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CHAPTER 5

Evaluation at the 
Nexus Between 
Nature and Humanity
for Transformational Change
JUHA I. UITTO

Abstract. The global environmental crises being manifested through climate 
change and rapid loss of biodiversity require transformational change in major 
systems ranging from energy and transportation to agriculture and cities. 
The pandemic of 2020–21 has demonstrated the interdependence of human 
and ecosystem health. Evaluation can contribute significantly to identifying 
solutions for the future but, to do so, must rise above its focus on individual 
interventions in isolation of their context. Evaluators must also learn to operate 
in the nexus between human and natural systems, where sustainable develop-
ment takes place. This chapter draws upon experiences with evaluating the work 
of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) in supporting adaptation to climate 
change, an area that by necessity transcends the boundaries of human and 
natural systems. The chapter also introduces a framework for evaluating the 
GEF’s additionality in six specific areas: environmental, legal and regulatory, 
institutional and governance, financial, socioeconomic and innovation.
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Introduction

The state of the global environment and climate change have emerged, in 

the words of United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres, as the 

defining challenge facing humankind in the 21st century (United Nations 

2018). The changing climate poses a long-term threat to the natural envi-

ronment and human welfare. Its consequences are already being felt around 

the world in increasing weather anomalies, such as increasing frequency and 

intensity of storms, heatwaves and wildfires that directly affect how we live 

our lives and how our economies develop; climate change is also associated 

with societal conflict at many levels (Burke, Hsiang and Miguel 2015). Even 

if greenhouse gas emissions stopped tomorrow – an obviously impossible 

scenario – the lengthy lifetimes of such gases in the atmosphere would 

guarantee continued warming for several decades to come. There is thus an 

urgent need to enhance our capacity to adapt to climate change. This does 

not mean that we should give up on mitigation efforts. On the contrary, 

these need to be intensified to avoid catastrophe. At the same time, chem-

ical pollution is reaching critical levels, posing great risks to human and 

ecosystem health. Business as usual will not do the trick; we need long-term 

transformations in our industrial, energy, urban, agricultural, transportation 

and other major systems to address the climate challenge. 

The climate crisis, unfortunately, is not the only environmental chal-

lenge that we face. Biodiversity – species of animals and plants as well 

as entire ecosystems – is being lost at a faster rate than ever during the 

existence of humans on the planet (Caballos, Ehrlich and Dirzo 2017). Biodi-

versity, and all life on Earth, has intrinsic value in itself, but we are also losing 

resources that are very valuable to humans and society in terms of ecosys-

tem services, including clean air and water, protection against storm surges 

and rising sea levels and medicines. Undisturbed ecosystems tend to find 

an equilibrium that benefits a multitude of species, which the reintroduc-

tion of wolves, an apex predator, to Yellowstone National Park has famously 

demonstrated, triggering a tritrophic cascade that has led to healthier pop-

ulations not only of animals, but also of plants (Ripple and Beschta 2012). 

Scientists are also increasingly realizing that the escalating outbreaks of 

new diseases, such as COVID-19, which became a global pandemic in spring 

2020 with devastating human and economic costs, are directly linked to 

how we interact with and abuse the natural environment (UNEP 2016). Such 

zoonoses, in which a pathogen spills over from a non-human host to humans, 

cause 60 per cent of all infectious diseases and 75 per cent of emerging 

infectious diseases (Asokan and Asokan 2015). Interaction between species 
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requires adoption of a One Health approach, recognizing that ecosystem 

and human health are closely interlinked. As humans encroach deeper into 

ecosystems – building roads, clearing forests, mining – we disrupt ecosys-

tems and come in ever-closer contact with wildlife, which makes it easy for 

pathogens to cross over to humans from non-human animals. Human pop-

ulation growth, unchecked urbanization and suburbanization and pursuit of 

financial profits drive these processes.

The good news is that environmental challenges are receiving more 

international attention than ever before. The United Nations member 

states adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 

attendant Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 (UN DESA n.d.). 

Environment is recognized as one of the three main pillars of sustaina-

ble development and can be seen as the foundation on which social and 

economic development depends. The Paris Agreement (UNFCCC 2021), 

through which an overwhelming majority of the world’s countries agreed 

to limit their greenhouse gas emissions, came into being in the same year. 

The Global Commission on Adaptation (GCA 2021) (led by former United 

Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, International Monetary Fund 

Executive Director Kristalina Georgieva and Bill Gates) released its landmark 

report Adapt Now in September 2019, making an urgent call for leadership 

on climate resilience (GCA 2019).

Despite the new institutional arrangements and agreements, the steps 

that have been taken are not enough to halt climate change or species 

extinction or for the world to reach sustainable development, as the 2018 

special report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change made clear 

(IPCC 2018). We need concerted efforts to address these challenges while 

the world is facing increasing uncertainty, and suspicions between coun-

tries and groups are on the rise. Financial resources, especially from public 

sources, are significantly smaller than the economic forces that contribute 

to climate change (e.g. fossil fuel subsidies, agricultural practices that lead 

to deforestation), although the role of public finance in promoting adoption 

and development of climate-friendly technologies is crucial (Van den Berg 

and Cando-Noordhuizen 2017). According to the Climate Policy Initiative, 

total annual flows of climate finance from public and private sources rose to 

$590 billion in 2017/18 (Buchner et al. 2019). Financing, often in the form of 

subsidies, dwarfs these financial flows, to the detriment of the environment. 

We therefore must make sure that efforts to solving these challenges are 

effective and making a difference in the real world. This is where evalua-

tion comes in. Evaluation can play an important role among other tools to 

provide evidence of the effectiveness, efficiency and impact of the various 
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policies, strategies, programmes and projects for transformational change. 

To do this meaningfully, evaluation must rise above tracking the results of 

individual initiatives in isolation and focus on what has been called ‘signifi-

cance’ (Feinstein 2019) or ‘transformational fidelity’ (Patton 2020a).

In this chapter, I discuss the implications for evaluation, making a strong 

case that evaluation must consider all interventions in their broader context 

and how they interact with human and natural systems. It is not adequate to 

evaluate an intervention only against its internal logic without considering 

how it interacts with the external system, as well as any unintended con-

sequences it may have (see e.g. Patton 2020b; Garcia and Zazueta 2015). 

I draw on evaluations by the Independent Evaluation Office (IEO) of the 

Global Environment Facility (GEF), focusing on adaptation taking place at 

the nexus between nature and humanity. I also outline a novel framework 

for assessing additionality, which brings together the intended impacts of 

GEF’s work on the environment and societal dimensions.

Implications for Evaluation

All interventions take place in an environment that encompasses the 

natural (biophysical) and human (social, cultural and economic) spheres. The 

SDGs are intended to provide an integrated perspective, with all 17 giving 

due consideration to the three pillars of sustainable development (social, 

economic and environmental) (see e.g. Griggs et al. 2017), although in prac-

tice, in policymaking and in evaluation, the focus is almost exclusively on 

the economic benefits. The social dimension receives some attention, but 

mostly in terms of how it supports the economic in terms of matters such 

as labour productivity. The environmental is virtually ignored or receives lip 

service as an afterthought even though all development depends upon it 

(Reid et al. 2017). 

Furthermore, the SDGs in practice may easily lead to new silos as 

organizations claim stakes in addressing particular goals. This can be seen, 

for instance, in the United Nations system, in which primary responsibility 

for the various SDGs has been carved out for specific agencies; the Food 

and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations focuses on Goal 2 (No 

hunger), whereas UN Women’s mandate is with Goal 5 (Gender equality), 

and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s 

is with Goal 4 (Quality education). In practice, all of the SDGs are closely 

linked with each other (see e.g. Vladimirova and Le Blanc 2015). The agen-

cies working towards achievement of their mandated SDGs often recognize 
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the interlinkages but may lack the resources and skills to extend their work 

beyond their narrowly defined mandate. 

Evaluation as a practice and profession has its roots firmly in social 

inquiry and econometrics, both approaches focusing on attempting to 

measure the effectiveness of discreet interventions. Favoured approaches 

have included experimental and quasi-experimental designs, scenario 

building and cost–benefit analyses, which have been presented as the gold 

standard for evaluation1. These approaches have been widely criticized for 

their lack of explanatory power, external validity and appropriateness and 

their ethical challenges, in particular in the case of international develop-

ment (see e.g. Ngii 2020; Abimbola 2020). Many approaches to evaluation 

have been used, and significant progress has been made in inclusiveness, 

gender rights and human rights (see e.g. UNEG 2016), although the preva-

lent approach to evaluation is still narrowly focused on projects, evaluating 

against their internally defined logic models instead of placing them into 

context (Patton 2020b). By context, I mean the context in which the eval-

uation takes place and, more importantly, the context of the evaluand and 

how it relates to its societal, political, historical and cultural setting. Incorpo-

ration of biophysical dimensions has lagged seriously behind in mainstream 

evaluation practice. Evaluating in the coupled human–natural systems is a 

necessity for sustainability-ready evaluation (Rowe 2019).

On the other hand, there have long been efforts to assess the effective-

ness of environmental interventions from the natural science perspective. 

These, for their part, have sometimes left out the human dimension. Even 

in the GEF, earlier evaluations tended to focus exclusively on outcomes of 

such things as biological diversity; greenhouse gas emissions and ecology of 

lakes, rivers and coasts, with little consideration for what happened to the 

people living in the project areas. In the GEF, a shift can be detected around 

the mid-2000s, which coincided with a broader realization in conservation 

circles that environmental protection that ignored local development inter-

ests would be doomed to failure (see e.g. GEF EO 2006). Since then, there 

has been a marked shift in GEF strategy towards addressing the drivers of 

environmental change, which can be found in the economic and develop-

ment sectors.

There are two important, interlinked implications for evaluation if we as 

evaluators are going to contribute successfully to transformational change. 

1 As late as 2019, the prestigious Nobel Prize in economics was awarded to three 
proponents of experimental designs in development evaluation: Abhijit Banerjee, 
Esther Duflo and Michael Kremer (Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 2019). 
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First, we must move beyond the project mentality in which the focus of 

evaluation is on measuring the effectiveness of individual interventions as 

if they existed in a vacuum (Feinstein 2019; Magro and Van den Berg 2019; 

Patton 2020b; Uitto 2016). Every intervention, whether it is a project, pro-

gramme or policy, takes place in a broader landscape where it interacts with 

other forces and actors, some of which may be reinforcing, whereas others 

often work counter to the aims of the intervention. Furthermore, the rela-

tionship between the intervention and its environment may be manifold; 

the intervention may be targeted to change (parts of) the environment, 

or its goal may be outside of the immediate environment, and it may have 

unintended effects on the environment that may be positive or negative. 

In such a situation, it is futile simply to check boxes regarding whether the 

intervention produced the outputs it set out to produce without analysing 

whether it made a difference in the larger system that it is part of.

Evaluations must also seek to identify and understand unintended 

and unforeseen consequences that the intervention’s logic model will not 

capture. It is safe to assume that every intervention will have environmen-

tal consequences, whether intended or unintended, positive or negative. 

Similarly, it will not always be possible to identify win-win solutions for all 

groups, which may also have different priorities and goals for an area or use 

of a resource (Rowe 2012). Therefore, evaluators must be able to point out 

possible conflicts while being sensitive to power relations and differences 

in vulnerabilities between groups (including indigenous peoples). Individual 

evaluations will not be able to produce all the necessary analytical knowl-

edge, but it is incumbent upon evaluators to draw on scientific knowledge 

and to collaborate with researchers in identifying synergies and managing 

trade-offs (Bierbaum et al. 2018).

Because such broader contexts consist of human and natural ele-

ments, evaluations must systematically consider both systems. This nexus 

between nature and humanity is where sustainable development happens, 

if it is to happen. The need to incorporate natural and human systems, 

identifying synergies and trade-offs, demands a change in focus in eval-

uation approaches and the methods we use. Instead of evaluating against 

logic models of projects, we need open theories of change that place the 

intervention into the broader context, take into account other parts of the 

complex system and how the intervention interacts with them and are open 

to detecting unanticipated consequences. These are still theory-based 

approaches to evaluation but applied at a higher level.

The approach also calls for choosing evaluation approaches and 

methods depending on the questions to be answered. The standard 
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approach is a mixed-methods one that may encompass quantitative and 

qualitative methods. In the case of the GEF, working in environmental and 

natural resources management domains has allowed us to use remote 

sensing and geospatial methods effectively in combination with a range 

of other methods (Lech et al. 2018; Runfola et al. 2020; Sidman, Batra and 

Fuhrig 2020). An open theory of change combined with a mixed-methods 

approach allows us to evaluate GEF-funded projects and programmes in 

terms of their relevance, effectiveness, impact and sustainability; that is, do 

they make a difference in the global environmental problems that are the 

focus of the GEF’s work, do they do so in a way that also benefits the people 

who depend on the landscape and resources where the interventions take 

place and are the benefits sustainable? I also ask what GEF’s additionality in 

these situations is. Herein, I demonstrate the above points in light of prac-

tical examples from recent GEF evaluations.

Adaptation

An area squarely in the nexus between natural and human systems is adap-

tation to climate change. As global climate change has accelerated and 

national commitments under the Paris Agreement (even if fully imple-

mented, which seems extremely unlikely) have been inadequate to halt 

warming below the target 2ºC, adaptation has gained increasing urgency 

at the policy and practical levels. This by no means implies that mitigation 

efforts should be abandoned as futile, just that they need to be comple-

mented by actions to adapt. The Global Commission on Adaptation calls 

adaptation a human, environmental and economic imperative (GCA 2019). 

On the human level, adaptation solutions must address power struc-

tures and dynamics because climate change exacerbates inequality between 

the rich and the poor and puts a disproportionate burden on women. It 

tends to be the people living closest to the land – such as small farmers (a 

large proportion of whom are women) and Indigenous peoples – who are 

most vulnerable to the effects of climate change. As for the environmental 

imperative, degradation of the natural environment – including loss of bio-

diversity and ecosystem integrity – removes many of the protections that 

the natural environment provides against climate-related and other envi-

ronmental hazards, including cyclones and storm surges, floods, droughts 

and heatwaves. Finally, according to the Global Commission on Adaptation, 

economic returns to investments in resilience are very high. Adaptation 

brings multiple benefits.
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The costs of inaction will be dramatic, threatening cities, especially in 

coastal areas, from New York to Tokyo to Lagos, as well as global food secu-

rity. Again, poor and vulnerable people and countries will bear the brunt of 

the immediate costs in terms of loss of life and livelihood.

In the field of evaluation, one of the earliest efforts to bring together 

the emerging community of climate evaluators around the topic of adapta-

tion was the 2008 International Conference on Evaluating Climate Change 

and Development held in Alexandria, Egypt (Van den Berg and Feinstein 

2009). Since then, evaluators have made progress (see e.g. Bours, McGinn 

and Pringle 2015), but there are still no widely accepted standards or bench-

marks against which to measure adaptation. Groups such as the Technical 

Evaluation Reference Group of the Adaptation Fund and the Green Climate 

Fund Independent Evaluation Unit are working to find solutions to the 

evaluation challenges. One in particular relates to the nature of adaptation 

outcomes; successful adaptation often means the absence of something 

negative (e.g. a natural disaster, loss of a harvest). Evaluators would thus 

have to evaluate against a hypothetical counterfactual of what might have 

happened without the intervention.

As an operating entity of the financial mechanism of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change, the GEF plays an important role 

in financing climate change adaptation in developing countries. The GEF 

and its network of partners have developed a financing framework based 

on the concept of climate-resilient development (GEF 2016, 21). At the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change Conference of 

Parties in Marrakech, Morocco, in 2001, three new avenues for adaptation 

funding were established: the Least Developed Countries Fund, the Special 

Climate Change Fund and the Adaptation Fund. The GEF directly manages 

the first two of these, whereas the Adaptation Fund is a separate entity with 

its own governance mechanism that the GEF administratively supports. In 

addition, in response to a Conference of Parties request, the GEF launched 

the Strategic Priority for Adaptation to pilot and demonstrate activities to 

reduce vulnerability and increase adaptive capacity to climate effects in 

GEF’s focal areas (GEF 2016). The GEF’s support of adaptation has been 

through these windows.

Adaptation in GEF programming has focused largely on least devel-

oped countries (LDCs) and other countries that are particularly vulnerable 

to climate change and have limited capacity to cope. Two recent evalua-

tions focusing on LDCs (GEF IEO 2020a), and specifically on the Sahel and 

Sudan–Guinea Savanna Ecosystems in Africa (GEF IEO 2020b), found that 

adaptation to climate change featured centrally in the GEF portfolios in 
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these groups of countries. Thirty-four per cent of GEF funding in LDCs was 

allocated to adaptation, and 23 per cent of all GEF funding and 78 per cent 

of climate change funding went to adaptation in the two African biomes. 

These figures reflect the importance of the topic for these poor countries. 

Although their contribution to climate change has been minimal in compar-

ison with that of more industrialized countries, they (alongside small island 

developing states, a few of which are also LDCs) are bearing the brunt of its 

impacts. GEF additionality lies in integrating adaptation to climate change 

into development plans and programmes.

Enhancing resilience to climate shocks is essential. Resilience can 

be seen as incremental (adaptive) or transformative change. The former 

refers to various adjustments that people or communities make to adapt 

to changing conditions and may include new agricultural techniques or 

farming practices, diversified livelihood strategies and social organization. 

Transformative change involves more-fundamental systemic shifts, for 

example, when a region changes its economic strategy. These shifts may 

include a combination of technological innovations, institutional reforms, 

behavioural shifts and cultural changes (Pelling 2011).

The interventions that the GEF has supported in the case study coun-

tries have varied considerably because adaptation is by definition place 

specific. What is common is the focus on ecosystem-based adaptation 

(using ecosystem restoration to reduce the vulnerability of human social and 

economic systems to climate impacts). For instance, the regional project 

Adaptation to Climate and Coastal Change in West Africa – Responding to 

Shoreline Change and Its Human Dimensions in West Africa through Inte-

grated Coastal Area Management, which the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) implemented, addressed coastal dune sustainability, 

which is a major environmental problem in Mauritania. The project piloted 

a method of reconstituting the ecosystem and biodiversity of part of 

the coastal dune, making it possible to secure the Mauritanian capital of 

Nouakchott against ocean incursion. The project Integrating Climate Resil-

ience into Agricultural Production for Food Security in Rural Areas, which 

the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations implemented 

in Mali, contributed to greater resilience of local grain production systems, 

diversification of revenue sources for rural communities, training, and res-

toration of soil fertility through climate-resilient techniques. Similarly, in 

Cambodia, the UNDP-implemented project Promoting Climate-Resilient 

Water Management and Agricultural Practices introduced new technolo-

gies, such as solar pumps, and adaptive agricultural practices that improved 

the livelihoods of farmers.
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Overall, the two evaluations found that GEF programming has been 

relevant to these countries’ priorities in the nexus between natural and 

human systems. The LDC evaluation also found that adaptation projects 

performed better on average than projects in other GEF focal areas.

The countries face immediate challenges pertaining to climate change 

and other environmental impacts that affect the lives and livelihoods of 

people and communities. Addressing these requires interventions in the 

natural environmental sphere and the social and economic spheres. The 

recent shift in GEF strategies towards greater integration has not decreased 

its relevance. On the contrary, identifying and addressing the root causes of 

environmental change allows the GEF to address fundamental environment 

and development challenges effectively.

Additionality

Since its inception in connection with the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the rationale of 

the GEF has been to catalyse action to generate global environmental 

benefits. As highlighted in the above discussion, environment and devel-

opment are closely related. Because environmental protection takes place 

where people live and where their activities affect the natural environment, 

it is not possible to achieve environmental goals while ignoring people. The 

first study to examine this systematically in the GEF context confirmed this 

overall conclusion empirically (GEF EO 2006). The GEF strategy to achieve 

the global environmental benefits it seeks is to address the drivers of envi-

ronmental degradation in human systems. Important ways involve seeking 

win-win solutions for people and the environment and instigating legal, 

policy and regulatory reforms that are beneficial for the environment.

Like other multilateral financial institutions, the GEF is concerned 

about whether its funding is truly incremental and not displacing other 

funding. The GEF’s additionality was originally formulated in terms of incre-

mental cost (the difference between business as usual and the additional 

cost of achieving these developmental benefits in an environmentally 

sound way), which the GEF would fund. This question is closely related to 

the true impact of the GEF and how much measurable change could rea-

sonably be attributed to GEF funding. In other words, the question is that 

of a credible counterfactual: Would these changes have happened without 

GEF funding? Following an evaluation in 2006 that found much confu-

sion and weak understanding of the application of the incremental cost 
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principle, the GEF Council simplified determination of incremental cost the 

following year (GEF 2007). The incremental cost analysis continued to focus 

on the global environmental benefits, ignoring the human aspects. The new 

additionality framework that the IEO developed would allow for systematic 

capture of the GEF’s additionality through its policies, strategies, portfolios, 

programmes and projects (GEF IEO 2018a).

Based on a review of policies and practices of other agencies (including 

those of the multilateral development banks) and academic literature (e.g. 

Bennett 2010; Valatin 2012), the IEO framework proposed adoption of six 

areas of GEF’s additionality: specific environmental, legal and regulatory, 

institutional and governance, financial, socioeconomic, innovation.

The framework would allow for better capture of the GEF’s additionality 

across the different domains, not only the direct environmental benefits. As 

the fundamental justification for establishing the GEF, the global environ-

mental benefits have been the focus of programming, as well as monitoring 

and evaluation systems, although there is evaluative evidence that this 

narrower focus has underestimated the GEF’s broader impacts in the envi-

ronment–development nexus (GEF IEO 2018b, 2018c). Furthermore, IEO 

analysis suggests that additionality beyond direct environmental outcomes 

is not fully understood within the partnership. For instance, the GEF most 

often achieves its environmental goals through engaging in legal and reg-

ulatory reform or institutional and governance improvement. Working in 

the coupled human–natural systems, GEF’s work affects the people who 

depend on the ecosystem for their livelihood, be they farmers or fisher-

men, or whose actions affect environmental sustainability. Conversely, the 

drivers of environmental destruction – biodiversity loss, deforestation, land 

degradation, fisheries depletion, chemical pollution, climate change – are in 

the economic sector. To be effective, the GEF must work in the productive 

sectors to address the root causes. Finding win-win solutions and identify-

ing trade-offs is necessary. Finally, since its inception, innovativeness has 

featured centrally in the GEF’s strategies.

The IEO has applied the framework to evaluations that have been 

conducted since, including the evaluation of GEF support to biodiver-

sity mainstreaming (GEF IEO 2019). Mainstreaming refers to integrating 

biodiversity into broad development policy, planning and practice as a 

mechanism to address the drivers of biodiversity loss while achieving mul-

tiple environmental and development goals. The Convention on Biological 

Diversity has recognized the mainstreaming goal as important, but its 

operationalization has been challenging (UNEP 2010). Biodiversity main-

streaming has gained in importance in GEF programming over the years, 
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and mainstreaming continues to be a strategic objective under the biodi-

versity focal area of the GEF. The current emphasis on programmatic and 

integrated approaches at the landscape and seascape levels reflects the 

importance of mainstreaming biodiversity into productive sectors, as well 

as in various environmental domains. Inclusion of natural capital assessment 

and accounting as a GEF priority is a significant step in making the business 

case for biodiversity. By definition, biodiversity mainstreaming takes place 

at the nexus of natural and human systems.

The goal of the evaluation was to assess the effectiveness of GEF con-

tributions to biodiversity mainstreaming and to identify good practices 

and challenges in biodiversity mainstreaming interventions. The evaluation 

used mixed methods. Recognizing that country context and external vari-

ables that are outside the influence of most projects very much determine 

the extent of mainstreaming, the evaluation focused on three countries 

selected based on their representativeness of the opportunities and chal-

lenges in mainstreaming; Colombia, India and South Africa are lower- to 

upper-middle-income countries that have established governance frame-

works and capacities for environmental management. The country studies 

examined biodiversity mainstreaming in productive economic sectors 

(mining, coffee, cattle ranching, grape cultivation, fisheries), as well as 

geographically in relation to land management and sustainable resource 

management practices.

I will not dwell on the overall findings or the country-specific results 

of the evaluation but instead will focus on the specific analysis of GEF’s 

additionality. The evaluation, which was one of the first two in which we 

used the additionality framework, demonstrated the framework’s utility and 

the insights it could bring in terms of, especially, the areas where human 

systems meet biodiversity.

The evaluation found that the GEF biodiversity mainstreaming portfo-

lio has contributed to the various dimensions of additionality, including legal 

and regulatory, institutional and governance, financial, socioeconomic, and 

innovation, in addition to the specific environmental additionality. These 

include innovative approaches based on multi-stakeholder partnerships 

linking grassroots organizations to regional research institutions, advocacy 

platforms and national environmental authorities. Landscape management 

practices have been validated and have then influenced national policy and 

legislative and regulatory reform. Several projects were found to have con-

tributed to important biodiversity legislation; transformed core institutional 

and sector practices and led to measurable conservation impacts in forest 

cover, pasture and other biodiversity indicators.
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Still, systematically quantifying the social and economic benefits of 

biodiversity mainstreaming is difficult, although the evaluation identified 

plausible cases in which the projects had generated such benefits. For 

example, in Colombia, coffee growers who adopted environmentally sound 

shade cultivation and agroforestry practices received better prices for their 

produce, which in turn resulted in higher incomes. Similarly, in India, the 

Sustainable Land Management in Shifting Cultivation Areas of Nagaland 

for Ecological and Livelihood Security project that the UNDP implemented 

benefited more than 3,000 women, whose income from sales of produce 

from the jhum cultivation system rose 25 per cent during the project 

period. In the project area, 78 per cent of surveyed farmers felt that their 

agricultural income had increased during the project period. Systematically 

quantifying such socioeconomic benefits will be a future priority.

Conclusions

The close interdependence between the natural and human systems is rec-

ognized more widely than perhaps ever before. The COVID-19 pandemic 

has underscored that humans are not separate from the Earth’s ecological 

system. The way we exploit and abuse the natural environment contributes 

significantly to the increasing occurrence of zoonotic pandemics as human 

activities encroach deeper into natural ecosystems and we come into closer 

contact with non-human animals. Evaluation can play an important role in 

uncovering evidence from past experiences and demonstrating the impor-

tance of maintaining ecosystem integrity and a stable climate, not only for 

the purposes of the environment, but also for human welfare and health 

(GEF IEO 2020c).

Still, as a community and a profession, evaluation is not yet in a place 

where it can effectively address sustainability. Evaluators struggle with 

coupled human and natural systems. We are still stuck in a project-centred 

mindset in which we tend to evaluate interventions in isolation against their 

internal logic, although there are clear signs that the situation is changing. 

The discussion about the need for systems approaches to evaluation has 

found its way to many conferences, listservs and communities of practice 

where evaluation is discussed. Many evaluators and evaluation users recog-

nize the need, but the practice lags. The intervention focus dominates most 

of evaluation practice, largely driven by funders’ demand for accountability. 

In a complex system in which attribution of specific changes to an individual 

intervention is difficult, such accountability focus can be counterproductive 
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and could be achieved through tools other than evaluation (e.g. perfor-

mance audit). It is important for evaluators to place the evaluand into 

the context in which it operates and, specifically, in which it interacts with 

human and natural systems. This will require an open theory of change that 

pays attention to unanticipated consequences – to the environment; to 

different groups of people, especially the most vulnerable; to incentives 

and disincentives for sustainability – and whether the intervention makes a 

positive difference in the problem it was established to address.

Most development takes place at the nexus between nature and 

humanity. This relationship has been heightened as we have entered the 

Anthropocene, an era in which human impacts are so pervasive that they 

lead to significant modifications in the Earth’s biosphere and geosphere. 

Although we seek win-win solutions in which people and the planet both 

benefit, these are not always easy to find. Evaluators must be clear on the 

choices and trade-offs that may be necessary. It is imperative for evaluators 

to remain relevant to rise to the challenge of evaluating as if both people 

and the environment mattered.
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