators’) 
heightened attention to a human-rights imperative, quoting:

Evaluation is guided by the people-centred approach of UNDP to development, 
which enhances capabilities, choices and rights for all men and women. 
Evaluation abides by universally shared values of equity, justice, gender equality 
and respect for diversity. (p. 26)

There are recent evaluation approaches that incorporate this line of thought 
as a basis for the design of an evaluation. UNWOMEN (2018) developed an 
approach of an inclusive systematic evaluation for gender equality, 
environment and marginalised voices and DEval is currently working on a 
human-rights-based evaluation approach (see for example Polak et al. 
2022). This aligns strongly with Principle 3 of the EEF, which is concerned 
with different populations and how systemic drivers of inequity affect 
them, as well as understanding the complexity of how structural conditions 
influence how an intervention is designed, and how it is evaluated.

Recently there has been a growing normative debate on the need for 
evaluations to contribute to transformative change. Beyond the theories, 
methods and approaches – and commitments to equity – some voices call 
for transformative evaluation, which provides a way of thinking that goes 
beyond linear and conventional approaches to evaluation. Within this line 
of thought, evaluation approaches which are perceived as ‘traditional’, are 
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criticised for being too narrow, not useful for transformative change, and 
embedded in upward-accountability requirements that are useful only to 
donors, and not local to country governments, stakeholders and 
beneficiaries. Hopson, Kirkhart and Bledsoe (n.d.) agree that evaluators 
(together with the development community) have begun embracing new 
paradigms that include a transformative and equity-driven perspective.

It is argued that the value of a transformative perspective is that it 
provides a ‘metaphysical umbrella’, or one philosophical framework, as 
guidance to evaluators, to ensure the prioritisation of the needs and 
conditions of those who are oppressed and discriminated against in a 
multitude of ways (Mertens n.d.). Montrosse-Moorhead, Schroter and 
Becho (2019, p. 167) refer to transformative participatory evaluation as one 
approach in the ‘garden’ of evaluation. Evaluation is sought to thoughtfully 
consider the context within which development occurs, which is anchored 
by systemic structural power conditions that create a vicious cycle of 
inequity within and between nations. Therefore, Merten’s transformative 
paradigm pays attention to the root conditions that are ensconced in power 
structures that either support the achievement of equity and the universal 
guarantees of human rights to all or maintain the oppression of the current 
inequitable conditions (Montrosse-Moorhead et al. 2019). According to 
Mertens (n.d.):

The transformative paradigm provides one philosophical framework that 
provides guidance for practical methods in evaluation, which align the human 
rights mission of international development organisations with a human rights 
approach to evaluation. (p. 27)

In a further discussion on transformative evaluation, Magro and Van den 
Berg (2019) argue that evaluators should align themselves with systems-
thinking approaches in order to be transformative in their practice of 
evaluation. Thereby, the line of argumentation and evaluation can have a 
more meaningful role in addressing the systemic and deeply-rooted 
challenges that lead to the prevailing inequitable developments. This is an 
approach with an ever-growing list of proponents, including pioneering 
concepts such as Blue Marble Evaluation (Michael Quinn Patton) and others 
who have written about this before (Magro & Van den Berg 2019). Magro 
and Van den Berg (2019) pose four challenges to evaluators to this effect:

Evaluators need to become fluent in systems thinking to apply systems concepts, 
approaches and methods in their evaluations; Evaluators need to be open to 
evidence and sources of knowledge generated through systems analytics, including 
especially future scenarios and power law phenomena that lead to transformational 
change; Among the rich diversity of approaches, tools, and methods that systems 
analytics offer, evaluators need to be able to identify the ones relevant and 
significant for the task they are about to undertake; Evaluations need to provide 
insight and understanding of whether interventions and policies are able to reverse 
trends and may overcome barriers to move in sustainable directions. (p. 152)
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Conclusion
This chapter provides a perspective on the implementation of development 
cooperation in service of equity using a human rights-based approach, 
while also considering the implications of this for equity as an evaluand, 
and evaluating equity in development programming. The case study of a 
strategic evaluation of Germany’s human-rights-based approach to 
development cooperation provided a unique opportunity to unpack some 
of the more critical issues for evaluators facing questions of equity, using 
the Equitable Evaluation Framework (EEF) (Dean-Coffey & Cone 2023) 
as  a  frame of reference. It  showed how the evaluation considered the 
application of a human rights-based approach to development, where 
the  focus is on promoting equitable development, particularly non-
discrimination and equality of opportunity. The empirical results of the 
evaluation found that although most of the projects within the suite of 
development cooperation initiatives intended to address marginalised 
groups, systematic challenges to achieving the outcome of equitable 
development for marginalised or worst-off populations exist. Despite the 
intention of addressing inequity, the chapter showed that the many 
complexities and contestations relating to rationality, policy and 
development programming choices leave a murkiness in the ‘how to’ of 
equitable development. Many of these issues are usually not surfaced in 
final evaluation reports.

The contestation around whether or not poverty reduction, equitable 
development and growth are mutually exclusive are difficult debates, but 
these should not immobilise the evaluation community and prevent it from 
moving ahead with a transformative paradigm to ensure that a more 
equitable world becomes a reality. More work needs to be done in putting 
into practice the legal, moral and economic imperative to addressing the 
many inequities that continue to plague the planet. Furthermore, evaluation 
that pushes forward an equity agenda must be cognisant of the 
transformation agenda that is moving the field forward, away from linear 
and singular (ineffective) ways of doing evaluation that render it meaningless 
for either programmatic improvement or policy or systemic change. 
In order to ensure that evaluation drives forward the thinking and practice 
of equitable development, we believe being more strongly attuned to 
systemic change and transformative thinking and practice will prove 
helpful.


