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Community-led Development (CLD) is not a new idea. Even before the pandemic demonstrated why the 
world needs CLD, terms like localization, community-driven development, and locally-led development 
had begun to gain traction in the development discourse. And with them came questions around impact 
and efficacy. In 2019, the Movement for Community-led Development, a global consortium of 70+INGOs 
and hundreds of local civil society organizations from around the world, began collaborative research to 
unpack what happens when we put communities front and center in development. The goal was to 
systematically review CLD programming from around the world to understand where CLD had worked, 
how, why, and for whom. 

This report represents a collaborative study of 173 programs across 65 countries that were identified by 
their implementing organizations as being “community-led”. While there have been a few attempts to 
capture the impact of CLD,2345 to the best of our knowledge this is the first attempt at creating a landscape 
of current CLD practice. Here, we do not look at the quality of CLD programming, its impact, or effec-
tiveness. Instead, we seek to understand the current nature of CLD programming. What are its defining 
features, how does it compare with our vision of community-led development, and how does it vary with 
context—socio-economic, political, and programmatic? 

It is an attempt to build a common understanding of CLD and a common language to talk about it, because 
CLD is, “common sense but elusive. It’s hard to describe and capture because it never looks the same in 
two places.”6 The tools developed during this study provide a point of reference and are not by any means 
a checklist to be followed in every situation. The research team identified Adaptability or Responsiveness 
to Context as a key characteristic of CLD. Both our findings and recommendations should be read with 
this in mind. 

1. Coonrod, J., 2021. Eleven Days for Community-led Development: Day 1 Participation and Inclusion. [online] The Movement for Communi-
ty-led Development. Available at: <https://mcld.org/11days-1a/> [Accessed 18 January 2021]. . 
2. Wong, S. (2013). What have been the impacts of World Bank community-driven Development Programs? CDD impact Evaluation review 
and operational and research implications. Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/docu-
ments-reports/documentdetail/967431468161087566/what-have-been-the-impacts-of-world-bank-community-driven-development-pro-
grams-cdd-impact-evaluation-review-and-operational-and-research-implications
3. King, E. (2013, September 16). A critical review of community-driven development programs in conflict-affected contexts. Retrieved March 
11, 2021, from https://www.rescue.org/report/critical-review-community-driven-development-programs-conflict-affected-contexts
4. White, H., Menon, R., & Waddington, H. (2018). Community-driven development: Does it build social cohesion or infrastructure? A 
mixed-method evidence synthesis. doi:10.23846/wp0030
 5. Mansuri, G., & Rao, V. (1970, January 01). Localizing development : Does participation work? Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://
openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/11859
6. Learning by doing: Community-led change in Aotearoa NZ. (2013). Wellington: Inspiring Communities.

Preface
“If you have come here to help me you are wasting your time, but if 
you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then 

let us work together.”1 

 -Aboriginal social activist Lilla Watson

This research is designed for both practitioners and funders of CLD.

But before we could delve into questions of impact, we needed to arrive at a common under-
standing of CLD and what organizations are doing as part of their CLD programming.
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The biggest strength of this research has been the process by which it was 
conducted. 

A truly collaborative exercise, it built on the experience and 
understanding of practitioners working across different organiza-
tions, sectors, countries, communities and program focuses. It sought 
to capture the varied understandings of and approaches to CLD. 

The team consisted of people who designed programs and people who evaluated 
them, practitioners and researchers. All tools were developed after extensive 
consultation, debate, and discussion, and were piloted both by CLD “veterans” and 
new entrants, from different parts of the world. Thus, we believe that the tools 
that have been developed are inclusive and widely representative of CLD. Yet, by 
no means was this a perfect exercise. While the initial team represented organiza-
tions of various sizes, team members were US-based and mostly people who had 
English as their first language. The documents included in the study were also in 
English and mostly submitted by US or UK-based organizations. We sought to mit-
igate our biases by consulting practitioners and advisors from different parts of 
the world. Later, the team expanded to have a more heterogeneous composition. 

This research has been an exercise in “learning by doing”. In trying to unpack 
current CLD practice, the team began to develop a clearer understanding of what 
CLD is and what it is not. We carried this understanding back to our respective 
organizations and work. We believe that in piecing together a picture of CLD 
practice and trying to develop a common language around it, we have become 
better CLD practitioners ourselves. Pr
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A great limitation of this study is that it is research based exclusively on secondary data. It relied on 
information present in program documents, journal articles, and evaluation reports - documents which 
varied hugely in purpose, methodology, length, and the level of detail they contained. Also, documents 
were for the most part “donor driven,” and written to satisfy grant requirements. And grants are often 
disbursed by thematic focus areas —food security, livelihoods, gender, humanitarian assistance, or 
governance—and evaluated for indicators specific to these areas. While a few reports in this study did 
seek to evaluate social capital and community mobilization, none measured how “community-led” an 
initiative was and how this impacted development outcomes. Thus, even if a program was 
community-led, it would not necessarily emphasize those elements in its report unless the 
donor specifically required such reporting. This was largely evident from the dataset. One way to 
mitigate this would have been to contact the program staff for additional information and clarifications. 
Primary data can “ground truth” and refine explanations derived from secondary data. This research, 
carried out without any external donor support, did not have the resources to do so. 

Absence of evidence is therefore not evidence of absence. Yet, the findings of this study speak to 
the priorities of funders and practitioners. They also highlight the need for better alignment between 
donors and program managers, as well as between communities and implementing organizations. If we 
truly believe in the power and potential of communities, if we truly are committed to #ShiftThePower in 
international development and philanthropy, then we need to re-examine the way we do our work, the 
way we evaluate it, and the way we document it. 
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Finally, at the heart of any discussion on CLD is the community. The term “community” can be defined 
in multiple ways—by shared physical space, common interests or agenda, faith or belief systems, to 
name a few. In CLD programming, “community” often refers to people living within a particular 
geographic area who share a sense of membership, social interactions and access to material 
resources, even as they inhabit multiple other “communities” of practice, faith and kinship.7  The re-
search team did not have the resources to go to the communities where these programs are 
implemented to find out how CLD programming was being done— to find out how people described 
these programs that sought to amplify their voices and concerns as compared to those that viewed 
them as “beneficiaries.” A limitation of this study is the inability to ascertain whether community 
perspectives on CLD have been adequately represented here. Being secondary research, this study 
was limited by information present in reports which did not always reflect community perspectives. 
It is our hope that this research will motivate funding agencies to invest in building on this work so 
that we can go directly to community members and complete our landscape of CLD practice with their 
perspectives on what CLD currently looks like and what it should be. 

A final caveat: while this report maps the nature of CLD programming, it does not claim any 
correlation between the presence of CLD characteristics in a program and the impact it has. This 
report is only the beginning of an exciting learning journey to understand and evidence the 
multi-directional impact of CLD. Join us! 
7. Cislaghi, B. (2019). The potential of a community-led approach to change ... Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://www.alignplat-
form.org/sites/default/files/2019-01/community_led_approach_report.pdf

Preface Source: The Hunger Project
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Executive Summary
In 2019, The Movement for Community-led Development (MCLD) began a collaborative research project 
to assess the impact of CLD programs and share learnings with international development actors and 
local communities. The purpose of this multi-phase research was to understand not just the impact of 
CLD in different contexts, if any, but also the human change processes that lead to this impact.8 To do so, 
the diverse and multi-organizational research team had to first arrive at a common understanding of CLD 
and map the current state of CLD programming.
We collected over 400 (evaluation and program) reports from 29 MCLD members for programs 
which were self-identified as being community-led by the implementing organizations. Within 
these reports, the team assessed the presence of CLD characteristics and how they varied with socio-po-
litical and economic contexts, program length, funding, focus, and activities. We sought to answer the 
following questions:

What are organizations doing as part of their CLD programming?
How does the nature of CLD programming vary with context?

11 Characteristics of CLD
1. Accountability
2. Adaptability
3. Capacity Development
4. Collaboration
5. Collective Planning and Action
6. Community Assets
7. Community Leadership
8. Participation and Inclusion
9. Sustainability
10. Transformative Capacity
11. Voice

The team followed a process of inductive reasoning to arrive at 
the 11 characteristics that define CLD [shown right]. Recogniz-
ing that CLD will look different depending on context, the team 
designed a rubric to reflect how these 11 characteristics would 
appear in the program lifecycle (Annex A, hereafter referred 
to as the CLD rubric). This rubric contained 9 dimensions and 
provided a benchmark for measuring progress towards them, 
even as it acknowledged the diversity and varying scope of 
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This report outlines the current landscape of CLD practice 
based on an analysis of 173 project or program evaluation 
and management reports across 65 countries. It does not 
look at the question of impact. Rather, it seeks to identify the 
current practice of CLD programming—strengths and weak-
nesses—and create a reflective space for seeing whether what 
is being spotlighted truly reflects what practitioners intend. 

CLD programming. To ensure robustness of the research, the rubric was tested for inter-rater reliability, 
before it was applied to the 173 programs shortlisted for the study.  Both qualitative and quantitative 
analysis was carried out to bring in analytical rigor. The biggest strength of the study is the diversity of 
experience of its multi-organizational research team, representing different streams of CLD program-
ming. The study included a vast array of reports across sectors, methodologies, continents, and organiza-
tions. Yet, the sample was limited by both language and membership of the Movement. It is also import-
ant to remember that the team relied on data from different types of program documents, with varying 
purpose and detail. Absence of evidence is therefore not evidence of absence, and this landscape of CLD 
programming is limited by the information contained in the documents in the study. Finally, this study 
reports on the nature of CLD programming, not on its impact. It does not claim any correlation between 
the presence of CLD characteristics in a program and its impact. 
8. For further information about the collaborative research refer to Veda, G. (2020, August 15). Measuring What Matters: Initial Lessons 
from a Collaborative Research on Community-led Development. Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://mcld.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/11/Reflections-from-the-collaborative-research-Aug-2020-1.pdf 



Programming Duration

Types of CLD Programming

Presence of CLD Characteristics

Who is Included in CLD? 

On average, CLD programs in the 
study ran for 5.23 years – 45% 
programs ran for less than 3 years

It must be noted that many short-term programs 
were in communities where the implementing 
organization or its partners had already been 
present through other projects. Despite this, there is 
a clear correlation between program duration and 
the presence of fewer CLD characteristics. Programs 
that ran for 3 years or less showed less CLD 
characteristics than those that ran for 7 years or 
more and this result was statistically significant.9

There are six types of CLD programs in this study based 
on their principal focus and activity: Service Delivery, 
Agency and Empowerment, Service Delivery and 
Empowerment, Capacity Development, Policy Advocacy, 
and Social Accountability. 

Participation, Inclusion and Voice 
was present in about 93% of reports 
and Facilitation in over 97% of the 
reports. Accountability was the least 
present dimension, followed by Sustain-
ability and CLD-congruent Monitoring 
and Evaluation practices. 

Average of
5.23 Years

On average, programs in the study 
reported 

6 out of 9 
of the dimensions outlined in the 
rubric

Furthermore, a sub-component-wise analysis of the dimensions revealed that despite the high 
presence of participation and facilitation, most reports in the study contained very little evidence of 
specific aspects of these dimensions. For instance, only 40% of program documents report that the 
community plays a role in needs assessment or program design. Less than 11% of reports in the study 
show any evidence of flexibility in facilitation to meet community needs. 

While almost all reports showed some presence of the Participation and 
Inclusion dimension, a qualitative analysis revealed that for most 
programs inclusion was limited to the participation of women or people 
living in extreme poverty. Unless they focused on specific vulnerable 
groups like people with disabilities or refugees, programs did not report 
participation of marginalized groups. Notably missing were LGBTQ 
(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer or Questioning) 
communities, people with disabilities, and people belonging to religious 
or ethnic minorities. Moreover, 36% of the documents did not have any 
gender component in their programming or evaluation.
9. As outlined in the Methodology section, linear regressions were used to determine whether the results could be at-
tributed to chance. The term “significant” in this report therefore refers to results that are statistically significant at 95% 
confidence interval. In other words, we can be 95% certain that the results are real and not caused by randomness.
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Findings
10

Context

Funding Agencies

Program Participants Sectoral Focus and 
Integrated Programming

Gender Programs in the study reported a heavy reliance on women’s participation 
individually or through community groups. While this is important for 
addressing harmful gender norms and ensuring inclusion of women in public 
and political spaces, it does raise the question of women’s time poverty, 
particularly in the short run. 

About 54% of the study sample comprised pro-
grams that were considered integrated (co-lo-
cated, multi-sectoral interventions or sectoral 
interventions that took a holistic approach) and 
these programs reported a significantly higher 
presence of CLD characteristics. It must be noted 
that many governance and health programs fell 
into this category, while economic empower-
ment programs were often single sector, capac-
ity development or service delivery programs 

Programs that focused on governance reported up to 
20% - or 1.8  - more CLD characteristics, while those 
focused on health reported up to 17% or 1.6 more 
CLD characteristics. On the other hand, 
programs focused on economic empowerment 
reported a significantly lower number of CLD 
characteristics. While the difference in the presence 
of CLD characteristics in various programs can be 
attributed to many reasons, including reporting 
requirements and donor focus, they need to be 
examined closely. 

Programs that had youth participants 
reported a significantly higher presence of 
CLD characteristics than those that did not. 

Over 80% of the CLD programs in the 
study report working through existing or 
new community groups. These groups are 
often used for saving, information dissemi-
nation and training, in addition to serving as 
platforms for community mobilization and 
organization. Programs that created new 
community groups or worked with local 
government functionaries and community 
leaders showed a significantly higher pres-
ence of CLD characteristics than those that 
did not.

The U.S. government was the single largest 
funder of the programs analyzed, followed by the 
Department for International Development (former-
ly DFID, now the Foreign, Commonwealth and De-
velopment Office). On average, reports for programs 
funded by bilateral agencies and through private 
funding (including investors, child sponsorship, 
crowdfunding) showed a high presence of CLD char-
acteristics. Programs funded privately also ran for 
significantly longer durations than others, perhaps 
because they were not subject to donor restrictions.

CLD programs in humanitarian situations 
differed from those in development settings 
in duration and activities undertaken. Pro-
grams in humanitarian settings were mostly 
service-delivery-oriented or service-deliv-
ery and empowerment-oriented as their 
immediate focus was to provide relief. 
These programs also often ran for shorter 
durations. While there were broad trends, 
the study did not find any significant impact 
of socio-economic and political context on 
the presence of CLD characteristics. Howev-
er, this does not mean that context does not 
matter, only that our sample did not have 
sufficient information on context for us to 
undertake this analysis. 
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information on what makes these programs community led. Accountability, sustain-
ability, community-based monitoring or evaluation, and feedback loops are mostly 
missing from program and evaluation reports. Details about the nature of participa-
tion and facilitation or about adaptability are rarely available. Community resources 
are mostly discussed in the context of community contribution in program imple-
mentation. Few reports speak about building on community knowledge or assets. 
Most evaluations focus on thematic indicators which are often determined by orga-
nizational priorities or the grant. Thus, evaluations of most CLD programs contain 
very little information that would distinguish them from other programming or 
enable us to gauge the impact of CLD. 

If we want to truly #ShiftThePower in international development and fulfill 
our aspiration for sustainable, locally-led development, then donors and 
implementing organizations need to align better on how CLD programs are 
evaluated and reported. 

The CLD Assessment Tool and the Quality Appraisal Tool for CLD Evaluations are 
designed to assess and improve program design and evaluation reports respectively. 
These collaboratively developed tools need to be adopted and improved based on 
user feedback. Organizations can use them to collect data on their own CLD 
practices and promote organizational learning. Donors can use them to ensure that 
their grants strengthen communities instead of making them “aid dependent.” By 
systematically collecting data through these tools, we can develop a better-informed 
landscape of CLD practice and monitor how it evolves with time. This will also help 
us to gather evidence and understand the impact of CLD.

This study highlights many areas that need to be explored further to ensure that we 
“do no harm.” Research on various dimensions of CLD, including how it 
changes with context and the importance of programming duration, needs to be 
funded. These are vital for funders to improve their grant-making processes (e.g., 
how long should programs run) and for implementers to improve their program 
design processes. The gender story unfolding in CLD programming also needs to be 
examined. Most importantly, CLD studies need to include primary research where 
communities can be a part of this process. 

For Funders and Implementing Organizations:

For MCLD:
MCLD should work through partner organizations and national chapters to conduct 
sense-making workshops at the national and regional level on these tools and the 
CLD characteristics to ascertain whether our understanding of CLD aligns with how 
local CSOs and communities view CLD. Tools should be suitably and periodically 
modified to reflect the learnings that emerge. 

MCLD should also create a platform where organizations can share data and 
tools around their CLD programming to build a better-informed landscape of 
CLD programming.

11
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Community-led Development (CLD) is grounded in the belief that every person has a right to voice in 
decisions that affect their life through the creation and realization of local goals. It prioritizes the partici-
pation of communities in their own change processes by encouraging participatory local governance and 
citizen engagement.10 Achieving CLD on a transformative scale requires long-term processes wherein it 
is often challenging to quantify progress. Moreover, there is no common understanding of CLD or what 
its practice should, can, and does look like. “CLD is common sense yet elusive. It’s hard to describe and 
capture because it never looks the same in two places. But it’s not what’s on the surface that counts – it’s 
what’s underneath that’s the most important.”11

In 2019, The Movement for Community-led Development (MCLD) began a collaborative research project 
to assess the impact of CLD programs and share learnings with international development actors and lo-
cal communities. The purpose of this multi-phase research was to understand not just the impact of CLD 
in different contexts, if any, but also the human change processes that lead to this impact.12

To unpack the impact question, the diverse and multi-organizational research team had to first arrive at 
a common understanding of CLD and map the current state of CLD programming. We collected over 400 
evaluation and program reports for programs which were self-identified as being community-led, from 
29 MCLD members. Within these reports, the team assessed the presence of CLD characteristics and how 
they varied with socio-political and economic contexts, program length, funding, focus, and activities. We 
sought to answer the following questions:

What are organizations doing as part of their CLD programming?
How does the nature of CLD programming vary with context?

This report outlines the current landscape of CLD practice based on an analysis of evaluation and 
management reports of 173 programs across 65 countries. It does not look at the question of impact. 
Rather, it seeks to identify the current practice of CLD programming—its strengths and weaknesses—so 
that implementing organizations and funders can course-correct where needed. The impact question is 
being explored in a separate study.

This report is divided into four sections:

•	 Section A provides background information about the collaborative research,  
•	 Section B describes the methodology and limitations, 
•	 Section C provides an overview of the programs included in this study and summarizes the prelimi-

nary findings, 
•	 Section D discusses the implications of these findings and the next steps for CLD implementing orga-

nizations and funders.

10. Torjman, S., & Makhoul, A. (2012, January 20). Community-Led development. Caledon Institute of Social Policy. Retrieved March 11, 2021, 
from https://maytree.com/publications/community-led-development/
11. Learning by Doing: community-led change in Aotearoa NZ. Author: Publisher: Inspiring Communities Trust, New Zealand. 2013
12. For further information about the collaborative research refer to: Veda, G. (2020, August 15). Measuring What Matters: Initial Les-
sons from a Collaborative Research on Community-led Development. Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://mcld.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/11/Reflections-from-the-collaborative-research-Aug-2020-1.pdf /

12

Introduction



Section A:Background
The Movement for Community-led Development (MCLD) is a consortium of more than 70 inter-
national non-government organizations (INGOs) and hundreds of local CSOs advocating for local 
communities to develop, own, and drive their own development goals. The Movement derives its 
richness from its heterogeneity. Our members vary in size, geographical spread, reach, and thematic  fo-
cus. Yet, we are bound together by a shared belief in communities’ capacity to be the agents of their own 
development.

In February 2019, MCLD began a collaborative research study to understand what happens when we put 
communities front and center in development. After extensive consultation with member organizations, 
three research questions emerged: 

1. Where has community-led development worked? How and why? (Conse-
quently also, where has it not worked and why?)
2. What has been the impact of CLD programming on development outcomes?
3. How do we adapt existing evaluation methods to capture the complexity of 
CLD and its non-linear and multi-dimensional nature?

MCLD mobilized a team of 35 Monitoring, Evaluation, Research, and Learning, as well as Program 
professionals from 23 organizations to undertake different aspects of this work through three 
sub-groups that worked with the research lead: Scoping, Impact and Evaluation. Each sub-group 
concentrated on one key question that would take the research closer to answering the three research 
questions stated above. (See Fig. 1 for structure of the research.)  To implement the research, these 
questions were divided into further sub-questions. For example, the Scoping sub-group set out to lay 
the foundation for answering research question 1 by starting with: What do we mean by community-led 
development? What are organizations doing as part of their CLD programming? How does the nature of 
CLD programming vary with context? An advisory group comprising practitioner experts and academics 
guided the overall research to ensure quality control. 

13
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11 characteristics of CLD
1. Accountability: the program practices multi-directional accountability but the 
vision set by the community remains central.
2. Adaptability: the program uses learning and adapting strategies based on current 
context and data; the program is open to failure.
3. Capacity Development: the program is rooted in the belief that communities 
have the capacity and capability to script their own development.
4. Collaboration: the program builds horizontal and vertical solidarity within commu-
nities and amongst communities.
5. Collective Planning and Action: the community members or groups within 
the community are engaged in the analysis process and discussions about the current situ-
ation and arrive at strategies and action plans to address issues.
6. Community Assets: the program identifies, mobilizes, and celebrates local re-
sources including finances, material goods, and local knowledge and time.

7. Community Leadership: the program creates an environment where every 
community member is seen and sees themselves as a leader (active citizen) who can affect 
change.
8. Participation and Inclusion: all major development activities include a broad 
range of residents from all neighborhoods and people from all socio-economic groups.
9. Sustainability: defined as the institutionalization of the CLD approach, as well as 
continued optimum use and the maintenance and care of community resources even after 
the programming duration is over. 
10. Transformative Capacity: the program strengthens the capacities of people to 
create a vision for themselves and to design pathways to achieve that vision.
11. Voice: this relates to program planning, design, monitoring and implementation, 
evaluation, and adaptation. It also includes not only being heard, but also building confi-
dence amongst the poor, women, minorities, anyone typically without a voice, to speak up.14

13. For further information on the process of identification of characteristics, refer to Veda, G. (2020, August 15). Measur-
ing What Matters: Initial Lessons from a Collaborative Research on Community-led Development. Retrieved March 11, 
2021, from https://mcld.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Reflections-from-the-collaborative-research-Aug-2020-1.
pdf 
14.Definitions by the research team and contextual uses identified in literature reviews for these characteristics can be 
found at https://mcld.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Definitions_-11-Characteristics-for-CLD.pdf  (hereafter re-
ferred to as the 11 Characteristics for Community-led Development)

14

This report outlines the work of the Scoping Group (hereafter referred to as “the group”).  
One mandate of the group was to agree on the definitions and common principles of Com-
munity-led Development (CLD). A process of inductive reasoning was used to identify the 
most important characteristics. After intense debate and discussion, followed by a litera-
ture review,13 the group agreed upon these 11 characteristics:



The group examined how these characteristics would appear during the program lifecycle and after 
extensive consultation designed a rubric to capture this (Annex A, hereafter referred to as the CLD 
rubric). Rubrics “provide a harness but not a straitjacket for assessing complex change, and they 
help stakeholders build a shared understanding of what success looks like... Rubrics allow us to think 
about membership rather than measurement.”15 The use of a rubric to measure CLD characteristics 
acknowledges the range and scope of Community-led Development practices. It provides a benchmark 
for measuring development and progress towards a program’s goals. The group later developed this 
rubric into a CLD Assessment Tool for organizations (See Box 1 below).

Box 1: The CLD Assessment Tool

The CLD Assessment Tool is the first step towards creating standards for CLD and is designed to enable 
improvements in programming at the community, organizational, and systems level. The tool is designed 
as an Excel-based rubric that seeks to balance the complexity of the approach with the simplicity re-
quired for everyday usage. There are two segments to the tool: the first assesses CLD characteristics and 
the second processes inherent to CLD. Both segments present practitioner-informed understandings of 
CLD in program life-cycles. The results can be used by implementing organizations and donors to reflect 
on current programs and improve their design and reporting and by communities to provide feedback. 
You can download the toolkit in multiple languages here.

Credit: World Vision

Community-led Development is by no means a linear process. Capturing its impact is complex. The
collaborative research study undertaken by the Movement analyzes how CLD looks in different con-
texts, in order to better determine how it works in practice.

14 15

15. Aston, T. (2020, April 7). Rubrics as a harness for complexity. Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/ru-
brics-harness-complexity-thomas-aston/

https://mcld.org/download-the-scoping-tool/


Section B: Methodology
The research team for this study consisted 
of professionals from various MCLD member 
organizations and was led by the Senior Ad-
visor, Global Collaborative Research from The 
Movement for Community-led Development 
(See report cover for composition of the re-
search team). Student researchers from Cath-
olic University and The Hunger Project were 
involved in various aspects of the study, includ-
ing the review of reports to test the robustness 
of the tool, data cleaning, and data analysis. The 
advisory group reviewed all research process-
es and products on a periodic basis to provide 
feedback and suggest course corrections as 
required. 

The purpose of this study was to arrive at a common understanding of CLD and to understand its cur-
rent practice. MCLD invited all member organizations to submit evaluation reports for programs that 
they identified as being community-led. We received 419 reports (mostly evaluations, but also end-
of-project reports, published studies, learning briefs, PowerPoint presentations, and journal articles) 
for the study. From the initial collection, we removed baseline reports, multiple reports for the same 
program, meta-reviews, and documents with no program information. The remaining reports were 
analyzed against the CLD rubric, and a few reports (4) that showed no discernible CLD characteristics 
(as outlined in the rubric) were removed. Of the final sample, 80% were evaluation reports. The re-
mainder consisted of end-of-project reports, learning briefs, and journal articles, among others. These 
documents were included since many smaller partner organizations did not have evaluation reports or 
chose to submit program reports instead. In order to ensure a more evenly-distributed pool that reflects 
the diversity of CLD experiences and equity in representation across multiple organizations, a random 
selection of reports were also discarded for organizations including Oxfam, The Hunger Project, and 
World Vision, who were overrepresented in the sample. Figure 2 depicts the decision tree that the group 
used to arrive at the final pool of 173 reports considered for the study.

The team used a Google form-based data extraction tool (Annex B) to record the data from these re-
ports. This tool contained three sections: Section A documented basic program information, including 
program name, implementing organizations, programing years, and funders. Section B collected data 
on program characteristics, including area of focus, scale, target population groups, context of program-
ming, program activities, budgets, and types of support offered. Section C contained the CLD rubric. To-
gether, the three sections sought to record data to understand not only what organizations are doing in 
their CLD programs, but also how the nature of CLD programming changes with socio-political context, 
program duration, budget, activities, target groups, program participants, and focus areas. To further 
the data analysis, the group added metrics for economic, political, social, and cohesion context using 
standard indices like the Democracy Index, State of Fragility Index, and the UN’s annual World Econom-
ic situation reports.16

16. Economic context was sourced from the United Nations’ annual World Economic Situation and Prospects (WESP) report. Political 
context was sourced from the Democracy Index, which is compiled by the Economist Intelligence Unit. The social and cohesion context 
elements were sourced from the Fund for Peace’s Fragile States Index.

Figure 2: Decision Tree



Early in the data analysis process, the group used inter-rater (also known as inter-coder) 
reliability to check reviewer bias and the robustness of the CLD rubric. Thirty-three reports 
(19% of the study pool) were randomly selected and reviewed by professionals working in 
the field of Community-led Development. The joint probability of agreement between the 
professionals and the research lead on individual dimensions of the CLD rubric (See Annex 
A) was 73%. Additionally, all 173 reports were reviewed by student researchers who un-
derwent training on the principles of CLD and the use of the data extraction tool. Student 
researchers had a 71% joint probability of agreement amongst themselves17 and 70% joint 
probability of agreement with the research lead. Further discussion revealed that disagree-
ments mostly centered around three questions: accountability, sustainability, and M&E prac-
tices and were based on the difference in how these terms were being interpreted, particu-
larly by student researchers. For instance, some student researchers interpreted program 
closure as sustainability. In the end, since we were using a rubric based on characteristics 
identified by the group, we decided to go with the group’s interpretation of these terms. The 
lead researcher’s scores were based on these. This, along with time and resource constraints, 
led the group to ultimately only use the lead researcher’s scores for data analysis and the 
creation of the landscape of CLD programming. Data for Sections A and B of the Data ex-
traction tool (program information and characteristics) was verified through random testing 
of 50% of the sample. 

The research team used Stata, a general-purpose statistical software package for data clean-
ing, standardizing, and analysis. A second round of analysis was carried out using statistical 
packages in Excel to verify the computations. The team used scatter plots to visualize the 
data and ran linear regressions to examine correlations and trends associated with CLD 
presence. In the second round of analysis, where the relationship was not linear (this was 
often the case) and the samples displayed unequal variances, Welch t-tests were carried out 
using Excel data analysis packages to examine the evidence of difference in means in the 
presence of CLD dimensions for various program attributes and to determine 95% confi-
dence intervals of differences in means. 
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B1: Ethics
No primary research was undertaken for the completion of this review, and all partici-
pants who submitted reports were informed of the purpose of the research being con-
ducted and its procedures. A secondary ethics protocol and confidentiality agreement 
was signed by all team members. Additionally, all interns involved in the collaborative 
research team underwent an ethics training course.18

17

17. Student researchers reviewed the reports to check for how people new to CLD would use the tool. 18% of the sample 
was reviewed by at least two student researchers. The joint probability of agreement was 71%
18. Research Ethics Online Training. Global Health Training Centre. (n.d.). Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://global-
healthtrainingcentre.tghn.org/elearning/research-ethics/.
At the time of the research, the Ethics course offered by the Global Health Training Centre (adapted from a WHO course for 
internal staff and developed in collaboration with the University of Oxford) was available online and completed by student 
researchers who had not undergone an ethics training as part of their coursework. 



B2: Limitations

Range of data: 
The reports gathered are examples of CLD in practice, representing a large range of CLD program-
ming. While most of the studies were submitted by INGOs that are Movement members, the pro-
grams themselves represent the work of many local civil society and community-based organizations 
that worked in partnership with these NGOs. Yet, the reports studied and results found should not be 
considered as representative of the full set of CLD interventions, or generalizable in terms of ap-
proaches adopted by organizations around the world. Additionally, only documents in English were 
considered, and the evaluation reports used often did not contain exhaustive program and context 
information. 

All reports were submitted voluntarily.19 This could result in a self-selection bias where NGOs were 
more apt to choose projects that were successful. Moreover, this voluntary submission also meant 
that some organizations submitted a large number of reports, while others only submitted one or 
two. The presence of a large number of reports from a few big INGOs may have biased the data. To 
minimize the bias, some reports from these organizations were randomly selected and removed from 
the review. It must also be noted that some smaller member organizations did not have evaluation or 
project reports to submit. Furthermore, the reports contain CLD efforts at varied stages of a project’s 
lifecycle (ongoing, mid-term, end-line, ex-post), which may have affected the presence of CLD charac-
teristics and produced under or overvalued results. The reports pooled also had varying scopes and 
methodologies. Since the goal of this research was to understand current practice, not to gauge the 
impact or quality of programming, information in the reports was taken without conducting a quality 
assessment of the report. 

Use of the rubric: 
In hindsight, the less-general aspects of the rubric require a certain degree of knowledge of CLD.20 

Therefore, not everyone who uses the rubric will fill it out in the same way. To try to minimize 
discrepancies for this study, the research team:  1. Pre-tested the rubric among the research team 
members and student researchers; 2. Trained reviewers on the rubric (to arrive at a common under-
standing of terms); and 3. Paired reviewers (student researchers and study lead; expert reviewer and 
study lead). In order to assess how practitioners new to CLD may apply the rubric, student research-
ers also applied the rubric to assess the same evaluation reports that had been reviewed by CLD 
professionals. As discussed above, the student researchers’ results demonstrated some discrepan-
cies to those of the professionals. However, there was still about 70% joint probability of agreement 
between the student researchers and the lead researcher, signifying the robustness of the tool. It is 
important to note that the student researchers underwent a day-long orientation on CLD and the CLD 
rubric; professionals completed a 30-minute briefing on the purpose of the tool. Given that the rubric 
measures the presence in the report, not effectiveness of CLD characteristics in a program, the results 
obtained do not reflect the quality of implementation.

19. In the interest of time, a few reports for CARE were taken from their public database as per their advice. The remaining were sub-
mitted by the CARE team.
20. The rubric was shared with MCLD partners and the wider international development community in November 2019 and feedback 
was sought between November 2019 - May 2020. Extensive feedback was received from many organizations. The rubric was thereaf-
ter revised and released as a CLD Assessment tool. However, this study is based on the initial rubric that the team had developed and 

18



Reading the results:
The accuracy of results depends on the content of the reports. Since these reports were written prior 
to the definition of the CLD characteristics or the creation of the CLD standards by MCLD, the 
outcomes obtained from the use of the rubric may not accurately reflect the reality of CLD efforts. The 
rubric can only represent the characteristics as noted in the submitted reports. (Please see Annex A 
for the rubric as it was used in this study). Results therefore need to be read with context in mind. 
When interpreting the program focus areas, it is important to remember that reviewers were asked 
only to select the top three focuses from their reading of the report. Therefore when considering, for 
example, that 64 programs listed gender as a focus, one must remember that this does not mean that 
the remaining 109 did not consider gender; it means that gender was simply not one of the program’s 
top three focuses as mentioned in the report. It is possible that the program focused on gender, but 
the evaluation report submitted was only looking at facilitation or accountability processes. Addition-
ally, the results represent less than half of the 400+ evaluation reports submitted, in part due to the 
paucity of program information in the reports, and in part due to the need to avoid over-representa-
tion of a few key organizations that adopt a similar approach across multiple contexts and programs.

Photo Credit: Outreach International

19



Section C: Findings
C1: Overview of Programs: 
Answering the Who, Where, What, and For How Long questions

•	 Reports represent 173 programs across 65 countries. Half of the reports were for end-line 
evaluations; about 45% used a mixed methods approach.

•	 Most programs in the study had multiple focuses; the research team selected up to three priority 
focus areas per report. The top three focuses from this subset of reports are health, gender and 
economic empowerment.

•	 The average duration of CLD programs in the study was 5.23 years.

Program Countries: The selected reports represent 173 programs across 65 countries. The high-
est number of reports21 stemmed from projects in Ethiopia and Uganda (18 each). There were also 
a high number of programs representing Kenya (10), Malawi (10), India (9), Bangladesh (8), and 
Sierra Leone (7). Approximately 58% of the reports were from Africa, 31% from Asia, 9% from the 
Americas, and 3% from Europe.  One report was from Oceania. There is an over-representation of 
English-speaking countries because the study only included reports in English.22 

The vast majority (95%) of countries in which the evaluations were carried out were considered ei-
ther “developing” or “least-developed” by the UN’s World Economic Situation and Prospects (WESP) 
reports in the midpoint years for the programming. Furthermore, almost 93% of the countries 
where the programs took place had the “alert” or “warning” statuses for social context at the time of 
programming. Social context considers demographic pressures, displacement within a country and 
flow of refugees into other countries.23 Similarly, 91% were in the “alert” or “warning” status for the 
cohesion context, which refers to security apparatus, factionalized elites, and group grievances.24

21. Based on the country of evaluation in case of evaluation report or country of programming in case of other reports.
22. Some evaluations took place in multiple countries.
23. Fragile States Index 2020. The Fund for Peace. (2020). Retrieved March 11, 2021, from https://fundforpeace.org/2020/05/11/frag-
ile-states-index-2020/.
24. Ibid. Se

ct
io

n 
C

: F
in

di
ng

s

20

Figure 3. The coverage of the reports is highly concentrated in Africa and Asia.



Implementing Organizations27: The research team reviewed reports submitted by 29 Move-
ment partner organizations, representing the work of 100+ INGOs and local partners who 
worked with them in implementing the programs. Oxfam, The Hunger Project, CARE, and World 
Vision were the most heavily represented organizations. An analysis of annual budgets of or-
ganizations submitting the reports shows a skew towards organizations with larger budgets. 
Even though 35% of the sample represents reports submitted by small and mid-sized organiza-
tions, this study acknowledges the need to look at programming run by more local and national 
organizations and study the differences, if any, in the way CLD processes are applied by organi-
zations of different sizes. It must also be acknowledged that implementing organizations have 
only been categorized by annual budget sizes (which were not always available for the same 
year and from the same source). The influence of organizations or their areas of work is not 
necessarily proportional to the size of their annual budgets. Hence this data should be viewed 
with care.

Figure 4. This graph represents the 
spread of reports by the annual bud-
gets of the organization that submit-
ted the report (and was often though 
not always the primary implementing 
organization).28 Though there is a 
skew towards organizations with 
bigger annual budgets, 35% of the 
reports represent organizations with 
annual budgets of less than USD 100 
million.

25. What Do the Colors and Categories in the Index and on the Map Signify? Fragile States Index. (2020). Retrieved March 11, 2021, 
from https://fragilestatesindex.org/frequently-asked-questions/what-do-the-colors-and-categories-in-the-index-and-on-the-map-signi-
fy/.
26. The Democracy Index ranks governments under the following categories: full democracy, hybrid regime, flawed democracy, author-
itarian regime. Read more here: https://www.eiu.com/topic/democracy-index. In most cases this refers to the status of the country at the 
midpoint year except where data was not available for midpoint year and the nearest year was taken for which data was available and the 
programming was running. For 12 reports, this status was not available.
27. See Annex C for a list of organizations that submitted reports.
28. Defined by their latest annual budgets on 990s as reported on Charity Navigator, Guidestar, or the annual budget as reported by the 
organization’s website. Please note that for some large federated organizations (Save the Children, Care), the budget for their HQ or 
US branches were used unless they offered aggregate numbers for the whole organizations. The distribution between the two biggest 
organization sizes may therefore change.Se
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These categories indicate that these countries “display features that make significant parts of their so-
cieties and institutions vulnerable to failure.”25 Only one program took place in a country rated as a full 
democracy (United Kingdom) by the Democracy Index at the time of programming.26 About 48% (83) 
of reported programs took place in countries designated as having hybrid regimes, including Nigeria, 
Kenya, Bangladesh and Lebanon. One of every five programs (36) was carried out in a “flawed democ-
racy,” such as India, Thailand, Chile, or Sri Lanka, while 24% (41) of programs were in countries catego-
rized as authoritarian regimes (including the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Yemen, Ethiopia, and 
Afghanistan). The research team was careful to account for programs in the same country with differ-
ent date ranges, which may have occurred during different political contexts—since the Democracy 
Index is updated each year. For example, in 2010 Burkina Faso was considered an authoritarian regime, 
but by 2014 its categorization shifted to that of a hybrid regime.
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Programming Duration: About 
48% of the programs whose reports 
are included in this study started in 
2010 or later, 36% started between 
2000-2010, and 10% started before 
2000. About 6% of the program 
reports did not have information on 
the starting year. 
The average length of programs29 

in the study was 5.23 years—45% 
of programs ran for 3 years or less. 
Of these, 28% were humanitarian 
programs, often designed at short 
notice to respond to emergencies.

Figure 6. 45% of the programs lasted for less than 3 years, while 
20% lasted for more than 7 years.

29. Please note this included both length of finished programs and projected length of ongoing programs. Where program end dates or 
lengths were not available, this was estimated as ending at one year after the evaluation year for ongoing programs and at doubling the 
program length till the evaluation year for midline reports. 

Focus Areas: Although most programs in the study had multiple focuses, demonstrating the integrated 
nature of CLD programming, the Research Lead selected up to three of the most significant focus areas 
in each program based on her reading of the reports (the selected focus areas were verified through a 
random check by the research team of 50% of the reports). The largest subsection of programs focused 
on health (43%), followed by gender (37%), economic empowerment (34%), food security (28%), and 
governance (26%). Many programs also focused on child protection/development (13%), education 
(12%), environment (10%), resilience (10%), emergency response (8%), and conflict reduction (8%). 
Figure 5 shows the number of reports per priority area discerned by the reviewer. 

Figure 5. The top three 
program focus areas are 
health, gender, and eco-
nomic empowerment. 
Note that the study cap-
tured the three primary 
focuses of each program, 
not every focus.
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Evaluation Type: As mentioned earlier, 80% of the documents included in the study were 
evaluation reports. For other document types, the evaluation type was left blank unless the 
report or journal article referenced the findings of an evaluation and provided details about 
it. Half of the evaluation reports were end-line evaluations conducted towards the end of the 
program or after it was concluded, while a little over a third (60) were ongoing or midline 
evaluations conducted during the program’s lifespan. Only 14% of the reports were for ex-
post evaluations. In terms of evaluation methodology, almost half the evaluations (45%) used 
a “mixed methods” approach while 23.5% took a strictly qualitative approach, and 31.5% 
took a strictly quantitative approach.30

Funding: Program budgets are important 
from the transparency and accountability per-
spective. However, about three quarters of the 
reports included in this study did not contain 
information about the program’s budget; 34% 
of the reports did not even mention the source 
of program funding. From the 45 reports that 
included information about the program bud-
get, it becomes evident that CLD comes in var-
ious shapes and sizes; the minimum annual 
budget is $19,00031 and the maximum is $225 
million (for a World Bank-funded national-lev-
el CDD32 program).

Figure 7. Almost a third of the reports did not specify the source 
of funding; of those that did, the US government was the largest 
donor named in 22% (38) of the evaluation reports.

30. Quantitative methods included: quasi-experimental designs, randomized control trials, surveys, pre-test and post-test designs among 
others. Evaluations that relied primarily on key informant interviews and focus group discussions, followed the most significant change, 
realist or process tracing methodologies were classified as qualitative unless the methodology indicated use of quantitative methods as well. 
Evaluations that used both qualitative and quantitative methods, outcome harvesting, outcome mapping, cross-sectional observational 
methods, among others, were classified as mixed methods.
31. Annual budget was calculated by dividing the total budget by the program’s duration in years. For further information see Data Docu-
mentation report.
32. CDD refers to Community Driven Development

The United States government, the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development, 
and the European Union were the largest multilateral and bilateral funders for programs in this 
study. However, this may simply be because most reports were submitted by US and UK-based 
organizations. Many programs (36) were funded through private sources, including individual 
investors, child sponsorship, shops, and crowdfunding. More than 60% of the programs that ran 
for 10 years or longer received private funding, while over 80% of the programs that received 
multilateral funding ran for 3 years or less. 

23



Section C: Findings
C2: Overview of CLD Characteristics

•	 On average, program and evaluation reports reflected 6 of the 9 dimensions of CLD. Facilita-
tion was the most reported dimension, showing up in 97% of reports. Accountability was the 
least reported.

•	 The high presence of a dimension does not indicate the depth of its implementation. Moreover, 
the sub-components of a CLD dimension were often not present in reports.

The 11 characteristics of CLD identified by the Scoping Group were represented through nine
dimensions in the rubric used to review the programs (Annex A for rubric). These were:
Participation & Inclusion, Local Resources, Facilitation, Accountability, Responsiveness to 
Context,Collaboration, Links to Sub-national Government, Sustainability, and Monitoring & 
Evaluation.

On average, the reports in this study reflected six dimensions (6.05) from the rubric. Just under 
10% (17) seemed to reflect all nine dimensions. It must be reiterated that four reports that did not 
reflect any CLD characteristic as per the rubric were removed from the study pool even though 
they had been reported as CLD programs by the submitting organizations. Also, while reading this 
section, it is important to remember that absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. In oth-
er words, it is possible that the programs in the study included many more dimensions of CLD but 
simply did not report on them. That being said, ultimately what is reported denotes what is valued, 
suggesting that unmentioned factors may not have been priorities.

Facilitation and Participation & Inclusion were the most common rubric dimensions among the 
reports, with 97% reporting some element of facilitation investment and intensity, and 92% report-
ing some element of participation, inclusion, and voice (see Figure 9). Comparatively, Exit Strategy/
Sustainability and Accountability dimensions were the least represented, at 42% and 36%, respec-
tively. These numbers do not signify the extent to which reports focused on a dimension, but merely 
represent whether a dimension was mentioned or discerned as being present based on the infor-
mation provided in the report. Therefore, these numbers may be an over-representation of cer-
tain dimensions. For example, 167 reports were marked as containing the presence of Facilitation 
Investment and Intensity. 

Figure 8. Almost 
half of the reports 
displayed between 
7 and 9 of the CLD 
rubric character-
istics
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Of these, 70 (42%) had insufficient information to answer any of the sub-dimensions of 
this category, including whether facilitators were equipped with skills and practice and 
whether the program has reasonable provisions to support the quality of local facilita-
tion. Moreover, the high percentage of reports containing investment in the facilitation 
of CLD does not actually speak to the quality of facilitation implementation in practice. 
A report that talks extensively about facilitation (but did not indicate quality facilita-
tion) would be ranked the same as another that did brilliant facilitation. However, the 
fact that Accountability and Sustainability had the lowest presence is telling. 

Figure 10. Though 97% reports 
scored a “yes” on the overall 
Facilitation component, over 
42% of them did not report 
evidence on even one facilita-
tion sub-component. Only 11% 
of all reports reported evidence 
for any flexibility in facilitation.
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Figure 9. Seven of 
the characteristics 
appear in more 
than half of the 
evaluation reports.



Of the 73 reports that scored on the Exit Strategy and Sustainability dimension, almost 75% are in 
either the ex-post or end-line evaluation stages. This is not a surprise, as reports for programs that 
have ended or are near their end tend to give more information about exit strategies. However, it 
does seem to indicate that programs either do not plan for sustainability in their initial design or, if 
they do, they do not record this planning in their evaluation reports. 

Figure 12. Even for the 42% of 
reports that scored a “yes” on the 
Sustainability characteristic, less 
than 25% of total reports con-
tained any of the subcomponents 
(with the exception of planning for 
a responsible exit).
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An analysis of the reports of Participation shows a higher presence of sub-components. All but 
eight reports provided information on at least one sub-component. Nevertheless, not every sub-di-
mension of Participation is equally represented in these reports. As shown in Figure 11, reports 
that indicate its presence rate highly in the more general areas such as whether it “ensures the 
participation of excluded groups” and “builds voice and confidence” while rating lower in other 
areas like “involvement of community members in decisions around program focus, design and 
implementation”. For example, despite over 90% of reports displaying participation of community 
members in programs, more than half of these reports do not indicate any evidence that com-
munity members play an active role in program design. The large degree of reported community 
member participation is encouraging, but does not necessarily indicate the extent of their sub-
stantive and meaningful participation.

Figure 11. This graph demonstrates the 
presence of sub-dimensions of Participa-
tion, Inclusion, and Voice. Though 92.5% 
of the reports were listed as showing the 
overall characteristic, evidence for different 
sub-components of this characteristic was 
scant. Just over 40% of the reports showed 
evidence of involving community members 
in decisions around program focus and 
design.



Figure 14. Though over half the reports scored a “yes” on general M&E 
practices, less than a third of them displayed any of the subcomponents, 
which include participatory monitoring and evaluation, feedback mecha-
nisms, and disaggregating findings.

Figure 13. Under half of all reports showed any indication of 
building on local resources, being responsive to community 
needs, and responding to power differentials; communities con-
tributing resources is just over 50%.

Figure 15. Mutual ac-
countability and linkage 
to wider movements were 
present in under 35% of 
reports. In contrast, 65% 
or more of the reports 
contained evidence of 
programs’ linkages to 
sub-national governments 
and building collaborative 
relationships.
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Therefore, while encouraging, the high average presence of CLD characteristics in the reports should 
be viewed with caution. These numbers are driven, at least in part, by lack of information in the re-
ports, heavy leanings toward certain subcategories, and report features such as the evaluation stage.

The Local Resources characteristic of CLD contains two sub-dimensions:

a) The CLD program builds on local resources and knowledge.

b) The community contributes their resources.

Of the 117 reports that note the presence of the Local Resources characteristic, 68 reports either do not 
meet or contain insufficient information on the first sub-dimension. Therefore, as demonstrated in Fig-
ure 13, more than half of the reports that scored on the Local Resources component do so only through 
the contribution of community resources (often labor), rather than by building on local knowledge and 
resources. Figure 13 also looks at the two subcomponents for the Context-Responsiveness dimension 
and finds that only a quarter of the programs respond to power differentials. 



Section C: Findings
C3: Program Characteristics and CLD
•	 Programming duration is correlated to presence of CLD characteristics, where longer programs 

tended to report more dimensions of CLD than shorter ones.
•	 Programs focused on health or governance report a higher number of CLD characteristics than 

others; programs that target youth report a very high presence of CLD characteristics.
•	 Economic empowerment programs and those that target farmers show a lower than average 

number of CLD characteristics.
•	 99% of the programs reported some form of Capacity Development
•	 Reports for programs which included advocacy and NGO-distributed grants demonstrated an 

above-average presence of CLD characteristics

Program Length: Linear regression showed that program length demonstrates a positive and a sta-
tistically significant (p value= 0.008) correlation with the number of CLD characteristics present. Pro-
grams that run for less than three years display about 1.5 less CLD characteristics than those that run 
for 7 years or longer. This result is statistically significant at 95% confidence level (p value = 0.02; 
95% CI -0.0004 to -1.5). However, the difference in means between programs that run 4-6 years and 
those that run longer or shorter is not statistically significant. Moreover, the coefficient of determina-
tion for the linear regression is very low (R2=3%), indicating that the data is noisy or the relationship 
between programming length and presence of CLD characteristics is not necessarily linear. 

Two other factors need to be considered here. The data is heavily skewed in favor of programs with 
a shorter duration. Only 33 programs ran for longer than 6 years. Of these, only 10 ran for 7-9 years. 
Moreover, many short-term programs (particularly those that ran for 1 year or less) are humanitari-
an interventions in areas where the implementing organization had a long history of work. Program 
reports and evaluations are often designed to correspond to the funding duration and funding for hu-
manitarian programs is often provided on a short-term basis (and renewed as needed). Thus, while 
we can conclude that the programming length and the presence of CLD characteristics are correlated, 
more data is needed on longer-term programming to be able to assess the relationship more accu-
rately. Programs that ran for three years or less also reported a lower presence of two dimensions: 
Collaboration and Working with Sub-national Governments, as compared to others. This difference

is statistically significant. The reasons 
behind this need to be investigated. A 
few possible explanations emerge from a 
qualitative analysis of the reports. Most 
short-term programs in the study were 
humanitarian responses, often in situa-
tions that did not have a functional local 
government, making it difficult to work 
in partnership with governments. More-
over, these programs tended to be more 
service delivery-oriented and therefore 
paid less attention to creating vertical and 
horizontal relationships across popula-
tion groups (unless they were in conflict 
situations). 
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Figure 16. Overall, longer programs reported more CLD elements than 
shorter ones (with some exceptions)



Finally, community groups need to build internal structures and trust before they 
can connect with broader movements and networks. This requires time and is often 
carried out later in a program’s life. Fig. 16 suggests that reporting of Sustainability 
Planning is very low in programs that are 4-6 years long and Accountability is largely 
missing from programs that run longer than 10 years. However, none of these results 
are statistically significant.
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cy response all demonstrate a higher-than-average number of CLD characteristics. 
Welch’s t-tests were performed to determine if there was a difference in the number 
of CLD characteristics reported for programs that focus on specific areas versus those 
that do not. The tests revealed that governance-focused CLD programs reported up 
to 0.5 to 1.7 more CLD characteristics than other programs. In other words, gover-
nance-focused programs report up to 20% more CLD characteristics (out of the total 
of 9) than programs without such a focus. (p-value=0.0004)

Reports for health-related programs, by far the largest subset of programs in this 
study, had a high presence of Local Resources, Context Responsiveness, Sustainabili-
ty, and Monitoring and Evaluation practices. On average, these programs report 17% 
more presence of CLD characteristics (out of a total of 9 CLD characteristics) com-
pared to others. (95% CI – 0.5-1.65; p value= 0.0001).  With an average duration of 5.6 
years, these programs also ran slightly longer than other CLD programs (5.2 years). 
Whether the higher presence of CLD characteristics included in reports is due to the 
increased length of programming or the nature of health programs themselves cannot 
be ascertained from this study and requires further investigation. 
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Figure 17. Reports 
for Health-focused 
programs showed a 
higher presence of CLD 
congruent M&E prac-
tices, Context Respon-
siveness, Sustainability 
and Local Resources. 
Reports for governance 
related programs 
demonstrated a high 
presence of all dimen-
sions except sustain-
ability and M&E.    

On the other hand, the reports of programs with a focus on food security, economic 
empowerment, and resilience demonstrated a lower presence of CLD characteristics. 
Compared to the sample mean of 6, reports for food security, economic empower-
ment, and resilience-focused programs had an average number of 5.6, 5.4, and 4.6 
CLD characteristics, respectively. However, a Welch t-test revealed that the difference 
in means was not statistically significant for food security, while the sample size of 
programs focusing on resilience was deemed inadequate to meaningfully carry out the 
test. 



Who did the program target and who par-
ticipated: Program targets refer to people 
whose quality of life the program sought 
to impact. According to the reports, most 
programs sought to improve the quality of 
life for women (77 reports), children (45), 
farmers (23), and youth (18).  More than half 
the programs targeted households in general. 
On average, programs that targeted farmers 
reported 1.7-2.8 less CLD dimensions than 
other programs. (p-value< 0.0001). This is 
not unexpected, as most programs for farm-
ers focused on economic empowerment or 
food security, both of which reported a lower 
presence of CLD characteristics than others. 
Furthermore, these programs often ran for 3 
years or less.Figure 18. Programs that focus on improving the quality of life for youth 

report the highest number of CLD characteristics while those that focus on 
farmers report the least.

30

‘Program participants’ refers to all the people or groups who participated in a program. These may dif-
fer from program targets. For instance, a program that sought to improve the quality of life for children 
may have mothers or parents (households) as participants. Similarly, a program that sought to reduce 
Violence Against Women, may have men, youth, or community leaders as participants. 

As with program targets, women were the most represented group among individual program partic-
ipants (104 reports). A large number of reports also named households (86), youth (47), and farmers 
(30) as individual participants in programs. Here it must be noted that men were not listed as partici-
pants or targets unless specifically mentioned in the report. However, programs with household partic-
ipation often saw men participating in them. 

There is no statistically significant relationship between the presence of CLD dimensions and the 
program participants when it comes to gender. However, programs with youth participants report 0.5 
to 1.6 more CLD characteristics than those without (p value=0.0002). In other words, youth programs 
report up to 17% more CLD characteristics (out of 9) than others. 

Formation of community groups or use of existing community groups has emerged as an important 
feature of CLD programming. Over 67% of the programs reported creating new groups through the 
program, while 42% reported working through existing groups (some programs used both existing 
groups and new groups). The purpose of these groups varied based on the program focus but they 
were often used for information dissemination, training, organizing and mobilizing community mem-
bers, savings, and holding local officials accountable. Further, most of the groups were women-only or 
had a substantial representation of women. Only about 18% of the programs did not report working 
through community groups. These focused on strengthening community-based organizations or CSOs, 
or worked with volunteers, frontline workers, and community leaders, among others. Other group par-
ticipants that came up frequently in the sample included community leaders (35%), CSOs (32%), and 
local government representatives (43%). 

The tests did reveal clearly that reports for programs that focus on economic empowerment con-
tained up to 20% less CLD characteristics than those that did not. (p value=0.003, 95% CI:0.34 to 
1.66).



On average, programs that saw the creation of new groups reported 0.5 to 1.8 additional CLD char-
acteristics as compared to those that did not (p-value=0.001). Similarly, programs that saw the par-
ticipation of local government functionaries (often through training or advocacy initiatives) report-
ed 0.6 to 1.7 additional CLD characteristics when compared to those that did not (p-value<0.0001), 
while those that saw the participation of community leaders reported up to 1.3 additional character-
istics (p value= 0.009), while those that saw the participation of community leaders reported up to 
1.3 additional characteristics (p value: 0.009).

Program Context: The high concentration of developing countries in which programming took 
place makes substantial comparisons across economic contexts difficult to achieve. For social con-
text and cohesion context, the data was too heavily skewed towards “alert” and “warning” status (as 
opposed to “stable” and “sustainable”) to yield any significant trends or patterns. Finally, while po-
litical context offered a more evenly-distributed dataset, linear regressions and Welch t-test did not 
yield any statistically significant results. The same was true of categories like humanitarian context, 
post-disaster, and recurring natural disasters. 

33. Service delivery included infrastructure projects, programs that provided health, education, food distribution, or any other 
direct services. Access to credit where it was through micro-finance initiatives was listed under microfinance. Technical assistance is 
“knowledge-based assistance to governments intended to shape policies and institutions, support implementation and build orga-
nizational capacity” as cited in Marcus Cox and Gemma Norrington-Davies “Technical assistance: New thinking on an old problem.” 
Agulhas Applied Knowledge (2019), 6. 
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Program Activities: Almost all (99%) of the 
programs provide some form of Capacity Devel-
opment as noted in their reports. This could in-
clude leadership, gender or rights training, and 
skills training for livelihoods, among other. Other 
categories of support that were present in the 
reports include Technical Assistance,33 Advoca-
cy, Grants given to the community by NGOs, and 
Research. About 27% of the program reports al-
luded to microfinance activities, revolving fund, 
or direct cash incentives. Of these categories, 
reports for programs which included advocacy 
and NGO-distributed grants demonstrated

Figure 19. Almost all program reports mention some form of 
Capacity Development

a statistically significant, above-average presence of CLD characteristics. Reports for programs that 
provided grants to the community showed between 0.5 and 2.1 additional CLD characteristics as 
compared to programs that did not (p value=0.002).  In other words, these programs reported up to 
23% additional CLD characteristics (out of 9 in the rubric).



Funding Agencies: As noted earlier, the U.S. government was the single largest funder of the pro-
grams analyzed, followed by the Department for International Development (formerly DFID, now 
FCDO). That being said, these two funders are not necessarily the biggest CLD funders. Most MERL 
professionals consulted for the study were US or UK-based, which may explain the large number 
of reports for programs being funded by these governments. Furthermore, only reports in English 
were considered, which may also rule out certain funders. 

Among the 39 U.S. government-funded programs, donors include the U.S. Department of Health & 
Human Services, the Department of Labor, the Department of State, the Environmental Protection 
Agency, and USAID. U.S. government-funded programs demonstrated a slightly higher average of 
CLD characteristics present, at 6.74, compared to the sample average (6.06). U.S. government-fund-
ed programs showed higher than average presence of Exit Strategy and Monitoring & Evaluation 
practices and the difference was statistically significant. 

On average, programs funded by bilateral agencies and private funding (including private investors, 
child sponsorship funds, crowdfunding, other income sources) had more CLD characteristics (up 
to 18% more on a total of 9) than those that did not.34  Private sources of funding are not subject to 
donor restrictions and therefore offer greater room for flexibility both in program design and report. 
This may account for why these reports contain a higher presence of CLD characteristics. However, 
the higher presence of CLD characteristics in programs funded by bilateral donors needs further 
exploration. 

34. Welch t-test on private funding had a p value of 0.007, and a 95% CI of 0.3-1.5. The Welch t-test on bilateral funding had a p value 
of 0.0003 and a 95% CI of 0.5-1.6. The difference of means in the presence of CLD characteristics between private funding and bilateral 
funding could not be computed as the fields were not completely independent and some programs were funded by multiple sources of 
funding. 

32

Implementing Organizations: Fig. 20 shows the presence of CLD characteristics in programs based 
on the annual budget of the organization that submitted the report. Reports for programs run by or-
ganizations with the largest annual budgets demonstrated only 5.4 characteristics of CLD on average 
compared to 6.9 characteristics for organizations with annual budgets between $100-900 million. On 
average, reports for programs run by organizations with annual budgets of $100-900 million dollars 
showed up to 1.8 more characteristics of CLD than programs run by other organizations (p-value< 
0.0001; 95% CI: 0.7-1.8). 

Programs run by the organizations with the largest annual organizational budgets showed a low pres-
ence of Use of Local Resources, Responsiveness to Context, and CLD-congruent Monitoring and Eval-
uation strategies (see Figure 20). This difference was statistically significant at 95% confidence level. 
Reports in this category belong primarily to two organizations and this could be a reflection of their 
programming and reporting priorities.



Figure 20: Reports for organiza-
tions with implementing budgets 
between $100-900 million per 
year display the most CLD char-
acteristics, while those for orga-
nizations with annual budgets > 
$900 million display the least.

It is also possible that larger organizations receive bigger grants and focus more on compliance in 
their evaluation reports. However, this statistic needs to be viewed with caution as many of these 
programs were implemented by consortia of INGOs and local partners. Thus, while in most cases 
the submitting organization was the primary implementer of the program, this was not always the 
case. Many factors like the number of implementing partners, nature of partnership, role of primary 
implementing organization, and local organization may have come into play here preventing us from 
drawing meaningful conclusions about the relationship between implementing organization and 
number of CLD characteristics reported. 

Humanitarian Programming: A third of the programs that ran for less than three years took place 
in humanitarian contexts. The average duration of humanitarian programs in this study is 4.14 years. 
The reports show that there are two kinds of humanitarian programs in the study—those that focus 
on emergency response and are typically less than 3 years, and those that focus on long term rehabil-
itation in conflict areas that can run up to 25 years. However, it is important to note that most hu-
manitarian programs could run for a long time, but the program funding is typically renewed annual-
ly or every three years. 

Reports for programs run in humanitarian settings displayed 6.4 CLD characteristics on average. 
They demonstrated a lower-than-average presence of Building on Local Resources dimension. The 
presence of Accountability and Context Responsiveness dimensions was higher than average. Com-
pared to a sample-wide average of 36% presence of Accountability, the presence of Accountability 
in Humanitarian contexts was 54%, which is statistically significant. Finally, reports for programs 
in humanitarian settings also have a high presence of the dimensions of CLD-congruent Monitoring 
& Evaluation practices and Links to Sub-national Government, but these results are not statistically 
significant.
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Section D: The Way Forward
D2: Discussion

On average, CLD program documents in this study reported on six of the nine dimensions of CLD. This 
means that despite the variety in CLD programming and the contexts in which they are carried out, 
many of the underlying principles are common. Standards for CLD programming are therefore not 
only desirable, they are also possible. But any discussion on CLD standards needs to acknowledge 
that different things may matter to people in different contexts. Standards for CLD programming will 
therefore always be a guide that should be adapted to local realities.  The absence of any information 
on specific aspects of CLD in program and evaluation reports poses a challenge not just for this study 
but for CLD practitioners in general. How do we gauge the impact of something that we are not docu-
menting and measuring?  

Evaluation reports—which comprised 80% of the documents in this study—are not the best source of 
program information. Moreover, these reports—evaluation or program—were not written with this 
study in mind. Therefore, this study is limited by the data it has to work with. All results must be read 
keeping in mind the limitations of the research and sampling frame. It is also important to remember 
that this report does not comment on the effectiveness or quality of CLD programs. It simply seeks to 
create a picture of the current practice of CLD programming. 

However, the study does offer valuable insights into what organizations in this sample are doing and 
reporting on as part of their CLD programming. It covers a wide array of countries, contexts, 
organizations, and programming types. The quantitative tests in Section C revealed interesting 
results that need to be investigated further. For instance, do economic empowerment programs 
actually contain less dimensions of CLD than other programs or do they simply report fewer, as the 
goal of their evaluation reports is to look at tangible indicators for change in household income among 
other things? Similarly, why do governance or health-related programs report more CLD character-
istics than other programs? Mindset transformation through behavior change communication is an 
integral part of health programming. Does this have an impact on the nature of programming? Why do 
programs report such a low presence of Accountability, which is central to the work we do? 

The following sections combine a qualitative analysis of the reports with the statistical findings from 
earlier to look at what we know about CLD programming and what needs to be investigated further. 
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CLD programming is designed to ensure sustainable development and social transforma-
tion in communities.35 A qualitative analysis of the reports submitted for this review re-
veals that CLD programs can be divided into six categories, based on their primary intent 
and activities:

1) Service-Delivery focused: The primary purpose of these programs (in both humani-
tarian and developmental settings) is to ensure Service Delivery to meet the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) or provide immediate humanitarian support. Such programs 
use CLD processes to ensure that the services reach the right people, in the right manner, 
and are used appropriately. Examples include community volunteers who promote pre-
ventive health behaviors, and consultation with community members to identify things 
like the most vulnerable populations or the best design for toilets to be constructed. Ca-
pacity development is limited to the knowledge required to carry out these functions ef-
fectively. These programs may have a sectoral focus or take an integrated approach. Some 
would consider these as community development programs rather than community-led 
ones who focus “first and foremost on enabling the community to identify its core ques-
tions.”36 About 36% of the reports in the study were for programs that could be classified 
as being Service Delivery focused. 

2) Agency and Empowerment focused: These initiatives focus on creating and develop-
ing capacities of community-based organizations, leaders and/or volunteers, and ensur-
ing that community members are aware of their rights and the power of their voice. They 
focus on strengthening “community capacity”37 through a series of capacity-development 
initiatives that may be supported by grants to encourage communities to practice their 
newly-acquired skills to engage in collective planning, decision-making, and action. Such 
programs are more common in development settings. About 20% of the programs in the 
study could be seen as being Agency and Empowerment-focused.

3) Service Delivery and Empowerment focused: These programs seek to build agency 
among participants to ensure appropriate Service Delivery—helping meet communi-
ty-defined goals. Compared against the first group of Service Delivery programs (where 
the focus is decided by the funder/implementing NGOs), these CLD processes are used 
to encourage communities to prioritize needs and/or design appropriate Service Deliv-
ery programs. Such programs are primarily found in developmental settings but can take 
place in humanitarian situations as well. In this study, about 27% of the programs would 
fall into this category.

 35. Loha, Wubshet, “Community-led Development: Perspectives and Approaches of Four Member Organizations” (2018). 
Capstone Collection. 3131. 
https://digitalcollections.sit.edu/capstones/3131     
 36. Torjman, S., & Makhoul, A. (2012, January 20). Community-Led development. Caledon Institute of Social Policy. Retrieved 
March 11, 2021, from https://maytree.com/publications/community-led-development/     
37. Cornelia Butler, F. (1997). Innovations in Community Development (Tech.). Rural Development News. doi:https://files.
eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED433974.pdf
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4) Capacity/Skills Development focused: These programs focus on capacity development 
in select sectors to meet project-specific goals. For example, training in alternative livelihood 
options, building stoves, fisheries, or nutrition. Compared with Agency and Empowerment 
programs, which focus on gender, leadership training and mindset transformation, these 
trainings focus on technical skill or knowledge building. Unlike the Service delivery programs, 
here the focus is on the skills, not on additional inputs (like seeds or revolving funds) that may 
be provided after those skills have been strengthened. About 8% of the programs in this study 
could be classified as being Capacity Development-oriented based on their reports. These 
were mostly livelihoods-focused programs. 

5) Policy or Advocacy focused: These programs are designed to strengthen the advocacy ca-
pacities of CSOs, CBOs, and community leaders. They also involve systematic engagement with, 
and/or capacity development of, government institutions and functionaries to create intrapre-
neurs “who champion, navigate, educate and advocate within their own organization to enable 
broader awareness and internal systems change.”38 About 9% of the reports in the study were 
for programs that had an advocacy or policy change focus. 

6) Social Accountability focused: These programs focus on using CLD processes to provide 
information and strengthen the capacity of the community to hold government representa-
tives accountable in delivering services that impact lives. About 14% of the programs in the 
study were in this category. 

WHAT CLD PROGRAMS DO

Almost all CLD programs include elements of community mobilization and community organiz-
ing. In the context of CLD, community organizing focuses on building community power through 
collaboration (instead of confrontation) and collective action—resulting in greater accountability 
and improved lives. (The Harvard Law School defines community organizing as: “A process by 
which people are brought together to act in common self-interest and in the pursuit of a common 
agenda. Community organizers create social movements by building a base of concerned people, 
mobilizing these community members to act, and in developing leadership from and relationships 
among the people involved. Organized community groups seek accountability from elected officials, 
corporations and institutions as well as increased direct representation within decision-making 
bodies and social reform”).39  In the reports in this study, community organizing took place through 
existing, or often new, community groups created under the CLD program. Almost 82% of reports 
alluded to working through existing or new community groups. Many of these groups focused on 
specific sections of the community (e.g., women, people living with HIV/AIDS, youth), or activities 
(savings group, WASH group). The role and efficacy of these groups in providing spaces for the 
exercise of community leadership and in initiating collective action merits further exploration.

32. Inspiring Communities,. “Learning by Doing: community-led change in Aotearoa NZ.” Wellington, New Zealand Inspiring
Communities Trust (2013), 7.
33. Jennifer Lentfer. “Community Mobilization vs. Organizing: Why Are We Here?” How Matters, November 13, 2017,
http://www.how-matters.org/2017/11/12/community-mobilization-organizing/#:~:text=Community%20mobilization
%20meant%20you%20were,kind%20of%20future%20you%20wanted.&text=Community%20organizing%20is%20a%
20process,global%20philanthropy%20and%20aid%20sectors.
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Community mobilization in CLD programs is carried out through facilitation—by both external 
and community facilitators (in the form of community workers, volunteers, or leaders). The review 
found that almost all reports have some mention of facilitation. However, there is little information 
on the nature of facilitation or how it results in improved development outcomes like equity and 
resilience.

Who is Included in CLD Programs? 

For most reports in this research, inclusion was limited to women participants or gen-
der-related training. Very few programs spoke of inclusion of other marginalized groups 
in program design or implementation, unless a program was designed for a specific group. 
This was particularly true of people with disabilities, LGBTQ populations, and ethnic and 
religious minorities. The pattern of limited inclusion extended to the evaluations as well, 
where data was only disaggregated by gender (and even this was not always the case). 

Any program that does not ensure inclusion of marginalized groups in decision-making 
and leadership can unwittingly exacerbate inequities. Including women and girls is im-
portant, but insufficient. Furthermore, just inclusion of women in groups and their par-
ticipation in meetings is not enough. Their voices need to be heard in those forums, and 
actions and decisions should be based on their input. Who is being included, who is partic-
ipating, and whose voice is being heard in CLD programs needs to be explored further or 
documented better.

GENDER AND CLD

Inclusion is one of the fundamental principles of CLD. Yet, more than a third of the documents in 
this study did not report any component of gender either in their programs or in their evaluations.  
Reports for gender-focused programs showed statistically significant lower rates of Accountabili-
ty, which was present in 26% of these programs compared to 36% of the entire sample. Similarly, 
the group found that reports for programs with a gender focus were found to have had a statisti-
cally significant lower presence of Sustainable Exit Strategies; this characteristic is present in 33% 
of programs with a gender focus, compared to 42% overall.

It is abundantly clear from the reports that CLD programs rely heavily on women and their leader-
ship. In over 60% of the programs in the study, women are the primary participants. It is they who 
step into the roles of community volunteers, health workers, and mobilisers. They attend work-
shops, information sessions and training. They participate in community meetings and are often 
involved in direct program implementation. Where community groups are created, they are often 
women’s groups. In fact, many programs create new community groups to provide a forum for 
women to come together, strengthen capacities together, and create a support network that ampli-
fies their voices and their economic well-being (savings groups). 
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Women’s participation in decision-making and programming is important, as is their inclusion in 
spaces that have traditionally sought to exclude them. The good news is that many CLD programs 
seem to recognize this. However, the overwhelming dependence of CLD programming on women 
also raises questions about women’s time poverty. Time-use surveys from across the world show 
that women work more hours than men and disproportionately bear the burden of unpaid care work 
and household chores, adversely affecting their ability to participate in paid economic activity.   What 
then is the impact of these capacity development and other activities on their existing workload? 
How does the nature of women’s engagement in CLD processes evolve over time and is there any 
correlation between this evolving relationship and their overall time poverty? Are certain types of 
CLD programming better placed to address these issues as they increase access (to firewood, water, 
health, or child-care services) or result in mindset change (on sharing of household responsibilities 
among other things)? Is there any relationship between women’s participation in CLD programs and 
program sustainability? 

This study did not delve into these questions, both due to the restricted and limited data sources that 
were available and resource constraints that prevented primary research. However, given the cen-
trality of gender in CLD programming, this area needs to be studied further.

INTEGRATED PROGRAMMING

Programs were recognized as “integrated” in the study if they addressed or focused on multi-
ple sectors in their work or applied a holistic approach to a single sector. For instance, a pro-
gram that sought to tackle Violence Against Women by addressing education, health, political 
participation, and livelihoods issues was recorded as an instance of integrated programming. 
Based on these criteria, about 54% of the programs in the study seemed to carry out some 
form of integrated programming. A Welch t-test revealed that programs that take an integrat-
ed approach, on average, report 5-20% more CLD characteristics than those that do not and 
this difference was statistically significant. (p-value: 0.0004, 95% CI: 0.49 to 1.65). 

While the presence of more CLD characteristics in integrated programming in our sample 
does not mean more or better integration or indicate quality of programming overall, it 
shows to donors and practitioners that designing and implementing integrated interven-
tions, to some extent, aligns programming closer to CLD. 

PROGRAMMING DURATION MATTERS

This study shows that program duration matters, particularly to the number of CLD charac-
teristics being reported. Mindset transformation, community mobilization, and community 
organizing all take time. Relationships and trust do not get built overnight. The journey from 
‘I can’t’ to ‘I can’ and eventually ‘we can’ is long and often non-linear. It is therefore not sur-
prising that programs that run for less than 3 years report less CLD dimensions than pro-
grams that run for 7 years or longer. However, this relationship needs further exploration 
because it can have a huge impact on how donors fund programs and how implementers 
design them.  
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THE IMPACT OF CLD PROGRAMMING 

Program evaluations, and often even program reports, tell us very little about the nature or im-
pact of community-led development programming. Programming information is often related to 
overall activities, not the processes and guiding principles which characterize these activities in 
CLD programming. The study shows us that Dimensions like Accountability, Sustainability, and 
Adaptability are particularly missing from the reporting of CLD programs. Other characteristics 
like inclusion or celebration of community assets find greater mention but are seldom paired 
with enough evidence for the research team to remark on their implementation. M&E processes 
for CLD programs are not just about feedback loops and disaggregated data, but about communi-
ty members designing, implementing, and learning from these processes. Yet, evaluation reports 
seldom talk about these M&E practices in the description of the methodology; there is no men-
tion of engaging community members as more than key informants, interviewees, or enumera-
tors. Data sharing and report backs on evaluation findings to communities, if they do happen, do 
not find a place in these documents.

The impact of CLD cannot be understood without unpacking the human change process that 
underscores it: the relationships it strengthens and the power of those relationships, the trust 
it builds and the agency it helps unleash—of the self and the collective. There is a need to devel-
op not just a common understanding of CLD but also a common language to report about it and 
tools to capture its impact, even when this impact is difficult to measure. The CLD Assessment 
tool and the Quality Appraisal Tool for CLD Evaluations are steps in this direction.

Source: THP
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Section D: The Way Forward
D2: Discussion

For the Research Team:

● Conduct sense-making workshops with evaluators from different organizations to
understand the results and unpack the possible reasons behind the trends that are
emerging.

● Conduct sense-making workshops at the country level on the CLD Assessment Tool and 11
characteristics to ensure that the tool reflects the understanding of CLD at the country and
the community level.

● Create ease-to-use evaluation checklists that provide basic information to be included in
reports.

● Create a feedback mechanism to solicit comments and recommendations from different
audiences as the report and the CLD Assessment tool are shared. Iterate the rubric and
fine-tune the CLD characteristics after listening to all the different stakeholders, particularly
those closest to the communities.

● Create a mechanism for organizations to share their data as the tool is used to enable a
more informed analysis of the landscape of CLD practice.

For Implementing Organizations:

● Use the CLD Assessment tool through a participatory review with community members and
program staff to see how community-led your programming is and take steps to improve
program design.

●  Consciously report on the CLD elements in your programs. Remember, what is not reported
is not recorded and what is not recorded cannot be measured or used as evidence. Absence
of evidence is not evidence of absence, but it is often treated as such.

●  Ensure that the evaluations of CLD programs are true to the principles of CLD. The Quality
Appraisal tool developed by the Collaborative Research Team attempts to unpack how the
CLD principles would be operationalized in evaluations of CLD programs. It can be a
valuable starting point.

●  Share your feedback on the tools and the research with the research team to ensure that the
tools are practical and reflect a common understanding and aspiration of CLD

40



For Donors:

● Create space for dialogue with implementing organizations on program and evaluation
priorities such that evaluation processes and reporting captures what is truly important to
the communities and practitioners. Greater alignment between funders and program
managers is required on what needs to be evaluated and how.

● Reporting back to communities should be an important and mandatory aspect of
evaluations. Currently, program evaluations can be extractive exercises where community
members are treated as data sources or enumerators, but seldom informed on what the
evaluations say. If communities are to take charge of their own development, they need this
information. But implementing organizations often lack the resources to do so. This needs
to be built into evaluation requirements.

● There is a definite correlation between the presence of CLD characteristics and program
duration. This needs to be studied further. Meanwhile, program funding mechanisms need
to make space for flexibility in design and implementation. Only then can CLD programs
truly be adaptable to the context, responsive to community needs and led by them.

●This study throws up many interesting questions that need to be explored further. Primary
data can “ground truth” and refine our explanations derived from secondary data.Partner with
collaborative fora like the Movement to carry out this research.

●Adapt the CLD Assessment Tool to their own programming needs and use it as a simple tool
for partners and grantees to determine how community-led they are and how they can
course correct.
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Annex A: 
The CLD Assessment Rubric
Note: This rubric has been developed by the Scoping Group comprising of Holta Trandafili (World 
Vision), Julie Carandang (Nuru International), Brigitta Bode (Institute for State Effectiveness), Nelly 
Mecklenburg (Institute for State Effectiveness), Prof Martha Cruz Zuniga (Catholic University), Randy 
Lyness (Global Communities), Alexis Banks (Root Change), Janet Edmond (Conservation Internation-
al), Alison Carlman (Global Giving) in consultation with the research lead, Gunjan Veda (The Hunger 
Project).

Presence and level of KEY CLD characteristics in the program
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Annex B: 
Data Extraction Tool
Section A: General Information
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Section B: General CLD program information
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Section C: CLD Assessment Rubric (See Annex A)
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Annex C: 
List of Organizations that submitted reports

1. CARE
2. Catholic Relief Services
3. ChildFund International Zambia
4. Church World Service
5. Concern Worldwide
6. Conservation International
7. FHI 360
8. FXB International
9. Global Communities
10. Heifer International
11. Masum India
12. Mercy Corps
13. Nuru International
14. One Village Partners
15. Oxfam UK
16. Pact
17. Project Concern International
18. Relief International
19. Restless Development
20. Root Change
21. Sarvodaya 
22. Save the Children
23. Sparks Microgrant
24. The Hunger Project
25. Tostan
26. Village Enterprise
27. WEEMA International
28. Winrock International
29. World Vision
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