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Executive Summary 

 
The Environmental and Social Impact Management (ESIM) approach was launched in 2015 by the 
Austrian Development Agency (ADA), and then further adapted and updated as the Environmental, 
Gender and Social Impact Management (EGSIM) approach in 2018. The purpose of this external, 
independent evaluation was to learn from ADA’s experience introducing and implementing its revised 
approach to environment, gender, and social impact management.  The evaluation is meant to 
contribute to improved EGSIM, so that ADA can better contribute to expected development results. 
 

Key findings  

The key findings of the evaluation, aligned with its evaluation questions, are as follow: 

What have been the main drivers and strategic considerations, including alignment with ADA’s 
strategic priorities, that have led to the introduction of ESIM, and more recently, to EGSIM? 

1. Initial key drivers for the introduction of ESIM, were a search for improved program quality and 
results, better management of environment and social standards through more consistent risk 

identification and mitigation, and alignment with EU and IFC quality assurance frameworks. GCF 
accreditation efforts were important as early as 2015 and were the central driver and primary 
strategic consideration for EGSIM. 

 

Was ESIM and now EGSIM aligned with the goals, strategic priorities and management approaches 
of the international development agenda? 

2. The overarching policies and principles that are the foundation of ADA’s EGSIM system are closely 
aligned with those promoted by the United Nations as part of the global SDGs. The exclusion list 
and standards used by ADA’s EGSIM, are directly aligned with those advocated by IFC and most 
commonly used by multilateral development banks when funding large projects.   

 

Is E(G)SIM in line with ADA’s project and programme management and current working conditions 
and structure? 

3. Effective E(G)SIM requires support from an appropriate level of human resources at ADA’s head 
office and within its coordination offices. 

4. ADA’s centrally controlled, hierarchal approach to EGSIM has been influenced by risk management 
and safeguards designed for large-scale infrastructure projects and has not sufficiently emphasised 
nor encouraged collaboration and partnership.  

 

How well has E(G)SIM been implemented, in other words, what key factors have helped, and which 
have hindered E(G)SIM? 

5. Principles, standards and processes introduced by ESIM, and further elaborated by its second 
iteration as EGSIM, are clear to most stakeholders. It is practical application given complex local 
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contexts and limited time and resources that is widely recognized as the more fundamental 
challenge.  

6. The EGSIMM requires additional work to make it more practical and assure value-added. For 
example, the exemption threshold introduced by EGSIM was found by some to be arbitrary. 

7. Support at organizational level for the development, roll-out and application of E(G)SIM has been 
moderate to low and without a shared action plan or an approved budget.  

8. With a few exceptions, support for E(G)SIM at project-level, and to project implementation 
partners has been mostly through ADA’s CO staff.  

9. Insufficient human resources, insufficient context-focused monitoring, and the fragmented focus 
of ADA’s global program are factors hindering effective E(G)SIM. 

 

Does the updated EGSIM address perceived shortcomings of ESIM’s conceptualisation and 
implementation? 

10. EGSIM brings integrated EGSS assessment, more exact definition of standards, additional user 
guidelines, an exemption option, and a more explicit commitment to risk management. It also 
brings new questions about ADA’s programming direction and priorities, and the balance of roles 
between HQ and COs. 

 

Has the E(G)SIM approach been efficient, and have opportunity costs been sufficiently offset by 
potential benefits? 

11. The cost of ESIM (mostly human resources, and consultation and facilitation time) was often not 
offset by reduced EGS-related risks, improved project quality or the benefits of better 
development results.  

 

Based on progress with (E(G)SIM to date, what are the potential development outcomes of using 
E(G)SIM at project and program-level? 

12. While ESIM gender and social standards, and requisite disaggregation of related data helped ADA 
focus on the multiple dimensions of poverty, there is mixed evidence that this management 
approach, on its own, consistently helped ADA avoid EGS risks or achieve development results. 

 

How best could E(G)SIM be further adjusted to support achievement of ADA’s development results? 

13. ADA staff suggestions for improving EGSIM include a review and adjustment of HR and monitoring 

capacity, another iteration of the EGSIMM to further incorporate lessons learned, and more 
systematic rollout of guidance supported with a budget and training plan.  

 

Conclusions  

Based on the evidence collected and analysed by the evaluation team, the following conclusions were 
drawn aligned with the key evaluation questions that defined the research scope:  

Conclusion 1 - EGSIM remains highly relevant to ADA 
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ESIM, and more recently EGSIM, indicate that ADA is committed to program quality. Aligned with 
internationally recognized quality assurance frameworks, and with GCF accreditation requirements, 
ADA has introduced two iterations of a formalized management approach that have helped the 
organization safeguard environment, gender, and social standards. The EGSIM approach remains 
highly relevant for ADA as it seeks to protect and significantly expand its resource base.  

Conclusion 2 - Uneven operational efficiency of E(G)SIM has frustrated staff 

The ADA commitment to EGSS has introduced more complex standard operating procedures, most 
notable at the project concept and design phase. This requires additional efforts from partners, and 
significantly more effort and time from ADA’s staff. Effective EGSS management requires an 
appropriate level of human resources at ADA’s head office and within its coordination offices. The 
work load of ADA’s TQ unit has especially increased – without a commensurate increase in HR – as it 
has been assigned a more central role in technical appraisal, and now, as part of EGSIM, with risk 
assessment and mitigation. An insufficient level of HR to adequately support ESIM throughout the 
project cycle, including field-based appraisal and monitoring, led to approval delays, and promoted 
project-cycle inefficiency. It is unlikely that the changes introduced with EGSIM will decrease the work 
load of TQ or CR: although the exemption provision may reduce the number of projects requiring 
formal EGS assessment, TQ’s role as independent controller of risk brings addition demands. 

Conclusion 3 - E(G)SIM support for development effectiveness has so far been disappointing  

The cost of E(G)SIM – mostly human resources, and consultation and facilitation time – is not 
consistently being offset by improved project quality or the benefits of better development results. 
While enforcement of EGSS, and requisite disaggregation of related data helps ADA focus on the 
multiple dimensions of poverty, there is mixed evidence that this management approach, on its own, is 
leading ADA to achieve better development results. Most ADA staff believe that in-house EGSS 
technical appraisals of projects, supported by TQ during a project’s design and approval phase, can 
provide value-added, but only when this is fully informed by local context, and directly involving CO 
staff and partners. 

Conclusion 4 - Practical implementation of EGSIM to support development effectiveness is an 
ongoing challenge 

While E(G)SIM principles, standards and processes are relatively clear to most stakeholders, practical 
implementation given local context and priorities is widely recognized as the ongoing challenge. 
Increasing the exemption threshold introduced by EGSIM could help assure that control and 
compliance efforts are focused on larger, higher-risk projects.  It is critical that technical appraisals 
from TQ are practical and provide value-added to implementing partners. 

Conclusion 5 - Effective EGSIM requires a balance between HQ-led quality control and field-based 
monitoring and feedback 

The underlying logic of E(G)SIM supports two separate organizational identities and their competing 
goals. EGSIM is meant to support ADA as implementing agency for EU and GCF resourced projects, and 
at the same time, support ADA as a bilateral donor responsive to local implementing partners. This 
leads to operational tensions: risk control and compliance around standards, versus collaboration with 
empowered partners within complex, context-specific realities. While commitment to EGSS has added 
to ADA’s success in gaining resources through third-party programming, ESIM, and especially EGSIM, is 
not sufficiently adapted to core ADA programming needs which revolve around flexibility, 
collaboration, responsiveness, monitoring, trust-building and an effective donor-implementor 
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interface. A more conscious balance between HQ-led quality control and field-based monitoring and 
feedback is required to ease the administrative burden that can come with EGSIM.  

Conclusion 6 - ADA’s EGSIM approach remains a work in progress 

Elements of EGSIM remain too technical and mostly understood by sector experts. Field-based 
practitioners face challenges of context and resource limitations as they translate standards into 
practical suggestions. The processes outlined in the EGSIMM are often considered by staff as 
cumbersome and TQ recommendations can be repetitive (better left to technical tip sheets, for 
example, on green workshop decorum) or unrealistic, or both. Another iteration of the EGSIMM is 
required to better align standardized processes with HR capacity. More systematic rollout of guidance 
supported with a budget and training plan would support the potential effectiveness of EGSIM. 

 

Recommendations   

Key recommendations made by this evaluation, aligned with its scope, and directly related to its 
findings and conclusions are presented below. 

1. Develop generic EGS recommendations – Develop best-practice “Tip Sheets” that cover standard 
EGS-related recommendations (encouraging women’s leadership in decision making, designing 
green workshops, environmental considerations when construction of a building is involved, etc.) 
and promote these inside the organization and during exchanges with partners. 

2. Re-examine the exemption level and its use – Use an internal, participatory and evidence-based 
process to re-examine how the EUR 500,000 exemption level is applied by EGSIM. Examine 
whether a more flexible use of exemption, based on project specifics and context, could help 
reduce administrative burden without jeopardizing risk management. Focus TQ efforts and formal 
EGS assessment on larger, higher-risk projects. 

3. Skew towards collaboration – As much as possible, avoid applying EGS safeguards independent of 
the entities involved in project design and implementation. Increase efficiency of 4-way TQ, CR, 
CO, implementing partner nexus by more conscious nurturing of trust and knowledge-based 
collaborative relationships versus control and compliance around TQ-defined recommendations 
stated as contractual obligations. Retain a more overtly independent, centralized, process-
oriented, approach to EGSIM only when this is a pre-requisite, for example, larger, higher-risk 
projects such as those envisaged with the GCF.     

4. Reinvigorate monitoring as part of EGSIM – for example: 

a. Expand guidance on monitoring within the EGSIMM or as related, linked auxiliary 
knowledge support. This could be done through a combination of online technical 
guidance and best-practice examples, an inhouse-community of practice, and use of 
identified in-house monitoring experts positioned to provide direct. 

b. Beyond EGSIMM, work into all project design and contracts more explicit description of 
how projects will be monitored, and the roles and responsibilities related to monitoring 
plans. The overarching principle should be that implementers monitor but ADA has a 
shared and collaborative oversight role. 

c. Where third-party funded projects are being implemented in ADA COs, opportunistically 
tap the additional administrative overhead and project management capacity that 



 
 

  

ADA ESIM Evaluation         Page 5 

normally comes with this modality, to support CO ability to directly participate in ongoing, 
systematic monitoring activities related to its wider program. The goal should be more 
frequent project visits by ADA program staff. 

 

5. Consider a third iteration of the EGSIM – which could include: 
 

a. A commitment from senior management to best-practice EGSIM more explicit by 
providing HR support, a roll-out plan, and a training schedule together with a delegated 
budget to support key planned activities.  

b. Polarity management as an explicit goal of EGSIM, that is, two different sets of needs 
(contracted third-party funded project implementer plus responsive development 
assistance donor) must be accommodated by this management approach.  

c. Risk management together with quality assurance as a holistic approach to EGSIM with the 
ultimate goal of management for development results.  

d. Further review and improvement of EGSIM templates and guidelines to remove 
inconsistencies, simplify and explain language, and potentially streamline the EGS 
assessment process. 
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Rationale for the Evaluation 
The Environmental and Social Impact Management (ESIM) approach was launched in 2015 by the 
Austrian Development Agency (ADA), and then further adapted and updated as the Environmental, 
Gender and Social Impact Management (EGSIM) approach in 2018. Two key reasons motivate the 
current review. When the ESIM manual (ESIMM) was released, it included a commitment to review the 
system in 2017 to guide early learning and potential adjustments. The recent accreditation process 
with the Global Climate Fund (GCF) is another motivation for review.1  

1.2 Purpose and Specific Objectives 
The purpose of this evaluation is to learn from the ADA experience of introducing and implementing 
different aspects of E(G)SIM.2 The evaluation is meant to contribute to improved EGSIM, so that ADA 
can better contribute to expected development results. Specifically, the objectives of the evaluation 
are to: 

• analyze the introduction, application, and quality of ESIM, and the refinements that are part 
of the EGSIM; 

• provide evidence of what works well and what needs improvement for EGSIM within ADA; 

• provide lessons and conclusions as input into the ongoing process of implementing EGSIM, 
and; 

• provide recommendations for moving EGSIM forward given different scenarios in terms of 
resource needs and prioritization.  

1.3 Scope of the Evaluation 
The timeline covered by this evaluation is from mid-2015, the formal introduction point of ADA’s 
Environmental and Social Impact Management (ESIM) system, until the present, in which the ESIM has 
been replaced by its latest iteration, ADA’s Environmental, Gender and Social Impact Management 
(EGSIM) approach.  ADA’s Evaluation Unit commissioned this formative strategic evaluation as an in 
medias res evaluation of ADA’s ESIM in parallel with an ex-ante evaluation of the updated EGSIM 
approach. 

The evaluation analysed E(G)SIM as it is described in relevant guidance notes as well as its 
implementation practise and habits.  E(G)SIM processes and procedures at project, programme, and 
organizational levels were examined and implications for projects and the envisaged contribution to 
overall ADA program-level outcomes were explored. The evaluation focused on management 
processes at ADA but also assessed implications for key partner organizations. 

                                                             
 
1 ADA was accredited by GCF on October 20, 2018. Ongoing review of ADA’s EGSIM is a commitment made by 
ADA as part of the GCF accreditation process. 
2 In this evaluation, the ESIM and EGSIM approaches are reviewed. E(G)SIM is an acronym that includes both 
systems, in other words, ESIM and EGSIM.   
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1.4 Intended Users of the Evaluation 
The primary intended users of the evaluation process and products are: 

• ADA senior managers who are involved in setting strategic direction and decision making and 
assuring overall organizational and program performance; 

• ADA project appraisal staff who directly apply E(G)SIM standards, namely, the EGSIM 
appraisal team (namely, individuals in ADA’s TQ Unit); 

• ADA project and program staff, those who manage individual projects, and who receive and 
work to integrate E(G)SIM appraisals (CR staff based in Vienna plus coordination office (CO) 
staff); and 

• Partner representatives, namely, the project owners who are responsible for implementing 
approved projects, and for follow up and monitoring the recommendations of E(G)SIM 
appraisals. 

 
 

2. Background of ADA’s E(G)SIM System 

2.1 Global Context 
During the 1980’s and 1990’s most development agencies began introducing internal environmental 
and social impact policy and procedures for their staff and implementing partners. These management 
system advances were designed to help agencies and their partners identify and assess the potential 
environmental and social risks of projects that were being funded. Through a review and appraisal 
process early in the project cycle, the intent of these ESIM approaches was to avoid or minimize 
potential negative impacts that projects might cause.3 The move to a more formalized approach to 
embracing and safeguarding environmental, gender and social standards (EGSS) was advocated as 
consistent with globally agreed effective development principles.4 In 2012, the adoption by the World 
Bank International Finance Corporation (IFC) of its sustainability framework and a set of related 
performance standards became a global ESIM watershed for multilateral development banks and their 
investment partners.5   

Most bilateral development agencies now have well defined if still evolving ESIM approaches. These 
are typically aligned with their own experience, lessons learned, and national legislation and include: a 
set of standards and internal operating procedures, and related process and technical guidance notes. 

                                                             
 
3 Horberry, J. (2014). Environmental and Social Safeguards, Evidence on Demand, United Kingdom, page 3. 
4 Rome Declaration on Harmonization (2003) and subsequent declarations of the high-level forums on aid 
effectiveness (Paris 2005, Accra 2008, and Busan 2011) 
5 Horberry, Ibid, page iii 
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2.2 ADA Internal Context 
In parallel with global advancements in environment, gender and social standards (EGSS) application, 
the Austrian Development Cooperation (ADC) has taken conscious measures to manage its 
environmental and social impact: 

• Processes for environmental and gender assessments of projects were introduced in the 
1990s; 

• Related government policies on gender, human rights, environment, poverty reduction, and 
good governance were put in place over the ensuing years; 

• The ESIM system was formally launched (in July 2015); and, 

• An updated EGSIM system was approved by senior management in April 2018.6 
  

ADC believes that the promotion of environmental, gender and social standards and safeguards must 
be considered at the earliest stage of programme and project design, systematically addressed during 
implementation, and followed-up through monitoring and evaluation. Environmental and social 
sustainability, as well as gender equality, are considered by ADA to be fundamental to the 
achievement of development outcomes.7  

The Environmental and Social Impact Management Manual (ESIMM) was launched in July 2015 by the 
Austrian Development Agency’s (ADA)8, and updated, in the second quarter of 2018, as the 
Environmental, Gender and Social Impact Management Manual (EGSIMM).  These consecutive 
manuals describe overarching policies and project-level standards governing ADA’s poverty alleviation 
project management, and the system and processes for project delivery. They draw from relevant ADA 
guidelines and policy documents and serve as guidance for staff and project partners.  

The manuals aim to assist applicants and ADA staff in developing interventions that are in line with 
ADA’s program policy, and to assure that environmental, gender and other social risks related to 
planned interventions are identified and mitigated. As such the ESIMM (and now the EGSIMM) serves 
as a key program management tool that supports ADA’s management of EGSS. 

2.3 Intervention Logic and Expected Outcomes 
The program theory for how E(G)SIM is expected to support ADA’s organizational vision, mission 
statement, and operation principles, and achieve expected outcomes was not fully laid out in existing 
documentation reviewed by the evaluation team.  To help the evaluation team conceptualize the logic 
of introducing E(G)SIM, draft Theories of Change (ToCs) for both the ESIM and the EGSIM were 
developed as part of the evaluation process and these are presented in Annex 7.1. These draft ToCs 
acknowledge that ADA’s success with E(G)SIM depends on three key change mechanisms: widespread 
awareness of and commitment to environment, gender and social standards, Environment, Gender 

                                                             
 
6 EGSIM was launched in May/June 2018 (application was set to start by June for those projects that have not yet 
reached an advanced planning stage (i.e. beyond preparation of a draft concept note). Project managers were 
however invited to use it from May onwards to their own discretion) 
7 ADA, Manual - Environmental, Gender and Social Impact Management, Section 1, ADC, June 2018 
8 The Austrian Development Agency (ADA) was founded in 2004 as the operational unit of Austrian Development 
Cooperation. 
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and Social Impact Assessment (EGSIA) as part of project conceptualization and design, and ongoing 
monitoring and project adjustment to assure standards are respected during project implementation.  

 

3. Evaluation Methodology 

3.1 Evaluation Criteria and Questions 
The 3 key questions and 8 related sub-questions covered by the evaluation have been adapted from 
those presented in the approved Terms of Reference9 and are noted below with the overarching 
evaluation criteria (relevance, efficiency and effectiveness) shown in brackets: 

1. Design and fit of E(G)SIM (relevance) 

1.1. What have been the main drivers and strategic considerations, including alignment with 
ADA’s strategic priorities, that have led to the introduction of ESIM, and more recently, to 
EGSIM? 

1.2. Is E(G)SIM aligned with the goals, strategic priorities and management approaches of the 
international development agenda? 

1.3. Is E(G)SIM in line with ADA’s project and programme management and current working 
conditions and structure? 

2. Implementation of E(G)SIM (operational efficiency and effectiveness) 

2.1. How well has E(G)SIM been implemented, in other words, what key factors have helped, and 
which have hindered E(G)SIM? 

2.1.1.   Clarity and practicality of the standards and processes? 

2.1.2.   ADA support at organizational level (e.g. design and introduction of processes and 
quality standards, change management communication, staff training, etc.)? 

2.1.3.   ADA support at PP level with project owners and partners? 

2.1.4.   Have financial resources dedicated to the operational implementation been adequate? 

2.1.5.   Other key factors helping or hindering E(G)SIM implementation? 

2.2. Does the updated EGSIM address perceived shortcomings of ESIM’s conceptualisation and 
implementation? 

2.3. Has the E(G)SIM approach been efficient, and have opportunity costs been sufficiently offset 
by potential benefits? 

 

                                                             
 
9 Evaluation of Environmental and Social Impact Management at ADA, Terms of Reference, ADA, August 2, 2018 
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3. Results of E(G)SIM (development effectiveness) 

3.1. Based on progress with E(G)SIM to date, what are the potential development outcomes of 
using E(G)SIM at PP-level?  

3.2. How best could E(G)SIM be further adjusted to support achievement of ADA’s development 
results? 

3.2 Methodology 
The research approach used for this evaluation was non-experimental. It was formative in that it 
examined the implementation process of ESIM and aimed to provide inputs into the further 
development and use of EGSIM. The research had ex-ante elements as EGSIM was only introduced in 
early 2018.  

The research methods were primarily qualitative.  The evaluation considered multiple variables 
simultaneously, for example level of management support for ESIM, staff perception of effectiveness, 
and partner perception of relevance. However, analysis did not attempt to statistically measure the 
significance of these relationships. Instead, inferences are supported by a series of evidence-based 
findings. The evidence was primarily qualitative. As appropriate and available, the findings also drew 
on descriptive statistics.  

The evaluation was participatory in that it directly involved a shortlist of key informants that ADA 
considered to be appropriate stakeholder representatives. An Evaluation Reference Group (ERG) was 
activated and directly involved during key milestones of the evaluation: drafting and approval of the 
terms of reference, approval of the inception report, input into the draft evaluation report, and 
approval of the final report. 

3.2.1 Phases and Overall Structure 
The evaluation research was primarily desk-based, without field visits to development project sites. The 
overall phased structure of the evaluation was as follows: 

• Inception Phase 
‒ Initial document gathering and review 
‒ Initial program theory review 
‒ Inception meetings with evaluation manager and ERG 
‒ Initial portfolio review 
‒ Inception report drafting and approval 

• Inquiry and Analysis Phase 
‒ Ongoing document review 
‒ Completion of portfolio review  
‒ Data collection as per the evaluation matrix 
‒ Face-to-face data collection opportunity in Vienna 
‒ Data analysis and synthesis including qualitative benefit-cost analysis 
‒ Further development of ToC for E(G)SIM 
‒ Drafting of preliminary findings 

• Reporting Phase 
‒ Report drafting and submission  
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‒ Validation meeting and discussion of recommendations with ERG in Vienna 
‒ Report circulation and finalization 

 

3.2.2 Data Collection Tools  
The main data collection tools used are summarized below. A more detailed description of the 
methodology used, including sampling strategies and an Evaluation Matrix which links data collection 
tools to evaluation questions, is provided in Annex 7.2 and 7.3 (see Volume II of this report).   

Portfolio review – An overview of E(G)SIM using data sets collected from ADA’s electronic 
management information system (FMS) supported an inductive understanding of the administrative 
and project-specific characteristics of ADA’s development program.  

Document review – As summarized in Annex 7.6 (see Volume II of this report), a criteria-based sample 
of relevant documents was selected and reviewed.10 The evaluators opportunistically added 
documents to this core sample, drawing on their own subject-matter expertise plus internet research, 
using Goggle as the search engine. 

Key informant interviews – The Evaluation Team Leader interviewed 29 individuals identified by the 
evaluation team as important stakeholders. Semi-structured key informant interviews (KIIs) were used 
and confidentiality and anonymity were assured to encourage candid reflection. The evaluator used a 
prepared guideline for each interview based on a master interview template and the approved list of 
evaluation questions (Section 3.1). A summary of positions and organizations interviewed is provided 
in Annex 7.5 (see Volume II of this report). 

Case studies – To better understand how ESIM worked in practice, and as part of the evidence-
triangulation and validation process, 5 ADA-approved and funded projects were selected for in-depth 
case study. A summary of these cases is provided in Table 1. 

Table 1 – Summary of Case Studies 

Country Brief Description Timeline Implementing 
Partner 

Aid Modality Value 
(Euro) 

Bhutan Solar water 
heating and 
energy-efficient 
buildings 

2017 to 2018 
(21 months) 

Two government 
departments  

Bilateral 669,000 

Ethiopia and 
Uganda 

Resilience for IDPs, 
refugees and host 
communities 

2017 to 2019 
(24 months) 

SOS-Austria and 
local in-country 
affiliates 

NGO (ADA directed 
using call for 
proposal)  

500,000 

Mozambique WASH access in 
rural areas 

2018 to 2020 
(19 months) 

UNICEF county 
office in 
Mozambique 

Multilateral 
(contribute to UN 
country program)  

1,100,000 

Moldovia Vocational training 
support 

2017 to 2021 
(48 months) 

Local NGO  NGO 800,000 

                                                             
 
10 Criterion sampling involves selecting cases that meet some predetermined criterion of importance. See Patton, 
2002, Utilization-focused evaluation (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, Sage 
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Kosovo Organic fertilizer 
support to private 
sector 

2017 to 2020 
(36 months) 

Joint venture  
(3 business 
partners) 

Private sector (PSD 
directed) 

500,000 

Total euro value of case-study projects 3,569,000 

This data collection and analysis method was designed to better understand how ADA’s ESIM has 
worked in practise. Primarily a desk exercise, with sets of project documents being the secondary data 
source, the case studies were enriched through one-on-one conversations with specific ADA project 
managers and implementing partner representatives. A separate report based on these case studies 
was put together and shared internally.  

Efficiency analysis – The evaluation team used qualitative benefit-cost reasoning to assess efficiency of 
resource allocation from the perspective of ADA and its project implementing partners. This analysis 
relied on KIIs and FGDs supplemented by portfolio analysis and was further buttressed with learning 
from the 5 case studies. 

Focus group discussions (FGD) – Two topic-focused small group discussions took place to supplement 
KIIs. These included one with TQ staff to discuss the E(G)SIM appraisal process, and a second with CR 
staff to recount in situ application of E(G)SIM appraisals.  

Meeting with Evaluation Reference Group (ERG) – There has also been an early inception group 
meeting with the ERG (by Skype), a second meeting to collect input and help validate early findings, 
and a final face-to-face meeting with the ERG in Vienna to validate final conclusions, and 
recommendations. 

3.3 Limitations 
ADA’s E(G)SIM approach is in flux as it transforms from ESIM to EGSIM. This reality meant that the 
evaluation object was a system in transformation. As such, the evaluation was both a summative look 
at ESIM and an in medias res formative look at EGSIM. Because EGSIM is so new, its assessment was, 
at times, speculative and could not be verified by case studies or project reports.  

The usual time and budget restrictions applied. For example, the evaluators did not have allocated 
time to examine the full communications record between CO, TG, PP, and implementing party 
representatives as part of the case studies. These limitations were relatively minor, and none were 
considered by the evaluation Team Leader to compromise the internal validity or reliability of the 
evaluation findings. This level of communications did take place and there may be evidence there, 
missed by the evaluation team, to suggest a more positive assessment of effectiveness. 

The time constraint was eased by delegation of key tasks. For example, the Evaluation Manager took 
leadership of the portfolio review, liaison with the ERG, preparing the case study sample and 
respective sets of documents, and was directly involved in communications and logistics to setup KIIs. 
The Subject Matter expert took leadership in comparing ESIM and EGSIM, and in the conceptualization 
of these approaches using draft ToCs.  

The level of effort for primary research contracted for this evaluation, and the absence of detailed 
time-sheets available in FMS to track hours spent on E(G)SIM tasks challenged the envisaged cost-
benefit analysis of this management approach. Instead, the evaluators made do primarily with 
qualitative rather then quantitative measures of cost versus benefit. 
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4. Findings 

4.1 Design and Fit of E(G)SIM 

4.1.1 Main Drivers 
What have been the main drivers and strategic considerations, including alignment with ADA’s 
strategic priorities, that have led to the introduction of ESIM, and more recently, to EGSIM? 

Finding 1 – Initial key drivers for the introduction of ESIM, were a search for improved program 
quality and results, better management of environment and social standards through more 
consistent risk identification and mitigation, and alignment with EU and IFC quality assurance 
frameworks. GCF accreditation efforts were important as early as 2015 and were the central driver 
and primary strategic consideration for EGSIM. 

The ESIM approach was launched in June 2015. However, ADA’s history of assessing its projects and 
applying principles and standards started well before this. KIIs suggested that “something was already 
in place as early as 1997” and that ADA had similar screening in place for a long time although this had 
not been formalized and “wasn’t anchored in a policy and management framework”. An internal note 
that outlines the background and history of the ESIM Manual (ESIMM) states that ESIM: 

“…provided for the first time an overview in one place of already existing [italics applied by the 
evaluator] environmental, gender and social standards applicable in ADA, and the modalities for 
their implementation at project-level.”11 

For example, formal social standards assessment was not introduced until 2015, with the 3-page social 
standards self-assessment form found in Annex 7 of the ESIMM. As explained by one ADA KI, when 
introduced, this social standards assessment “had to be ready within one week due to GCF 
accreditation requirements”. However, document review suggests that informal assessment of at least 
some of the social standard considerations contained in the self-assessment form was already routine 
before 2015, including questions related to alignment with local social policies and frameworks, 
questions regarding access to resources and services, and assessment of potential displacement due to 
planned project activities.  

What were the main drivers that led to ADA developing and releasing the ESIMM so that its project-
level processes, procedures and policies standards for environmental and social impact management 
were “merged and drawn together”?12 Most consistently mentioned are a search for improved 
program quality and results, better management of environment and social standards through more 
consistent risk identification and mitigation, support for third-party project implementation, and the 
influence of performance standards recognized by international financial institutions.  

The drive for quality, results, and improved risk mitigation – There was an ongoing commitment by 
ADA to enhance quality aspects of its projects in the context of the MDGs and then the SDGs 
considering the challenge in achieving these goals. Like many donors, ADA was aware of and 
committed to global partnership initiatives for development as exemplified, for example, by the Busan 

                                                             
 
11 Background and history of the ESIM Manual within ADA, ADA internal memo dated October 23, 2018 
12 KII with ADA used these words to describe the value-added of the ESIMM 
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Principles.13 ADA was committed to becoming more results oriented and wanted its program managers 
to be clearer about what was expected from implementing partners.14 By describing how ADA 
understood project quality and detailing related environment and social standards and procedures, 
ADA management sought more transparency in how decisions were made, and how quality was 
assured.  

ESIM was introduced in part to improve communications with implementing partners, and to more 
clearly and consistently share ADA technical appraisals with partners during project design, and to 
support follow-up monitoring. Technical communication from TQ and CR was “not reaching partners” 
and feedback from ADA was not considered sufficiently systematic: “the way we communicated with 
partners was not optimal.”15 

Related to this general drive to improve communications, quality and results, were specific 
commitments to more consciously apply environmental and social standards.  For example, 
recommendations coming out of a 2016 evaluation of ADA environmental programming – which 
looked at the pre-ESIM period – encouraged improved environmental screening.16 And consciousness 
among ADA staff on the importance of social standards assured that integration of these 
considerations were purposefully integrated into the ESIMM.17 Improved identification of environment 
and social risks, and formalized risk mitigation strategies became a cornerstone of this drive.   

Alignment with EU and OECD frameworks – A second major driver for ESIM was ADA’s growing role as 
direct implementor for projects funded by the European Union (EU) and contracted by the European 
Commission. ADA has been accredited to implement third-party funds for the EU since 2009. By 
directly managing EU projects, ADA progressively gained access to so-called third-party funding during 
a period when Austria’s own ODA spending was shrinking, and the portion directed through ADA was 
less than 10 percent of the total.18 Over time, these third-party funds have become important in 
helping ADA cover some of its administrative costs including partial payment of some staff positions.   

Due diligence demands from the EU were not considered onerous given ADA’s existing internal 
processes, which were already mostly aligned with OECD/DAC recommended best practise.19 
Improving its embrace of widely accepted develop programming principles and standards through a 
more formalized ESIM system became “a minimum condition for ADA.”20  

Alignment with IFC performance standards – The development of ADA’s ESIM approach, with its 
central focus on standards recognized by international financial institutions, was influenced by the 

                                                             
 
13 http://www.oecd.org/development/effectiveness/busanpartnership.htm 
14 KIIs with ADA 
15 KII with TQ 
16 Evaluation of the Environment Policy of the Austrian Development Cooperation and its implementation by the 
main ODA actors between 2007-2014, ADA, 2016 
17 KII with ADA HQ 
18 KIIs with ADA 
19 See for example: The DAC Guidelines, Strategies for Sustainable Development, OECD, 2001. Austria’s 
development assistance program has been peer reviewed by OECD/DAC in 2009 and again in 2014.  To review 
standards applied, see European Commission, International Cooperation and Development: Building partnerships 
for change in developing countries, Terms of Reference for Pillar Assessments, 
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/funding/about-funding-and-procedures/audit-and-control/ 
20 KII with TQ 

https://www.entwicklung.at/ada/evaluierung/evaluierungsberichte/evaluierungsberichte-2011-2016/evaluierungsberichte-2016/
https://www.entwicklung.at/ada/evaluierung/evaluierungsberichte/evaluierungsberichte-2011-2016/evaluierungsberichte-2016/
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work of the International Finance Corporation (IFC) of the World Bank.21  The IFC “performance 
standards” have become a mainstay for multilateral development banks as part of their due diligence 
and loan safeguard processes. The evaluators learned that ADA sits on the Board of the Austrian 
Development Bank where it is considered an important partner. Design and approval of Austrian 
Development Bank projects is guided by IFC standards which are very commonly used in the 
international financing world.  Several senior ADA staff who either had direct experience with 
multilateral development banks, or were familiar with the IFC standards, believed that bringing similar 
approaches to ADA would be helpful. That the World Bank’s approach to sustainable development 
through risk management influenced internal thinking at ADA is clear from the consistency of IFC 
standards with those contained in the ESIMM and the EGSIMM.   

Green Climate Fund considerations – In addition to the drivers referenced above, the GCF 
accreditation process became key as the ESIM was being conceptualized, and in July 2015, when ADA 
made its first application to the GCF, alignment with GCF requirements became the primary strategic 
consideration for a second iteration, the EGSIM. As ADA began to realise the full implications of its 
successful EU “pillar assessment”22 which brought new funds both to its head office and to its COs 
involved in third-party implementation, it looked to compound this success. 

 “ADA has a full pipeline of EU budgets. There has been a 40 percent increase in ADA’s budget 
over the last 4 to 5 years, not least because of the EU, and especially in Eastern Europe… the 
third-party management fee of 6 percent helps plug the administrative hole that ADA has long 
experienced.”23 

ADA’s executive team were advised at senior levels by other government ministries and officials that 
third-party management of EU development assistance was a good financial opportunity. ADA was 
encouraged to build on its EU pillar assessment success and to additionally seek GCF accreditation as 
another potential revenue stream. This led to a “paradigm shift” within ADA’s senior management 
team, centred on GCF accreditation.24 

The EU does not fund the GCF, but EU-member countries do, including Austria, and have contributed 
nearly half of pledges received to date.  During the accreditation process, the GCF assessed ADA’s 
ability to manage environmental and social risks, and adherence to gender policy. ADA responded to 
GCF requirements and was accredited by the fund on October 2018, a process that has taken three 
years.   

Funds received by ADA are a portion of the Ministry of Foreign Affair’s (FMEIA) budget. Since there is 
no separate, independent vote function, when the FMEIA budget is cut, so is ADA’s budget. In the face 
of persistent cuts between 2008 and 2012, ADA looked for ways to sustain its mandate and protect 
staff from layoffs.25 Similar to indirect fees for managing EU-funded projects, the GCF offered ADA the 
potential to increase the size of its programming budget. However, the EU pillar assessment was 
focused on project cycle and budget management concerns. These were less specific and stringent for 
environment and climate change mitigation and adaptation. As exploration with the GCF expanded, 

                                                             
 
21 IFC Performance Standards on Environment and Social Sustainability, IFC World Bank Group, 2012 
22 Financial regulations applicable to the EU where budget implementation tasks are entrusted to third-party 
organisations, in this case ADA, include requirements in for internal controls, accounting, audit, and standard 
operating procedures. A “Pillar Assessment” is used by the EU to assess third-party candidates. 
23 KII with senior manager 
24 Ibid 
25 KIIs with FMEIA and ADA managers 
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ADA realized that the ESIM needed further changes to comply with GCF’s accreditation demands.  The 
ESIM approach was “overtaken” by GCF26, and under enormous time pressure,27 the EGSIM was 
developed and the EGSIMM approved for use in April 2018. 

While the potential financial stream suggested by GCF accreditation was a strong driver, there were 
related nuances. As part of a wider financial strategy, and acknowledging that the Austrian 
government donates to both the European Development Fund and to the GCF, the FMEIA wanted to 
assure a “fair share” of these funds came back to Austria via ADA.28 Moreover, the more stringent 
conditions that come with GCF, was expected to give the Austrian Government and ADA stature as the 
only agency in Austria with this accreditation. Additionally, some senior program managers advocated 
that ADA’s accreditation with GCF could give ADA the potential to offer an additional helpful service to 
its development partners; offering access to GCF financing as part of wider, shared-risk leveraging 
strategies. In short, GCF accreditation became part of a far-seeing senior management strategy to 
boost a new, innovative, ADA organizational culture. 

 

4.1.2. Alignment with International Agenda 
 
Was ESIM and now EGSIM aligned with the goals, strategic priorities and management approaches 
of the international development agenda? 
 
Finding 2 – The overarching policies and principles that are the foundation of ADA’s EGSIM system 
are closely aligned with those promoted by the United Nations as part of the global SDGs. The 
exclusion list and standards used by ADA’s EGSIM, are directly aligned with those advocated by IFC 
and most commonly used by multilateral development banks when funding large projects.   
 
The international development agenda is referenced in ADA’s business strategy29 and its 2016 to 2018 
program for development policy.30 Austria and its aid program have had long commitments to the 
MDGs and now SDGs. Austria has endorsed the Paris Declaration (2005), the related Accra Agenda for 
Action (2008), and the Busan Principles (2011), and is active in the Global Partnership for Effective 
Development Co-operation that has followed as the foundational support for the SDGs. The 
commitments inherent in the Global Partnership “constitute major international commitments for 
Austria”.31 The three cross-cutting considerations that are central to the purpose of ADA’s EGSIM are 
environment and climate change, gender equity and a human rights-based approach.32 These are fully 
aligned with the same key UN Development Group country programming.33    

The 2015 OECD peer review of Austria’s development assistance – although broader in scope than the 
assistance channelled through ADA – confirmed that Austria “effectively engages in the international 

                                                             
 
26 KII with senior manager 
27 KII with TQ 
28 KIIs with FMEIA and ADA managers 
29 Austrian Development Agency Business Strategy 2014, ADA, 2014, page 13  
30 Three-Year Programme on Austrian Development Policy 2016-2018, Federal Ministry for Europe Integration 
and Foreign Affairs, 2015  
31 Ibid, page 15 
32 ADA EGSIMM, June 2018, page 6 
33 UNDP Social and Environmental Standards, UNDP, 2014, page 7 
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development landscape”. The ESIM was an ADA effort to align its development assistance efforts with 
externally recommended best practise, and with its own lessons learned.34 From a range of KIIs with 
ADA and FMEIA staff, it was clear that ADA’s development assistance professionals were aware of 
international compacts such as the SDGs and supported related strategic priorities and sector-specific 
best-practise approaches. ESIM, and the EGSIM that followed, were aligned with the inhouse technical 
knowledge of these development experts. 

  

4.1.3. Alignment with Internal Conditions and Structure 
Is E(G)SIM in line with ADA’s project and programme management and current working conditions 
and structure? 

Finding 3 – Effective E(G)SIM requires support from an appropriate level of human resources at 
ADA’s head office and within its coordination offices. 

At about the same time that the ESIMM was approved and released, ADA introduced a new digital 
grant management system. As perceived by KIs, this electronic management information system 
(FMS),35 was “a major effort” and “significant step” in ADA’s organizational maturity. With the FMS 
portal, ADA staff were better able to access integrated data sets for each project: a) financial 
transactions records, b) key project design and reporting documents, c) and documents related to 
gender, social impact and environment appraisal and management. For E(G)SIM, this integrated 
approach was an important advancement because it meant that technical appraisal recommendations 
could consistently be part of formal records, and therefore easier to access and follow-up.36 Before 
2015, it was more difficult to file and electronically link these types of appraisals as part of a complete 
set of documents that are cumulated and “follow” the project through its full project cycle.  With FMS, 
E(G)SIM products could be electronically linked to each project’s contractual agreement, and, in theory 
at least, be an integrated part of monitoring and reporting obligations that COs and implementing 
partners must comply with. The FMS can be used by all ADA staff at HQs and COs with password-
protected access.37 As perceived by ADA staff working at the head office, although the FMS is not yet 
functioning to its maximum requirements, it has clearly “facilitated an improvement” in project 
management and was a prerequisite for effective E(G)SIM.  

Looking beyond the positive support provided by the development of the FMS, two major issues were 
noted by the evaluators regarding the fit of E(G)SIM with ADA’s working conditions and structure of 
ADA. First, that staffing levels were insufficient to meet the demands of this approach, and second, 
that the approach itself was influenced by risk management and safeguards that are more appropriate 
for large-scale infrastructure projects and less suitable for ADA’s tradition of smaller, community-
based projects. 

Insufficient human resources to support E(G)SIM – The evaluators found that ADA’s budget has 
roughly doubled over the last 5 years, while its total administrative costs have decreased, and human 
resources have only slightly expanded. This was confirmed through the portfolio review which 

                                                             
 
34 For example, see the list of relevant completed evaluations provided in Annex 10.3 of the approved Inception 
Report for this evaluation, page 34.   
35 Translates as “Föder” Management System in German 
36 FGDs and KKIs with ADA staff and managers  
37 In ADA’s COs, only the Head of Office has access to FMS, excluding COs in Bhutan and Ethiopia due to poor 
connectivity. Currently COs only have reading rights and are not entitled to input data into FMS. 
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compared ADA’s annual operational budget (Austrian government allocation to ADA plus third-party 
funding) to total administrative expenditures using annual reports as source data.  As shown in Figure 
1, while ADA’s operational budget climbed annually, from Euro 96 million in 2014 to Euro 139 million 
in 2017, the portion spent on administration declined from 11 percent to 7 percent over the same 
period.  

Figure 1 – ADA’s administrative costs have been falling and its budget increasing 

 
Source: Evaluation team based on ADA Annual Reports.  
 

Figure 2 – Program and project staff has only slightly increased since 2013  

 

Source: Evaluation team based on ADA Human Resources data.   
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Figure 3 – Number of projects approved has been increasing annually 

 
Source: Evaluation team based on ADA FMS.  

Further evidence of limited HR growth at HQ is presented in Figure 2 which shows that that total full-
time equivalents (FTEs) working within ADA’s Projects and Programmes International (PP) Department 
has been relatively steady, from a low of 32 staff in 2013, to 35 staff in 2018, an increase of less then 
10 percent.  While HR levels remained relatively unchanged, Figure 3 shows that the number of 
projects approved increased dramatically: from 114 new projects in 2015, to 225 in 2017.38 In 
summary, the evaluators found a program that was increasing dramatically in overall value, more 
projects were being approved each year, and yet there was no matching growth in HR level. 

Figure 2 shows that the total staff number within TQ, ranging from 10 to 13, has been stagnant over 
the last 6 years. Insufficient human resources and feeling overwhelmed by the ongoing work load 
related to E(G)SIM was expressed by a majority of the KIs interviewed and was also highlighted during 
FGDs and case studies. There was a consensus among KIs that insufficient HR was especially an issue 
for TQ. This unit was particularly identified as being overwhelmed with the result that required 
technical appraisals were often delayed for “weeks and even months”. Comments related to HR 
collected from a range of interviewees across ADA’s functional units at both HQ and CO level include 
the following:39 

• Staffing is the burning question. We are already at our limit. 

• We feel massively understaffed. 

• There is quite limited HR capacity at CO level. 

• There has to be a balance between what is being asked [by E(G)SIM] and available HR 
capacity. 

• We need more staff. Everybody is working at their limit. 

                                                             
 
38 Data for the last months of 2018 was not available at the time of the portfolio review and therefore 2018 not 
included here 
39 The purpose of including this many personal testimonials is to provide well-triangulated evidence that the 
perspective of insufficient HR is persistent and widespread, shared across ADA units and staff. 
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• To fulfil our tasks, we need more staff. 

• We need more people. Our job descriptions are very broad, and it is not possible to 
accomplish everything. 

• We are absolutely at our limit. 

• We [CO] are overloaded. 

• Lack of human resources at ADA means we concentrate on appraisals and less on monitoring. 

• There is a mismatch between E(G)SIM and the availability of staff. 

• Does [E(G)SIM] fit ADA? I think it is okay; its not overly complex. But concrete application 
requires more people. The main issue is not enough HR. 

 
Limited HR was cited by many as contributing to poor project quality. One HQ-based KI explained that 
for EUR 14.7 million value of funding, a 4-person ADA programming unit had only EUR 10 thousand 
available to them for monitoring. This KI believed that physical visits to project sites and face-to-face 
discussion with partners was critical for project results, but this kind of quality assurance was not 
possible due to lack of staff and a limited travel budget. Another ADA program officer interviewed 
complained of a portfolio of too many active projects spread over three different global regions. 
Valued at roughly EUR 40 million, this person felt overwhelmed: 

“It’s too much. ADA is behind in schedules of most projects. In many cases 20 percent of the 
budget will be unspent because there is not enough support and follow-up.” 

Case studies confirmed that due to insufficient HR at CO-level, project quality is especially at risk when 
working with local partners that do not have their own EGSS capacity. Different interviewees pointed 
out the contradiction that E(G)SIM seeks to enforce principles and standards as safeguards, but then a 
lack of human resources means monitoring and follow-up is often compromised:  

“It’s always a question of resources. We have it [E(G)SIM] on paper, but the last mile is not done 
perfectly. When it comes to monitoring, especially of small projects, do we have the capacity to 
do this?”40 

KIIs and case studies confirmed that more staff capacity was required to fully implement EGSIM. KIs 
explained that there is no budget support from the Board that oversees ADA for additional person 
years: “the government has not approved additional staff”.  The evaluation team learned that this 
shortage of staff is a reality in many units of ADA, and that the mismatch between E(G)SIM and 
availability of staff is a concern of most ADA staff. 

Finding 4 –ADA’s centrally controlled, hierarchal approach to EGSIM has been influenced by risk 
management and safeguards designed for large-scale infrastructure projects and has not sufficiently 
emphasised nor encouraged collaboration and partnership.  

A second concern was expressed by a smaller group of ADA staff. When asked about E(G)SIM’s fit with 
the working conditions and structure of ADA, these KIs suggested that the approach itself was overly 
influenced by risk management and safeguards designed for large-scale infrastructure projects. ADA’s 
involvement in infrastructure support is most prominent in third-party funded projects that sometimes 
include a percentage of infrastructure investment. 

                                                             
 
40 KII with ADA 
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“ADA is now and again implementing larger-scale infrastructure projects with EU funds (for 
example, flood protection and fortress rehabilitation in Serbia, and water supply and sanitation in 
Uganda) and may do so in the future, for example, in the framework of GCF- funded projects.” 41 

However, grants for large infrastructure schemes is not where ADA makes its primary contributions. 
The contention noted by the evaluators is that ESIM, and especially EGSIM, transposed IFC realities 
and needs on ADA’s core program despite the poor fit. While some HQ-based ADA staff felt it was 
“important to stick to IFC performance standards,” others found the focus on safeguards and risk 
management to be misplaced. These KIs considered the IFC approach more complex than what ADA 
needed. The alignment of EGSIM with ADA’s tradition of grants for smaller, community-based projects, 
typically focused on capacity building and “software”, was less apparent to these KIs.42  

As suggested by one ADA KI, EGSIM “must support and encourage a collaborative, flexible, nimble 
approach” because that is the nature of ADA’s core development work and the characteristic of 
related programming risk. In this view, the E(G)SIM improved the description of processes and 
hierarchal decision making but has not described or promoted a collaborative, self-organized process: 
“…there is a lack of understanding how this alternative self-organizing approach might work. It can’t be 
implemented top-down.” The KI making this last comment supported EGSIM, but suggested it needed 
to be recalibrated to better fit ADA. 

Another ADA KI suggested that ADA was small and nimble enough to consciously encourage a results-
based organizational culture that is less about control and compliance managed through TQ 
recommendations and contractual obligations, and more about collaboration across the ADA 
organization and with trusted partners. This KI wondered how ADA could best encourage creativity 
and risk taking.  

“Quality assurance and sector guidance are the collaborative side, but this is different than final 
control, safeguards and risk management. These are two different hats. Which one is our [ADA’s] 
business model?” 

During one KII, the evaluator was told that “80 percent of work at ADA is done collaboratively in a self-
organized way, while the other 20 percent not so much.” From this perspective, the emphasis on risk 
that comes with EGSIM, “spins off a process that is inefficient and frustrating for staff and partners” 
and undermines the “critical interface” between donor and implementor. Different KIs noted that 
adapting a centrally controlled hierarchy approach to project design and risk, versus encouraging a 
results-oriented, self-organization culture focused on frontline realities of project context has created 
tension within ADA.  

Reflecting on what was heard from a range of KIs, the evaluators used inductive analysis to create 
Table 2, an attempt to illustrate these different visions of an EGSIM approach that best fit its working 
conditions and structure – an “empowerment approach” versus a “safeguards approach”. Note that 
this table was developed by the evaluators themselves and not through a participatory approach with 
KIs. While developing Table 2, it was the evaluators’ view that an important principle of effective risk 
management is de-centralisation: risk management systems and related processes should empower 
front-line staff to work effectively with local implementing partners to manage risks.  

                                                             
 
41 From e-mail exchange with ERG during drafting of this final report 
42 ADA KIIs and two FGDs. 
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Table 2 – Features of two competing visions for effective EGS risk mitigation 

Key distinguishing features of 
each approach 

Data collected from KIs suggested there were two competing 
visions for effective EGS risk mitigation within ADA 

Empowerment Approach Safeguard Approach 

Organizing principle • Collaborative, creative 
relationships are central 

• Promoting safeguard 
standards are central 

Method of enforcing risk 
mitigation 

• Flexible review, negotiation 
and nimble adjustment 

• Centralized control and 
enforced compliance 
around standards 

Accountability • Shared commitment to 
expected development 
results 

• Shared accountability for 
reasonable risk taking 

• Contractual obligation to 
respond to TQ 
recommendations 

• Mitigate risks identified at 
design and approval stage 

Nexus of recommendations • Self-organized by 
stakeholders with external 
technical assistance as 
needed 

• Partnership recommends 
guided by EGS standards 

• Menu driven standards 
lead to recommendations 
from external technical 
experts 

• HQ/TQ recommends 
guided by EGS standards 

                Tension between these two visions  

Source: Evaluation team. 

In summary, when exploring the question of fit, the evaluators found some KIs calling for an EGSIM 
approach that more strongly encourages “constructive input and a collaborative way of 
understanding”. The critique from the empowerment perspective for EGSIM, appreciates that 
theoretical knowledge is not lacking at ADA, nor within TQ, but suggests that understanding the full 
implications of local situations and context remains challenging for ADA. Several KIs suggested that 
local staff are key in attaining this knowledge: “Some colleagues have never been out of HQ… 
sometimes [TQ recommendations] are just window dressing because they feel they have to say 
something”.  This KI believed that to ease the administrative burden that comes with formalized 
EGSIM43, ADA needed to “show more trust in its partners” and balance HQ-led quality control with 
field-based knowledge, monitoring and feedback. 

  

4.2 Implementation of E(G)SIM 

4.2.1 Helping and Hindering Factors  

How well has E(G)SIM been implemented, in other words, what key factors have helped, and which 
have hindered E(G)SIM? 
 

                                                             
 
43 By “formalized” the evaluators refer to the formal processes as laid out in the EGSIMM. The process is 
“informal” and switches to individualized, project-specific quality control when a project is exempt from EGSIM 
assessment. 
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To address this evaluation question, the evaluation team examined the following: 

• Clarity and practicality of the E(G)SIM standards and processes; 

• ADA support for E(G)SIM at organizational level; 

• ADA support at project level with project owners and partners;  

• Level of financial resources dedicated to E(G)SIM implementation; and 

• Other key factors helping or hindering E(G)SIM implementation.  
 
Finding 5 – Principles, standards and processes introduced by ESIM, and further elaborated by its 
second iteration as EGSIM, are clear to most stakeholders. It is practical application given complex 
local contexts and limited time and resources that is widely recognized as the more fundamental 
challenge.  
 
Clarity and practicality of the standards and processes? 
 
The ESIM and EGSIM approaches are well explained in respective manuals released by ADA and 
designed to support communications, learning and application by staff and partners:  

• Environment and Social Impact Management Manual, July 2015;44 and, 

• Manual, Environmental, Gender and Social Impact Management, April 2018. 

Supplementing the EGSIMM, an additional 22-page staff guidance note was released to “provide 
further information concerning EGSIM project-level standards” and the specifics of modalities and 
processes for application. 45 The evaluators noted that guidance on monitoring and evaluation of 
environmental, gender and social risks related to ADA’s standards is minimal in both the ESIMM and 
EGSIMM.   

Data collected from KIIs and FGDs suggest that most ADA staff value these guidelines for the clarity 
that they bring. For example, one KI within CR, a relatively newcomer to the organization, found the 
EGSIMM helpful because “it sets out clear-cut quality dimensions, and what conditions we want to be 
met for our projects.”  

At the same time, there was acknowledgement by some that formalization of internal procedures by 
using the ESIMM and then the EGSIMM, can be very challenging because these procedures can be so 
context specific and with so many permutations. The practical challenges of applying EGSIM for 
business partnerships was just one example given. Different TQ and CR staff suggested that a lot of 
work remained to improve the practicality and clarity of the EGSIMM. During an FGD with ADA staff 
the evaluator found that ADA staff still felt that the EGSIMM needed improvement to make it practical: 
“Our process [EGSIM] is not fully functional yet. We are in a transition stage.” 

Different KIs expressed that the E(G)SIM checklists are too technical and mostly speak to sector 
experts familiar with the language used, while implementation is by practitioners who face challenges 
of context and resource limitations. Sometimes COs find it difficult to translate standards and TQ 
recommendations into practical actions that can be usefully integrated into project designs.  

                                                             
 
44 A second version was released in June 2016 
45 EGSIM Staff Guidance Note, Draft, ADA, undated, page 4) 
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When KIs based in COs were asked about E(G)SIM clarity and practicality, this garnered a range of 
opinions. Concern centred on practical application based on field realities rather than criticism of 
E(G)SIM clarity or prescribed processes. This was further confirmed by the case studies. Perceptions of 
E(G)SIM’s practicality seem to depend on the specific context of the projects, plus familiarization with 
the approach by CO and local partners. In one CO, where a project was already well into a second 
phase, staff were complimentary about ESIM: there were “no major concerns… we think it is quite user 
friendly.” Upon further probing, the evaluators learned that this project had some years of orientation 
and experience with ESIM. In fact, its first phase predated ESIM, and the principles and standards were 
only retroactively introduced and at a pace that made sense to the project stakeholders.  

From KIs and case studies, the evaluation team learned that many of ADA’s implementing partners 
have the experience and thematic background to understand E(G)SIM and related TQ appraisals: 
“Everyone considers this [EGSIM requirements] very normal. It is not an issue.”46 In ADA target 
countries that aspire to EU membership, E(G)SIM was found to “complement what government is 
already doing. In general, all these topics are also a priority for local government and implementing 
partners”.47  

Finding 6 – The EGSIMM requires additional work to make it more practical and assure value-added. 
For example, the exemption threshold introduced by EGSIM was found by some to be arbitrary. 

Despite the acceptance that more work on the EGSIMM is needed and that language around standards 
needs to be simplified, especially when working with private-sector partners, overall the principles and 
core processes described in the EGSIMM are, as summarized by one KI, “not rocket science. It’s all 
about common sense”. In general, ADA staff welcome the added process clarity and standard 
operating procedures that are recommended by EGSIM. However, they do question “how to make this 
management approach a smooth part of operations and not an obstacle”. 

Some KIs questioned why an exact and “unnecessarily arbitrary” threshold of EUR 500,000 was being 
used by EGSIM.  The determination of this threshold by ADA was based on a quick analysis of projects 
approved in 2017. During that rapid assessment, less than 10 active projects valued between EUR 
500,000 and 1,000,000 were in ADA’s system that qualified for an EGSIM assessment, and among 
these, some had moderate EGS risks.48 Given this relatively significant exposure within the overall 
project portfolio, and the manageable amount of extra work that this small number of projects 
suggested, ADA chose a EUR 500,000 threshold rather than something higher.    

Figure 3 summaries the number of approved projects each year between 2015 and 2017 that are 
above and below the EUR 500,000 threshold. It suggests that roughly two-thirds of all projects49 are in 
the below-500,000 category and therefore would have been exempt from the more elaborate, two-
stage EGSIM process starting with screening and risk categorization and including more direct 
involvement of TG’s Appraisal Tam.   

The evaluators were informed by KIs that the main challenge are projects between EUR 500,000 and 2 
million. In these cases, the project budget is too small to support full assessments and follow-up. KIs 
explained that larger projects (above EUR 2 million) can afford to invest in technical assessments and 
fulfil EGSIM obligations. Smaller projects, below EUR 500,000, are exempt from formal EGSIM 

                                                             
 
46 Local staff KI based at CO 
47 Ibid 
48 From e-mail exchange with ERG 
49 Calculated from numbers presented in Figure 3: (90+160+150+24+54+75)/(90+160+150) 
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assessment. A KI explained that in an exempt case (a project valued under EUR 500,000), program staff 
can go to TQ experts to get advice on specific risks but can then dealt with these risks “in a practical 
way” rather than adding compliance requirements to the project’s contractual agreement. 

ADA support at organizational level (e.g. design and introduction of processes and quality standards, 
change management communication, staff training, etc.)? 

Finding 7 – Support at organizational level for the development, roll-out and application of E(G)SIM 
has been moderate to low and without a shared action plan or an approved budget.  

The development of ESIM in 2015, and EGSIM in 2018, was delegated to respective work units: TQ and 
the evolving Risk, Third-Party Funding and Knowledge Management unit50 were most directly involved. 
The ESIMM was introduced at an annual agency-wide retreat in August 2015 in which CO heads 
participated. Following this, there was limited training on ESIM at HQ. The testimony from one CR staff 
interviewed is illustrative of others: this interviewee explained that personal learning about ESIM came 
mostly from hands-on experience (learning by doing) initially supported by sparse handover notes 
provided by a predecessor. A field visit to learn first-hand about project management issues, and self-
directed study of the ESIMM and its templates was also cited. 

When asked to recount the process of developing the ESIMM, the evaluators heard from KIs who were 
involved that this was done under enormous time pressure: there was “no support at all on the 
technical level. It was all done inhouse”. The evaluators learned that that “there was no budget, no 
means to communicate the ESIM to new staff, and no conscious planned rollout” for ESIM. 

A subgroup within TQ led the development of the EGSIM – the revision and second iteration of ESIM – 
with the extra work demands stacked on top of their regular job descriptions. After a brief period of 
intense work (January to March 2018), the draft was presented for approval. The drafting body wanted 
to seek external expertise but there was no time or resources. As explained by one ADA KI:  

“No additional staff or resources were allocated. Just a deadline. We had to organize ourselves. 
We put off and postponed other things and left other tasks aside. And this was the same for COs. 
They received no additional resources.” 

The EGSIM was formally approved by senior management in April 2018 and application was set to start 
by June for those projects that had not yet reached an advanced planning stage.  An important 
learning opportunity for EGSIM, as cited by many KIs, was a 3-day, April 2018 meeting for which CO-
based advisors come from field offices to Vienna. One of the key learning items on the agenda for that 
meeting was EGSIM and it included the sharing of draft templates, practical examples and case studies, 
all of which had been prepared by TQ for the workshop. During the workshop, TQ facilitators collected 
feedback and input from participants and used this to finalize the EGSIMM.51 

The evaluators found that there has been almost no training for HQ staff on how to apply EGSIM 
effectively for projects that partner with the private sector. Most awareness raising and training that 
has taken place at HQ and CO, and with partners based in Austria, has taken place opportunistically. 

                                                             
 
50 The unit recently gained 2 full-time equivalents as part of its expanded mandate to be ADA’s centre of 
excellence for third-party project management, and risk assessment. The unit is not responsible for quality 
assurance for instance in technical areas, and instead focuses on risk management processes, and effective 
project development and management of third-party funded projects. 
51 FGD with TQ 
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ADA support at project and Coordination office level, and with project owners and partners? 

Finding 8 – With a few exceptions, support for E(G)SIM at project-level, and to project 
implementation partners has been mostly through ADA’s CO staff.  

While planned, persistent support for the introduction of ESIM and related training was found to be 
minimal, ongoing efforts to comply with and use the E(G)SIM approach is derived through a four-way 
nexus: ADA CO, a designated project manager from CR, sector specialists from TQ, and representatives 
of the implementing partner. The case studies suggest that the dynamics and characteristics of this 
nexus, and the ultimate value of E(G)SIM depends on the nature and structure of the project, the 
capacity of the implementing partner, and the capacity of the CO. 

“ADA endeavours to ensure the meaningful, effective and informed participation of all concerned 
stakeholders in the formulation and implementation, monitoring and evaluation of all 
programmes and projects.”52 

Consistent with its overarching programming principles, including ownership, participation, 
representation of all stakeholders, and empowerment, ADA strives to channel its support to partners 
through respective COs with HQ providing auxiliary support and technical advice as appropriate. While 
communications are sent from HQ to CO regularly, the bulk of direct support is expected to come from 
field-based ADA staff.53 

When asked to describe the support for EGSIM provided to COs by HQ, the mostly frequently 
mentioned by ADA CO and HQ staff was individual-led trainings by TQ staff. When these sector 
specialists travel to respective COs, “this is an opportunity taken to train staff and local partner 
representatives”.54 Various local training like this have taken place.  For example, three separate local 
trainings in 2017 and 2018 were mentioned for the Kosovo CO, each of them facilitated by a HQ-based 
technical expert plus external facilitators.55 Gender, social standards and environment plus specific 
guidance on ESIM were covered. For each training, local partners were invited as participants. This 
type of training is opportunistically rather than formally organized and depends on the interest and 
willingness and capacity of the adviser, and their comfort level leading pedagogy-type workshops. The 
content of these learning opportunities changes depending on which TQ specialist is visiting the CO. 
Feedback received from TQ, CR and CO interviewees, suggest that this approach gets positive feedback 
from CO local staff and partners. Also mentioned were exchanges in Vienna between ADA’s CV unit 
and its Austrian NGO partners on a one-on-one “as needed” basis: “because we [CV] are so small, this 
could be done informally”. 

Another ad hoc opportunity for support is presented when CO staff come individually to HQ for various 
project managements agendas at which time they sometimes have one-on-one meetings with TQ 
specialists. For third-party implementation, support is built directly into the management contract and 
budgeted accordingly. 

Have financial resources dedicated to E(G)SIM’s operational implementation been adequate? 

The cost of the TQ unit is clearly directly linked to E(G)SIM, and Figure 2 shows that roughly a third of 
all FTEs within the PP department are allocated to TQ. However, that unit pre-dates ESIM and, as 
                                                             
 
52 EGSIMM, page 22 
53 FGD with ADA staff at HQ 
54 KII with TQ 
55 KIIs with CO 
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shown in Figure 2, its approved staff allocation – 10 FTEs in 2013 and the same in 2018 – has not been 
consistently increased. As summarized by one senior manager: 

“It should be understood that no specific financial resources by ADA have been dedicated to the 
implementation of the E(G)SIM so far, except for cases where ADA is in an implementing role and 
ESIAs/gender analysis was required (projects of moderate or high risks)”56 

Inadequate funding was most commonly mentioned in two areas: staffing levels, and field-level 
monitoring.  As already noted, there has been some expenditure for E(G)SIM related workshops. 
Although it was not possible for the evaluators to calculate all training-related expenditures, a detailed 
review of the 2018 workshop for CO staff, gives some indication of what has been invested. That 
three-day workshop alone, which focused primarily on EGSIM, cost roughly EUR 50,000.57 It was made 
clear to the evaluators that there is no specific rollout plan for EGSIM, or details on a related budget, 
training plan, budget for TQ travel, external consultants to provide additional expertise, national 
experts when needed, nor additional monitoring costs.  

Other key factors helping or hindering E(G)SIM implementation? 

When asked to recount factors that helped and supported the E(G)SIM approach, the following were 
either directly mentioned by KIs, or inferred by the evaluation team after listening, direct observation, 
and document review:  

• Formalizing EGSIM through development of manuals, and learning events; 

• Experience gained since 2015 in using this approach; 

• Information management supported by FMS, and 

• Engagement of staff. 
 
As described earlier in this report, various aspects of EGSS management were already in place before 
2015 and the approval of the ESIM. However, it was the development of the ESIMM, and more 
recently the EGSIMM, that made this approach more focused and disciplined in its application. The 
high-level sharing events which brought staff together in Vienna to discuss the approach, and in 2018, 
to provide input before the EGSIMM was finalized, were noted as learning highpoints.  
 
Linked to the formalization of the E(G)SIM approach and its how-to guidance, staff shared experience 
and assisted each other in its implementation. While clearly frustrating at times and often done 
without enough HR, roll out of the approach has provided ADA with more than 3 full years of practice 
and hands-on learning. Some of this learning is reflected in the changes made with the approval of 
EGSIMM.  
 
The almost simultaneous launch of FMS was auspicious, as it has provided a consistent and efficient 
way of storing E(G)SIM related project documents. And it now provides a wealth of data that can be 
used for time-series, and criteria-based tracking of project performance i.e. average project values, 
start and end dates, and distribution by sector, and country.  
 

                                                             
 
56 From e-mail exchange between ADA manager and evaluation team 
57 This is rough estimate calculated for illustrative purpose by ADA’s Evaluation Unit. It was based on a review of 
available planning documents plus personal discussions with ADA’s budget unit. 
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The evaluators also noted an energetic engagement in EGSIM by staff. Criticism of various aspects of 
the approach, while not muted, was accompanied by voiced commitment to the basic principles and 
ADA’s overall search for quality assurance. During KIIs, staff provided many anecdotes of how they 
reached out to support colleagues and help make E(G)SIM work for the organization. 
 
Finding 9 – Insufficient human resources, insufficient context-focused monitoring, and the 
fragmented focus of ADA’s global program are factors hindering effective E(G)SIM. 
 
When reflecting on key factors that have hindered E(G)SIM approach, the following were most 
frequently cited: 

• Insufficient human resources; 

• Insufficient monitoring; 

• Fragmented global focus; and  

• Lack of specific guidance for private sector programming. 
 
Insufficient HR and monitoring – The lack of HR has already been identified as a key hindering factor 
for E(G)SIM success. The second most frequently mentioned hindering factor was insufficient 
monitoring as reflected in this comment by one ADA KI: 

“We don’t have a strong monitoring function. This comes up again and again, year after year. It is 
not clear who is responsible. There are no guidelines.”58 

 
Although ADA does in fact have monitoring guidelines, the evaluators confirmed through other KIs that 
these have shortcomings and are generic rather than illuminating and helpful. The 9-page monitoring 
guide shared by ADA for this evaluation’s document review59  is broad, mainly provides definition and 
clarification of terms, and, in the view of the evaluators, is below the minimal standard that would be 
expected for a development agency of ADA’s size and programming history.  For example, the 
selection and use of indicators to support performance measurement, standard techniques for 
gathering data and supporting analysis, and participatory techniques of engaging partners in review 
and project design adjustment are only mentioned in passing. The perceived monitoring weakness 
pointed out by KIs were found to be exacerbated by ADA’s HR constraints.  
 
While E(G)SIM works to build ADA principles and standards into project design, the evaluators found 
that there is far less emphasis and guidance on how these safeguards should be practised once 
projects are approved: ADA is “already struggling with assessments in design stage, so monitoring is 
really a challenge due to lack of capacity”.60 An example given during KIIs at HQ with TQ staff was that 
the unit has a limited and insufficient travel budget: “TQ operates at desk level. We need to be able to 
visit sites to make proper appraisal. We are doing risk management in a risky way.” To be more 
specific, in 2018, the 10-person TQ unit was allocated a EUR 48,000 share of the departmental travel 
budget or roughly EUR 4,000 per month.61 Presumably this can be supplemented by third-party funded 
projects, but clearly the base amount is not enough to fulfil monitoring demands of a unit which must 

                                                             
 
58 From FGD 
59 Staff Guideline – Monitoring, produced by ADA for its staff, dated July 2015. 
60 Ibid 
61 From e-mail exchange with ERG 
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have regular opportunities for direct interaction with COs and local implementing partners to be fully 
effective.   
 
In a typical project-cycle approach, project-site monitoring visits and mid-term reviews are a central 
part of quality control and assurance after project approval. While reporting on the response to TQ 
recommendations has “become a standard item expected within reports…  this is not always done,” 
and the quality of reports is uneven. Because of the myriad of reporting obligations that a CO and its 
implementing partners have, reporting to HQ on TQ recommendations might not get the CO 
manager’s full attention or priority.62 And the focus of reporting back to CR and TQ may detract from 
the more important task of local information sharing and performance review.  
 
A few KIs within TQ suggested that to be effective, monitoring needs to be based on improved and 
enforced reporting on implementation of TQ recommendations, and these reports should focus on 
very specific challenges related to the technical appraisals. This is aligned with an IFC-influenced 
safeguards approach, that is, “to make it serious you need to link the safeguards to tranches of euros 
dispersed, and direct financial consequence when there is no follow-up.”63 A more widely held view 
expressed to the evaluation team, especially by CR and COs, was that monitoring needs to be directed 
by COs and focused on real-time, context-specific issues. As expressed by one CR KI: “I think it 
[E(G)SIM] needs to be done with colleagues in the field… we are so far away. I have only been to [an 
ADA country of focus] 4 times”. 
 
Several KIs pointed out that some “standard recommendations” could be more appropriately 
encouraged through best-practise “information sheets”, leaving learning around results achievement 
as the main goal of monitoring. An example mentioned by HQ and CO staff, and observed in several of 
the case studies, are TQ recommendations around green meetings: using recycled paper, maximizing 
the use of public transport, avoiding one-use plastic inputs, etc.  Enforcing this standard through 
contractual reporting obligations is unlikely to significantly influence key project outcomes, and 
instead can distract monitoring and reporting from more context-specific performance issues. Rather 
than being sent to COs and implementing partners as an HQ directed contraction obligation, a 
technical information sheet giving tips on how best to design and promote green meetings might be 
more appropriate.  
 
Fragmented global focus – The evaluation team found that “ADA is a very small donor 
internationally.”64 And yet, ADA’s program has a diverse and wide global focus. The program can be 
described as “fragmented” in the sense that ADA’s interests and limited resources are spread over 
many regions, countries, sectors and technical areas.65 As summarized by one KI during a FGD, “there 
is no clear vision and commitment. We are serving everybody.”  
 
During case studies, the evaluators were struck by how broadly ADA programs its mandate. Across the 
5 sampled cases (Table 1), a pattern of investment or specialty knowledge as unique ADA modality or 
value-added was difficult to discern. The evaluators struggled to identify the business lines in which 

                                                             
 
62 From KII with CO 
63 From FGD 
64 As summarized by an ADA KI and supported by document review 
65 Triangulated evidence from portfolio analysis, review of strategy documents, case studies and various KIs from 
FMEIA, CR, TQ and COs 
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ADA had clear comparative advantages in technical expertise and experience. Instead, the case studies 
suggest that ADA was sometimes programming in areas where it didn’t have well-informed inhouse 
technical expertise at HQ or CO-level. For example, in Mozambique, ADA was supporting small-scale 
solar-powered water pumping stations, relying entirely on UNICEF’s technical expertise and capacity.66 
In Bhutan ADA was supporting energy efficient construction through revision of building codes and this 
expertise was coming from external consultants.67 And in Kosovo, ADA was promoting organic fertilizer 
production with the hope of encouraging local framers to turn to organic farming yet CO staff did not 
have specific experience in this sector.  
 
In Figure 4, the evaluators illustrate main sources of technical expertise and capacity that can be 
tapped to support quality control, EGSIM, and results achievement by ADA.68   

Figure 4 – Balancing technical expertise at project versus HQ levels 

Available 
technical 

expertise and 
capacity that 

can be tapped 
to support 

quality control, 
EGSIM, and 

achievement of 
development 

results 

• TQ

• CR etc.Inhouse HQ

• Local staff

• International staffInhouse CO

• Mostly localized

• From wider programsPartners

• Contracted as needed

• As budgeted
External 

consultants

Main Sources of Technical Expertise and Capacity 

 
Source: Evaluation team. 

 
Given that ADA is “a rather centralised than decentralised organisation… [and] specific thematic 
expertise is mainly placed at HQ,” HQ-based experts and consultancy framework contracts can provide 

                                                             
 
66 Case study KIIs. Subsequent e-mail exchange with an ADA KI suggested that solar-water pumping stations are a 
standard approach in the water sector, UNICEF is well-known for this expertise, and as such the ADA CO does do 
not necessarily require duplication of this expertise. 
67 Document review and KIIs suggested that the expertise and advise from these external consultants, hired by 
HQ to support the project, was not deemed adequate or appropriate, conflicted with inhouse knowledge, and 
led to significant programming delays. 
68 This figure was created by the evaluation team as a heuristic device and did not directly involve participation of 
KIs. 
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capacity, including solar energy expertise for water pumping, as needed and upon request by COs. 
However, based on the assumption that there is an inverse correlation between the ease of applying 
environment and social standards and principles, and the complexity and technical breadth of a global 
program, the evaluators found that ADA’s fragmented global approach was likely a hinderance to 
effective E(G)SIM. Focus and coherence, and a narrowed range of recognized technical competence 
would support more efficient use of staff. It could also tip the balance towards more expertise and 
competence at CO level, and, in this way, support effective locally-informed EGSIM and development 
results achievement. 
 
Lack of guidance for private-sector programming – Also noted as a hinderance, was the “mismatch” 
between E(G)SIM and private sector approaches and language. The unique development assistance 
concepts and language that infuse ADA’s E(G)SIMM69 was considered “way too complicated” for 
private sector partners who may not have been previously to exposed. This type of ADA programming, 
while admittedly a small portion of ADA’s overall program, requires its own interface with more user-
friendly forms and instructions: “It [EGSIM] needs to be translated into a form that can be understood 
and used by the private sector”.70 
 

4.2.2 Improvements of the EGSIM 
Does the updated EGSIM address perceived shortcomings of ESIM’s conceptualisation and 
implementation? 
 
Finding 10 – EGSIM brings integrated EGSS assessment, more exact definition of standards, 
additional user guidelines, an exemption option, and a more explicit commitment to risk 
management. It also brings new questions about ADA’s programming direction and priorities, and 
the balance of roles between HQ and COs. 
 
The KIIs and document review confirmed that there were “quite considerable differences”71 between 
ESIM and EGSIM.  A detailed comparison of ESIM and EGSIM is summarized in Table 3. 

Table 3 – ESIM Compared to EGSIM  

 ESIM (compared to status quo) EGSIM (compared to ESIM) 

Effective since July 2015 June 2018 

Includes • Manual 

• Three separate self-
assessment checklists for 
project appraisal 

• Description of procedure 

• Revised manual 

• Staff guidance note 

• Single updated and 
consolidated checklist and 
description of procedure 

                                                             
 
69 See http://www.oecd.org/dac/dac-glossary.htm and https://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/2754804.pdf 
70 KII with ADA Private Sector and Development Unit  
71 KII with TQ 
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Explanation of 
alignment with 
policies and principles 

• Eight pages • Three pages 

Detailed description of 
standards 

• Four pages • Ten pages 

Detailed description of 
process 

• Three pages • Five pages plus 21-page Staff 
Guidance Note 

• Description of procedure 
integrated into the EGSIMM 
and Staff Guidance Note 

Coverage • All interventions • All interventions with some 
exemptions 

HQ versus CO 
responsibilities  

• Gender and social 
assessments decentralized to 
COs while environmental 
assessment completed at HQ 

• All assessments done at HQ 
i.e. the TQ appraisal team 
completes a consolidated 
EGSI technical assessment  

Key new aspects 
comparted to status 
quo: 

• More systematic quality 
assurance  

• Written formalization of 
mostly existing work 
processes including social 
impact standards 

• Differentiated between 
standard and simplified 
procedure (procedures 
outlined in separate 
document) 

• Exclusion list 

• Systematic risk management 
added to quality assurance 

• More detailed description of 
procedure in EGSIMM and 
Staff Guidance Note 

• Differentiated procedure 
changed from financing 
modality to value of project 
(> Euro 500,000) 

• Humanitarian and emergency 
response projects excluded 
from safeguards procedure 

• Broader topic coverage, such 
as climate change and 
workers safety 

• Disclosure and grievance 
mechanism added 

Utilization of country 
or partner system 

• In compliance with the Paris 
Agreement, assessments 
from other organizations can 
substitute ADA assessments 

• ADA will rely on EGSS 
assessments already 
conducted by funding 
partners or responsible 
national bodies if these 
standards and procedures are 
equivalent to ADA’s EGSIM 
system and processes 

Documentation • Three self-assessment forms: 
gender, social standard, and 
environmental integration 

• Self-assessment is combined 
in a single consolidated form: 
Environmental, Gender and 
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checklists and three technical 
appraisals with observations 
and recommendations 

• Documenting safeguard 
implementation in project 
documents and progress 
reports 

Social Standards (EGSS) 
Checklist 

• Movement towards single 
consolidated Environmental, 
Gender and Social Standards 
Appraisal (EGSSA) report 

• More consistent attachment 
of appraisals to contracts 

Topics addressed in 
safeguards standards 

• Gender equality and 
women's empowerment 

• Social inclusion and equality 
(access and user rights, 
inclusion of people with 
disabilities or other 
marginalized groups, 
displacement of local 
population, accountability 
etc.) 

• Environmental safeguards 

• Additional guidance and 
emphasis on human rights 
and social standards 

• Addition of environmental 
sustainability concept, 
climate change and workers 
safety 

Gender equality 
standard 

• Empowering women, and 
creating economic and 
political opportunities for 
women 

• Providing protection from 
violence 

• Formalized significant 
emphasis on gender now in 
title of the EGSIMM but 
otherwise no significant 
additional elaboration on this 
topic  

Environmental 
protection standard 

• Polluter-pays principle 

• Prevent adverse and 
maximise beneficial 
environmental impacts 

• Promote local ownership and 
management of natural 
resources 

• Promote a holistic approach 
to environmental goods and 
equitable sharing of the 
benefits of environmental 
protection 

• Minimize, mitigate and 
manage negative impacts 
where avoidance is not 
possible  

• Additional elaboration on: 
biodiversity conservation, 
natural resource 
management, climate action, 
and pollution prevention 

Stakeholder 
participation standard 

• Free, effective, meaningful 
and informed participation of 
affected individuals and 
groups in decision-making 
processes 

• Same as ESIM plus a 
mechanism to respond to 
stakeholder complaints  
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Risk rating • Options: provide green light 
to proceed, stop the project, 
or ask for more information 

• Provide technical 
recommendation for 
implementation 

• TQ categorizes risks (high, 
medium, or low) and 
determines the need for 
further assessment and risk 
mitigation measures while 
providing initial comments on 
the quality of the 
programme. 

• EGSSA recommends if the 
project can be approved with 
or without conditions from an 
EGSS perspective. 

Source: Evaluation team, based on comparative document review of the ESIMM and EGSIMM 
 
When KIs were asked to identify key changes that came with EGSIM, most consistently mentioned 
were the following:  

• Environment, gender and social impact assessments (EGSSA) are now integrated into one coherent 
package; 

• Procedures have been further clarified, and they are easier to read and understand;  

• There have been some procedural changes and broader coverage; and, 

• There is more explicit and comprehensive focus on risk assessment and management early in the 
project cycle. 

Integrated EGSSA – ESIM had 3 separate self-assessment forms or checklists, each using a different 
approach. They were not consistent in presentation and they overlapped in places. ADA took GCF 
requests for further improvements to the ESIM as an opportunity to develop a single integrated and 
harmonised system. With EGSIM, ADA has aligned the 3 ESIM assessment processes (environment, 
gender and social impacts) using consistent and coherent language into a “combined safeguards 
system using a single template”.72 

Clarification of Procedures – Additionally, compared to the ESIMM, the EGSIMM contains more 
extensive description of standard process steps to guide ADA staff and especially the TQ appraisal 
team: “Previously there was no guidance on how an appraisal team should work.”73 The EGSIMM and 
its supplementary Staff Guidance Note address this communications gap with additional narrative. 
“Not everything is yet included and parts remain vague”74 but the consensus among KIs was that the 
extended description of required process was useful and welcome.  

Procedural and Coverage Changes – The ESIM codified a standard versus simplified procedure, while 
EGSIM lays out a two-step process, and has a EUR 500,000 cut off under which projects can be 
automatically exempted from a full, formalized, TQ appraisal. Now, with EGSIM, there is “one 
procedure, and one system, but different steps applied depending on the project.”75 This provides an 

                                                             
 
72 KI interview with ADA staff at HQ 
73 KII with TQ 
74 FGD with staff at HQ 
75 KII with TQ 
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administrative means to approve low-risk projects quickly. Given that most ADA projects considered 
for approval are deemed low risk,76 this was considered a significant improvement by some KIs. 

The EGSIMM has broader coverage and more exact technical description of standards. This is 
especially evident for environmental standards which were “not so well integrated [in ESIM]”77. There 
is now more prominence to biodiversity conservation, natural resource management, climate action, 
resource efficiency and pollution prevention, and community health. Safe working conditions, cultural 
heritage, resettlement, and indigenous people are also highlighted as potential risk areas. 

Also new with EGSIM is a commitment to review its implementation annually. ADA briefly attempted 
to institute quarterly reports to update management on the status of TQ recommendations. This was 
found by COs to be onerous and instead, ADA has reverted to an annual report.78  

Another change is that third-party EGS assessments are more clearly and formally accepted within the 
EGSIMM.79 Although ESIM did accept existing EGS assessments by third parties, for example, if ADA co-
financed an existing program that had undergone a credible EGS assessment, EGSIMM guidance now 
makes this alternative more explicit. The importance of this change was noted by the evaluators during 
the case study of a project in Mozambique. That case suggested that TQ acceptance of UNICEF’s own 
EGSSA process would have saved several months and a lot of administrative effort by the CO, TQ, CR 
and UNICEF.80 The evaluators also heard from KIs of a similar experience with a UNDP project in 
Kosovo where previous EGSSA work was not readily accept by ADA thus leading to some delays.  ADA 
has found that some UN agencies can be reluctant to provide ADA with evidence of their internal EGS 
assessments, for example, citing issues of confidentiality and the level and duplication of effort 
required. In the case studies, the evaluators found that insistence by TQ that this evidence be 
provided, or an additional assessment procedure be undertaken aligned with ADA’s EGSIMM, was 
neither productive, practical nor reasonable. 

Document review confirmed that the EGSIMM was more directly relevant to and aligned with Austria’s 
updated international cooperation strategy for 2019 to 2021. The EGSIMM aligns more strongly than 
ESIM with Jointly for Our World which highlights women’s empowerment, climate change mitigation 
and adaptation, environmental protection, natural resource management. 

The EGSIM also added a grievance mechanism in direct response to a GCF requirement. Providing a 
dedicated channel for potential grievances from beneficiaries and stakeholders (an address or hotline 
for complaints) was missing from ESIM. According to several KIs, before EGSIM the working 
assumption was that collecting feedback from beneficiaries and stakeholders was part of ongoing 
monitoring responsibilities.  

                                                             
 
76 KIIs with staff at HQ 
77 KII with TQ 
78 KI with CO. At the time of this evaluation there was not yet an internal report on EGSIM implementation 
available 
79 See EGSIMM, page 18, second-last paragraph, for details of ADA’s commitment to respect EGSIM processes 
“that others have already undertaken, according to their respective standards and procedures if these are 
equivalent to ADA’s EGSIM.”  
80 A similar case with UNDP was recounted during KIIs with another CO.  In that case too, project design was 
delayed by TQ technical questions which were not perceived by the CO to have had any value-added  
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Focus on Risk Management – Another notable change introduced by EGSIM was the more explicit 
inclusion of risk management as part of due diligence during project design and approval.81, 82  Risk 
level identification - identifying likelihood and potential impact of risks - and risk mitigation strategies 
were added to the roles and tasks of quality assurance (integrating principals and standards into 
project design and implementation).  

Explicit risk categorization is central to the EGSIM and not to ESIM, as is clear when comparing the 
ESIMM and EGSIMM. This stronger emphasis on risk categorization and risk management is described 
in Section 3 of the EGSIMM and was a direct response to the GCF. The accreditation process requested 
that ADA be more specific about how its safeguards would be adhered to through risk management.  

Quality assurance in traditional project-cycle management approaches typically includes the 
consideration of context by identifying and tracking key assumptions and risk.83 EGSIM strives to 
assure comprehensive risk assessment at an early stage of project design: “inclusion of risk in EGSIM 
means it is taken more seriously”.84 In the first part of a two-step EGSIM process, during a project’s 
concept phase, TQ is expected to screen for risk, classify by risk level – low, medium, or high – and 
provide suggestions for risk mitigation. In the second step of EGSIM, at full-proposal stage, TQ again 
provides support using technical appraisals. Projects with a value below EUR 500,000 do not need to 
go through EGSIM risk assessment. Nor is an EGSIA required. 

The risk assessment led by TQ is a transparent process and assessment is shared in its entirety. TQ 
undertakes a separate risk assessment for environment, gender and social standards, but the highest 
risk level among these 3 sectors prevails. Once the risk level is assessed, it is expected that this will 
initiate a process of negotiating back-and-forth until there is agreement on how a project design 
should be changed to mitigate identified risks. As cautioned by one ADA senior manager, ADA must 
“be careful not to lose creativity with introduction of this instrument [the risk assessment process of 
EGSIM]”.  

Looking across the comparison summarized in Table 3, the evaluators found evidence of a shift from a 
safeguard system that is managed in the coordination office in close collaboration with the local 
stakeholders to one that is more risk-focused and directed from ADA headquarters. As summarized by 
one KI: “The assessment process [EGSIM] was centralized and made more risk focused. 
Decentralization [ESIM] was undone by EGSIM.” Several KIs spoke of how ESIM shifted from a 
safeguard system catering to internal quality support to one that mostly caters to GCF requirements in 
line with IFC’s and the World Bank’s environment and social impact standards. ESIM was a more field-
centred proposal approval process: “It made them [CO] think and engage.”85  

During FGDs, some participants advocated that “shared responsibility” during project design and 
approval – shared between CR, TQ, and CO – needs to be made more explicit in the EGSIMM, and that 
“the CO should not be just about project cycle management.” From this perspective, the EGSIM is 

                                                             
 
81 KIIs across ADA plus review of ESIMM and EGSIMM 
82 The evaluators learned that ADA HQ is working on a “standard risk catalogue” which lists 35 typical risk areas. 
The intention is that project managers will use this catalogue in 2019 and beyond to help complete a risk register 
and management plan for each project prior to its approval.  
83 The likelihood that the assumption would not hold, and the potential impact if it didn’t was the basis of classic, 
project-based risk management 
84 KI during HQ-based FGD 
85 HQ-based FGD 
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“missing a part which is the field office”. During FGD a competing viewpoint called for a stronger 
control and compliance role for HQ:  

“We [risk appraisal] are still getting bypassed. We are seen as an obstacle or irritant. Response to 
our work depends very much on the interest and willingness of the CO person.”  

Most KIs seemed to agree that dialogue must be first and foremost CO informed, and that sector-
specialists at HQ need contextual guidance from CO-based staff, including local staff. The evaluators 
detected some tension between two opposing viewpoints: a sector specialist approach calling for 
enforceable risk management directed by HQ, versus CO-led quality control based on real-time 
navigation of local relations and context.  

 
Has the E(G)SIM approach been efficient, and have opportunity costs been sufficiently offset by 
potential benefits? 
 
Finding 11 – The cost of ESIM (mostly human resources, and consultation and facilitation time) was 
often not offset by reduced EGS-related risks, improved project quality or the benefits of better 
development results. 
 
The evaluator primarily considered efficiency 
through case studies that qualitatively assessed 
the ratio of costs incurred by ESIM versus the 
potential benefits expected.86 Based on the case 
study work, Table 4 is a summary of assessed 
efficiency across 5 typical ADA projects, using an 
ipsative87 Likert scale to summarize findings.88 
The evidence provided across the case studies 
suggests limited benefits of ESIM, and a high cost to benefit ratio. Because the costs that ADA incurred 
developing and rolling out the ESIM approach have been relatively low (the approach was mostly 
developed in house and with minimal investment in training), in Table 4, the evaluators rate the cost-
benefit ration, high instead of very high. 

Table 4 – Extent that ESIM process was efficient 

Case Study 

Ratio of cost incurred versus benefits 
expected (qualitative assessment of the 
benefits of ESIM related to costs incurred)   Explanation of the scoring 
Very low 
cost to 
benefit 

Low cost 
to benefit 

High cost 
to benefit 

Very high 
cost to 
benefit 

Bhutan   ✓  
Cost of ESIM had no discernible benefit 
to project design. ADA’s funding 

                                                             
 
86 For further data analysis details see annex in Volume II of this evaluation report: Case Studies – Review of ESIM 
application in 5 ADA-supported projects 
87 Forced choice i.e. no neutral option 
88 The conventional advantages cited for use of a Likert scale is its simplicity to construct, the reliability of its 
scale, and its ease to read and understand. 

Case studies suggest that the cost of ESIM - 
mostly human resources, and consultation 
and facilitation time - in terms of completing 
the self-assessments (including setting 
OECD/DAC markers) and the technical 
appraisals that were the backbone of ESIM, 
were likely not being offset by improved 
project quality.  
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commitment was reduced to a single 
project phase, but this was not directly 
attributed to ESIM. 

Ethiopia and 
Uganda 

  ✓  

Sustained development results in this 
case are more likely to come from 
implementing partner’s experience and 
a second phase of the project rather 
than from ADA ESIM  

Mozambique   ✓  

Expected development results likely to 
come from sustained WASH efforts by 
UNICEF and government rather than 
from ADA’s minor contribution (< 5 
percent of project costs)  

Moldovia  ✓   

Some evidence that ESIM approach, 
introduced during 1st phase of the 
project led to new thinking of the local 
partner which in turn may lead to better 
long-term results 

Kosovo   ✓  

ESIM language and approach was an 
ineffective method of engaging joint-
venture private-sector partners in 
practical, action-oriented EGSSs 
discussions 

Source: Evaluation team. 

In the cases studied, the evaluators found that ESIM tended to slow down the project design and 
approval process, sometimes considerably, without a positive compensating influence on EGS risk-
aversion, project quality or potential development results. Some learning aligned with ADA’s 
development principals and project standards took place at the level of the partner organizations, a 
positive result of the back-and-forth discussions and information gathering during the design process. 
However, partners that were not familiar with IFC-type standards, those who had their own well-
developed internal EGSIM system, and especially a private sector entity acting as implementing 
partner, felt the burden of filling in required information templates to be onerous and inefficient. 
Many KIs interviewed expressed frustration with inefficient ESIM processes, as illustrated by these two 
quotes from ADA HQ-based staff: 
 

“It was so time consuming for the team [CR and CO]. Again, and again, and again asking questions. 
They [TQ sector experts] have nothing else to do except focus on their own sector. The project 
quality has not improved as much as all the effort. It [the technical appraisal] was too long, and 
too many words.” 
 
“Sometimes there are one hundred or more comments from TQ. Questions, demands, you name 
it.  Some might be contradictory or inappropriate. Sector specialists may see something as very 
important, especially in their sector of specialty, but [others] may not agree with the urgency or 
level of importance.” 

 
Through KIIs and the case studies, the evaluators learned that each ADA project has its own dynamic, 
with extensive back-and-forth discussions, negotiations and compromises involving partners, the CO 
and HQ. The challenge is navigating these multiple interfaces effectively and efficiently. As described 
by one CR-based KI, speeding up and facilitating the [E(G)SIM] process is a big part of her/his work.  
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An ADA HQ-based KI expressed the concern that “young people [staff who were hired more recently 
and are relatively new to ADA] could leave ADA” because of their frustration with the inefficiency 
E(G)SIM. This was perceived as potentially harmful based on the assumption that younger staff are 
needed to revitalize ADA’s workplace culture.  When asked how to improve efficiency, this KI 
suggested that a better approach would be “strategic partnership and ongoing monitoring together 
with the partner” rather than the perceived control and compliance focus of E(G)SIM. 
 
Because EGSIM was still so new, KIs were not clear how this iteration and its focus on risk 
management would change operational efficiency. Several KIs pointed out that the EUR 500,000 
threshold introduced by EGSIM, and acceptance that low risk projects do not require an 
environmental, Gender and Social Impact Assessment (EGSIA) or Risk Management and Sustainability 
Plan (RMSP) was helpful and efficient.89 Also, the directive in the EGSIMM “to respect the risk 
categorisation, EGSIAs or RMSPs that others have already undertaken, according to their respective 
standards and procedures if these are equivalent to ADA’s EGSI”90 was noted by KIs as important for 
efficiency gains. 
 

4.3 Results of E(G)SIM 
Based on progress with (E(G)SIM to date, what are the potential development outcomes of using 
E(G)SIM at project and program-level? 
 
Finding 12 – While ESIM gender and social standards, and requisite disaggregation of related data 
helped ADA focus on the multiple dimensions of poverty, there is mixed evidence that this 
management approach, on its own, consistently helped ADA avoid EGS risks or achieve development 
results. 
 
To help address this evaluation question, 
the evaluation team outlined plausible 
Theories of Change (ToCs) to compare and 
better understand the two safeguard 
systems that ADA has used to date (ESIM 
and EGSIM).91 To describe the perceived 
logic of the ESIM, the evaluators used an 
“Empowerment Theory of Change” where 
local stakeholders are being empowered to 
integrate social and environmental 
safeguards in the design of their project 
and follow through with implementation of 
social and environmental safeguards. This 
process is mostly field-driven and requires 
constant, respectful interaction between 

                                                             
 
89 Instead, EGSIM accepts that for low risk projects an EGSS appraisal is confined to recommendations coming 
from TQ based on project documentation and an EGSS checklist 
90 EGSIMM, page 16 
91 A more detailed description of the two ToC developed by the evaluation team is found in Annex 7.1 

A note regarding evidence building using Theories of 
Change – The ToCs presented in this report were 
created by the evaluation team. The underlying logic 
depicted reflect the team’s need to explore and 
experiment as data is converted to information. 
Together these two ToC’s (empowerment and 
safeguards) should be understood as a heuristic tool. 
By accentuating, detailing and contrasting differences 
between two hypothesised models, the evaluators 
are aided as they move through assumptions and 
inferences and finally to plausible findings. The 
differences depicted may be less stark in real-life, and 
some characteristics of each model can be found in 
the other.  
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the partner organization and ADA coordination office staff, with some support from HQ. Where there 
is no CO involved, the interaction is directly between HQ and the implementing partner, yet still 
primarily field driven. In contrast, the evaluation team uses a “Safeguards Theory of Change” to 
understand EGSIM. This ToC reflects EGSIM’s focus on social and environmental risks that need to be 
identified and mitigated early in the project cycle. This assessment and mitigation of risk is centred in 
HQ’s TQ and project size determines whether EGSIM is used or not. The impact expected from using 
E(G)SIM at project and program-level, as suggested by these ToC, is shown in Figure 5. A key difference 
between these two ToCs is that an end result of ESIM is postulated to be empowered local decision 
makers, while the end result of EGSIM is compliance with internationally recognized safeguard 
standards. Note that Annex 7.1 provides more explanation of ToC as heuristic devise. 
 
When asked to recount potential development outcomes of E(G)SIM, the starting point for most KIs 
was acknowledging a higher awareness among colleagues as to why these standards and appraisals 
were important. Interviewees suggest that this in turn has led to ongoing commitment to quality 
control and risk mitigation: “A lot of in-house awareness has been created and there is now more 
willingness to invest in ESGI assessments”.   

Figure 5 – Impact expected from E(G)SIM 

 
Source: Evaluation team. 

When asked for specific examples of how awareness and application of ESIM may have led to 
avoidance of EGS risks and better development results, several detailed examples were given by HQ 
and CO KIs. Three examples for illustrative purpose are summarized below:  

• A project implemented by UNDP and local partners was influenced by a gender analysis 
encouraged by ESIM. The analysis suggested ways to include women through special training 
events so that they would more likely benefit from project activities. 

• During the second phase of an empowerment project ESIM encouraged stakeholders to look 
further at the special needs of certain children (a vulnerable ethnic subgroup plus a physically 
and mentally challenged children). This led to extra provisions within the project to address 
these disaggregated needs. Implementing partners were unsure how to do this and ADA HQ-
based experts provided some practical suggestions. 

• An association of private sector and NGO actors supporting a European value chain for GMO-
free soy had a strong focus on the environment but the ESIM appraisal noted a gap on social 
and gender aspects. ADA hired a consultant to help complete a gender audit which then 
identified specific needs of women farmers which the project then committed to address.  
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Many KIs mentioned that ESIM had led to the demand for disaggregated data (e.g. age, sex, disability, 
income, and ethnicity) which influenced project log frames and indicators and helped assure data 
collection and scrutiny of project targeting and performance: “This is providing a clearer picture of who 
and how many are being targeted, and who is vulnerable”. One long-serving TQ staff reflected that:  

“We [ADA]can see an improvement in quality of proposals over time. It [E(G)SIM] is clearly 
encouraging the asking of difficult questions and related reflection on how project designs can be 
improved in practical ways.”  

 
Another KI spoke of how ESIM had shifted project design discussions: 

“…towards relative poverty, not just income but more of a multi-dimensional definition, like 
access to basic services, participation, and social security.”  

This more sophisticated understanding that the “poor are not always visible” was perceived by some 
KIs to have helped improve project quality and ultimately to contribute to program impact. 
 
The link between ESIM and improved development outcomes was less obvious in the 5 case studies. As 
summarized in Table 5, the ESIM process is not likely to have significant operational results that in turn 
would boost developmental impact. While the selected rating in Table 5 of “moderate” versus “small” 
extent can be disputed, overall, the evidence provided by the case studies suggests that the influence 
of ESIM in supporting achievement of outcomes has typically been marginal. The 5 cases studied, 
suggest that ESIM recommendations by TQ are often broad and general. They are rarely tailored to 
detailed knowledge of the specific, local conditions on the ground. This reduces the relevance of the 
recommendations being made and makes them difficult to be integrated and followed up by the 
implementing partner. This would suggest that ESIM will have less impact then hoped for and will have 
only a minimal impact on EGS risk mitigation.  
 
During the validation of findings and conclusions with the ERG in the final stage of this evaluation, the 
evaluators were asked to consider evidence of extensive dialogue within ADA, and specifically between 
CO, TG and PP. The suggestion from the ERG was that this important sharing of information and cross-
ADA collaboration “which starts very early in the process… is not formalized and difficult to assess in 
evaluations”.92 The evaluators accept that the case studies completed for this evaluation did not 
examine the full communications record within the CO-TG-PP, and between this nexus and 
implementing party representatives. This level of communications did take place and there may be 
evidence there, missed by the evaluation team, to suggest a more positive assessment of 
effectiveness.  

Table 5 – Extent that ESIM supported achievement of outcomes 

Case Study 

Did ADA’s ESIM process support coherent 
management of environmental, gender and 
social standards? Explanation of the scoring 
To a great 

extent 

Moderate 

extent 
To a 
small 

extent 

Not at 
all 

                                                             
 
92 Minutes of ERG meeting, March 28, 2019, page 2 
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Bhutan    ✓ 
No discernible evidence this project was 
designed or implemented to consider 
gender equity or social standards 

Ethiopia and 
Uganda 

  ✓  
The project was designed by an 
experienced NGO with its own EGSSs. 
Minor influence on environmental 
standards  

Mozambique    ✓ 
The project was designed by UNICEF 
who had its own principles and EGSSs 
capacity drawing on a detailed local 
situation analysis 

Moldovia   ✓  
ESIM not applied in 1st phase yet 
progress made in gender and social 
standards through ongoing exchanges 
with ADA 

Kosovo   ✓  
ESIM had limited relevance to how this 
joint-venture came about; supply-chain 
business concerns rather than EGSSs  

Source: Evaluation team. 

How best could E(G)SIM be further adjusted to support achievement of ADA’s development results? 
(based on staff suggestions) 

Finding 13 – ADA staff suggestions for improving EGSIM include a review and adjustment of HR and 
monitoring capacity, another iteration of the EGSIMM to further incorporate lessons learned, and 
more systematic rollout of guidance supported with a budget and training plan. 

When asked how EGSIM could be adjusted to better support achievement of ADA’s development 
results, the following suggestions were those most consistently advocated by ADA KIs (presented in 
order of frequency mentioned):  

• Review and adjust HR capacity; 

• Invigorate ADA’s monitoring capacity; 

• Further develop the EGSIMM; 

• Define the stated purpose of EGSIM; and 

• Support EGSIM with training; and 

• Increase the EGSIM exemption threshold. 
 

Review and adjust HR capacity – This suggestion is an expected extrapolation from an awareness 
across ADA that insufficient staff, especially within HQ and at CO level, undermines ADA’s EGSIM 
capacity. 

Invigorate ADA’s monitoring capacity – Next to concerns about inhouse HR capacity, many KIs noted 
that ADA’s field-based, front-line monitoring capacity needs to be examined and strengthened as a 
precursor for effective EGSIM.   

Further development of EGSIMM – Many KIs perceive the EGSIMM to be a work in progress that 
requires further reflection and development. Although there was no consensus on exactly what 
changes were required, the following were mentioned:  
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• More detailed, streamlined instructions and simplified language; 

• Improved communication channels with TQ; 

• Stronger role for TQ, while others called for stronger lead role for CO;  

• Increase the exemption level to reduce the percentage of projects requiring a full risk 
assessment technical appraisal; and, 

• Separate guidelines for work with private-sector partners. 
 
Different KIs suggested that standard recommendations be “spun off” as separate best-practise tip 
sheets freeing up TQ technical experts to concentrate on context specific practical recommendations 
in the face of complex risks.  

Some called for a less rigid process for medium-sized projects to avoid the paper work that otherwise 
becomes necessary with a RMSP. In other words, undertake an EGSSA and RMSP only when it really 
matters for large investments and high risk. The suggestion implies that ADA be more transparent and 
collaborative during the screening and risk categorization of early project appraisal and approval so 
that medium-risk projects can be downgraded more often to low risk thus avoiding time consuming 
HQ-led appraisal processes. As understood by the evaluators, this was a call for common sense to 
prevail over fixed administrative process, that is, a “lighter touch” approach. Different KIs advocated 
that shared responsibility (shared between CR, TQ, CO) needs to be made more explicit in the EGSIM. 
While the EGSIMM describes processes and a related hierarchy of decision making, it also needs to 
promote “a more self-organized process” that can’t be implemented top-down.  

Related to the further development of the EGSIMM was the suggestion by a few KIs that the EUR 
500,000 exemption level be increased so that a full EGSIA is reserved for larger, higher-risk projects. 
The suggestion is that EGSIM be reserved for large projects thereby guarding efficiency of smaller 
initiatives:  

“The biggest problem are projects between 500,000 and 2 million. They are too small to do full 
assessments and follow-up: it’s not worth the effort. Bigger projects can make the required 
investments and fulfill all these obligations. Smaller projects should be exempt because they don’t 
need all these obligations.” 

Define stated purpose of EGSIM – Directly related to the suggestion that the EGSIMM required 
additional work and another iteration, was the contention by some that EGSIM required a more clearly 
stated purpose: “If we want a system and management approach that encourages and supports 
innovation, nimbleness, and collaboration, then those need to be the stated goals.”  

Support EGSIM with training – Directly related to further development of EGSIMM, was the 
suggestion that additional training and more formalized shared learning was required at HQ and at CO 
levels and that implementing partners needed to be directly involved in this to some degree. It was 
noted that ADA does not have a rollout plan for EGSIM nor a budget for training, monitoring, TQ travel, 
and for external consultants to provide additional expertise as needed. 
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5. Conclusions 

Relevance   

Conclusion 1 - EGSIM remains highly relevant to ADA 

ESIM, and more recently EGSIM, indicate that ADA is committed to program quality. Aligned with 
internationally recognized quality assurance frameworks, and with GCF accreditation requirements, 
ADA has introduced two iterations of a formalized management approach that have helped the 
organization safeguard environment, gender, and social standards. The EGSIM approach remains 
highly relevant for ADA as it seeks to protect and significantly expand its resource base.  

Operational Efficiency  

Conclusion 2 - Uneven operational efficiency of E(G)SIM has frustrated staff 

The ADA commitment to EGSS has introduced more complex standard operating procedures, most 
notable at the project concept and design phase. This requires additional efforts from partners, and 
significantly more effort and time from ADA’s staff. Effective EGSS management requires an 
appropriate level of human resources at ADA’s head office and within its coordination offices. The 
work load of ADA’s TQ unit has especially increased – without a commensurate increase in HR – as it 
has been assigned a more central role in technical appraisal, and now, as part of EGSIM, with risk 
assessment and mitigation. An insufficient level of HR to adequately support ESIM throughout the 
project cycle, including field-based appraisal and monitoring, led to approval delays, and promoted 
project-cycle inefficiency. It is unlikely that the changes introduced with EGSIM will decrease the work 
load of TQ or CR: although the exemption provision may reduce the number of projects requiring 
formal EGS assessment, TQ’s role as independent controller of risk brings addition demands.  

Development Effectiveness  

Conclusion 3 - E(G)SIM support for development effectiveness has so far been disappointing  

The cost of E(G)SIM – mostly human resources, and consultation and facilitation time – is not 
consistently being offset by improved project quality or the benefits of better development results. 
While enforcement of EGSS, and requisite disaggregation of related data helps ADA focus on the 
multiple dimensions of poverty, there is mixed evidence that this management approach, on its own, is 
leading ADA to achieve better development results. Most ADA staff believe that in-house EGSS 
technical appraisals of projects, supported by TQ during a project’s design and approval phase, can 
provide value-added, but only when this is fully informed by local context, and directly involving CO 
staff and partners. 

Conclusion 4 - Practical implementation of EGSIM to support development effectiveness is an 
ongoing challenge 

While E(G)SIM principles, standards and processes are relatively clear to most stakeholders, practical 
implementation given local context and priorities is widely recognized as the ongoing challenge. 
Increasing the exemption threshold introduced by EGSIM could help assure that control and 
compliance efforts are focused on larger, higher-risk projects. An EGSIM challenge for ADA is to remain 
nimble enough to consciously encourage a results-based organizational culture that is not about 
control and compliance but instead encourages risk taking and creativity. In this respect, it is critical 
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that important technical appraisals from TQ – that are attached to contractual agreements – are 
practical and provide value-added to implementing partners. 

Operational Effectiveness  

Conclusion 5 - Effective EGSIM requires a balance between HQ-led quality control and field-based 
monitoring and feedback 

The underlying logic of E(G)SIM supports two separate organizational identities and their competing 
goals. EGSIM is meant to support ADA as implementing agency for EU and GCF resourced projects, and 
at the same time, support ADA as a bilateral donor responsive to local implementing partners. This 
leads to operational tensions: risk control and compliance around standards, versus collaboration with 
empowered partners within complex, context-specific realities. While commitment to EGSS has added 
to ADA’s success in gaining resources through third-party programming, ESIM, and especially EGSIM, is 
not sufficiently adapted to core ADA programming needs which revolve around flexibility, 
collaboration, responsiveness, monitoring, trust-building and an effective donor-implementor 
interface. A more conscious balance between HQ-led quality control and field-based monitoring and 
feedback is required to ease the administrative burden that can come with EGSIM.  

Conclusion 6 - ADA’s EGSIM approach remains a work in progress 

Elements of EGSIM remain too technical and mostly understood by sector experts. Field-based 
practitioners face challenges of context and resource limitations as they translate standards into 
practical suggestions. The processes outlined in the EGSIMM are often considered by staff as 
cumbersome and TQ recommendations can be repetitive (better left to technical tip sheets, for 
example, on green workshop decorum) or unrealistic, or both. Another iteration of the EGSIMM is 
required to better align standardized processes with HR capacity. More systematic rollout of guidance 
supported with a budget and training plan would support the potential effectiveness of EGSIM.  
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6. Recommendations 

Key recommendations made by this evaluation, aligned with its scope, and directly related to its 
findings and conclusions are presented below. Numbers have been added simply as an aid for 
referencing and follow-up. The numbering does not intend to prioritize or imply an order of 
importance. 

1. Develop generic EGS recommendations – Develop best-practice “Tip Sheets” that cover standard 
EGS-related recommendations (encouraging women’s leadership in decision making, designing 
green workshops, environmental considerations when construction of a building is involved, etc.) 
and promote these inside the organization and during exchanges with partners. 

2. Re-examine the exemption level and its use – Use an internal, participatory and evidence-based 
process to re-examine how the EUR 500,000 exemption level is applied by EGSIM. Examine 
whether a more flexible use of exemption, based on project specifics and context, could help 
reduce administrative burden without jeopardizing risk management. Focus TQ efforts and formal 
EGS assessment on larger, higher-risk projects. 

3. Skew towards collaboration – As much as possible, avoid applying EGS safeguards independent of 
the entities involved in project design and implementation. Increase efficiency of 4-way TQ, CR, 
CO, implementing partner nexus by more conscious nurturing of trust and knowledge-based 
collaborative relationships versus control and compliance around TQ-defined recommendations 
stated as contractual obligations. Retain a more overtly independent, centralized, process-
oriented, approach to EGSIM only when this is a pre-requisite, for example, larger, higher-risk 
projects such as those envisaged with the GCF.     

4. Reinvigorate monitoring as part of EGSIM – for example: 

a. Expand guidance on monitoring within the EGSIMM or as related, linked auxiliary 
knowledge support. This could be done through a combination of online technical 
guidance and best-practice examples, an inhouse-community of practice, and use of 
identified in-house monitoring experts positioned to provide direct. 

b. Beyond EGSIMM, work into all project design and contracts more explicit description of 
how projects will be monitored, and the roles and responsibilities related to monitoring 
plans. The overarching principle should be that implementers monitor but ADA has a 
shared and collaborative oversight role. 

c. Where third-party funded projects are being implemented in ADA COs, opportunistically 
tap the additional administrative overhead and project management capacity that 
normally comes with this modality, to support CO ability to directly participate in ongoing, 
systematic monitoring activities related to its wider program. The goal should be more 
frequent project visits by ADA program staff. 

5. Consider a third iteration of the EGSIM – which could include: 
 

a. A commitment from senior management to best-practice EGSIM more explicit by 
providing HR support, a roll-out plan, and a training schedule together with a delegated 
budget to support key planned activities.  
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b. Polarity management as an explicit goal of EGSIM, that is, two different sets of needs 
(contracted third-party funded project implementor plus responsive development 
assistance donor) must be accommodated by this management approach.  

c. Risk management together with quality assurance as a holistic approach to EGSIM with the 
ultimate goal of management for development results.  

d. Further review and improvement of EGSIM templates and guidelines to remove 
inconsistencies, simplify and explain language, and potentially streamline the EGS 
assessment process. 
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7. Annexes 

 

Annex 7.1 – Draft Theory of Change 
Evolving Theories of Change for ADA’s EGSIM Approach 

As part of data analysis, the evaluation team outlined plausible Theories of Change (ToCs) to compare 
and better understand the two environmental, gender and social safeguard systems that ADA has used 
to date: ESIM and EGSIM. To describe the perceived logic of an idealized ESIM approach, we use an 
“Empowerment Theory of Change” where local stakeholders are being empowered to integrate social 
and environmental safeguards in the design of the project and follow through with implementing 
social and environmental safeguards during implementation. As suggested by the model, this process 
must be mostly field-driven and requires constant, respectful interaction between the partner 
organization and ADA coordination office staff, with some support from HQ. This theorized 
empowerment model is only possible in cases where ADA has a local office to direct this type of front-
line interaction, or where HQ staff have the resources to regularly interact in person at project sites. In 
many cases this is not possible, for example, in regional or global programmes, and under specialized 
funding instruments where this type of dialogue normally limited93.   

“All NGO co-funding, the private sector partnerships and projects under the global and regional 
programming budget lines that form a considerable share of ADA’s portfolio cannot benefit from 
a more “decentralised” approach unless the organisational structure of ADA is changed and the 
competence of COs widened.”94 

Despite this legitimate caution, the evaluators provide the empowerment model as aspirational: the 
characteristics of local involvement and ownership (with gender equity) are well known as essential 
precursors for development impact.  

In contrast, the evaluation team uses a “Safeguards Theory of Change” to better understand 
movement towards EGSIM. The title of this ToC reflects EGSIM’s focus on environmental, gender and 
social risks that need to be identified and mitigated as part of ADA due diligence during project 
concept, design and approval. This assessment and mitigation of risk in centered in HQ’s TQ and 
project size determines whether EGSIM is used or not. 

Together these two ToC’s (empowerment and safeguards) should be understood as a heuristic tool. By 
accentuating, detailing and contrasting differences between two hypothesised models, the evaluators 
are aided they move through assumptions, to inferences, and finally to plausible findings. The 
differences depicted may be less stark in real-life, and some characteristics of each model can be 
found in the other. 

The key driver of change from ESIM to the EGSIM system was the goal of GCF accreditation and 
expansion of ADA’s third-party project implementation role with the EU and the GCF. In addition, the 

                                                             
 
93 This important nuance and resulting indication that the “empowerment” ToC has limitations was provided by 
the ERG during final drafting of this text.   
94 Ibid, from email exchange 
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focus on gender (which was inserted into the name of the safeguard for EGSIM) reflects the stronger 
importance paid to gender considerations in Austria’s International Cooperation Strategy for 2019 – 
2021. As shown in Figure 6, both ToCs include causal pathways from inputs to outputs, via outcomes, 
and finally impacts. The figure highlights the risk mitigation focus of EGSIM, and the drivers that led 
ADA to change the system from ESIM to EGSIM.  

Assumptions behind the ESIM efforts and an Empowerment Theory of Change 

Senior management moved to ESIM because they wanted to better define what ADA means by 
“quality” and they wanted ADA program managers to be clear what was expected. In short, ESIM 
sought more transparency in how project approval decisions were made, and how quality was assured. 

The evaluation team assumes that a functioning ESIM system needed an approved budget, staff time, 
and in-house expertise (inputs) to support its implementation. The Empowerment ToC would require 
an ESIMM and staff guidelines aligned with OECD/DAC standards to be implemented. A key 
assumption is that local stakeholders are supported in conducting safeguard assessments and 
identifying improvements (needed adjustments) to project designs (output). At the outcome level, this 
would lead to EGSIA recommendations being integrated in approved project designs and adjusted, 
based on monitoring and review of EGSIA considerations (outcome). Finally, (impact), local decision-
makers would be empowered to ensure safeguard compliance, ADA will be recognized as fulfilling its 
mission and mandate consistent with its core values and principles, and ADA will make documented 
contributions to SDGs. 

Figure 6 – Comparison between an Empowerment and a Safeguard ToC 

 

 
Source: Evaluation team. 
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A key assumption at the output level is that ADA continues to receive a significant portion of Austrian 
government’s development aid funding and that ADA has enough HR capacity at HQ and CO to support 
the ESIM approach. At the outcome level a key assumption is that development partners are 
interested in working with ADA to assure application of ESIM standards. And finally, at the impact 
level, a key assumption is that the empowerment of local partners is a prerequisite for sustainable 

development results aligned with ESIM principles and standards. 
 
Assumptions behind the EGSIM efforts and a Safeguards Theory of Change 
 
The Safeguard ToC reflects the view of senior management that ADA should increase median project 
size and lower overhead costs. This ToC is based on an understanding that accountability requirements 
go up as project size increases, and that with GCF accreditation comes new obligations.  

Here as well, the evaluation team understands that introducing and implementing an EGSIM system 
requires a budget, staff time, and in-house expertise (input) that lead to an EGSIMM plus Staff 
Guidelines aligned with IFC and World Bank safeguard standards. This would in turn lead to an EGSIM 
system in place, accepted by staff, and functional, including a workable monitoring plan for the EGSIM 
system (output).  At the outcome level, this would lead to the EGSIM system’s performance being 
monitored, and compliance reviewed to determine if and how social, environmental and gender issues 
are being addressed by partners with oversight by ADA’s CO and CR, and risks at project and program 
level actively mitigated (outcome).  

Finally, at the impact level, ADA would be considered in compliance with international environmental, 
gender and social safeguard standards, fulfilling its mission and mandate consistent with its core 
values and principles, and make contributions to the SDGs (impact).  

For the Safeguards Theory of Change, a key assumption is that ADA successfully builds a portfolio of 
active GCF projects and continues to secure a stream of third-party implemented EU projects (output). 
At the outcome level, a key assumption is that ADA has enough HR and organizational capacity at HQ 
and CO to support an effective community-based and poverty-focused bilateral program, plus the 
ability to directly implement large EU and GCF projects. At the impact level, a key assumption is that 
development partners are keen to work with ADA to apply the EGSIM approach, that the application of 
EGS standards and related risk mitigation is a prerequisite for sustainable development results, and 
that the two simultaneous goals – cutting edge development work, and efficient, professional project 
management for EU and GSF – are not contradictory or in conflict. 
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Polarity Management 
Based on the development and consideration of these two ToC, the evaluation team observes that 
ADA is presently holding and balancing at least two identities. One identity is as a development 
assistance organization known for excellence in participatory, community-based development work 
with committed, proven partners (including those from the private sector). The other identity is as a 
successful, efficient, reliable project 
implementing organization, able to meet 
contractual obligations for large EU and 
GCF projects where IFC-influenced 
standards and risk management is used 
to assure success. Based on this 
hypothesized duality, the challenge for 
ADA as it moves forward with EGSIM, 
will be to successfully nurture both 
identities. This “polarity management” is 
likely to be more successful if these two 
identities – both important to ADA’s 
future – are openly acknowledged, and consciously embraced with the goal of collaboration and 
development assistance excellence across the organization.

“Polarities to manage are sets of opposites that 

can’t function well independently. Because the two 

sides of a polarity are interdependent, you cannot 

choose one as a “solution” and neglect the other. 

The object of the Polarity Management perspective 

is to get the best of both opposites while avoiding 

the limits of each.”  

 

Johnson, B. Polarity Management – Identifying and 

Managing Unsolvable Problems, HRD Press, 1996   
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Annexes Contained in Volume II  
 

Annex 7.2 – Details of the Evaluation Methodology 
 
Annex 7.3 – Evaluation Matrix 
 
Annex 7.4 – Evaluation Schedule  
 
Annex 7.5 – List of Positions and Organizations Interviewed 
 
Annex 7.6 – Key Documents Consulted 
 

Available on request 
 
Annex 7.7 – Case Studies – Review of ESIM Application is 5 ADA-supported projects  
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