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The Risk of Doing the Wrong Thing Perfectly: Monitoring and Evaluation of 
Reconstruction Contracting in Afghanistan is the 10th lessons learned report to be 
issued by the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction. The report 
examines how reconstruction contracts have been monitored and evaluated in 
Afghanistan since 2001. In addition to exploring how agencies applied monitoring 
and evaluation (M&E) to individual contracts, the report also analyzes how multiple 
contracts—for example, portfolios of contracts in sectors like health or education—
were assessed to determine their net effect and overall impact. For the purposes of 
the report, “contracting” includes other mechanisms such as grants and cooperative 
agreements, through which U.S. funding was—as through contracts—provided directly 
to third parties in support of Afghanistan reconstruction. 

As U.S. efforts to reconstruct Afghanistan evolved, contractors became a prominent 
feature of the reconstruction landscape, substantially augmenting U.S. government 
capacity. However, heavy reliance on contracts also presented significant challenges. 
Widely documented by SIGAR and others, contingency contracting is notoriously 
vulnerable to waste, fraud, and abuse. In unpredictable and chaotic environments such 
as Afghanistan, poor oversight or improper implementation can threaten relationships 
with local communities, endanger the lives of U.S. and Afghan government personnel 
and civilians, and undermine strategic goals. Consequently, proper M&E—broadly 
defined as the processes used to determine the performance and effectiveness of 
programs and projects—is vital. 

We identify findings and lessons from the last two decades of U.S. efforts to apply 
M&E to reconstruction contracting in Afghanistan. We found that agencies placed far 
more emphasis on tracking program activities and outputs than on assessing outcomes 
and impacts. Although M&E processes generally evolved and improved over time 
in response to widespread concerns about corruption and a lack of reconstruction 
progress, M&E systems that existed on paper were not always put into practice. In many 
cases, M&E became a “work-maker” that generated an excess of data, not all of which 
were relevant to the broader goals contracts were supposed to advance. Moreover, 
although agencies developed processes to change course on projects that were not 
working, these processes were not always fully used. This shortcoming undermined 
the basic purpose of M&E.

Most importantly, we found that M&E systems were not always used in ways that 
allowed agencies to periodically revalidate the theories and assumptions underlying 
programs. The absence of periodic reality checks created the risk of doing the wrong 
thing perfectly: A project that met contracted deliverables and performance-indicator 
targets would be considered “successful,” whether or not it had achieved or contributed 
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to broader, more important goals. On a more positive note, we found that agencies have 
relatively robust M&E—or M&E-like—policies in place. Consequently, key aspects of 
these M&E systems have the potential to improve both programmatic and strategic 
outcomes, if they are fully embraced and implemented. 

Recent developments—including the decision to withdraw U.S. troops from 
Afghanistan—make this report quite timely. The decision to withdraw presents a 
unique opportunity to reset U.S. aspirations for reconstruction based on what can 
be reasonably accomplished, and to rethink how progress should be measured. 

In addition to its timeliness, the report has further-reaching application in two important 
ways. First, it is almost axiomatic that the United States periodically becomes involved in 
large-scale reconstruction efforts. Should the United States find itself involved in another 
—even several years or decades from now—the findings, lessons, and recommendations 
presented here may prove useful. Second, even in the present, many of the report’s 
observations are likely generalizable to other contexts. The fundamental strategic 
logic that stability can be achieved by providing security sector assistance, promoting 
economic growth and accountable governance, and fostering societal inclusivity is 
hardly unique. Indeed, this core intervention logic remains remarkably constant across 
numerous other countries and regions characterized by instability. As long as the United 
States continues its effort to promote stability across the globe, the question of how to 
properly apply M&E to the innumerable contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements 
that are intended to advance that objective will remain highly relevant.

Lessons learned reports such as this one comply with SIGAR’s legislative mandate to 
provide recommendations to promote economy, efficiency, and effectiveness of U.S.-
funded reconstruction programs and operations; to prevent and detect waste, fraud, 
and abuse; and to inform the Congress and the Secretaries of State and Defense about 
reconstruction-related problems and the need for corrective action. 

Congress created SIGAR as an independent agency focused solely on the Afghanistan 
mission and devoted exclusively to reconstruction issues. Unlike most inspectors 
general, which have jurisdiction only over the programs and operations of their 
respective departments or agencies, SIGAR has jurisdiction over all programs and 
operations supported with U.S. reconstruction dollars, regardless of the agency 
involved. Because SIGAR has the authority to look across the entire reconstruction 
effort, it is uniquely positioned to identify and address whole-of-government lessons.

Our lessons learned reports synthesize not only the body of work and expertise of 
SIGAR, but also that of other oversight agencies, government entities, current and 
former officials with on-the-ground experience, academic institutions, and independent 
scholars. The reports document what the U.S. government sought to accomplish, assess 
what it achieved, and evaluate the degree to which these efforts helped the United States 
reach its reconstruction goals in Afghanistan. They also provide recommendations 
to address the challenges stakeholders face in ensuring effective and sustainable 
reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan as well as in future contingency operations. 
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SIGAR’s Lessons Learned Program comprises subject matter experts with considerable 
experience working and living in Afghanistan, aided by a team of seasoned research 
analysts. I want to express my deepest appreciation to the team members who produced 
this report. I thank the report team: Daniel Fisher, project lead; Paul Fishstein, 
supervisory research analyst; Matt Bentrott, senior research analyst; Anna Andriychuk, 
Alyssa Goodman, Lauren Helinski, and Patrick O’Malley, research analysts; and Joshua 
Herman, Stephanie Pillion, and Holly Ratcliffe, student trainees. I also thank Nikolai 
Condee-Padunov, program manager; Tracy Content, editor; Jason Davis and Vong Lim, 
visual information specialists; and Joseph Windrem, Lessons Learned Program director.

In producing its reports, the program also uses the significant skills and experience 
found in SIGAR’s Audits, Investigations, and Research and Analysis directorates. I thank 
all of the individuals who provided their time and effort to contribute to this report. 

In addition, I am grateful to the many U.S. government officials at the Department of 
Defense, Department of State, and the U.S. Agency for International Development, 
as well as contractor and implementing partner staff who provided valuable insights 
and feedback. This report is truly a collaborative effort intended not only to identify 
problems, but also to learn from them and propose reasonable solutions to improve 
future reconstruction efforts. 

I believe lessons learned reports such as this will be a key legacy of SIGAR. Through 
these reports, we hope to reach a diverse audience in the legislative and executive 
branches, at the strategic and programmatic levels, both in Washington and in the field. 
Using our unique interagency mandate, we intend to do everything we can to make 
sure the lessons from the most ambitious reconstruction effort in U.S. history are both 
identified and fully applied. 

John F. Sopko,

Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction

Arlington, Virginia
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The United States has appropriated more than $144 billion for Afghanistan 
reconstruction since 2001. A large proportion of this spending funded contracts, 

grants, and cooperative agreements through which contractors and nongovernmental 
organizations implemented programs and projects that aimed to achieve reconstruction 
objectives. These private organizations provided an astounding array of services—
everything from dam and road construction to developing the Afghan private sector and 
promoting economic growth, to advising Afghan government ministries and maintaining 
helicopters for the Afghan Air Force. Contracting for these services allowed the U.S. 
government to augment its capacity and to implement programs and projects deemed 
vital to the reconstruction effort. It also created serious challenges.

Particularly in a contingency environment like Afghanistan, contracting is vulnerable 
to waste, fraud, and abuse. It is also susceptible to inappropriate and ineffective 
programming that at times undermined—or at least did not meaningfully advance—the 
reconstruction effort. There is more than a decade’s worth of literature documenting 
various kinds of contracting excesses in Afghanistan, and feedback from those reports 
has led to increasing emphasis on contract monitoring and evaluation (M&E). But the 
quality of actionable information generated by M&E has not always been commensurate 
with either the complexity of agencies’ M&E systems, or with the laborious data 
collection they required. SIGAR’s body of work, which has touched every major 
reconstruction sector—health, education, rule of law, women’s rights, infrastructure, 
security assistance, and others—paints a picture of U.S. agencies struggling to effectively 
measure outcomes and impacts while sometimes relying on shaky data to make claims 
of success. This report builds on SIGAR’s prior work, pursues new lines of inquiry, and 
examines ways in which the United States can improve its approach to M&E. 

Broadly speaking, M&E is the effort to objectively determine whether a contractor 
or implementing partner fulfilled the terms of a program’s contract, whether or not 
a program accomplished its intended goals, and what useful lessons can be drawn. 
Rigorous M&E is intended to enable U.S agencies to measure performance and 
effectiveness, learn from success and failure, make course corrections in ongoing 
programs, inform future programming, and hold contractors or implementing partners 
accountable for their work. To be effective, M&E must be accurate, timely, informative, 
and actionable—and both mission leadership and contract oversight personnel must be 
willing and able to act on the information gathered. In a contingency environment, M&E 
practices must be flexible enough to adapt to rapidly shifting environments without 
sacrificing effectiveness or accountability.

The need for effective M&E is reinforced by the decades-long trend toward “downsizing,” 
“reinventing” or outsourcing governmental functions. This trend significantly increased 
the number and size of government contracts overall, and thus the need for contract 
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accountability. At the same time, staffing levels and the technical capacity in government 
agencies which might be expected to do that work—most notably, for purposes 
of this report, the Department of State, the Department of Defense (DOD) and the 
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID)—did not keep pace with the 
ever-increasing number and value of contracts. Every major report on contracting has 
noted the chronic shortages of government employees to do basic contract oversight. 
Illustrating the extent of the problem, at one point in 2011, USAID would have had to 
send nearly its entire overseas workforce to work only in Afghanistan in order to meet 
the U.S. government’s average ratio of dollars to contracting officers.

Yet, despite its challenges, contracting is essential: There is no practical way that 
U.S. agencies can do what contractors do. As the U.S. government continues to rely 
extensively on contractors for reconstruction work, improving M&E and ensuring that 
officials act on its findings will be a critical need. This is especially true in Afghanistan 
and in other countries and regions where the U.S. seeks to counter instability. Such 
contexts, where assistance programs are often subject to considerable political scrutiny 
and frequently carried out under conditions unconducive to direct U.S. government 
oversight, tend to exacerbate all the normal frictions of program management.

In particular, they present unique obstacles to accurately assessing performance 
and effectiveness. A key finding of this report is that, as implemented in Afghanistan, 
M&E created a very high risk of doing the wrong thing perfectly: A project that met 
contracted deliverables and performance-indicator targets would generally be considered 
“successful,” whether or not it had achieved broader, more important goals. Figure 1 on 
the next page presents illustrative examples of this risk. These examples are discussed in 
detail later in this report. 

The current situation in Afghanistan presents heightened challenges. Recent 
developments suggest that 2021 may actually be the year that fulfills perennial 
predictions that some critical inflection point is imminent. These developments include: 

• a February 2020 agreement between the United States and the Taliban for a 
withdrawal of troops, in exchange for the Taliban’s commitment to prevent the use 
of Afghan soil by groups or individuals that threaten the United States and its allies; 

• throughout 2020 and into 2021, the continuing, albeit very slow-moving, talks 
between the Afghan government and the Taliban on the possibility of intra-
Afghan peace; 

• increasing levels of violence. 

In the meantime, President Joseph R. Biden has set a deadline for the withdrawal of 
all U.S. troops by September 11, 2021. The decision to withdraw creates a new and 
different set of uncertainties in the relationship between the United States, the Afghan 
government, and the Taliban, and raises the question of how U.S. funds may be spent 
in Afghanistan moving forward. Although Afghanistan’s social and economic needs 
remain significant—and have increased in complexity due to the devastation caused 
by the spread of COVID-19—the extent of future U.S. support and what form it will take 
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are still far from clear. Notwithstanding these uncertainties, the U.S. troop withdrawal 
presents a unique opportunity to reset aspirations for reconstruction based on what can 
be reasonably accomplished, and to rethink how progress should be measured. For these 
reasons, this report is quite timely. 

As U.S. agencies continue to draw down their presence in Afghanistan, the U.S. 
government’s ability to oversee its reconstruction activities may become even more 
difficult than in recent years. In the short term, mitigating the risk of waste may require 

FIGURE 1

HOW M&E PRACTICES CREATE THE RISK OF DOING THE WRONG THING PERFECTLY

Why the Risk is Created Example Why M&E Does Not Address the Flaw
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According to USAID’s current Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan, all USAID pro-
grams and projects “are designed to contribute to the 
stability, and ... increased self-reliance of Afghanistan 
because they address key drivers of conflict.” However, 
the strategy does not present convincing evidence that 
this assertion is plausible.

M&E is concentrated at the individual program 
and project level and rarely reexamines how, why, 
or if a program or project might materially con-
tribute to strategic goals. If the strategic evidence 
base is weak, M&E may conclude a program 
or project is successful regardless of whether it 
contributes to these broader goals.

Flawed performance 
indicators

USAID’s Incentives Driving Economic Alternatives for 
the North, East and West project aimed to reduce 
opium-poppy cultivation. However, during implementa-
tion the program dropped indicators that were directly 
related to reducing opium-poppy cultivation.

M&E cannot track progress towards programmatic 
objectives if performance indicators are unrelated 
to the objectives. 

Potentially shaky 
programmatic 
assumptions

The Commander’s Emergency Response Program 
was implemented as part of an effort to defeat the 
Taliban insurgency and promote stability. However, the 
assumption that economic and social development 
could be deliberately used for these purposes has been 
contested. Meanwhile, CERP metrics were conflated 
with the act of implementation. 

M&E generally relies on metrics that are input or 
output oriented. Such metrics are therefore of little 
use in stress-testing programmatic assumptions. 

The problem a program 
is trying to solve is too 
entrenched

The Justice Training Transition Program sought to increase 
Afghans’ confidence in the formal justice sector. However, 
the program’s success was largely contingent on 
significant, chronic factors outside the program’s control, 
such as addressing widespread corruption and catalyzing 
political will to enact meaningful reforms.

M&E errs on the side of positivity, searching for 
evidence of progress rather than stagnation or 
regression even in situations where obstacles to 
progress are substantial. Consequently, it may 
determine a program or project is more successful 
than it actually is. 

Unreliable or  
anecdotal data

Agencies have made claims of success in Afghanistan’s 
education sector using exaggerated school-enrollment 
data. Actual school-attendance rates are likely far lower.

When M&E relies on misleading data, it provides 
inaccurate information about program effectiveness.

Source: USAID, “Afghanistan Country Development Cooperation Strategy FY 2019–2023,” September, 2018, p. 26; USAID Office of Inspector General, “Audit of USAID/Afghanistan’s Incentives 
Driving Economic Alternatives for the North, East, and West Program,” Audit Report No. F-306-12-004-P, June 29, 2012, pp. 2, 5; Wilton Park, “Report on Wilton Park Conference 1022: Winning 
‘Hearts and Minds’ in Afghanistan: Assessing the Effectiveness of Development Aid in COIN Operations, Thursday 11–Sunday 14 March 2010,” April 1, 2010, p. 1; SIGAR, Stabilization: Lessons 
from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, SIGAR-18-48-LL, May 2018, pp. ix–x, 92–93, 98–99, 100; Daniel Egel, Charles P. Ries, Ben Connable, et al., “Investing in the Fight: Assessing the Use of 
the Commander’s Emergency Response Program in Afghanistan,” RAND Corporation, 2016, p. 213; SIGAR, Commander’s Emergency Response Program: DOD Has Not Determined the Full Extent 
to Which Its Program and Projects, Totaling $1.5 Billion in Obligations, Achieved Their Objectives and Goals in Afghanistan from Fiscal Years 2009 through 2013, SIGAR-18-45-AR, April 2018, pp. i, 25; 
SIGAR, Primary and Secondary Education in Afghanistan: Comprehensive Assessments Needed to Determine the Progress and Effectiveness of Over $759 Million in DOD, State, and USAID Programs, 
SIGAR-16-32-AR, April 26, 2016, p. ii; Conor Foley and Orsolya Szekely, “External Final Evaluation of Afghanistan Justice Training Transition Program (JTTP),” March 2016, pp. 8, 13, 24–26, 
40; Conor Foley and Katerina Stolyarenko, “External Mid-Term Evaluation of Afghanistan Justice Training Transition Program (JTTP) (2013–2014),” November 2014, p. 17; The Asia Foundation, 
“Afghanistan in 2015: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2015, p. 39; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2014: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2014, p. 38; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan 
in 2013: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2013, pp. 34–35; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2012: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2012, p. 42; SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States 
Congress, July 30, 2017, p. 182; SIGAR analysis.
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more creativity in using remote monitoring and other techniques for activity-level 
monitoring, and more rigor in strategic-level monitoring. Conversely, in the long term, 
an intra-Afghan peace agreement could prove a significant boon to M&E efforts if it 
materially reduces violence. For example, improved security could increase third-party 
access to project sites—including, potentially, those presently contested or controlled 
by the Taliban. In either case, M&E will have to be responsive to shifting conditions on 
the ground.

While the road ahead may be very different from the one traveled so far, it is clear 
that U.S. involvement in Afghanistan’s reconstruction is far from ended, and that 
contracting will continue to play a central role. Given this reality, understanding the 
successes, failures, and inherent limitations of M&E in those contracts, and how it can 
be improved, is a necessary starting point for U.S. agencies attempting to help rebuild 
a country devastated by 40 years of war.

This report aims to contribute to that understanding. It has six chapters accompanied 
by a technical appendix:

• Chapter 1 explores the history and practice of reconstruction-related contracting 
in the post-9/11 warfighting environment, and the strengths and weaknesses of 
contracting itself. Chapter 1 further details the M&E processes that evolved in 
Afghanistan. It concludes by placing contracting and M&E within the broader context 
of recent developments, including peace negotiations and the COVID-19 pandemic.

• Chapter 2 explores how USAID’s detailed, highly elaborated M&E processes were 
put to use in Afghanistan in an effort to understand what projects were actually 
accomplishing. In doing so, it describes the challenges USAID faced in applying M&E 
in a complex environment where pressure to demonstrate progress was immense, 
and where confounding variables frequently made impact difficult to determine.

• Chapter 3 discusses the use of M&E at State. As with the chapter on USAID, it 
is structured around two key aspects of M&E: finding the right metrics to assess 
progress, and acting on information provided by M&E. It is organized principally 
around core findings. The chapter shows how State’s M&E efforts evolved over 
time, gradually becoming more systematized. In the end, even with increased 
sophistication, State’s M&E systems suffered from many of the same shortcomings 
as USAID’s. Overall, tracking program activities and measuring outputs was generally 
prioritized over outcome and impact assessment.

• Chapter 4 explores how DOD implemented M&E in Afghanistan. DOD used a 
variety of assessment, M&E and oversight practices that were not always directly 
comparable to USAID’s and State’s processes. The chapter examines the challenges 
DOD faced in monitoring and evaluating its programming through case studies in the 
two key areas in which DOD spending was concentrated: reconstructing the Afghan 
National Defense and Security Forces, and pursuing counterinsurgency through 
economic development. It focuses on high-dollar-value programs within these areas 
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and discusses measurement systems used to assess overall progress in building 
the capacity of the security forces, which involved a wide variety of contracts. 
The last part of the chapter briefly explores DOD’s overarching M&E-like process: 
operation assessment.

• Chapter 5 reviews international experiences and practices of M&E. The chapter 
examines several different entities, including the World Bank, the UN, the German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, and the 
UK Department for International Development. It shows that M&E challenges 
were not unique to the United States, and concludes with a list of suggested best 
practices derived from the international experience. 

• Chapter 6 presents findings, lessons and recommendations based on the previous 
five chapters. Some of these apply broadly to challenges faced by all three agencies; 
others are addressed to USAID, State or DOD individually. We provide a summary 
of the report’s findings, lessons, and recommendations below.

• Appendix B presents important technical context for contracting and M&E. 
The appendix provides a comprehensive baseline against which the actual 
implementation of M&E is assessed in chapters 2, 3, and 4. It describes the role 
of the Federal Acquisition Regulation and examines how key legislative actions 
have impacted M&E and contracting—both within and outside of the context 
of Afghanistan reconstruction. It then details current M&E policies at DOD, State, 
and USAID, showing how M&E is supposed to be integrated into the broader, 
cyclical processes through which each agency designs programming and uses 
it to advance strategy. 

KEY FINDINGS
SIGAR identified 11 key findings:

1. The assumption was that work completed well would lead to good results. However, 
it is possible to do the wrong thing perfectly. As implemented, even if M&E systems 
were able to determine that work was completed well, those systems did not always 
determine whether good work was actually contributing to achievement of strategic 
U.S. goals.

2. Although there were some exceptions, DOD, State, and USAID generally placed more 
emphasis on tracking inputs and outputs than on assessing impact. 

3. DOD, State and USAID now have relatively robust M&E—or M&E-like—systems in 
place. But in practice, M&E was often treated more like a compliance exercise than a 
genuine opportunity to learn and adapt programming and strategy.

4. DOD, State, and USAID began to place more emphasis on deliberate and methodical 
monitoring and evaluation during the 2009 to 2012 surge period. The trend during 
and shortly after this period was towards increasingly institutionalized and complex 
M&E, particularly at State and DOD.
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5. Pressure to demonstrate that gains were being made discouraged candid assessment 
of progress toward outcomes and impacts, and often led to selective or overly 
positive reporting.

6. Although agencies developed processes to weed out programs and projects that 
were unlikely to succeed and to change course on those that were not working, these 
processes were not always fully used, undermining the fundamental purpose of M&E.

7. Frequently, program- and project-level metrics reflected what was easy to measure 
rather than what was most relevant. Discrete, quantitatively-oriented metrics had a 
tendency to oversimplify what constituted “success.”

8. Confusion about what data mattered, in conjunction with a compulsion to 
overmeasure, led to a tendency to collect data with little actual assessment value.

9. Reporting and administrative requirements can occupy valuable staff time that 
could otherwise be spent on programs or projects themselves. Contracting officer’s 
representatives were often overworked, in part because of M&E and oversight 
requirements, an issue exacerbated by personnel shortages and short rotations.

10. Some of the most useful, but also most challenging, aspects of M&E systems—such 
as policies requiring the development of robust, evidence-based models that connect 
programs and projects to higher-order strategic outcomes and that are periodically 
reassessed—exist on paper, but are not always implemented in meaningful ways.

11. Key aspects of existing M&E policies have the potential to be very useful for 
improving both programmatic and strategic efficacy in Afghanistan and elsewhere, 
if they are fully embraced and implemented.

LESSONS
In addition to these findings, SIGAR identified 10 lessons:

1. Measuring outcomes and impacts is critical.

Too often, DOD, State, and USAID failed to measure programs and projects against 
the ultimate outcomes and impacts those programs and projects sought to achieve. 
With M&E relegated to input and output measurement, it was often difficult to 
understand what was and was not working. With numerous confounding variables, 
complex environments like Afghanistan can present significant obstacles to this 
kind of assessment. Nevertheless, making a reasonable attempt to determine 
outcomes and impacts is crucial.

2. M&E policies and practices are less likely to be effective if they are not 
meaningfully implemented.

Each agency examined for this report has strong M&E systems in place. But the 
mere existence of policy and procedure on paper does not guarantee that these 
practices are implemented fully. Whether because of strategic or programmatic 
inertia, or because meaningfully meeting every M&E requirement is practically 
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infeasible, programs and projects can continue even if they are not necessarily 
achieving outcomes and impacts. 

3. Continually stress-testing the theories and assumptions guiding 
programming is crucial.

In complex environments, causal processes of change are usually not well 
understood. Yet assumptions about those causal processes are often used to justify 
programming. In such environments, many projects are likely to be implemented 
because they are believed—rather than proven—to be effective. Especially in these 
environments, M&E must be used to continually stress-test such assumptions.

4. Performance metrics are only useful if they are relevant. 

Determining what to measure is a function of what programs and projects aim 
to accomplish and how they intend to accomplish it. If metrics are unrelated to 
objectives, they are not useful for assessing effectiveness. 

5. Pressure to demonstrate progress can undermine the utility of M&E.

External pressure, whether political or interagency, to demonstrate immediate 
and tangible results can shift the incentive structure surrounding M&E. If the 
perception is that there is a requirement (implicit or explicit) to demonstrate 
progress, M&E is both less likely to accept evidence of a lack thereof and more 
likely to be biased towards positive data. This can result in unsupported claims 
of success. 

6. Measurability alone should not determine which metrics are prioritized 
and what is defined as success.

Measurability can determine key choices surrounding M&E. For example, it is 
relatively easy—or, if not easy, simply more tangible—to estimate or quantify the 
number of children enrolled in school, changes in life expectancy, or reductions 
in maternal mortality. In that regard, measurability and quantifiability help explain 
why improvements in health and education appear so frequently as evidence of 
progress in Afghanistan. However, these metrics have well-documented faults. 
Moreover, even allowing for substantial gains in these indicators, it is unclear 
whether they are accurate proxies of progress towards the political objectives 
motivating U.S. support to the health and education sectors. In short, precision 
can be a façade and quantifiability can obscure important nuance or qualification. 
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Because measurability is not always a good proxy for efficacy, measurability 
alone should not determine which metrics are prioritized and what is defined 
as a success. 

7. Anecdotes and success stories can be useful, but only if they accurately 
represent the broader picture.

Anecdotes can serve the very useful purpose of adding nuance or humanity to 
issues that would otherwise be captured only in numbers. However, anecdotes 
that are not representative of the wider situation can also create misperceptions: 
Success stories that suffer from selective presentation of facts or hyperbole may 
not be successes at all. 

8. In cases where programs or projects aim to achieve political outcomes, 
tracking performance against those outcomes is critical.

Effectiveness must be evaluated against relevant outcomes. Some projects may 
be implemented primarily because they carry significant political symbolism. For 
example, the ultimate intent of a project may be to signal U.S. commitment to the 
host government. Beyond political symbolism, many reconstruction programs and 
projects are intended to achieve political objectives that are more explicit—in 
particular, “stability.” In either case, the actual effectiveness of projects can only 
be measured against these political outcomes. 

9. High levels of spending outpaced the number of contract oversight personnel.

An enduring feature of contingency environments is that when spending increases, 
oversight generally does not keep pace. Virtually every report written on 
reconstruction contracting has pointed out that contract oversight personnel are 
overworked, overburdened, or too few in number.

10. Poor M&E can result in waste.

Poor M&E can reduce program effectiveness, imperil the achievement of mission 
objectives, and result in waste. In its most recent calculation, SIGAR estimated 
that total reconstruction losses were approximately $19 billion. At least two 
programmatic categories—stabilization and counternarcotics—appear to have 
failed entirely. M&E that candidly examines programmatic prospects of success 
can help mitigate the risk that taxpayer funds are spent to no purpose. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the analysis in this report, SIGAR makes 14 recommendations:

Recommendations to DOD, State, and USAID

1. When reporting claimed successes to external stakeholders such as the 
Congress and the public, the Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, 
and Administrator of USAID should report only those claims that can be 
supported by multiple data points, and acknowledge any important context, 
qualifications, and data limitations.

Selective presentation of facts can misrepresent the situation on the ground. 
A large body of SIGAR work that includes audits of U.S. efforts to develop 
Afghanistan’s health, education, rule of law, and power sectors, as well as an audit 
of Promote (USAID’s largest single investment to advance women globally), point 
to unclear outcomes or impact, inadequate assessment of effects, or the use of 
incomplete or faulty data. Taken as a whole, this body of work—as well as the new 
research presented in this report—raises serious questions about many claims of 
success advanced by agencies. Moving forward, agencies should be candid and 
transparent in how they report such claims. Specifically, they should support them 
with multiple data points while openly acknowledging any important context, 
qualifications, and data limitations.

2. To maximize the effectiveness of future reconstruction programming, 
the Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, and the Administrator of 
USAID should determine the 10 most successful and 10 least successful 
reconstruction programs or projects of their respective department or 
agency. The determination should be based on the extent to which the 
programs or projects contributed to the accomplishment of U.S. strategic 
goals, and should include a detailed explanation of how the programs and 
projects were evaluated and selected. Its findings should be incorporated 
into future planning, including planning for reconstruction-like programs 
or projects in other countries, if applicable.

Although the present situation in Afghanistan is characterized by uncertainty, some 
aspects of the future mission are more predictable than others. In particular, resources 
for reconstruction are likely to continue to decline, signaling difficult decisions ahead. 
The critical question will be where to best invest available funds for the highest 
possible strategic return. Perhaps more than ever, it is important for agencies to 
articulate how they evaluate and perceive their past successes and failures. 

For these reasons, with this report, SIGAR is renewing its unanswered March 2013 
request of the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and the Administrator of 
USAID to determine the 10 most successful and 10 least successful reconstruction 
programs or projects of their respective department or agency. 
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3. The Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and the Administrator 
of USAID should more regularly conduct impact evaluations to assess the 
effects of contracted reconstruction and other foreign assistance programs, 
including security sector assistance.

The most credible way to test whether contracted programs and projects are 
effective is through impact evaluation. In an impact evaluation, a program or 
project’s underlying theory of change is submitted to rigorous testing. Good impact 
evaluations leave little room for overly optimistic findings because they force an 
answer to the most fundamental M&E question: Is the program or project achieving 
desired effects? DOD, State, and USAID should conduct impact evaluations with 
greater regularity. 

4. The Secretary of State and the Administrator of USAID should assess whether 
minimizing or modifying administrative requirements for compliance and M&E 
would result in more time available to assess program effectiveness.

Overburdened oversight staff emerges as one of the most consistent themes from 
both the existing literature and SIGAR’s work for this report. Overly burdensome 
administrative requirements related to both compliance and M&E may exacerbate 
the problem. These issues raise the important question of whether more time 
should be devoted to understanding effectiveness and periodically revalidating 
larger programmatic assumptions than on meeting requirements that may not 
answer more fundamental questions. The question applies not only to how 
the time and bandwidth of individuals might be better used, but also to how 
USAID and State determine organizational priorities and choose how to allocate 
limited resources.

One way to allocate more time to answering such questions would be to hold 
spending constant; another might be to increase staffing levels, or reduce the 
administrative burden for existing staff. Assuming it is not possible to increase 
staffing, especially in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing drawdown 
of U.S. personnel in Afghanistan, State and USAID should comprehensively assess 
whether there are tradeoffs between meeting every administrative requirement 
and performing quality M&E. Such an assessment could help begin a conversation 
around whether certain requirements could be eliminated or modified to free up 
more time for analyzing program effectiveness.

DOD’s AM&E policy for security cooperation is still relatively new and the full 
effects of M&E formalization are not yet clear. Additionally, DOD’s most articulated 
M&E requirements prior to the issuance of the policy applied primarily to the 
Commander’s Emergency Response Program, which is no longer in wide use in 
Afghanistan. We therefore make this recommendation only to State and USAID.
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Recommendations for USAID

5. The Administrator of USAID should conduct a systematic review of the 
available evidence relating to core assumptions of the current Country 
Development Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan.

Chapter 201 of USAID’s Automated Directives System requires each mission 
to integrate evidence into strategic planning. Such evidence is supposed to 
provide rigorous justification for USAID’s selected development approach in a 
country. However, key assumptions presented in USAID’s Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan are not always supported by sufficient 
evidence. Problems with the strategy’s evidence base are detailed in Chapter 2.

Where the theories and assumptions underlying a strategy or program are shaky, 
M&E as practiced does a poor job of identifying and underscoring that core problem. 
This creates the risk of doing the wrong thing perfectly: A program supporting a 
flawed strategy may appear to be successful even if it does not ultimately contribute 
to strategic objectives. This is why a systematic review of the evidence base 
underlying USAID’s current strategy is vital. If such a review shows that the core 
logic of the strategy is flawed, a different set of interventions or even a new strategy 
may be required. The review should focus on available academic literature relating to 
the current strategy’s core development hypothesis that “all [development objectives] 
are designed to contribute to the stability, and ultimately, increased self-reliance of 
Afghanistan because they address key drivers of conflict.”1 

6. The Administrator of USAID should ensure that future portfolio reviews 
and midcourse stocktaking exercises for the current Afghanistan Country 
Development Cooperation Strategy maximize the potential to adapt 
programs in light of new information.

SIGAR recommends that USAID conform closely to both the letter and spirit of 
its current M&E policies to ensure that strategic reviews fully embrace bad news 
without equivocation or obfuscation. This creates the opportunity to learn from 
failures and improve future programming.

7. The Administrator of USAID should ensure that project evaluations are 
properly adhering to USAID policy to provide “specific, concise” conclusions 
that can be “readily understood,” and to “objectively evaluate [a] strategy, 
project, or activity.”

According to USAID policy, evaluations “should be readily understood and should 
identify key points clearly, distinctly, and succinctly.” Additionally, findings and 
conclusions should be “specific” and “concise,” and evaluations should “objectively 
evaluate the strategy, project, or activity.”2 However, there are instances of 
evaluations which have seemingly contradictory findings and conclusions, 
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or which minimize significant qualifications. Those criteria should be more 
consistently followed.

Recommendations for State

8. The Secretary of State should ensure that regular progress reviews of 
contracted programs adequately and consistently “test theory of change 
hypotheses,” as encouraged by State’s M&E policy.

To foster analysis and learning, State M&E guidance encourages “incorporating 
regular reviews of progress,” which can help program teams “test theory of 
change hypotheses by filling knowledge gaps and resolving uncertainties in the 
hypotheses with new research or syntheses of existing analyses.” The reviews are 
also intended to “inform future strategic documents . . . and budgetary decisions.”3 
Because strategic alignment and evidence-based theories of change are articulated 
as critical aspects of program design, testing and periodically reassessing both 
alignment and underlying theory is an important component of periodic reviews. 
In practice, however, reviews do not always fulfill these objectives. The Secretary 
of State should ensure that periodic reviews better adhere to existing guidance. 

9. The Secretary of State should ensure that evaluations of reconstruction 
programs and projects in Afghanistan and other contingency environments 
properly comply with standards of “usefulness” and “methodological rigor” 
articulated in State’s M&E policy.

State M&E policy provides clear standards for evaluations. Those standards include 
concepts of “usefulness”—namely, that “evaluations should help the Department 
improve its management practices and procedures as well as its ongoing 
activities”—and “methodological rigor”—meaning evaluations “should be ‘evidence 
based.’”4 However, adherence to the written policy is uneven, and there are cases 
in which evaluations are less useful or rigorous than required by policy. Moving 
forward, the Secretary of State should ensure that evaluations properly adhere to 
these important standards.

Recommendations for DOD

10. The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the effectiveness of future 
contracted security capacity-building programs is adequately assessed, using 
appropriate metrics.

Despite DOD’s extensive use of contractors, DOD did not always assess the 
effectiveness of contracted programs intended to increase Afghan government 
security institution capacity. This is an avoidable issue which DOD should address 
moving forward. This recommendation echoes prior SIGAR calls for DOD to ensure 
that security capacity-building contracts are achieving the results for which they aim.
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11. The Secretary of Defense should ensure that a requirement is in place to 
assess the impact of all major reconstruction programs it implements in the 
future, including those that are not typically part of DOD’s core mission, 
such as those intended to benefit host-nation civilians.

Applying counterinsurgency doctrine, DOD implemented a vast array of 
reconstruction and development projects that did not fall under its core mission. 
But despite the importance of such efforts, DOD struggled to implement M&E 
systems that could have measured whether desired effects were being achieved. 
Years later, the impact of some of these efforts on the overall conflict remains 
unassessed or uncertain. This represents a lost opportunity. In the future, DOD 
should ensure that a requirement is in place to assess impacts—even when projects 
fall outside of its core mission.

12. To reduce the prevalence of overoptimism in determining progress towards 
objectives, the Secretary of Defense should ensure that campaign-level 
operation assessments follow existing doctrine and incorporate “red teams” 
that challenge organizational biases, provide opposing points of view, and 
constructively critique proposed plans for accomplishing the mission.

Operation assessment is similar to M&E in nature and goals, but it focuses on 
evaluating the progress of military operations or campaigns as opposed to specific 
projects or programs. When conducted at the campaign level, it is the U.S. military’s 
highest-order M&E-like mechanism for assessing progress. 

A key flaw of operation assessment was a tendency towards overoptimism. One 
potential way to mitigate this tendency is to integrate red teams into operation 
assessments to ensure equal consideration of “glass half-full” and “glass half-
empty” views. While not foolproof, this kind of devil’s advocacy may contribute 
to more objective interpretation of data, and curb overly optimistic assessment 
conclusions. Current joint military guidance recommends the routine employment 
of red teams. The Secretary of Defense should take measures to ensure this 
guidance is adequately implemented at the campaign level in Afghanistan and 
in other contexts in which the United States seeks to promote stability. 

Matters for Consideration by the Congress

13. The Congress may wish to consider requiring the Secretary of Defense, 
Secretary of State, and Administrator of USAID to submit a report that 
describes in specific terms how oversight, monitoring and evaluation of 
contracted programs will continue in the event of a further drawdown of 
U.S. military and civilian personnel in Afghanistan. Should the report not 
satisfactorily explain how agencies plan to ensure proper oversight and 
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M&E, the Congress should consider the efficacy of continuing spending 
at current levels.

As detailed in both this chapter and in other parts of this report, insufficient staffing 
can contribute to problems in adequately overseeing, monitoring, and evaluating 
reconstruction contracts. Most of the funds appropriated for Afghanistan 
reconstruction since 2002 could have been spent more wisely and cost-effectively—
and achieved better and longer-lasting outcomes—with better oversight and M&E. 
But the drawdown of military and civilian personnel creates the risk of further 
lowering the ratio of program management staff to dollars spent, which could 
exacerbate perennial oversight and M&E challenges. 

To help mitigate this risk, the Congress should consider requiring agencies to 
submit a report detailing in specific terms how they plan to maintain adequate 
oversight, monitoring, and evaluation of reconstruction contracts as the U.S. 
personnel drawdown continues. Should the Congress be dissatisfied with agency 
plans, it should consider the efficacy of continuing assistance at present levels.

14. The Congress may wish to consider appropriating funds to DOD, State, 
and USAID specifically for impact evaluation of both Afghanistan 
reconstruction programs and more broadly for U.S. foreign assistance, 
including security sector assistance. An alternative would be to mandate 
that a certain proportion of funds appropriated to these agencies be used 
for impact evaluation.

Pursuant to Recommendation 3, the Congress may wish to consider appropriating 
funds to DOD, State, and USAID that could be used to evaluate the effects of future 
reconstruction assistance. The Congress may also wish to consider providing funds 
to conduct impact evaluations of other U.S. foreign assistance programs, including 
security sector assistance, implemented around the world. 
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION 

USAID photo

The United States has appropriated more than $144 billion for Afghanistan 
reconstruction since 2001.5 A large proportion of that total funded contracts, grants, 

and cooperative agreements through which third parties implemented projects that 
aimed to achieve reconstruction objectives.6 These contractors and nongovernmental 
organizations provided an astounding array of services—everything from dam and road 
construction to developing the Afghan private sector and promoting economic growth, 
to advising Afghan government ministries and maintaining helicopters for the Afghan 
Air Force.7 Contracting for these services allowed the U.S. government to augment its 
capacity and to implement programs and projects deemed vital to the reconstruction 
effort. It also created serious challenges.8 

Particularly in a contingency environment like Afghanistan, contracting is vulnerable 
to waste, fraud, and abuse. It is also susceptible to inappropriate and ineffective 
programming that at times undermined—or at least may not have meaningfully 
advanced—the reconstruction effort. In its most recent calculation of cumulative waste, 
SIGAR estimated that total reconstruction losses have been approximately $19 billion, 
representing 30 percent of the amount SIGAR reviewed.9 Among the losses are $12 
billion of funds spent on two whole-of-government efforts that appear to have failed 
entirely: stabilization and counternarcotics.10 

Shortcomings with the effectiveness of contracting and the way in which reconstruction 
activities were monitored and evaluated has become a recurring theme of 

Stabilization is defined 
as “a political endeavor 
involving an integrated 
civilian-military process to 
create conditions where 
locally legitimate authorities 
and systems can peaceably 
manage conflict and prevent 
a resurgence of violence.”

State, USAID, and DOD, “Stabilization 
Assistance Review: A Framework 
for Maximizing the Effectiveness of 
U.S. Government Efforts to Stabilize 
Conflict-Affected Areas,” 2018, p. 4.
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reconstruction. There is roughly a decade’s worth of literature documenting various 
kinds of contracting excesses in Afghanistan, and feedback from those media and 
inspectors general reports have led to increasing emphasis on contract monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E).11 But the quality of actionable information generated by M&E has 
not always been commensurate with either the complexity of agencies’ M&E systems, 
or with the laborious data collection they required. Better and more candid M&E could 
have reduced the extraordinary magnitude of waste and reconstruction failure.12

M&E is the effort to determine whether a contractor or implementing partner fulfilled 
the terms of a contract, whether or not the contracted program or project accomplished 
its intended goals, and what useful lessons can be drawn. Although certain M&E 
concepts and practices overlap with those associated with oversight, there are 
important differences (see the callout box below). In theory, M&E allows U.S agencies 
to measure performance, determine and learn from success and failure, make course 
corrections in ongoing programs in response to environmental changes or inadequate 
performance, inform future programming, and hold contractors or implementing 
partners accountable for their work. To be effective, M&E must be accurate, timely, 
informative, and actionable—and contracting officers and program managers must be 
willing and able to act on the information gathered. In a contingency environment, M&E 
practices must be flexible enough to adapt to rapidly shifting environments without 
sacrificing effectiveness or accountability. 

The need for effective M&E is reinforced by the decades-long trend toward 
“downsizing,” “reinventing” or outsourcing governmental functions.13 This trend 
massively increased the number and size of government contracts overall, and thus 
the need for contract accountability. At the same time, staffing levels and the technical 
capacity in government agencies which might be expected to do that work—most 
notably, for purposes of this report, the Department of State, the Department of 
Defense (DOD) and the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID)—did not 
keep pace with the ever-increasing number and value of contracts. Every major report 
on contracting has noted the chronic shortages of government employees to do basic 
contract oversight.14 Yet contracting is essential: there is no practical way that U.S. 
agencies can do everything that contractors do. Many of the jobs contractors perform 
require specialized knowledge and skills. 

M&E vs. Oversight
Both the Congress, particularly through committee staff, and the executive branch, 
through various inspectors general and the Government Accountability Office (GAO), 
engage in oversight of federal agencies. Agencies themselves oversee their respective 
contracted activities. While many of the methods employed in oversight work are similar 
to, and overlap with, those used by M&E, there are important differences of intent. M&E 
procedures are meant to determine whether a program or project is accomplishing a goal. 
By contrast, the primary aim of oversight is to ensure that programs and projects comply 
with relevant laws, regulations, and policies that exist to prevent waste, fraud and abuse.
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As the U.S. government continues to rely extensively on contractors for reconstruction 
work, improving M&E and ensuring that officials act on M&E findings will remain 
critical needs. If the two-decade history of Afghanistan reconstruction is any guide, 
those needs must be urgently met. SIGAR’s body of work, which has touched 
every major reconstruction sector—health, education, rule of law, women’s rights, 
infrastructure, security assistance, and others—paints a picture of U.S. agencies 
struggling to effectively measure outcomes and impacts while sometimes relying on 
shaky data to make claims of success (Table 1 below presents prominent examples).15 
This report builds on SIGAR’s prior work, pursues new lines of inquiry, and examines 
ways in which the United States can improve its approach to M&E. It is intended for the 
Congress, for agencies involved in reconstruction contracting—especially DOD, State, 
and USAID—and for these agencies’ contractors and implementing partners. 

TABLE 1

A PATTERN OF POOR M&E: EXAMPLES FROM PRIOR SIGAR WORK

Audit Sector Year Agencies M&E Issues Identified Result of Poor M&E

Rule of Law in Afghanistan: U.S. Agencies 
Lack a Strategy and Cannot Fully Determine 
the Effectiveness of Programs Costing More 
Than $1 Billion

Rule of law 2015
DOD, DOJ, 
State, and 
USAID

Lack of performance indicators1 

No measurement against indicators2

Lack of baseline data

Outcomes and impacts unclear

Primary and Secondary Education in Afghanistan: 
Comprehensive Assessments Needed to Determine 
the Progress and Effectiveness of Over $759 Million 
in DOD, State, and USAID Programs

Education 2016
DOD, State 
and USAID

Reliance on misleading data

Claims of success lacked qualification

Magnitude of, and contribution 
to, outcomes and impacts 
unclear

Misleading claims of success

Afghanistan's Health Care Sector: USAID's Use of 
Unreliable Data Presents Challenges in Assessing 
Program Performance and the Extent of Progress

Healthcare 2017 USAID
Reliance on misleading data 

Claims of success lacked qualification

Magnitude of outcomes and 
impacts unclear

Misleading claims of success

Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund: Agencies Have Not 
Assessed Whether Six Projects That Began in Fiscal 
Year 2011, Worth about $400 Million, Achieved 
Counterinsurgency Objectives and Can Be Sustained

Infrastructure 2017
DOD, State, 
and USAID

No measurement against indicators Outcomes and impacts unclear

Promoting Gender Equity in National Priority Programs 
(Promote): USAID Needs to Assess This $216 Million 
Program’s Achievements and the Afghan Government’s 
Ability to Sustain Them

Women's 
empowerment

2018 USAID
Lack of baseline data 

Inconsistent performance indicators
Outcomes and impacts unclear

USAID’s Power Transmission Expansion and 
Connectivity Project: The Project is Behind 
Schedule, and Questions Remain about the 
Afghan Government’s Ability to Use and 
Maintain the New Power Infrastructure

Power 2019 USAID

Reliance on misleading data

Inconsistent performance indicators

Lack of baseline data

Outcomes and impacts unclear

Afghanistan’s Energy Sector: USAID and DOD Did Not 
Consistently Collect and Report Performance Data on 
Projects Related to Kajaki Dam, and Concerns Exist 
Regarding Sustainability

Power 2019 DOD, USAID

Lack of performance indicators3

No measurement against indicators4

Lack of baseline data

Outcomes and impacts unclear

1 This audit’s scope covered two different U.S. rule of law strategies. It was the U.S. Embassy’s 2013 strategy that did not include performance measures.
2 The 2009 rule of law strategy included performance indicators. However, no measurement was performed against them. 
3 Both DOD and USAID implemented projects to increase access to electricity in southern Afghanistan. It was DOD that did not establish performance indicators for its projects.
4 USAID established performance indicators but did not report results against 9 of 18 indicators.

Source: SIGAR, Rule of Law in Afghanistan: U.S. Agencies Lack a Strategy and Cannot Fully Determine the Effectiveness of Programs Costing More Than $1 Billion, SIGAR-15-68-AR, July 1, 2015, 
pp. i–ii, 5; SIGAR, Primary and Secondary Education in Afghanistan: Comprehensive Assessments Needed to Determine the Progress and Effectiveness of Over $759 Million in DOD, State, and USAID 
Programs, SIGAR-16-32-AR, April 26, 2016, p. ii; SIGAR, Afghanistan’s Health Care Sector: USAID’s Use of Unreliable Data Presents Challenges in Assessing Program Performance and the Extent 
of Progress, SIGAR-17-22-AR, January 19, 2017, p. i; SIGAR, Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund: Agencies Have Not Assessed Whether Six Projects That Began in Fiscal Year 2011, Worth about $400 
Million, Achieved Counterinsurgency Objectives and Can Be Sustained, SIGAR-18-10-AR, October 2017, p. ii; SIGAR, Promoting Gender Equity in National Priority Programs (Promote): USAID Needs to 
Assess This $216 Million Program’s Achievements and the Afghan Government’s Ability to Sustain Them, SIGAR-18-69-AR, September 7, 2018, p. i; SIGAR, USAID’s Power Transmission Expansion and 
Connectivity Project: The Project is Behind Schedule, and Questions Remain about the Afghan Government’s Ability to Use and Maintain the New Power Infrastructure, SIGAR-19-57-AR, September 4, 
2019, electronic p. 3; SIGAR, Afghanistan’s Energy Sector: USAID and DOD Did Not Consistently Collect and Report Performance Data on Projects Related to Kajaki Dam, and Concerns Exist Regarding 
Sustainability, SIGAR-19-37-AR, May 1, 2019, p. i.
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Recent developments make this report especially timely. The withdrawal of U.S. 
troops from Afghanistan could be viewed as an implicit acknowledgement that 
U.S. objectives—which even now include “economic prosperity” and “stability”—have 
been unrealistic.16 The U.S. troop withdrawal is an opportunity to reset U.S. aspirations 
based on what can be reasonably accomplished, and to rethink how progress should be 
measured. Unless policymakers determine that a failed Afghan state is an acceptable 
outcome, the United States may have to provide significant assistance for years to 
come.17 Our hope is that this report helps policymakers and practitioners to avoid 
another two decades of poor M&E.

This report also has far-reaching application beyond Afghanistan in two important 
ways. First, it is almost axiomatic that the United States periodically becomes involved 
in large-scale reconstruction efforts such as that undertaken in Afghanistan. Should 
policymakers choose to launch another major reconstruction effort—several years or 
even decades from now—this report’s core lessons will likely still be highly relevant. 

Second, even in the present, these lessons are likely generalizable to other country 
and regional contexts. U.S. efforts in Afghanistan are distinguished by their sheer scale. 
But the fundamental strategic logic that stability can be achieved by providing security 
sector assistance, promoting economic growth and accountable governance, and 
fostering societal inclusivity is hardly unique. Indeed, that logic undergirds U.S. efforts 
to counter instability in countries and regions around the globe. 

The language of actual U.S. strategies illustrates the point. U.S. goals in Afghanistan 
include achieving “peace and stability,” fostering a “more stable, democratic, and 
accountable” government, “strengthening law enforcement,” and creating “economic 
prosperity based on private-sector-led exports, and job creation with social gains in 
education, health, and women’s empowerment.”18 All such goals “are grounded in the 
fundamental objective of preventing any further attacks on the [U.S.] by terrorists 
enjoying safe haven or support in Afghanistan.”19 Notably, the U.S. strategy in Pakistan 
follows a similar track: In order to promote “stability”—benchmarked in part against the 
extent to which terrorists are “using [Pakistani] territory to attack [external] targets”—
the United States seeks to increase “private sector-led inclusive economic growth,” 
foster a “better educated, more skilled, inclusive, and healthy” Pakistani society, and 
increase “law enforcement capacity.”20 Far removed from South Asia, the U.S. strategy 
for Niger, a regional “linchpin for stability,” follows suit: There, the United States seeks 
to “strengthen democracy, human rights, and good governance,” to professionalize 
Niger’s security forces to better “counter violent extremism,” and to “increase inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth.”21 Similarly, in Honduras, the United States aims to 
promote “sustainable economic growth,” to “support [the] effectiveness, transparency, 
accountability, and inclusiveness of government institutions,” and to improve security.22 

The list goes on. The implication is that the ability to properly apply M&E to the 
innumerable contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements that are intended to support 
these common elements of strategic logic extends far beyond Afghanistan’s borders. 
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In short, for as long as the United States continues to pursue its foreign policy interests 
through a combined “defense, development and diplomatic” approach that aims to 
promote stability, the findings, lessons, and recommendations of this report are likely 
to remain highly relevant.

SCOPE
This report examines M&E practices as applied to contracts, grants, and cooperative 
agreements for Afghanistan reconstruction directly administered by DOD, State, and 
USAID between 2002 and the present. (Figure 2 explains these mechanisms in further 
detail). Although Chapter 5 briefly surveys how other donor countries and multilateral 
organizations performed M&E, the report generally does not examine the Afghan 
government’s use of donor-provided funds or the M&E practices of public international 
organizations like the World Bank. Attempting to do so would have widened the report’s 
scope beyond what could be reasonably managed. Also excluded are contracts for 
materiel procurement, security, or for the construction, operations, and maintenance 
of Afghan security forces facilities and equipment. These activities have been covered in 
depth elsewhere, and would require examining a range of contracts that are too different 
to be meaningfully compared. Additionally, the report does not examine contracts for 

FIGURE 2

CONTRACTING INSTRUMENTS

The main instruments used by U.S. government agencies for funding reconstruction activities are contracts, grants, and cooperative 
agreements—all of which are legally binding, though governed by different authorities. While DOD issues grants, cooperative 
agreements, and other non-procurement instruments for various purposes, it generally does not use these to implement foreign 
assistance in Afghanistan. Instead, it primarily uses contracts. Procurement is broadly divided into two categories: products and 
services. For the purposes of this report, DOD reconstruction contracting usually falls within the services category, which spans 
everything from advisory to construction management services. The table below defines each kind of award instrument and briefly 
describes the M&E and oversight requirements for each.

AWARD TYPES AND THEIR MONITORING REQUIREMENTS

Award Type Definition
Monitoring and Evaluation  
and Oversight Requirements 

Contract
A mutually binding legal instrument enabling the acquisition of goods 
or services for the direct benefit or use of the federal government. 
Contracts are inherently transactional in nature. 

Requires frequent reporting. Exact time frames 
are written into individual contracts and are often 
determined by the type of activity.

Cooperative Agreement

A legal instrument allowing the transfer of money, goods or services 
to a recipient in order to accomplish a public purpose and authorized 
by the federal government. A federal entity is typically involved in 
implementation.

Reporting requirements determined by agreement.

Grant
A legal instrument providing for the transfer of money, goods, or services 
to a recipient in order to accomplish a public good, authorized by the 
federal government and not anticipating significant federal involvement.

Requires annual reporting to the relevant federal 
agency. 

Table Source: USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” revised April 18, 2018, pp. 55, 60, 118; Purdue University, “Federal Funding (Grants vs Cooperative Agreements vs Contracts),” n.d., 
accessed June 25, 2021, p. 1.

Source: Purdue University, “Federal Funding (Grants vs Cooperative Agreements vs Contracts),” n.d., accessed June 25, 2021, p. 1; Commission on Wartime Contracting in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, “Transforming Wartime Contracting: Controlling costs, reducing risks,” Final report to Congress, August 2011, p. 7; SIGAR, Department Of Defense Spending on Afghanistan 
Reconstruction: Contracts Comprised $21 Billion Of $66 Billion In Total Appropriations, 2002–May 2014, SIGAR-15-40-SP, March 2015, p. 8; SIGAR analysis.
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goods and services to support the U.S. presence in Afghanistan, as they do not meet 
the criteria for “reconstruction contracting,” defined by the 2008 National Defense 
Authorization Act (NDAA) as:

Any major contract, grant, agreement, or other funding mechanism that is entered 
into by any department or agency of the United States government that involves the 
use of amounts appropriated or otherwise made available for the reconstruction 
of Afghanistan with any public or private sector entity for any of the following 
purposes: to build or rebuild the physical infrastructure of Afghanistan; to establish or 
reestablish a political or societal institution of Afghanistan; and, to provide products 
or services to the people of Afghanistan.23 

The report combines original research with findings from the considerable analytical 
work previously done by SIGAR and others. It will sometimes use the term “contracting” 
to generically refer not only to contracts but also to grants and cooperative agreements. 
The report looks at how U.S. agencies, primarily DOD, USAID, and State, have used 
monitoring and evaluation techniques to oversee contracting to ensure compliance 
and achieve reconstruction objectives. 

This report primarily examines USAID, State, and DOD’s use of the following funds: 
Economic Support, Development Assistance, and Child Survival and Health, all of 
which finance mainly USAID programs; the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund, jointly 
administered by DOD and State, with some monies flowing to USAID; International 
Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement, and Migration and Refugee Assistance, both 
of which are administered by State; and select programs under the Afghanistan Security 
Forces Fund, which is administered by DOD. The report builds on previous analyses 
of the Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP) and the Task Force for 
Business and Stability Operations (TFBSO). It also discusses the Afghan First Initiative, 
a cross-cutting contracting program financed by monies appropriated under several of 
the aforementioned funds.24

Attempting to analyze the entire universe of U.S.-funded contracts, grants and 
cooperative agreements that have played a role in the Afghanistan reconstruction effort 
was beyond the scope of this report. Instead, this report took a sample of contracts, 
grants and cooperative agreements from DOD, State and USAID and attempted to 
compare each agency’s approach to managing projects of similar type and scope. The 
report also looks at stand-alone contracts for M&E. The report covers U.S., Afghan, and 
third-country contractors. 

The wide-ranging terminology and definitions used by each agency reflect not only 
varying levels of M&E development but also different models of accountability, 
measurement, and planning. Appendix B provides further information on the 
terminology, definitions, and models of M&E at all three agencies. Overall, however, 
the core concept of M&E (explained further in the highlight on the next page) remains 
the same.
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WHAT IS M&E?
In the context of this report, monitoring and evaluation is the attempt to objectively 
determine whether a reconstruction program—implemented through a contract, a grant, 
or a cooperative agreement—adhered to the terms of the award and achieved its intended 
outcomes. Ideally, agencies aim to establish causal attribution—that is, proof that the 
program caused an outcome or set of outcomes. In practice, they often loosely define the 
term “outcome” and stop short of establishing causation. There is a generally accepted 
nomenclature for the phases of, and the concepts related to, M&E. Like any specialized field, 
these unique terms and their sometimes complex definitions can make it difficult for those 
outside the field to comprehend how M&E works.

M&E is generally linked to a project (or program) “cycle.” The cycle begins with a theory—
commonly referred to as a “theory of change”—that articulates a rationale for why an 
intervention (or set of interventions) will achieve desired goals.25 The theory permeates 
every aspect of a project, informing its design and implementation, and defining the inputs, 
outputs, outcomes, and impact that will be monitored and evaluated. In general, the 
sequence of a project from inception to impact is supposed to look like this:

Theory Design
Implementation

(Inputs)
Outputs Outcomes Impact

As a simple example, counterinsurgency theory might suggest that building or improving a 
road to connect a cluster of villages to a district center will increase support for the national 
government by showing the communities that the government has their interests at heart, 
creating a point of interaction between the local community and national government and 
increasing economic activity, including employment. The design process might involve:

• determining which villages to target and which local leaders to work with, 
• identifying the specific stretch of road to be paved,
• ascertaining the right balance between construction efficiency and labor-intensive 

employment,26 
• determining compensation for private property disrupted by construction, 
• and, finally, selecting a contractor to actually build the road. 

Implementation—that is, project activities or “inputs”—would be the actual construction 
work. Outputs might be the paved road, the amount of short-term employment created, and 
increased interaction between government or coalition forces and local communities directly 
resulting from the construction.27 Outcomes might be increased community engagement 
with the government resulting from the completed road (rather than just the process of 
construction), increased economic activity, lower consumer prices, and a longer-term increase 
in employment brought about by higher levels of local trade. If the original theory proved 
correct, the impact would be increased local support for the Afghan government. On the 

) )) )) )) )~-
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other hand, the road could provide insurgents with an easy route to attack the district 
center, become a site for local warlords to set up roadblocks, result in increased violence 
from attacks on the road itself, or otherwise simply not catalyze increased support for the 
government—any of which would be detrimental to counterinsurgency goals and betray flaws 
in the underlying theory. 

Monitoring is generally conducted during implementation.28 It is supposed to collect and 
track data on inputs, outputs, and in some cases outcomes, to determine whether the 
desired results are occurring. Evaluations are often conducted at one or more points during 
or immediately after implementation, often using monitoring data as a starting point to 
understand how results are being achieved—or, if not, why not. Impact evaluations measure 
the change in an outcome or outcomes that is attributable to an intervention, and require a 
rigorously defined counterfactual in order to do so.29 Information collected from M&E efforts 
is then supposed to inform the design of future projects.30

The highest standard of rigorous evaluation is establishing causation for, or at least plausible 
contribution to, a desired outcome. In a complex environment such as Afghanistan this can 
be extremely difficult. In the field, moreover, there are often numerous strands of effort, 
different inputs, and often multiple implementing partners. Real-life M&E models look more 
like a web than the line above. In addition, determining if a project had the desired outcome 
might include tracking public attitudes about the project and its outputs. This is also one of 
the major challenges of determining causation—measuring public attitudes involves polling, 
a notoriously inexact science. Moreover, the attitudes reported by survey respondents may 
not correlate with their actions.

Afghan men working on a road construction project in Badakhshan Province in 2009. (USAID photo) 

A counterfactual articulates 
what would have occurred 
had an intervention 
not been implemented. 
In simple terms, the 
counterfactual for a road-
building project would 
be the expected result 
had the project not been 
initiated and the road not 
constructed.
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Typically, lower-level results (such as activity completion and outputs) are more easily 
measured than higher-level ones (such as outcomes and impact). The latter may be hard 
to measure because they are abstract, are only recognizable over time, or are dependent 
on interaction with other projects or efforts. 

To return to the road-building project above: The impact could be increased public support 
for the Afghan government—or the impact could be something completely unintended, 
unforeseen, or even negative. When a reconstruction project fails to produce its intended 
results, there are three common causes. It could be a flawed theory: The project planners 
failed to foresee how insurgents were likely to exploit a new road. It could be a failure 
in design: The road should have been built in a way that bypassed contested territory or 
motivated communities to support it. Or it could be a failure of implementation: It was built 
using inappropriate standards, was poorly constructed, or took so much time that the public 
came to see the project as a symbol of governmental incompetence and corruption.

There are also factors beyond the agency or contractor’s control—for instance, a change 
in local laws governing a ministry’s responsibilities. At times, it may be hard to draw a line 
between internal factors and external ones. For example, if a contractor or implementing 
partner cites predictable or known external factors such as “insecurity in project area” or 
“conservative social values and traditions” as a reason for not achieving objectives, one 
might question why those weren’t addressed by the project’s design. The goal of evaluation 
is to identify the causes of failure and use those observations to improve future contracts.

Although M&E is supposed to be a routine part of how government agencies oversee their 
contractors, the process rarely lives up to social science ideals. Establishing a cause and 
effect relationship between a given intervention and an impact of interest, for example, is 
notoriously difficult in environments like Afghanistan.31 Within an agency or implementing 
partner organization, there may also be a tension between proponents of rigorous M&E and 
practitioners who see M&E as a plodding, complicated activity that does not help them make 
decisions about their day-to-day implementation challenges, much less inform higher-level 
strategies. However imperfect, M&E is an attempt to ensure that government resources are 
used appropriately and effectively, particularly when a non-government entity is doing the 
actual reconstruction work.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF RECONSTRUCTION CONTRACTING: OVER TIME, 
U.S. GOVERNMENT OUTSOURCING BECAME MORE PREVALENT
The U.S. government’s use of contractors in both wartime and peace is not a modern 
phenomenon. As the U.S. Superintendent of Finance noted in 1781, “In all countries 
engaged in war, experience has sooner or later pointed out that contracts with private 
men of substance and understanding are necessary for the subsistence, covering, 
clothing, and moving of an Army.”32 More recently, the expanded use of contracting 
for expeditionary work has simply been part of the U.S. government’s overall trend 
of outsourcing non-core functions. The only boundaries on outsourcing have been 
warfighting—in effect, a ban on hiring mercenaries to fight U.S. wars—and other 
“inherently governmental functions,” those that cannot be performed by non-federal 
employees except in specific circumstances.33 (A highlight at the end of this section 
discusses inherently governmental functions in more detail.)

The Vietnam War was a significant boon for so-called expeditionary stabilization and 
reconstruction contracting: An estimated 80,000 contractors supported American 
military operations, constructing everything from bridges and roads, to airfields 
and power plants.34 More broadly, from the 1980s onwards, foreign aid shifted from 
government-to-government assistance, in which the foreign government was responsible 
for putting U.S. dollars to work under the oversight of U.S. government officials, to 
a system in which USAID and other U.S. government agencies contracted with the 
private sector to implement U.S.-funded projects.35 The Reagan administration’s efforts 
to shrink the size of government added another catalyst: Its general policy “to rely 
on commercial sources to supply the products and services government needs” was 
described by one author as “a free-market call to arms.”36 The Clinton administration’s 
goal of “reinventing government” further encouraged the outsourcing of functions that 
had long been assigned to the federal workforce.37 At USAID, then-Administrator Brian 
Atwood volunteered the agency as a “laboratory for reinvention,” which accelerated the 
move toward “focusing on partnerships and private sector relationships.”38 For DOD, 
U.S. operations in the Balkans during the 1990s provided the next step in the evolution 
of expeditionary contracting: the ratio of contractors to military personnel there was 
roughly 1:1.39 By the mid-2000s, the government-wide transformation was complete. 
As a 2007 report from a bipartisan commission on U.S. foreign assistance noted: 

Over the last 20 years, the contract and grant award processes used by U.S. agencies 
have transformed from an occasional administrative support function into what is now 
often the agencies’ main responsibility. Agencies currently accomplish their missions 
principally by awarding grants and contracts to non-federal entities.40

Accelerating the general trend toward outsourcing, the U.S. military interventions 
in Afghanistan and Iraq following 9/11 greatly expanded the market for defense and 
development contractors. As researchers Richard Fontaine and John Nagl have 
observed, “The post-invasion reconstruction environments in Iraq and Afghanistan serve 
as the largest-ever market for private firms providing [expeditionary stabilization and 
reconstruction] services.”41 This was accompanied by the dramatic expansion in scale 
and scope of DOD’s reconstruction and development activities, based in part on the 
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perception that it was more capable than State and USAID.42 Between 2002 and 2005, 
the percentage of U.S. global development funding that went through DOD increased 
from 6 to 22 percent, while USAID’s decreased from 50 to 39 percent.43 At the same 
time, total U.S. official development assistance nearly tripled between 1999 and 2008 
as development was elevated, in the words of one USAID-commissioned report, to an 
“equal footing with defense and diplomacy” as a critical and increasingly militarized 
element of the fight against global terror.44

To enlist reconstruction activities as an instrument of warfighting, more flexible 
authorities such as the Commander’s Emergency Response Program were created.45 
So that they could be deployed quickly, CERP funds were initially appropriated by the 
Congress with a “notwithstanding” clause that ensured they were unencumbered by 
procedures typically associated with federal procurement, including those required 
by the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR).46 The intent was to enable military 
commanders, in the words of the Congress, “to respond to urgent humanitarian 
relief and reconstruction requirements within their areas of responsibility.”47 Even 
in its early years, the program was thought of as a stabilization tool and eventually 
came to be viewed as a key component of the U.S. counterinsurgency effort in 
Afghanistan.48 As part of that effort, the Afghan First Initiative was launched in 2006 
by Lt. Gen. Karl Eikenberry, then-commander of the Combined Forces Command–
Afghanistan. The initiative prioritized contracts with Afghan companies to promote 
economic development and create jobs, the theory being that better economic 
conditions would support stability and further counterinsurgency objectives.49

The Federal Acquisition Regulation
The Federal Acquisition Regulation is the result of a 1979 statute that directed the Office 
of Management and Budget (OMB) to develop uniform procurement regulations for the 
federal government.50 The FAR contains “the primary regulations for use by all executive 
agencies in their acquisition of supplies and services with appropriated funds.”51 

The FAR is granular in some places and broader in others. For example, it lays out in 
detail the process that a contracting officer must follow in order to properly enter into 
a contract, outlining standards ranging from required market research to the application 
of labor laws.52 (The figure on the following page defines “contracting officer” as well 
as the titles of other key contracting personnel.) More broadly, the FAR establishes an 
overarching framework for federal contracting by setting forth certain guiding principles, 
including that contracts must “fulfill public policy objectives.”53 

Certain sections of the FAR are explicitly relevant to M&E. For instance, when contracting 
for services, there are specific requirements for the kinds of metrics agencies must 
include in performance work statements (core documents of performance-based 
contracts that describe the work contractors are supposed to perform).54

Appendix B discusses the FAR further. 
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In 2009, the Obama administration dramatically increased troop and reconstruction 
assistance levels and introduced an explicit stabilization strategy to counter an 
increasingly resurgent Taliban.55 A July 2009 cable articulating the new approach to 
the delivery of U.S. assistance noted that increasing local procurement by expanding 
the Afghan First Initiative and contracting with more local firms would show 
U.S. commitment by “putting Afghans in charge of their country’s development.”56 
Accountability was to be improved by using “smaller, flexible, and faster contract and 
grant mechanisms to increase decentralized decision-making in the field.” This included 
simplifying acquisition procedures and shifting USAID personnel to regional platforms 
in order to better coordinate with the U.S. military, the Afghan government, and the 
myriad other actors operating in support of counterinsurgency objectives.57 The Obama 

FIGURE 3 

CONTRACTING PERSONNEL     

The key positions for contract management are the contracting officer and the contracting officer’s representative (frequently referred 
to in the literature as COs and CORs). The FAR gives contracting officers the responsibility for “ensuring performance of all necessary 
actions for effective contracting, ensuring compliance with the terms of the contract, and safeguarding the interests of the United 
States in its contractual relationships.” Contracting officers are empowered to enter into contracts on behalf of the U.S. government, 
and are the backbone of the contracting system. 

As contract management can sometimes be a detailed, time-consuming affair, the FAR provides a contracting officer with the authority 
to designate a representative to assist with contract administration. The contracting officer’s representative is responsible for most 
day-to-day management, and is an essential liaison between contract administration offices, which handle legal and monetary matters, 
and program offices responsible for ensuring that programming meets intended objectives. Contracting officer’s representatives have 
less authority than contracting officers and, per the FAR, cannot “make any commitments or changes that affect price, quality, quantity, 
delivery, or other terms and conditions of the contract.”

For cooperative agreements and grants, the functions are similar, but performed by an agreement officer/agreement officer’s 
representative and grant officer/grant officer’s representative, respectively. (Acronyms follow suit: there are AOs and AORs, as 
well as GOs and GORs.) These officers perform essentially the same function as contracting officers and contracting officer’s 
representatives, but within the structure of cooperative agreements and grants.

CONTRACT MANAGEMENT POSITIONS AND THEIR MONITORING RESPONSIBILITIES

Management Position Responsibilities

Contracting Officer
A contracting officer has the authority to enter into contracts on behalf of the U.S. government and the responsibility to 
“[ensure] performance of all necessary actions for effective contracting, [ensure] compliance with the terms of the contract, 
and [safeguard] the interests of the United States in its contractual relationships.” 

Contracting Officer’s 
Representative

A contracting officer’s representative handles the day-to-day management of a contract or contracts, and typically resides 
closer to where the program or project is implemented. A representative is subordinate to a contracting officer, and cannot 
change the terms and conditions of a contract without the officer’s authority.

Agreement Officer
An agreement officer acts within the scope of a duly authorized warrant or other authority to “enter into, administer, 
terminate and closeout assistance agreements, and make related determinations and findings on behalf of [the U.S. gov-
ernment].” “Grant officers” are included under this term.

Agreement Officer’s 
Representative

Sometimes called a technical representative, this role’s functions are designated by the supervising agreement officer.

Table Source: Federal Acquisition Regulation, Part 1: “Federal Acquisitions Regulations System,” Subpart 1.6: “Career Development, Contracting Authority, and Responsibilities,” 
§1.602: “Contracting officers,” subsection (2), “Responsibilities”; USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” revised April 18, 2018, pp. 15–16, 57, 60, 118; DOD, “Defense Contingency 
COR Handbook version 2,” September 2012, pp. 191–192.

Source: Federal Acquisition Regulation, Part 1: “Federal Acquisitions Regulations System,” Subpart 1.6: “Career Development, Contracting Authority, and Responsibilities,” §1.602: 
“Contracting officers,” subsections (1), “Authority,” and (2), “Responsibilities,”; USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” revised April 18, 2018, pp. 15–16, 57, 60, 118; DOD, “Defense 
Contingency COR Handbook version 2,” September 2012, pp. 72, 191–192. 
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administration’s increase in resourcing and shift in strategy also changed the goals 
and conduct of many DOD reconstruction programs, with programs such as CERP 
explicitly shifting their goals from humanitarian aid and reconstruction to improving 
government legitimacy and displacing Taliban influence.58 

The infusion of money and personnel for stabilization activities led to massive 
increases in the number and value of development contracts. As part of that effort, 
the U.S. military pushed an understaffed USAID to develop a new set of development 
projects to complement expanded military operations.59 The pressure to produce results 
in a short amount of time, sometimes without specific definitions of what those results 
might be or reliable means of measuring them, meant that the “burn rate”—the rate at 
which money was spent on a program—was often the only way to measure “success.”60 
In its most basic form, the metric relied on the questionable assumption that simply 
spending more money correlated with, or even directly contributed to, operational goals.61

With inadequate oversight, the torrent of money that had to be spent in a short period 
of time led, unsurprisingly, to corruption—some of which was extravagant. Media 
reports continued to reinforce the narrative of rampant corruption and document where 
U.S. funding was diverted to the Taliban and other insurgent or criminal groups.62 The 
media reports were confirmed by a number of official U.S. government reports, which 
criticized the diversion of USAID development funds.63 One of the most notorious 
practices was “contract flipping,” whereby a primary contractor sold the contract to a 
subcontractor, after skimming a percentage of the contract’s value. This was repeated 
successively until the final contractor could not adequately complete the work with 
what remained of the money.64 

Interest in accountability peaked during this period, in large part because corruption 
and ineffective programming were seen as undermining the counterinsurgency strategy. 
As a USAID report noted, “the ‘hearts and minds’ component of the counterinsurgency 
strategy relies heavily on successful development activities to ensure the areas that are 
cleared of insurgents by the military remain that way through development efforts.”65 
From 2008 through 2010, the United States formed a number of interagency anti-
corruption groups “tasked with ensuring that the U.S. and international community’s 
dependency on contractors does not ultimately undermine the progress made in 

What Is Corruption?
Throughout this report, the term “corruption” refers to “the abuse of entrusted 
authority for private gain.” This widely accepted definition appeared in USAID’s 2005 
anticorruption strategy and closely parallels definitions used by various international 
organizations.66 Corruption takes various forms, including bribery, embezzlement, 
extortion, and fraud.67 In addition to obvious permutations of corruption, such as making 
illicit payments to public officials in exchange for contracts, there are also gray areas, 
such as legally permitted nepotism—for example, the appointment of friends or family 
to official positions even though they may not be fully qualified.68 
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Afghanistan.” These included various groups housed within U.S. Forces – Afghanistan, 
as well as the International Security Assistance Force’s Combined Joint Interagency 
Task Force–Shafafiyat (“transparency” in Dari).69 During 2009, State issued four 
strategies related to anti-corruption, including the “Anticorruption Action Plan for 
Afghanistan” and the “U.S. Government Anticorruption Strategy for Afghanistan.”70 

In the fall of 2010, USAID launched its internal Accountable Assistance for Afghanistan 
working group, which included personnel from the Office of Acquisition and Assistance, 
the Office of Afghanistan and Pakistan Affairs, and the Office of Security. According 
to the group’s report, “The team’s mission [was] to identify shortcomings, and to help 
ensure that the agency [was] taking the steps necessary to limit the likelihood assistance 
[was] . . . directly or inadvertently supporting malign groups or being diverted from their 
development purpose by extortion or corruption.”71 

The working group’s June 2011 report described the steps that USAID was taking to 
enhance oversight and avoid funding the insurgency and other malign actors. These 
fell largely into four areas: reform of the contracting process, vetting of partners, 
improved financial controls, and increased oversight.72 In particular, the report noted 
new rules that would reduce the practice of contract flipping, requiring the prime 
contractor to perform at least 15 percent of the work and limiting the number of tiers of 
subcontractors to two.73 The report noted that fixed price contracts—which set a price 
for work regardless of time or resources expended—posed the most risk “due to the 
limited documentation required, and projects with multiple layers of subcontractors, due 
to USAID’s limited visibility over subcontracts.” The report also mentioned the intention 
to limit the use of cooperative agreements (which had fewer oversight requirements), to 
create a contract management team, and to increase vetting of partners.74 

Several years later, in the run-up to the 2014 transition to Afghan authority, staffing 
reductions and the resulting narrower physical footprint of U.S. government personnel 
raised concerns about agencies’ ability to oversee reconstruction programs.75 According 
to several USAID officials, experiments in trying to perform oversight remotely from 
other, safer countries created too many logistical and management issues, as “face time” 
and site visits (however limited) were crucial.76 The U.S. government staff that remained 
in country were limited in their ability to actively manage contracts by increased 
restrictions on movement and reduced military support for travel to program sites.77
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THE CONCEPT OF INHERENTLY GOVERNMENTAL 
FUNCTIONS REFLECTS THE RISKS AND BENEFITS 
OF CONTRACTING
Decisions to contract often involve careful cost-benefit 
calculations. These vary, depending on the purpose of a 
contract, the contracted party, and the context within which 
a contract is expected to be implemented. On one hand, 
contracting can provide additional capabilities to the U.S. 
government, particularly when special expertise is required or 
when projects are implemented in less secure environments 
that government officials cannot easily access. On the other, 
contracting runs the risk of effectively outsourcing sovereignty, 
particularly in cases where private parties assume direct 
implementation responsibility for wide-ranging projects with 
far-reaching political consequences—like reconstructing a 
war-torn country. No single concept embodies the potential 
risks and benefits of contracting more than the term 
“inherently governmental functions.”

“Inherently governmental functions” are those that, by U.S. 
law and regulation, cannot be performed by non-federal 
employees.78 In practice, however, aside from the legitimate 
use of violence, the borders are not always clear. Although there 
seems to be general agreement that certain functions should 
not be outsourced because they are so innate to government, 
what exactly those functions are is debatable.79 The FAR lists 
17 examples of broad functions that cannot be contracted—
including core tasks such as “the command of military forces,” 
and “the conduct of foreign relations and the determination 
of foreign policy”— but also explicitly notes that the examples 
it provides are not all-inclusive.80 As a 2009 report from the 
Center for a New American Security observed, “present statutes 
and regulations offer very limited guidance for determining 
precisely which functions fall into this category.”81 

But even when outsourcing is clearly permitted, it may not 
always be wise—particularly in a wartime environment where 
the stakes are high. As the Commission on Wartime Contracting 
in Iraq and Afghanistan observed, “The ‘inherently government’ 
standard in law, policy, and regulation that reserves certain 
functions for government personnel” does not provide sufficient 
guidance for contracting in contingencies, “nor does it enable 

officials to decide whether contracting for non-governmental 
functions is appropriate or prudent in contingency operations” 
(italics in original).82 Notably, the sheer number of contractors 
working alongside the military in contingency environments 
like Iraq and Afghanistan muddies the concept of inherently 
government functions.83 While warfighting itself is not technically 
performed by contractors, the use of private security firms puts 
contractors in positions where they could encounter combat.

A wide range of risks can render contracting inappropriate under 
certain circumstances—not only because it might stretch legality 
to contract out certain governmental functions, but also because 
heavy reliance on contractors can pose more fundamental 
risks. According to the Commission on Wartime Contracting, 
these include:84 

• The operational risk that expansive contracting could 
lead to the loss of mission-essential government 
capabilities;

• The political risk that the full human cost of war is 
obscured by putting contractors, rather than U.S. 
government personnel, in harm’s way—particularly 
because contractor deaths often go uncounted and 
unpublicized; 

• The financial risk created when a large portfolio of 
contracts cannot be adequately overseen, leading 
to waste, fraud, or abuse.

Other factors may make outsourcing a perfectly reasonable 
choice. As the commission also pointed out, contracting can:85

• Help develop rapport with host-nation governments 
and communities and support the local economy 
when local contractors are used with discretion;

• Help free up the military to focus on its primary 
responsibility for warfighting rather than performing 
supplemental support functions;

• Lower the costs of contingency operations, particularly 
with the full use of competitive bidding processes.
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CONTRACTING AND M&E IN AFGHANISTAN: ALL THE USUAL 
CHALLENGES, PLUS A WARTIME ENVIRONMENT
Afghanistan’s complex environment had a number of characteristics that 
exacerbated the normal challenges of contract management and oversight: insecurity, 
unpredictability, limited mobility, lack of information about basic demographics 
(Afghanistan’s last attempt at a census was in 1978), and corruption. Added to that 
were two factors that surface again and again in various inspectors general and think 
tank studies: inadequate human resources, and haste—specifically, political pressure 
to implement programs and spend money at a pace that outstripped administrative 
and oversight capacity.86 With limited government M&E resources and capacity, many 
aspects of M&E are effectively outsourced to the primary contractor—a situation that 
creates the potential for bias.87 

In Afghanistan, numerous reports documented lackluster M&E, including the lack of 
performance metrics to assess if objectives were met, the absence of baseline studies, 
and inaccurate or suspect data collected from the field.88 There is no clear evidence 
that U.S. agencies’ attempts to develop and improve M&E systems, and to generate 
actionable information from them, consistently produced an accurate, objective answer 
to a fundamental question: whether reconstruction funds were having their intended 
impact.89 Instead, M&E practices too often created the risk of doing the wrong thing 
perfectly: A project that met contracted deliverables and performance-indicator targets 
would be considered “successful,” whether or not it had achieved or contributed to 
broader, more important goals. Figure 4 on the next page presents examples of this risk. 
These examples are discussed in detail later in this report.

At the beginning of the U.S. involvement in Afghanistan in October 2001, the priority was 
implementation—getting funds out the door for humanitarian and reconstruction activities 
that would support the United States’ political and counterterrorism mission.90 Initially, 
the Bush administration’s resistance to “nation-building” prevented the designation of 
clear reconstruction objectives to measure program progress against.91 Within USAID, 
much of the early work was construction of roads, schools, and clinics, and early efforts 
at monitoring were in reality basic contract oversight: visiting construction sites to check 
that proper materials were being used, usually in response to concerns raised through 
informal reporting rather than systematic monitoring.92 As one official noted, “Initially, 
there was not an overarching M&E plan in Afghanistan. There was no appreciation of how 
M&E can support decision-making. . . . Those on the ground were fighting for M&E, but 
they felt like they weren’t being heard.”93 According to another USAID official, “Until the 
end of 2014, there were a lot of M&E plans, but they weren’t closely followed.”94 

Under Zalmay Khalilzad, the U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan from 2003 to 2005, a 
“whole-of-embassy” monitoring system was established under the leadership of the 
Afghanistan Reconstruction Group, which was created by the National Security Council 
and staffed by senior private sector executives and military officers. The Afghanistan 
Reconstruction Group was seen as Khalilzad’s way of working around U.S. government 
aid mechanisms that he considered cumbersome.95 In addition to providing a private-
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FIGURE 4

HOW M&E PRACTICES CREATE THE RISK OF DOING THE WRONG THING PERFECTLY

Why the Risk is Created Example Why M&E Does Not Address the Flaw
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Weak strategic 
evidence base

According to USAID’s current Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan, all USAID pro-
grams and projects “are designed to contribute to the 
stability, and ... increased self-reliance of Afghanistan 
because they address key drivers of conflict.” However, 
the strategy does not present convincing evidence that 
this assertion is plausible.

M&E is concentrated at the individual program 
and project level and rarely reexamines how, why, 
or if a program or project might materially con-
tribute to strategic goals. If the strategic evidence 
base is weak, M&E may conclude a program 
or project is successful regardless of whether it 
contributes to these broader goals.

Flawed performance 
indicators

USAID’s Incentives Driving Economic Alternatives for 
the North, East and West project aimed to reduce 
opium-poppy cultivation. However, during implementa-
tion the program dropped indicators that were directly 
related to reducing opium-poppy cultivation.

M&E cannot track progress towards programmatic 
objectives if performance indicators are unrelated 
to the objectives. 

Potentially shaky 
programmatic 
assumptions

The Commander’s Emergency Response Program 
was implemented as part of an effort to defeat the 
Taliban insurgency and promote stability. However, the 
assumption that economic and social development 
could be deliberately used for these purposes has been 
contested. Meanwhile, CERP metrics were conflated 
with the act of implementation. 

M&E generally relies on metrics that are input or 
output oriented. Such metrics are therefore of little 
use in stress-testing programmatic assumptions. 

The problem a program 
is trying to solve is too 
entrenched

The Justice Training Transition Program sought to increase 
Afghans’ confidence in the formal justice sector. However, 
the program’s success was largely contingent on 
significant, chronic factors outside the program’s control, 
such as addressing widespread corruption and catalyzing 
political will to enact meaningful reforms.

M&E errs on the side of positivity, searching for 
evidence of progress rather than stagnation or 
regression even in situations where obstacles to 
progress are substantial. Consequently, it may 
determine a program or project is more successful 
than it actually is. 

Unreliable or  
anecdotal data

Agencies have made claims of success in Afghanistan’s 
education sector using exaggerated school-enrollment 
data. Actual school-attendance rates are likely far lower.

When M&E relies on misleading data, it provides 
inaccurate information about program effectiveness.

Source: USAID, “Afghanistan Country Development Cooperation Strategy FY 2019–2023,” September, 2018, p. 26; USAID Office of Inspector General, “Audit of USAID/Afghanistan’s Incentives 
Driving Economic Alternatives for the North, East, and West Program,” Audit Report No. F-306-12-004-P, June 29, 2012, pp. 2, 5; Wilton Park, “Report on Wilton Park Conference 1022: Winning 
‘Hearts and Minds’ in Afghanistan: Assessing the Effectiveness of Development Aid in COIN Operations, Thursday 11–Sunday 14 March 2010,” April 1, 2010, p. 1; SIGAR, Stabilization: Lessons 
from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, SIGAR-18-48-LL, May 2018, pp. ix–x, 92–93, 98–99, 100; Daniel Egel, Charles P. Ries, Ben Connable, et al., “Investing in the Fight: Assessing the Use of 
the Commander’s Emergency Response Program in Afghanistan,” RAND Corporation, 2016, p. 213; SIGAR, Commander’s Emergency Response Program: DOD Has Not Determined the Full Extent 
to Which Its Program and Projects, Totaling $1.5 Billion in Obligations, Achieved Their Objectives and Goals in Afghanistan from Fiscal Years 2009 through 2013, SIGAR-18-45-AR, April 2018, pp. i, 25; 
SIGAR, Primary and Secondary Education in Afghanistan: Comprehensive Assessments Needed to Determine the Progress and Effectiveness of Over $759 Million in DOD, State, and USAID Programs, 
SIGAR-16-32-AR, April 26, 2016, p. ii; Conor Foley and Orsolya Szekely, “External Final Evaluation of Afghanistan Justice Training Transition Program (JTTP),” March 2016, pp. 8, 13, 24–26, 
40; Conor Foley and Katerina Stolyarenko, “External Mid-Term Evaluation of Afghanistan Justice Training Transition Program (JTTP) (2013–2014),” November 2014, p. 17; The Asia Foundation, 
“Afghanistan in 2015: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2015, p. 39; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2014: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2014, p. 38; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan 
in 2013: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2013, p. 34–35; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2012: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2012, p. 42; SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States 
Congress, July 30, 2017, pp. 182; SIGAR analysis.

Risk of 
Doing the 

Wrong Thing 
Perfectly

sector perspective on reconstruction to both the ambassador and Afghan ministers, the 
group functioned as an ad hoc, high-level M&E unit, setting metrics for activities and 
meeting regularly to review progress.96 While the Afghanistan Reconstruction Group 
was valued for its strategic input, its unclear position within the embassy caused tension 
with other agencies: USAID and State officials argued that the group “focused its efforts 
on criticizing USAID programs rather than providing constructive advice.”97 It was 
dissolved in 2008.98 
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Meanwhile, concerns mounted over whether reconstruction contracts were being 
properly overseen. In attempts to improve accountability in contracting, the Congress 
established the Commission on Wartime Contracting and the Special Inspector General 
for Afghanistan Reconstruction.99 High-profile scandals reinforced congressional 
concerns. One of the most visible involved corruption by the Louis Berger Group 
connected with construction of the Kabul-Kandahar highway. That project was part 
of the USAID-funded Rehabilitation of Economic Facilities and Services Program, an 
ambitious effort to build infrastructure, support public services, and build capacity in 
the Afghan construction sector. Accusations against the contractor included bribing 
foreign officials and defrauding the U.S. government by billing inflated overhead rates. 
The legal process continued until 2015, when the Louis Berger Group’s former chairman 
and CEO pled guilty to conspiring to defraud USAID.100 

Reports of poor contractor oversight and of diversion of U.S. funds to criminal or 
insurgent activity created the impetus for strengthened M&E.101 The Government 
Accountability Office also expressed concern that agencies were not adequately tracking 
contractor personnel in Afghanistan and Iraq.102 The Congress instituted a variety of 
new reporting requirements to promote transparency. Vetting of non-U.S. vendors to 
ensure that they did not have criminal or other compromised backgrounds and were not 
affiliated with insurgent groups started in 2010 for DOD, 2011 for USAID, and late 2012 
for State.103 

In 2007, USAID and State developed a set of global metrics called the standard foreign 
assistance indicators, commonly referred to as the “F Indicators.” Intended to establish 
a standard set of measurement across U.S. government agencies working around the 
world, the standard indicators had little impact on how monitoring and evaluation 
was done on the ground in Afghanistan, but did create a burden for officials who were 
required to use them. The number of standard indicators was daunting: In fiscal year 
2016, there were nearly 2,300.104 

The military surge and the related influx of civilian contractors that began in 2010 
created even more concern about accountability and the threat to the Afghanistan 
mission posed by contract waste, fraud, and abuse and by poorly performing projects. 
The Obama administration’s new approach to the delivery of assistance was to propose 
more emphasis on oversight, in addition to procurement changes (such as one-year 
contracts subject to rigorous performance reviews).105 President Obama stated this 
in his speech on U.S. strategy in Afghanistan: 

Going forward, we will not blindly stay the course. Instead, we will set clear metrics 
to measure progress and hold ourselves accountable. We’ll consistently assess our 
efforts to train Afghan security forces and our progress in combating insurgents. We 
will measure the growth of Afghanistan’s economy, and its illicit narcotics production. 
And we will review whether we are using the right tools and tactics to make progress 
towards accomplishing our goals.106 

The U.S. embassy noted that civilian oversight would “increase dramatically,” and 
even went so far as to note that it would be “working closer with our Special Inspector 

The Commission on 
Wartime Contracting in 
Iraq and Afghanistan was 
created by the Congress in 
2008 to examine the extent 
of waste, fraud, and abuse 
in contingency contracting 
in Iraq and Afghanistan 
and to improve policies 
for managing contracts in 
contingency environments. 
The commission no longer 
exists, having published its 
final report in August 2011.

Commission on Wartime Contracting 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, “Transforming 
Wartime Contracting: Controlling 
Costs, Reducing Risk,” August 
2011, p. iv; Commission on Wartime 
Contracting in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
“Wartime Contracting Commission 
closes its doors September 30,” 
press release, September 28, 2011, 
p. 1.
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General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) and Regional Inspector General (RIG) 
colleagues to provide adequate oversight.”107 Procurement and M&E were seen as 
related: Shortcomings in both were diluting the impact of assistance and undermining 
confidence in both the United States and the Afghan state it was trying to build. 

Although Afghanistan was a special case due to its political visibility and the scale 
of operations, the emphasis on measurement occurred in the context of the Obama 
administration’s global attempt to modernize foreign assistance efforts. Special emphasis 
was placed on increasing accountability and better understanding efficacy. A 2010 
Presidential Policy Directive on Global Development announced the administration’s 
intention of bringing rigorous M&E practices to bear by “[adopting] metrics, appropriate 
to our objectives and the context, against which we can measure progress. . . . We must 
hold accountable all countries to which the United States provides assistance, including 
those to which we have provided substantial assistance over years or decades.”108 

Parallel efforts to better leverage M&E were afoot within agencies. In a sweeping review 
of U.S. diplomacy and development published in 2010, State noted, “Monitoring and 
evaluation is one of the most powerful ways of assuring accountability for performance, 
transparency, and the ability to modify programs for enhanced impact.” The review 
proposed reforms based in part on USAID practices, including “establishing new 
requirements for performance evaluations, designing rigorous impact evaluations, 
linking evaluations to future funding decisions, and promoting the unbiased appraisal 
of programs and the full disclosure of findings.”109 

Around the same time within DOD, the search was on to find the right methods to measure 
counterinsurgency effects. The result was a series of complex and mostly quantitative 
assessment systems that relied on a plethora of indicators—at least one of which 
included the color-coded district stability maps that later became a well-known marker 
of war progress.110 Defense entities of all stripes, from the U.S. military to U.S. civilian 

Standard Foreign Assistance Indicators
Designed in 2007, the standard foreign assistance indicators were part of a reform 
initiative led by then-Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. They were intended to provide 
a standard way for all U.S. agencies to measure the collective impact of foreign and host-
government development work.111 The indicators have been widely criticized, particularly 
for their focus on “what USAID and State were doing with their budgets rather than what 
they were achieving with their budgets.”112 Many indicators, in other words, measure 
output data that contributes little to knowledge about a program’s impact on foreign 
assistance objectives—for example, metrics like the “number of individuals who complete 
[U.S. government]-assisted workforce development programs” and “the number of people 
in a host country who received [U.S. government]-funded counternarcotics training.”113 
While the standard indicators were “intended to streamline monitoring and reporting” 
they are widely considered to be “extraordinarily rigid and labor-intensive,” and to take 
away time and effort from other responsibilities.114
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agencies, struggled to adapt their bureaucracies to analyze and understand conditions 
on the ground.115 As one RAND researcher wrote, “At one point in 2010, all the interested 
parties were collectively producing nearly 50 assessments of all kinds, delivered at various 
intervals by staffs from the battalion to the NATO headquarters level.”116 

The most notable attempt by the military to understand how the war was progressing 
was conducted by then-International Security Assistance Force Commander General 
Stanley McChrystal in 2009. The final product became one of the most well-known 
documents of the war, both for its criticisms of Afghan government corruption and 
because it was leaked to the press in an apparent attempt to influence then-imminent 
decisions about possible troop increases.117 In what had become a recognizable pattern, 
McChrystal asserted that with additional resources and a new strategy “success is 
achievable.”118 As former British diplomat and politician Rory Stewart summarized, 
“Each new general in Afghanistan from 2002 to 2011 suggested that the situation he 
had inherited was dismal; implied that this was because his predecessor had had the 
wrong resources or strategy; and asserted that he now had the resources, strategy and 
leadership to deliver a decisive year.”119 The scale of success envisioned by the 2009 
assessment remained elusive. 

To a great extent, that success hinged on the capabilities of the Afghan security forces, 
which the military also strove to measure. That proved challenging: By 2010, the initial 
rating mechanism had been replaced.120 The various systems used over the course of 
reconstruction graded units along comparable spectrums of dependence on coalition 
support. But the systems shifted over time, emphasizing different inputs, analyzing 
different levels of command, varying in their thresholds for achieving a given score, and 
in many cases using different words to describe individual rating levels.121 Such changes 
reflected persistent questions about what data mattered, how to balance quantitative 
and qualitative information, and, more fundamentally, how exactly to measure capability 
in the first place. Adjustments to the systems to some extent reflected the military’s 
ability to adaptively answer these important questions. Nonetheless, the systems were 
criticized for their inconsistency.122 

USAID was nominally better positioned to fulfill the new mandate for measurement. Its 
first evaluation project in Afghanistan had begun in 2006 in response to the general need 
for M&E.123 The number of evaluations performed through the program jumped from one 
in fiscal year 2008 to eight in fiscal year 2009, and peaked at 10 in fiscal year 2012, the 
program’s final year.124 The focus on evaluation within USAID was further buttressed by 
the release of a new global evaluation policy in 2011.125 Other agencies followed suit. The 
following year, State issued its first department-wide evaluation policy, based in part on 
USAID’s. Up to then, only about one-fourth of the 24 bureaus that worked with foreign 
assistance funds had ever performed evaluations of their contractors.126

Widespread interest in M&E, combined with the sheer number of ongoing projects in 
Afghanistan, led to the development of new tools and systems. In 2010, USAID launched 
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its online Afghan Info database—an effort that was initially hampered by the lack of 
reliable input.127 A recurring theme in this report is that the existence of M&E systems 
does not always translate into effective M&E.128 

The overall emphasis on measurement was often tied to efforts to better understand 
the effects of counterinsurgency and stabilization projects. Many such projects had 
somewhat abstract goals that were notoriously difficult to measure, such as building 
public confidence in the Afghan government. One of the most prominent of these 
efforts was USAID’s Measuring Impacts of Stabilization Initiatives (MISTI), initiated 
in 2012 to evaluate the impact of the stabilization programs then in high gear in key 
areas of the country. MISTI was a complex third-party monitoring and evaluation 
program that looked at a range of socio-economic indicators, violent incident counts, 
U.S. stabilization project performance indicators, and population perceptions to 
track stability effects at district, provincial, and regional levels.129 A SIGAR audit of 
MISTI credited the program for meeting its objectives to track stabilization trends and 
provide best practices for stabilization programs, but noted that its recommendations 
were ultimately of limited value in Afghanistan because most of USAID’s stabilization 
programs had ended by the time MISTI had concluded.130 (The development and use of 
MISTI is discussed in detail in Chapter 2.)

The interest in metrics, along with the massive budgets associated with 
counterinsurgency and the surge, as well as the development of new information and 
communication technology (see highlight on next page) contributed to the rise of 
analytics and fueled a cottage industry of international and Afghan research and M&E 
firms selling a variety of products and apps: public opinion polling, contract research, 
activity monitoring, and analysis services, including assessment and evaluation.131 In the 
years leading up to 2012, the estimated number of Afghan and international commercial 
firms conducting research in Afghanistan increased from three or four to somewhere 
between 25 and 30.132 The work they produced was of varied quality and reliability, 
especially when it came to the accuracy of the data collected from insecure areas.133 
Data quality assessments found that, even with the more reputable surveys, sampling 
was skewed towards the better off and better educated, responses were affected by 
social desirability bias (the tendency of respondents to provide answers that will be 
viewed favorably by others), and respondents’ understanding of the questions was 
different from that of the highly educated persons who designed them.134 In addition, 
firms’ choice to pay surveyors on a per-interview basis set up perverse incentives to fill 
out forms quickly, perhaps even without actually conducting interviews.135 

As the international military presence reduced in the run-up to the 2014 transition, 
U.S. and international institutions optimistically described this as the transition “from 
counterinsurgency and stability operations toward more traditional diplomatic and 
development activities.”136 But those “traditional” activities would have to be carried 
out in the midst of an ongoing war. Oversight and implementing agencies began to 
express concerns that the combination of declining security and the withdrawal of 
most international military forces would limit mobility and make M&E more difficult.137 
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TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENTS CREATED NEW TOOLS FOR 
M&E, BUT POTENTIAL BENEFITS WERE SOMETIMES STYMIED
The U.S. engagement in Afghanistan coincided with rapid 
technological innovation, opening up new avenues for 
monitoring and evaluation. Perhaps the most significant 
was the smartphone, which quickly became an integral 
part of ground-based data collection.138 Geo-tagging 
allowed agencies to confirm the location of monitors in 
the field, and attached time and location data to photos 
and videos. This added another layer of verification, 
theoretically providing more reliable information about 
ongoing projects.139 Other innovations—for example 
software that could “kill” a phone remotely—helped 
protect personnel reporting on donor-funded projects 
in dangerous areas.140 

Technology could also be used to mitigate fraud. Under 
the USAID women’s empowerment program Promote, for 
example, reports emerged that participants were sending 
their friends or sisters to program events in order to 
collect the stipend provided to attendees. In response, 
the program started using biometric data like fingerprints 
to track the progress of participants and limit the 
potential for misuse.141 

Of course, technological advancements did not come 
without risks and detractors. One former senior USAID 
official recounted how a clandestine business in 
Kandahar would, for a fee, provide contractors with 
generic photographs of projects customized with 
fraudulent geo-tags embedded in the digital photos.142 
Some observers believed that technology quickly became 
something of a fetish. As one critic noted, “Technology 
can appear to be a silver bullet if you don’t have a good 
understanding of M&E. Too much data is like white noise. 
You can have all of the widgets, but you need the time 
to analyze and to specify a theory of change, rather than 
trying to measure everything. And, if you don’t have the 
hours to assess and review data, it’s useless to push for 
more of it.”143 

But when time was available, more data was sometimes 
better, particularly for outcome and impact assessment. 
Geospatial data derived from satellite imagery allowed 
for monitoring of crop growth across vast land areas—and 

by extension, for analysis of the impact of alternative 
development programs on illicit opium cultivation.144 
Satellite imagery could also be combined with census 
data to track internal migration in order to better 
understand local economic and security conditions.145 
Meanwhile, the military created large datasets that could 
be used to help assess how the war was progressing. 
Most prominently, it tracked attacks against coalition 
forces—often referred to as “significant activities” 
or “SIGACTs.”146 

Various researchers used these and other data to 
ascertain the effects of reconstruction programs. 
For example, a RAND assessment of the Commander’s 
Emergency Response Program in Afghanistan drew from 
“a broad array of different types of data as outcome 
measures, including agricultural production, ambient 
light, SIGACTS, [International Security Assistance Force] 
vehicular movement, intelligence reporting, migration 
rates, nonmilitary vehicular movement, market activity 
and survey data.”147 

The contributions of such research were often complex, 
nuanced, and heavily qualified. For example, researchers 
for RAND’s study of CERP acknowledged that although 
their quantitative data sources were “diverse,” they 
functioned “only as proxies for the outcomes in which 
we are interested.”148 Although important, these kinds of 
qualifications often meant that interpretations of research 
results could vary widely. For example, in the case of the 
RAND study, advocates of CERP could highlight the study’s 
conclusion that “cumulative CERP activity is associated 
with improved security and economic conditions for 
local populations.”149 Other observers could point to the 
key result “that quantitative analyses cannot credibly 
identify the impact of CERP independent of overall 
counterinsurgency efforts.”150 

Overall, technology created opportunities for better M&E 
of reconstruction activities, even if bad actors could 
sometimes circumvent its potential oversight benefits 
and even if its efficacy was sometimes stymied by 
Afghanistan’s complex environment. 
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These concerns occurred against the backdrop of the demand for increasing levels 
of accountability for the money spent in Afghanistan, with much of the focus being 
on Afghan government corruption.151 Official documents of the period, which were 
steeped in the language of accountability and measurement, reflect this concern. For 
example, the 2012 Tokyo Mutual Accountability Framework—an agreement signed at 
the July 2012 Tokyo Conference on Afghanistan defining the partnership between the 
international community and Afghanistan—predicated $16 billion of donor funding 
for the following four years on commitments by the Afghan government to a variety 
of governance reforms, with periodic reviews of specific progress indicators.152 

U.S. agencies attempted to meet these challenges by introducing new or strengthened 
methodologies, such as multitiered and third-party monitoring. Multitiered monitoring, 
introduced by USAID in early 2013, was supposed to improve information reliability 
by checking multiple data sources from different actors against each other.153 It was 
widely considered to be ineffective—partly because a team created by USAID to 
monitor and analyze information produced through multitiered monitoring lacked 
access to relevant data, consisted of USAID employees with other full-time jobs, and 
received insufficient guidance regarding their roles and responsibilities.154 Third-party 
monitoring—contracting of an independent entity to monitor projects in the field—
had been adopted from the start of reconstruction by USAID, the World Bank, and 
the European Commission in the health sector. But particularly during the 2014–2015 
transition, it came to be viewed as a crucial source of information about projects given 
ongoing insecurity.155 (Multitiered monitoring and third-party monitoring are discussed 
in detail in Chapter 2.) In October 2013, USAID established a working group to develop 
a compendium of best practices in implementing and monitoring projects.156 

In an attempt to strengthen its M&E regime, in 2015 State rolled out the core of its current 
M&E system: the Managing for Results (MfR) framework. Created by State’s Office of 
U.S. Foreign Assistance, MfR attempted to formally link strategy, resource management, 
program design, and M&E, with monitoring and evaluation integrated into each step.157 
Concurrently, State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs 
(INL) implemented State’s first M&E-specific contract in Afghanistan, the Flexible 
Implementation Assessment Teams program. The program provided third-party 
monitoring of INL’s contracts, cooperative agreements, grants, and task orders throughout 
the country.158 

In July 2016, reflecting ongoing concerns about contract accountability, the Congress 
passed the Foreign Aid Transparency and Accountability Act, which was seen as “a clear 
signal about the importance Congress places on aid measurement, accountability and 
transparency.”159 The 2017 National Defense Authorization Act established a statutory 
requirement for DOD to create a global program of assessment, monitoring, and 
evaluation (AM&E) for security sector cooperation, provide public summaries of its 
evaluations, and submit an annual report to the Congress on lessons learned and best 
practices.160 Two years later, the 2019 National Defense Authorization Act set a target 
for investment in AM&E for security cooperation at $12 million.161 According to DOD, it 
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is currently implementing the global AM&E program and has spent $20 million annually 
on AM&E since fiscal year 2019.162 

While most agency and implementing partner personnel would agree that M&E 
has value, critics believe that accountability has focused excessively on contract 
compliance—the result of both demands from the Congress and the prevailing 
corporate culture in the United States, which tries to measure everything. In the critics’ 
view, this deflects attention from long-term impacts and outcomes, and, in the words 
of former USAID Administrator Andrew Natsios, has created a kind of “Obsessive 
Measurement Disorder.” The result has been to foster a culture of risk aversion at 
government agencies, as well as misguided attempts to isolate and measure the impact 
of individual interventions.163 

Still, M&E remains as important as ever, as fast-moving developments in Afghanistan 
suggest that 2021 may actually live up to perennial predictions of a critical turning point. 
These developments include a February 2020 agreement between the United States 
and the Taliban for a withdrawal of troops in exchange for the Taliban’s commitment 
to prevent the use of Afghan soil by groups or individuals that threaten the United 
States and its allies (with a cooperation agreement signed between the United States 
and the Afghan government the same day); the continuation of slow, tense discussions 
between the Afghan government and the Taliban; and increasing levels of violence.164 
In the meantime, President Joseph R. Biden has announced that all U.S. military forces 
will withdraw by September 2021, and the devastation of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
increased the level and complexity of Afghanistan’s social and economic needs.165 

The pandemic has also affected contract oversight. For example, in September 2020, 
USAID/Office of Agriculture personnel based in Afghanistan reported that third-party 
monitoring was continuing, though at a “reduced effort.”166 In some cases, movement 
restrictions imposed by the Afghan government precluded travel to certain project 
sites.167 Similarly, the Combined Security Transition Command–Afghanistan reported 
that the pandemic had “indirectly impacted some of [the Army Corps of Engineers’] 
standard construction oversight processes.”168 For example, oversight personnel were 
unable to conduct routine site visits or meet with contractors in person.169 Both USAID 
and DOD reported that disruptions have so far been mitigated through the use of third-
party monitors and substituting tele- and videoconferencing for in-person meetings.170 
The extensive insecurity of recent years has had the unintended effect of preparing 
agencies for pandemic conditions: As USAID’s Office of Education (OED) reported, 
“Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, OED was not allowed to do monitoring visits 
of . . . training sites here in Kabul and [the] provinces.”171

In the midst of the COVID-19 crisis, U.S. policy towards Afghanistan continues to 
evolve. In April 2021, President Biden announced, “While we will not stay involved in 
Afghanistan militarily, our diplomatic and humanitarian work will continue.”172 This 
decision creates a new and different set of uncertainties in the relationship between 
the United States, the Afghan government, and the Taliban, and raises the question of 
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how U.S. funds will be spent in Afghanistan moving forward. Afghanistan’s social and 
economic reconstruction needs remain significant, with the additional possibility of the 
return, perhaps involuntarily, of refugees from Pakistan and Iran, as well as the need 
for support for hundreds of thousands of internally displaced Afghans.173 The extent of 
U.S. support and what form it will take is still far from clear. As U.S. agencies continue 
to draw down their presence, the U.S. government’s ability to oversee its reconstruction 
activities may become even more difficult than in recent years. Preventing waste may 
require more creativity in using remote monitoring and other techniques for activity-
level monitoring, and more rigor in strategic-level monitoring. 

The U.S. government will have to consider a number of key questions, including: What 
level of staffing will be feasible at the embassy? Will available staff be able to adequately 
oversee projects? Would an eventual intra-Afghan peace agreement—even one granting 
the Taliban considerable governing power—actually benefit U.S. M&E efforts by reducing 
violence, potentially increasing third-party access to project sites? In the meantime, should 
the U.S. continue to fund activities which may indirectly bolster support for the Taliban in 
areas not controlled by the Afghan government—and, if so, based on what rationale? 

Although the road ahead may be very different from the one travelled so far, it is clear 
that U.S. involvement in Afghanistan’s reconstruction is far from ended, and that 
contracting will continue to play a central role. Given this reality, understanding the 
successes, failures, and inherent limitations of M&E in those contracts, and how M&E 
can be improved, is a necessary starting point for U.S. agencies attempting to help 
rebuild a country devastated by 40 years of war.

Resolute Support Commander General Austin S. Miller, Charge d’Affaires Ross Wilson, and Secretary of 
Defense Lloyd Austin gather to meet with Afghan President Ashraf Ghani in 2021. (Afghan government photo) 
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CHAPTER 2

USAID 

USAID photo

INTRODUCTION 

USAID policies set a very high standard for M&E.174 The agency’s M&E systems are 
complex and highly elaborated (see Appendix B). Nevertheless, in Afghanistan, 

where USAID has cumulatively managed more than $11.8 billion in contracts, grants, 
and cooperative agreements, the agency’s actual practice of M&E often fell short of the 
high bar set by its policies.175 Prior SIGAR work, including audits of USAID’s sector-
level efforts in health, education, rule of law, women’s rights, and infrastructure, paints 
a picture of an agency struggling to effectively measure outcomes and impacts while 
sometimes relying on shaky data to make claims of success.176

This chapter discusses USAID’s use of M&E to understand how its reconstruction programs, 
projects, and activities were progressing, and to improve upon them. The chapter begins 
by summarizing the evolution of the agency’s approach to M&E within the context of 
reconstruction in Afghanistan. It then discusses the various challenges USAID faced in 
deciding what and how to measure, and how to put information produced by M&E to 
use. Figure 5 on the following page presents USAID disbursements on contracts, grants, 
and cooperative agreements by sector, providing an overview of where USAID focused 
its spending.

---~-' 
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A Brief History of USAID’s M&E Practices in Afghanistan
In the chaotic and rapidly changing environment immediately following the U.S. 
invasion of Afghanistan, USAID, like other U.S. government agencies, largely focused 
on implementation.177 The reconstruction effort commenced even as the administration 
of President George W. Bush struggled to clearly define its objectives in Afghanistan.178 
By July 2003, USAID had awarded seven major reconstruction contracts worth hundreds 
of millions of dollars before it had produced a complete strategy, making it difficult for 
the agency to be held accountable for results.179 

Initial M&E efforts that aimed to track USAID’s early health, education, and infrastructure 
programming were not overly systematic.180 Regarding the quality of early project 
monitoring, accounts differ. One former mission director stated that USAID emphasized 
M&E even in the initial years of reconstruction, noting that a monitoring team consisting 
of Afghan staff was in place when he arrived and that there was an embassy-wide 
oversight effort centered around the Afghanistan Reconstruction Group.181 However, 
a June 2004 Government Accountability Office report described a chaotic situation in 
which overworked USAID staff members were unable to provide the precise location 
of projects the oversight entity asked to visit.182 

What is clear is that even in the initial years of reconstruction, the dangerous and fast-
paced environment of Afghanistan militated aggressively against USAID’s institutional 
emphasis on M&E.183 As security deteriorated between 2004 and 2006, the inability to 

Note: This �gure presents disbursements made by major USAID technical of�ces since 2002, disaggregated by sector. As used in the title of the �gure, the phrase “contracts, grants, and 
cooperative agreements” includes all disbursements made to implementing partners categorized in USAID’s �nancial data as for-pro�t or not-for-pro�t entities. The calculations exclude 
disbursements made to U.S. or foreign government agencies, Afghan government entities, and public international organizations such as the World Bank. Where data �elds were missing, 
SIGAR conducted additional research to con�rm that implementing partners did not fall into one of these excluded categories. Sectors were assigned according to the USAID technical of�ce 
that managed the program, project, or activity for which the funds were disbursed. For example, if USAID’s �nancial data indicated that a program was managed by the Of�ce of Agriculture, 
disbursements made towards the program were categorized as spending on agriculture. The following technical of�ces were included in the calculations: the Of�ce of Agriculture, the Of�ce 
of Democracy and Governance, the Of�ce of Education, the Of�ce of Economic Growth, the Of�ce of Health and Nutrition, the Of�ce of Gender, and the Of�ce of Infrastructure. All other USAID 
of�ces are excluded: Categorizing their programming into the sectors above would have been overly cumbersome for the purpose of this analysis. The calculations include only USAID 
mission-managed funds. 

Source: SIGAR analysis of USAID, response to SIGAR quarterly report data call, April 13, 2021. 
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visit project sites became a growing source of frustration for senior staff.184  Around that 
time, as the Afghanistan Reconstruction Group closed down and it became obvious 
that the United States was making little headway in Afghanistan, USAID’s approach to 
M&E began to shift.185 In October 2006, USAID signed a task order with Checchi and 
Company Consulting, Inc., for the Services under Program and Project Offices for 
Results Tracking (SUPPORT) project, the agency’s first dedicated evaluation project in 
Afghanistan. After eight contract extensions, SUPPORT concluded in August 2012.186 The 
successor project, SUPPORT II, also awarded to Checchi, ran from July 2012 to July 
2019.187 

Concern about oversight increased during the 2009 to 2012 military and civilian surge, 
when program funding rose significantly, emphasis on providing that funding directly to 
the Afghan government increased, and USAID’s heavy reliance on contractors emerged 
as a key reconstruction theme.188 Reports that developments funds were being siphoned 
off to the Taliban and other groups that threatened the incipient Afghan state were 
particularly vexing.189 In response to ongoing concerns, in 2010 USAID launched its 
internal Accountable Assistance for Afghanistan working group, which issued a report 
on steps that could improve oversight and reduce corruption.190 The same year, in 
order to better analyze data and make program recommendations to senior leadership, 
USAID launched the Afghan Info database (discussed below) as “the central repository 
for monitoring data and the principal mechanism for project managers to examine and 
analyze them.”191 

Concern with measuring performance and effectiveness was reinforced in 2011 by 
the agency’s release of its new global evaluation policy, “Evaluation: Learning from 
Experience,” issued in response to a perceived “decline in the quantity and quality of 
evaluation practice in the agency,” and to internal and external “critiques regarding 
methodological quality, objectivity, access to evaluation findings, and use of evaluation 
recommendations for decision-making.”192 The new policy was released at a time when 
it was increasingly difficult for USAID to properly oversee its reconstruction contracts. 
According to USAID’s then-director of the Office of Acquisition and Assistance, the 
agency would have had to send nearly its entire overseas workforce to Afghanistan in 
order to meet the U.S. government’s average ratio of dollars to contracting officers.193

The policy was finalized at the height of the stabilization era (roughly 2009 to 
2012), with its emphasis on winning hearts and minds and on measuring the Afghan 
population’s commitment to its government. Evaluation in this environment required 
assessing progress toward difficult-to-measure achievements, such as changes in public 
attitudes or improved governance capacity. To try to capture progress on stabilization, 
in 2012 USAID introduced the Measuring Impacts of Stabilization Initiatives program, 
an ambitious venture that involved collecting, synthesizing and analyzing a wealth 
of data. (MISTI is discussed in detail on p. 48). Meanwhile, USAID’s Stabilization Unit 
(which oversaw programming closely integrated with the military) used a number of 
contractors to evaluate individual programs.194 

According to USAID’s 
Automated Directive 
System, a task order is a 
“document that procures 
specific products and 
services through a master 
contract. It also sets the 
negotiated price at which 
the merchant must provide 
the products and services. 
A task/delivery order must 
comply with the terms and 
conditions in the master 
contract.”

USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” April 
18, 2018, p. 268.
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The drawdown of U.S. troops starting in 2011 meant fewer U.S. military or civilian 
personnel to directly observe projects, and forced USAID to become increasingly 
dependent on its implementing partners and third parties for information.195 Responses 
included multitiered monitoring, beginning in early 2014, and expanding and stepping 
up third-party monitoring in the middle of the following year.196 Both mainly consisted 
of formalizing practices which had already existed in some form. Throughout the period 
between 2002 and 2020, new technology, such as smartphones with cameras, geo-tagging 
capacity, and geo-spatial mapping, provided new tools for M&E.197

THE CHALLENGE: SELECTING WHAT TO MEASURE, AND HOW
Some types of projects and activities lend themselves to relatively straightforward 
measures.198 Health care projects, for instance, can be measured in the number of clinic 
visits, or changes in maternal mortality rates. Yet, depending on wider strategic goals, 
these metrics may not be completely relevant. Whether people are going to a clinic to 
receive health services, for example, is an important data point at the project level, but it 
may not adequately capture progress towards the broader security or stability outcomes 
to which healthcare programming in unstable environments is intended to contribute.199 
In Afghanistan, the U.S. government’s ultimate objectives were military and political; 
USAID projects were assessed using development indicators that were not always well 
suited to those objectives.

The following describes USAID’s challenges in measuring progress, attributing impact, 
determining how much information to collect through its implementing partners, and 
developing the right mechanisms for M&E. 

Defining Key USAID Terms: Projects and Activities
A project is a set of complementary activities with an established timeline and 
budget aimed at achieving a discrete development result.200 For example, USAID 
implemented the Power Transmission Expansion and Connectivity (PTEC) Project in order 
to increase access to electricity in Afghanistan. PTEC was a large, ambitious project that 
involved a suite of interrelated activities aimed at constructing energy infrastructure, 
commercializing Afghanistan’s national electric utility, and improving the legal and 
regulatory environment for the private sector.201

An activity is a mechanism for an intervention such as a contract, grant, or agreement 
that is a subcomponent of a project and that contributes to a project’s purpose.202 For 
example, one activity within PTEC involved improving the operations and maintenance 
capabilities of Afghanistan’s power utility.203

This report will differentiate between these terms where appropriate—for instance, to 
accurately refer to a specific project or activity or to preserve the integrity of a quote 
from an interviewee. However, parts of this report may use these terms interchangeably, 
as “activities” are often, in common terms, understood to be “projects.”
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Finding the Right Indicators to Measure Progress
Measuring such concepts as governance, stabilization, and capacity building is 
challenging: Not only are the concepts abstract, but there are difficulties in how to 
define them, what progress looks like, and what metrics should be used—questions 
made even more difficult in a complex conflict environment. A 2017 USAID-funded 
review of research on Afghanistan stabilization found “nearly 200 different indicators 
used in various combinations to measure and track implicit or explicit definitions of 
stabilization.”204 Without any clear definition of what “stability” consisted of, projects 
such as Stability in Key Areas (which aimed to reduce the impact of the insurgency and 
increase confidence in the Afghan government) relied on public perceptions of stability 
or of Afghan citizens’ faith and confidence in their government, collected via public 
opinion surveys.205 (The following highlight discusses the strengths and weakness of 
public opinion polling in Afghanistan.) 

Sustainability became more of a program focus after the 2009 announcement of the 
planned 2014 drawdown of troops—but, as with stabilization, it was a difficult concept 
to measure or even define. Did it refer to a project’s fiscal sustainability, for instance, 
the organizational stability of a government ministry, or the economic sustainability of a 
particular agricultural initiative or even the entire economy?206 In some cases, evaluators 
tried to retrofit analyses, driven by the changing political needs and the reporting 
demands of the Congress and other institutions. For example, one retrospective meta-
evaluation of 35 USAID projects conducted between 2010 and 2015 was intended to 
assess how the agency used findings on the efficiency and sustainability of its projects—
when the original evaluations did not always include measurements of efficiency 

An Afghan farmer harvests wheat in 2009. In order to curtail opium poppy cultivation, USAID implemented 
programs that provided farmers with alternative, licit crops. However, the metrics USAID used to measure 
the performance of these programs were sometimes flawed. (USAID photo)
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PUBLIC OPINION POLLING WAS A KEY 
SOURCE OF INFORMATION, BUT DATA 
WERE SOMETIMES QUESTIONABLE 
As the concepts of counterinsurgency and stabilization began to influence the logic of 
development projects, the views of the Afghan population were considered important measures 
of whether the government and its international partners were winning the battle for hearts and 
minds. The main method for ascertaining this was public opinion polling. Although many of the 
polls were not commissioned specifically for one project, civilian and military agencies used their 
results to gauge the success of programs, especially in governance, as perceptions of government 
effectiveness and legitimacy were selected as key indicators of success. Some of the polls were 
available to the public. Others, especially those conducted for the military, remained restricted.207 

The most visible poll was The Asia Foundation’s Survey of the Afghan People, carried out first in 
2004 and annually from 2006.208 It is the longest-running nationally representative survey of 
the attitudes and opinions of Afghan adults, with over 17,800 respondents in 2019.209 Trends 
in responses over time, such as perceptions of the Afghan National Police, satisfaction with 
Afghan government performance, and opinions about whether the country was moving in the 
right direction were viewed as useful gauges of reconstruction progress.210

Still, the Asia Foundation’s yearly survey was not without flaws. A data quality assessment of the 
2006 to 2009 surveys carried out for the UK Department for International Development (DFID) 
revealed a number of concerns surrounding the reliability of responses.211 The assessments 
observed that there were more problems with accuracy in insecure areas, and in some areas 
it was not possible to conduct interviews at all.212 Moreover, respondents were more likely 
to be better-off Afghans, raising questions about the representativeness of the results.213 
There were other sources of potential error: The assessment cautioned that social desirability 
bias (the tendency of respondents to say what they think will be viewed favorably by others) 
“contaminate[d]” the Asia Foundation survey as well as other public opinion polls, especially 
responses relating to contentious issues like democracy, justice, gender, and the quality of the 
Afghan government.214 Even so, “with nuanced interpretations,” the DFID study concluded, “much 
of the trend information remains usable.”215

More broadly, critics have questioned whether polling is even feasible in an environment like 
Afghanistan. There is little private space that would allow respondents to answer frankly; there 
are incentives to exaggerate, minimize, or even lie, depending on the situation (after 2001, 
many Afghans associated surveys with aid projects); and Western concepts are implied in many 
of the questions.216 In rural areas, there is frequently a lack of familiarity with percentages or 
scales, which could affect respondents’ understanding of survey questions written by urban and 
educated persons, as well as “drive-by polling”—surveys conducted rapidly by enumerators who 
would barely get out of their vehicles to pose questions.217 

Polls also struggled to navigate gender. Cultural restrictions on the mobility of women and their 
interactions with strangers limited the number of female enumerators, and therefore the extent to 
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A surveyor interviews an elder in Helmand Province. (USAID photo)

which surveys could reflect female views.218 According to one report, “some informed respondents 
were skeptical about the extent to which research incorporated a true gender analysis or lens, 
rather than simply aiming for female enumerators and a 50 percent female sample in order to 
show that gender had been taken into account. This was characterized as “add women and stir.”219

Much of the Afghan population was skeptical about these polls. As one report noted, “There 
is widespread suspicion, well founded or not, that polls and surveys reflect the positions of 
the donors who sponsor them.”220 Reflecting such skepticism, a 2010 ABC/BBC/ARD poll 
was questioned after it showed what was considered an unlikely increase in positive attitudes 
towards international forces and then-President Hamid Karzai.221

The thirst for polling data and other monitoring information produced a cottage industry of 
international and Afghan firms of variable reliability and quality.222 In the years leading up to 
2012, the number of commercial polling firms increased from three to 30. One report noted:

Staff from private research firms readily acknowledged that research fraud was 
extensive, although they typically ascribed it to other firms or to their own firms 
in the distant past, and described their own protocols and procedures for avoiding 
fraud. A recurrent explanation offered for this was that some of the owners of 
research (contractors) didn’t care about accuracy and therefore turned a blind eye.223 

A report attributed the problem in part to the commercial focus of the firms—that it was “more 
about generating contracts than knowledge.”224 In other words, survey firms believed, correctly or 
not, that responding to donors’ appetite for good news would be rewarded with future survey work. 

Although public opinion polling often proved to be a fraught exercise in Afghanistan, it is 
unreasonable to dismiss the method entirely—particularly when local perceptions may be 
relevant to understanding program effectiveness. Even though prominent surveys like The 
Asia Foundation’s suffer from certain flaws, they can still prove useful in assessing changes in 
perceptions over time, provided that contextual limitations (such as less visibility into insecure 
areas) are fully acknowledged and a system of checks and balances (such as data quality 
assessments) is in place.
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and sustainability.225 The report’s first recommendation was that the concepts of 
sustainability, effectiveness, and efficiency be standardized.226 

What was easiest to measure did not always equate to what mattered most: The number 
of schools built, for example, did not necessarily indicate improving literacy rates.227 In a 
2015 strategic-level performance management plan, one of the indicators for increasing 
regional trade was “person hours of training completed in trade and investment enabling 
environment”—an easily quantifiable output rather than a more meaningful (but also 
perhaps more difficult to measure) outcome.228 Reliable numbers were hard to come by 
even on concrete indicators such as job creation and employment rates, and differences 
in definitions made interpretation difficult.229 At times, USAID and its implementing 
partners came up with creative calculations. One agricultural program, for instance, 
assumed that one hectare of cultivated land created .17 days of employment.230 Similarly, 

Carpets from the Kabul Carpet Export Center are displayed for sale in Charleston, South Carolina, 
in the summer of 2020. (USAID photo)

Defining Key USAID Terms: Performance Management Plan
The performance management plan is “a tool used by a USAID Mission/Office and 
assistance objective team to plan and manage the process of assessing and reporting 
progress towards achieving an assistance objective.”231 Although the term “PMP” is also 
sometimes casually used to refer to project-level (or activity-level) M&E plans, according 
to the Automated Directives System, the official term for that is “project MEL plan,” or 
Project Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning Plan, which has a similar function to the 
mission-level PMP but is focused on an individual project.232 

Adding to the confusion, within State’s M&E system, the term “performance management 
plan” refers to “programs, not strategies,” making them functionally equivalent to USAID’s 
project MEL plans.233 By contrast, USAID performance management plans are explicitly 
intended to monitor “strategic progress.”234
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a carpet export project came up with a numerical estimate of the amount of employment 
created with every square meter of carpet shipped.235 

A common assumption was that such quantitative indicators were inherently more 
rigorous and therefore more desirable than qualitative ones.236 But that was not a 
universally held opinion. As a former senior USAID official stated, “The utility of 
quantitative M&E practices is overstated; these practices often erroneously link 
correlation with causality and reach ridiculous conclusions.”237 The official’s critique 
mirrored broader misuse of quantitative data in Afghanistan, which were sometimes 
constructed by assigning ordinal numbers to qualitative responses (for example, asking 
for an opinion on a scale of one to 10). Doing so not only conveyed a false sense of 
precision, but also resulted in nonsensical results when additional arithmetic (such 
as averaging) was performed on the ordinal numbers.238 But the fact that some users 
did not employ quantitative data in informed ways did not make it inherently useless. 
SIGAR itself relies on certain quantitative indicators—such as electric power generation 
output, quantitatively summarized Asia Foundation survey data, and violence levels—to 
assess the effectiveness of reconstruction.239 The key was to understand how the data 
was produced, to avoid overestimating the degree of point-estimate precision, and to 
appreciate its limitations. 

But even a careful approach to interpretation could not compensate for irrelevant 
indicators. In some cases, USAID and its implementing partners resorted to proxy 
metrics that were tangential to the main goals of a project—and in so doing missed an 
opportunity to use quantitative data to objectively monitor results. For example, the 
Kandahar Food Zone project, which was intended to reduce opium poppy cultivation 
in the province, measured progress through 27 indicators, including kilometers of 
irrigation canals and drainage ditches rehabilitated, and the amount of land with 
increased high-value crop production.240 However, it did not measure the change in 
the amount of land devoted to opium-poppy cultivation—a reduction of which was the 
project’s purpose.241 Although better irrigation and cultivation of higher-value crops can 
theoretically contribute to a reduction in opium-poppy cultivation, improved irrigation 
can also increase it.242

Similarly, a 2012 USAID Office of Inspector General audit criticized a five-year, $150 
million program, Incentives Driving Economic Alternatives for the North, East, and 
West (IDEA-NEW), which aimed to dissuade Afghans from growing opium poppies, 
for a number of M&E shortcomings.243 Notably, the program dropped from its 
performance management plan any reference to indicators that were directly related to 
reducing opium poppy cultivation. The indicators, which tracked assistance provided 
to individuals and communities affected by opium poppy eradication efforts, were 
reportedly dropped because USAID had shifted the program’s emphasis from eradicating 
illegal crops to encouraging legal crops.244 The audit concluded that omitting information 
about counternarcotics efforts deprived the mission and its implementing partners 
of vital information they could have used—such as whether the program might have 
had the unintended effect of actually increasing poppy cultivation in some areas.245 
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The central critique was that the revised performance management plan lacked any 
performance indicators related to opium poppy, despite the program’s aim to reduce 
opium poppy cultivation.246 

This conclusion was reinforced by a subsequent evaluation of project activities in 
Nangarhar Province, requested and funded by IDEA-NEW. Evaluators found that 
dropping the counternarcotics indicators not only took away information that USAID 
and the implementing partner could have used to make programming decisions and 
provide evidence of opium poppy reduction, but—as the previous audit had noted—
reduced their awareness of whether interventions might even have contributed to an 
increase in production.247 The evaluation also noted that monitoring reports referred 
to opium poppy only briefly, and that the program’s final survey did not cover districts 
in Nangarhar that had seen increasing poppy cultivation during the life of the program. 
All of this left unanswered the basic question of how effective the program had been in 
the areas where cultivation and the insurgency were most active.248

“There is a ginormous gap between what happens at the activity 
level and mission-level indicators.” 

—Evaluation expert

If the challenges of measuring individual projects’ outcomes were serious, the next step 
was even harder: “rolling up” to the sector or country level—meaning, consolidating 
data on individual projects that are part of a broader portfolio and trying to understand 
whether the projects are having a cumulative impact that contributes to sector- or 
country-level objectives. Some observers were skeptical that it was possible to do this in 
a meaningful way.249 USAID’s mechanism for such data consolidation was the strategic-
level performance management plan.250 But that required combining disparate types 
of data from various projects into a meaningful big-picture view—a very difficult task. 
The problem, said one evaluation expert, is that “there is a ginormous gap between 
what happens at the activity level and mission-level indicators. All the action is at the 
activity level, where little or nothing neatly rolls up into an activity theory of change.”251 
A former USAID official added, “the Holy Grail is finding a way to portray impact beyond 
the project level.”252

But pressure to do just that came from the standard foreign assistance indicators, 
which were intended to provide a standard way for all U.S. government agencies to 
measure the collective impact of their development work.253 Standardization meant that 
indicator values could be aggregated across different countries, in order to “measure 
and illustrate what foreign assistance accomplishes.”254 The standard indicators were 
widely regarded as often not very meaningful, the paperwork was labor intensive, and 
the benefit was unclear.255 In particular, many of the indicators measured input or output 
data that contributed little to knowledge about a program’s impact on foreign assistance 
objectives—for example, metrics like the “number of individuals who complete [U.S. 
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government]-assisted workforce development programs” and “the number of people 
in a host country who received [U.S. government]-funded counternarcotics training.”256 
Questioning both the methodology and level of rigor required to accurately aggregate 
such metrics, one USAID contractor told SIGAR, “Thinking of standard indicators gives 
me hives.”257 

Selecting the Right Goals to Measure Against: Does USAID Assess Progress 
Towards the Desired End State of a Stable Afghanistan?
With USAID’s development work in Afghanistan occurring within the context of an 
ongoing war, development and security were often inextricably linked.258 Although 
USAID officials and implementing partners were frequently motivated by the desire to 
improve the lives of Afghans, such sentiments did not always comfortably coexist with 
the raison d’être for the U.S. presence in Afghanistan: to prevent a reoccurrence of 9/11, 
a goal that was grounded inherently in stabilizing Afghanistan. 

But the concept of “stability” defied easy definition. As a programmatic category, 
“stabilization” projects were generally thought of as transitional, shorter-term initiatives 
intended to help “legitimate” authorities “peaceably manage conflict and prevent a 
resurgence of violence,” in the words of a 2018 U.S. government definition.259 Yet this 
conception of stability was frequently belied by the language of USAID’s strategies 
for Afghanistan, based on the belief that stability was also the result of longer-
term development. According to the “U.S. Foreign Assistance for Afghanistan Post 
Performance Management Plan (2010–2015),” security and stability goals were woven 
into initiatives as diverse as public health, governance, education, and agriculture. 

An Afghan man works at a milk processing center funded through USAID’s IDEA-NEW program in 2012.
(USAID photo)
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These goals included building active support for the government (health), supporting 
and reinforcing efforts to improve security in Afghanistan (governance), increasing the 
legitimacy of the Afghan government (education), increasing confidence in the Afghan 
government and “undercutting the appeal of the insurgency to potential recruits by 
offering economic alternatives and providing stability to communities that are on the 
frontlines of the war” (agriculture).260 

Although the specific language shifted in subsequent strategies, the general sentiment 
remained. USAID’s “Plan for Transition,” which guided the agency’s efforts from 2015 
to 2018, was based on the theory that USAID-funded development projects would help 
the Afghan government better deliver key services, which, “along with security and the 
equitable rule of law, will ultimately generate increased confidence in the legitimacy and 
effectiveness of the government and, in turn, will foster stability.”261 

However, empirical evidence often clashed with the theory that development 
programming could support stability. In 2015 and 2016, SIGAR reported on the work 
of the Measuring Impacts of Stabilization Initiatives program, a three-year, $19 million 
effort to measure and map changes in stability over time as well as evaluate the impact 
of USAID stabilization programs in key areas of Afghanistan.262 MISTI’s findings raised 
worrying questions. The MISTI program reported, for example, that villages receiving 
USAID stability projects actually scored lower on stability—an aggregate measure 
of whether the projects strengthened perceptions of good governance and effective 
service delivery—than similar villages that received no such assistance. Some villages 
reportedly under Taliban control that received USAID stability projects subsequently 
showed greater pro-Taliban support.263

As SIGAR reported, the findings pointed to a general weakness in the theory behind 
using economic tools to achieve stability. If the United States aims to increase stability 
as part of a whole-of-government effort to defeat an extremist threat, SIGAR said, 
project impacts must be assessed against these political outcomes.264 Still, USAID 
seemed to be largely indifferent to the implications of the MISTI findings, and made 
little effort to assess political outcomes for non-stabilization programs.265 

By 2016, USAID had gotten out of the business of stabilization programming.266 In 2018, 
SIGAR concluded that stabilization efforts appeared to have failed to yield intended 
outcomes.267 Yet stability objectives remained highly relevant, leaving lingering 
questions about whether USAID projects should be assessed against stability or against 
the development objectives preferred by USAID. Such questions invited strategic 
contradiction. For example, USAID’s current strategy, which will remain in effect until 
2023, underscored that USAID was “shifting away from quick-impact stabilization 
programs to focus on longer-term, broad-based development efforts.”268 Yet in the same 
document, USAID said that all of its development objectives “are designed to contribute 
to the stability, and ultimately, increased self-reliance of Afghanistan because they 
address the security and development challenges that have made Afghanistan a safe 
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haven for terrorists and violent extremist organizations and have driven the conflict 
with the Taliban.”269 Stability, in other words, remains a core aspect of USAID’s 
intervention logic. 

In the end, USAID never resolved the tensions inherent in implementing development 
projects in the middle of ongoing conflict. In fact, via semantical maneuvering, it 
has managed to sidestep the inconvenient challenge of measuring the extent to 
which individual development projects, or portfolios of those projects, are achieving 
stability effects. USAID policy defines a development objective as “the most ambitious 
result that a mission, together with its development partners can contribute through 
its interventions.”270 Within USAID’s strategic framework, development objectives 
contribute to a strategic goal.271 However, per its policy, USAID “is not solely 
accountable for achieving the [country-level strategic] goal” because the goal is 
theoretically also advanced by a range of other actors, such as multilateral organizations 
and partner-country governments.272 Consequently, performance indicators for the 
goal are not required.273 As a result, USAID is presently able to claim that all of its 
development objectives in Afghanistan contribute to stability without actually having 
to assess, via performance monitoring, whether that is in fact true.274 

A midwife presents an illustration of healthy food for pregnant women. (USAID photo)
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TO WHAT EXTENT IS USAID’S STRATEGY 
GROUNDED IN EVIDENCE?
USAID policy requires each mission to integrate evidence into strategic planning. Such 
evidence should provide rigorous justification for USAID’s selected development approach 
in a country.275 A mission’s best understanding of the causal relationships underlying its 
strategic approach is supposed to be presented in a Country Development Cooperation 
Strategy (CDCS).276 Evidence that supports perceived causality between development 
interventions and the desired outcomes or impacts articulated by the strategy is particularly 
important, as evidence-based relationships form the foundation of effective programming.277 

Conversely, presumed causal relationships based on weak evidence create the risk of doing 
the wrong thing perfectly—even if programming successfully produces intended outputs. 
For example, the assumption that providing jobs to young unemployed males will cause an 
increase in stability by keeping young men from joining an insurgency may sound like a good 
reason to create jobs: Increasing employment should combat violent extremism. But if the 
link between unemployment and insurgent recruitment is tenuous—as some studies suggest—
even effective job creation may serve no stability-related purpose.278 In this case, an M&E 
system may detect effective job creation, but go no further to test whether the job creation 
had an effect on counterinsurgency or stabilization outcomes. In short, a fragile link between 
project-level objectives and strategic goals can render M&E less effective.

To test whether causal statements made in USAID’s current CDCS for fiscal years 2019 
through 2023 had sufficient evidentiary support, we closely examined the strategy’s 
footnotes. Of the 136 footnotes in the strategy, we identified 21 instances where a 
footnote appeared to support a sentence that outlined or touched on a causal relationship 
or assumption. USAID generally used the remaining 115 footnotes to support facts. 
Of the 21 footnotes associated with causal statements or assumptions, we selected the 11 
that seemed to have the greatest implications for programmatic decisions—in other words, 

COUNTRY DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION STRATEGY EVIDENCE GRADING SCALE

The evidence provides some support for the statement, or 
provides full support for the statement but without transparency.

The evidence provides no support for, is unrelated to, or contradicts 
the statement.

The evidence provides limited and �awed support for the statement.

The evidence provides full support for the statement.

The evidence provides limited support for the statement.

FIGURE 6
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for how and why funds would actually be spent to achieve objectives. For these 11 footnotes, 
we reviewed the cited sources in detail and assigned each source a grade based on how well 
it appeared to support the associated causal statement in the strategy using the grading 
scale shown in figure 6 on the previous page.

This highlight presents the grades for some of the 11 sources in the table below (for a full 
version of the table with all 11 sources, see Appendix C). While there are examples of strong 
sources that support their associated statement in the strategy, there are also cases where 
the strategy falls short of USAID’s policy regarding the use of rigorous evidence to support 
causal hypotheses and assumptions. A number of key issues common to multiple sources 
emerged, and can be broadly grouped into the following categories:

• The source provides weak and flawed support for the statement.
• The source only identifies a correlation while the statement makes  

a causal assertion.
• The source makes claims without supporting evidence.
• The source contradicts other assertions or evidence presented in the strategy.
• The source is too general and may not apply to Afghanistan.

Table 2, on the next page, presents a summary of our grades. Examples of a source falling 
into each category are discussed in detail below the table.

Weak and Flawed Support
The Afghanistan Country Development Cooperation Strategy claims on page 13 that “the 
struggle to find a job can lead to economic marginalization and instability, which, in turn, 
makes one susceptible to violent extremism,” and cites a 2017 Brookings Institution report 
titled: “How do Education and Unemployment Affect Support for Violent Extremism?”279 
Overall, this source provides weak and flawed support for the statement:

• The source’s own literature review acknowledges that “previous empirical work 
has failed to demonstrate any link between unemployment and radicalization.”280

• The source’s thesis was that relative deprivation, or the absence of opportunities relative 
to expectations (specifically, the lack of jobs for educated people in the labor market), 
is one driver of support for violent extremism.281 The problem of educated workers being 
unable to find jobs is distinct from the problem of poverty and instability experienced 
by unemployed low-skilled workers with little education. Although the economic 
marginalization experienced by the very poor could also be linked to increased support 
for violent extremism, these two narratives require different interventions.

• The conclusions from the source may not apply well to Afghanistan, since the 
source examines a collection of Middle Eastern and North African countries 
that does not include Afghanistan, and its literature review finds high variability 
in results across those countries.282

• One of the regression results in the source actually contradicts its initial hypothesis, 
calling into question the robustness of the findings.283

• Even for the statistically significant regression results that support the initial 
hypothesis, the magnitude of the results is relatively small.284 If one scales down 
the magnitude further to adjust for the fact that claiming to support violent 
extremism is a weaker threshold than engaging in violence, the results may 
not hold any practical significance.
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Correlation, Not Causation
In the very next sentence, the Country Development Cooperation Strategy claims that 
“another driver of extremism among youth is poor social status; evidence shows that 
improving young Afghans’ sense of respect in their communities appears to lower their risk 
of supporting violent groups and causes.” It cites a Mercy Corps impact evaluation of a 
vocational training program in Afghanistan titled: “Does Youth Employment Build Stability?”285 
While the statement in the strategy implies a causal relationship, the source makes no 
attempt to support such a claim. The source did not conduct a rigorous enough analysis 
to support any causal hypothesis, and is careful instead only to suggest a correlation, simply 
concluding that, generally, greater respect for youth within the community was “positively 
associated” with a decrease in support for political violence.286 Additionally, the authors of 
the source were surprised to find that some markers of social status, such as having more 
social connections or higher personal confidence, were in fact associated with greater 
support for political violence.287 In selectively highlighting the one conclusion about respect 
within the community and misrepresenting the relationship as causal, the strategy risks 
influencing USAID toward interventions that may be ineffective or could potentially even 
compound the problem.

TABLE 2

COUNTRY DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION STRATEGY EVIDENCE GRADES (SELECTED)

Sentence from the CDCS Grade Source Evidence Cited Contradictory Context Further flaws

“The struggle to find a job can lead to economic marginalization 
and instability, which, in turn, makes one susceptible to violent 
extremism” (p. 13).

D

Brookings Institution, 
“How do Education and 
Unemployment Affect 
Support for Violent 
Extremism?,” 2017.

The source document provides some evidence that 
relative deprivation (the absence of opportunities relative 
to expectations) in the job market can drive radicalization 
(p. 3).

However, the source also says that “previous empirical work has failed to demonstrate any 
link between unemployment and radicalization” (p. 1), and that “there is also no consen-
sus on the relationship between education and violent extremism” (p. 3). Furthermore, 
the data do not include Afghanistan (p. 5).

The Mercy Corps source, which is also used to support the CDCS, states 
that “being employed was not significantly associated with either a willing-
ness to engage in or support violence against the state,” and that “[more] 
business connections significantly increased the probability of being willing 
to use violence to fight an unfair law or state decision” (p. 20).

“Another driver of extremism among youth is poor social status; 
evidence shows that improving young Afghans’ sense of respect 
in their communities appears to lower their risk of supporting 
violent groups and causes” (p. 13).

D
Mercy Corps, “Does Youth 
Employment Built Stability?,” 
2015.

The source document states, “Higher respect within the 
community was the only social factor found to be posi-
tively associated with a decrease in support for political 
violence” (p. 21).

The cited sentence is cherry-picked from a paragraph that states, “The analysis finds little 
evidence that social outcomes can decrease support for political violence” (p. 21). The 
study also states, “personal confidence, number of friends, and identifying as an Afghan 
were found to be highly significant and perversely associated with propensity towards 
political violence” (p. 23). The analysis makes no claims of causation, restricting itself to 
noting correlations (p. 21).

N/A

“All development objectives are designed to contribute to the 
stability, and ultimately, increased self-reliance of Afghanistan 
because they address key drivers of conflict that have enabled 
the Taliban to make gains, including corruption, unemployment, 
and a lack of government legitimacy. Achieving these objectives 
will help create the conditions necessary for peace” (p. 26).

B

Stephen J. Hadley, Andrew 
Wilder, and Scott Worden, 
“Four steps to winning peace 
in Afghanistan,” Washington 
Post, 2017.

Policy experts specializing in Afghanistan make this claim 
directly (p. 2).

Apart from their own status as “experts” who held meetings with various stakeholders, 
no outside evidence is presented to support the claims made.

According to the Mercy Corps source, “No relationship was found between 
confidence in Afghan institutions — including the national, provincial, 
and local government — and [respondents’] propensity towards political 
violence” (p. 26).

“Economic growth is constrained by crippling government 
bureaucracy and trade policies, poor infrastructure, and infant 
industries that lack the enabling environment to grow” (p. 28).

A

SIGAR, Private Sector 
Development and Economic 
Growth: Lessons from 
the U.S. Experience in 
Afghanistan, 2018.

Research supports each of these conclusions  
(pp. 3, 165–166).

N/A N/A

“Corruption also severely impedes economic growth and 
development progress, affecting the credibility of the 
government and fueling widespread resentment” (p. 52).

C
Integrity Watch Afghanistan, 
“National Corruption Survey,” 
2016.

The source states, “Corruption also retards investment, 
making it a significant drag on the economy,” (p. 1) and 
that “more than 70% of respondents said that corruption 
is now worse than it was two years ago” (p. 1).

Polling data is presented out of context, and there is no supporting data for a causal 
link between corruption and investment (despite the fact that such a link is intuitively 
plausible).

N/A

Source: SIGAR analysis of USAID, “Afghanistan Country Development Cooperation Strategy FY 2019–2023,” September, 2018, pp. 13, 26, 28, 52; SIGAR analysis of Katika Bhatia and Hafez 
Ghanem, “How do Education and Unemployment Affect Support for Violent Extremism? Evidence from Eight Arab Countries,” Global Economy and Development Working Paper 102, Brookings 
Institution, March 22, 2017, pp. 1, 3, 5; SIGAR analysis of Mercy Corps, “Does Youth Employment Build Stability? Evidence from an Impact Evaluation of Vocational Training in Afghanistan,” 
January 2015, pp. 20–21, 23, 26; SIGAR analysis of Stephen J. Hadley, Andrew Wilder, and Scott Worden, “Four steps to winning peace in Afghanistan,” Washington Post, April 27, 2017, p. 2; 
SIGAR analysis of SIGAR, Private Sector Development and Economic Growth: Lessons from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, SIGAR-18-38-LL, April 2018, pp. 3, 165–166; SIGAR analysis of 
Integrity Watch Afghanistan, “National Corruption Survey,” December 2016, p. 1.
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Lack of Transparency
There are some examples where the cited evidence strongly supports the statements in the 
Country Development Cooperation Strategy, but the cited source does not itself present 
evidence demonstrating that its assertions are empirically accurate. One such example 
is the statement on page 26 of the strategy: “All [development objectives] are designed to 
contribute to the stability, and ultimately, increased self-reliance of Afghanistan because 
they address key drivers of conflict that have enabled the Taliban to make gains, including 
corruption, unemployment, and a lack of government legitimacy. Achieving these objectives 
will help create the conditions necessary for peace.”288 The source is a 2017 op-ed from the 
Washington Post authored by prominent policy experts with knowledge of Afghanistan, who 
assert that their conclusions came from discussions with senior officials and civil society and 
business leaders in Afghanistan.289 While the authors have credibility on this topic, the article 
alone does not provide any of the evidence upon which their statements are based, and the 
reader therefore has no ability to review or evaluate that evidence independently.

TABLE 2

COUNTRY DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION STRATEGY EVIDENCE GRADES (SELECTED)

Sentence from the CDCS Grade Source Evidence Cited Contradictory Context Further flaws

“The struggle to find a job can lead to economic marginalization 
and instability, which, in turn, makes one susceptible to violent 
extremism” (p. 13).

D

Brookings Institution, 
“How do Education and 
Unemployment Affect 
Support for Violent 
Extremism?,” 2017.

The source document provides some evidence that 
relative deprivation (the absence of opportunities relative 
to expectations) in the job market can drive radicalization 
(p. 3).

However, the source also says that “previous empirical work has failed to demonstrate any 
link between unemployment and radicalization” (p. 1), and that “there is also no consen-
sus on the relationship between education and violent extremism” (p. 3). Furthermore, 
the data do not include Afghanistan (p. 5).

The Mercy Corps source, which is also used to support the CDCS, states 
that “being employed was not significantly associated with either a willing-
ness to engage in or support violence against the state,” and that “[more] 
business connections significantly increased the probability of being willing 
to use violence to fight an unfair law or state decision” (p. 20).

“Another driver of extremism among youth is poor social status; 
evidence shows that improving young Afghans’ sense of respect 
in their communities appears to lower their risk of supporting 
violent groups and causes” (p. 13).

D
Mercy Corps, “Does Youth 
Employment Built Stability?,” 
2015.

The source document states, “Higher respect within the 
community was the only social factor found to be posi-
tively associated with a decrease in support for political 
violence” (p. 21).

The cited sentence is cherry-picked from a paragraph that states, “The analysis finds little 
evidence that social outcomes can decrease support for political violence” (p. 21). The 
study also states, “personal confidence, number of friends, and identifying as an Afghan 
were found to be highly significant and perversely associated with propensity towards 
political violence” (p. 23). The analysis makes no claims of causation, restricting itself to 
noting correlations (p. 21).

N/A

“All development objectives are designed to contribute to the 
stability, and ultimately, increased self-reliance of Afghanistan 
because they address key drivers of conflict that have enabled 
the Taliban to make gains, including corruption, unemployment, 
and a lack of government legitimacy. Achieving these objectives 
will help create the conditions necessary for peace” (p. 26).

B

Stephen J. Hadley, Andrew 
Wilder, and Scott Worden, 
“Four steps to winning peace 
in Afghanistan,” Washington 
Post, 2017.

Policy experts specializing in Afghanistan make this claim 
directly (p. 2).

Apart from their own status as “experts” who held meetings with various stakeholders, 
no outside evidence is presented to support the claims made.

According to the Mercy Corps source, “No relationship was found between 
confidence in Afghan institutions — including the national, provincial, 
and local government — and [respondents’] propensity towards political 
violence” (p. 26).

“Economic growth is constrained by crippling government 
bureaucracy and trade policies, poor infrastructure, and infant 
industries that lack the enabling environment to grow” (p. 28).

A

SIGAR, Private Sector 
Development and Economic 
Growth: Lessons from 
the U.S. Experience in 
Afghanistan, 2018.

Research supports each of these conclusions  
(pp. 3, 165–166).

N/A N/A

“Corruption also severely impedes economic growth and 
development progress, affecting the credibility of the 
government and fueling widespread resentment” (p. 52).

C
Integrity Watch Afghanistan, 
“National Corruption Survey,” 
2016.

The source states, “Corruption also retards investment, 
making it a significant drag on the economy,” (p. 1) and 
that “more than 70% of respondents said that corruption 
is now worse than it was two years ago” (p. 1).

Polling data is presented out of context, and there is no supporting data for a causal 
link between corruption and investment (despite the fact that such a link is intuitively 
plausible).

N/A
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Contradiction with Other Statements
The Mercy Corps source not only provides weak support for its associated statement in the 
Country Development Cooperation Strategy, but also directly contradicts other statements 
elsewhere in the strategy. For example, the Brookings Institution source was used to suggest 
the causal relationship between unemployment and radicalization, a relationship referred 
to multiple times throughout the strategy.290 However, the Mercy Corps source noted in its 
conclusion that, “taken together, these results suggest that young people’s current economic 
circumstances are not a major driver of propensity towards political violence within the 
context of southern Afghanistan.”291 

It goes on to caution against assuming that increased youth employment will increase 
stability, and specifically recommends that implementing agencies “decouple employment 
and stabilization interventions.”292 The Mercy Corps source did allow for the possibility of a 
valid relationship between long-term unemployment and violence by noting that “economic 
optimism was found to be significantly related to a lesser acceptance of the use of violence,” 
and extrapolating that “improving youth’s perceptions of their future economic prospects 
may hold potential to decrease their support for or participation in violent movements.”293 
However, Mercy Corps also went on to explicitly recommend that additional empirical 
research is “needed to fully assess the roles of long-term employment and improved 
economic conditions on political violence.”294 In short, the drivers of political violence 
are far more complex than employment, and employment alone does not appear to have 
a significant impact on a person’s likelihood to engage in violence. 

Participants in a tailor training program practice sewing techniques at a bazaar in Kajaki District, Helmand 
Province, in 2014. (USAID photo)



MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF RECONSTRUCTION CONTRACTING 

JULY 2021  |  45

Another example of a claim with contradictory evidence cited in the Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy is that low government accountability and legitimacy is a driver of 
conflict.295 The cited version of this claim points to a similar assertion in the Washington 
Post source, but the Mercy Corps source once again raises questions about this hypothesis 
by finding “no relationship” between “confidence in Afghan institutions” and “propensity 
towards political violence.”296 The hypothesis that government legitimacy is related to conflict 
is not necessarily unreasonable. But evidence that perceptions of government performance 
are uncorrelated with a proclivity to commit violence calls into question the approach of 
pursuing higher government accountability for the purpose of increasing stability through 
violence reduction—a common element of U.S. strategy. These examples demonstrate how the 
CDCS may provide evidence in some footnotes that appear to contradict causal assumptions 
made elsewhere in the document.

Too General
The CDCS states on page 29, “Increasing international trade and connectivity will accelerate 
private sector-driven and export-led economic growth because it provides business access 
to more inputs and information and technology, increasing their efficiency and productivity.” 
It cites a webpage from the World Trade Organization (WTO) promoting the benefits of free 
trade.297 While there is an intuitive link between trade and growth, and while there may be 
countries for which this statement is completely accurate, this source does not address 
any specific country and it is too general to justify promoting free trade in Afghanistan as 
a strategy to stimulate economic growth. The source even includes numerous caveats that 
discourage blindly applying its content to specific countries without further analysis:

• First, the source openly acknowledges the complex relationship between trade and 
jobs, noting that opening to trade will inevitably cost some workers their jobs.298

• Second, critically, the source mentions that it is often more difficult for developing 
countries than for developed countries to open their markets.299

• Third, the source specifically warns that the impact of trade on employment “cannot 
be assessed in a vacuum,” noting that “the impact of competition from foreign 
producers varies across firms in a sector, across sectors of the economy as well 
as across countries.”300

• Fourth, the source implies that opening to trade without parallel government social 
programs to help workers through that transition may prevent a country from 
maximizing the benefits associated with trade.301

Overall, of the 11 sources that we reviewed and graded, only two received an A for fully 
supporting the statement referenced in the CDCS. If the footnotes are an accurate 
representation of the total evidence base used to support the mission’s development 
hypotheses and proposed theories of change, the mission’s implementation of the 
Afghanistan CDCS fell short of USAID’s policy that “a CDCS must be grounded in evidence 
and analysis.”302
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Looking for Impact: Success Stories and Overattribution Crowded 
Out Rigorous Measurement
Given the enormous pressure to show success and contribute to the overall narrative 
of progress, USAID and its implementing partners displayed a tendency to overattribute 
impact to their activities. What was labeled “outcome” or “impact” had often been 
upgraded from the more pedestrian “activities” or “outputs.”303 For example, in response 
to a SIGAR query on USAID’s most successful reconstruction programming, USAID said 
it had built more than 600 schools, funded teacher training, and developed university 
teaching degree programs (among other claimed achievements).304 These were not 
outcome metrics. Yet, USAID claimed to be highlighting “assistance programs that have 
contributed to measurable positive impacts on Afghanistan’s development and stability.”305 

The reality that Afghanistan could not be quickly transformed clashed with the political 
hunger for quick successes.306 As one USAID contractor observed, “Everyone wants big 
results in a short time frame, but programs are trying to change social attitudes, which 
takes a long time. . . . [You] won’t change society in four years.”307 These dynamics 
created incentives for implementing partner and USAID officials to overattribute positive 
outcomes, ignore negative observations, or err on the side of reporting success.308 At 
times, the problem extended from the implementation level all the way up reporting 
chains to the Congress, where, as Inspector General John Sopko has expressed, agency 
officials seemed more eager to provide good news stories than candor.309 In some cases, 
inaccurate and incomplete information was published for public and official use.310

“Everyone wants big results in a short time frame, but programs 
are trying to change social attitudes, which takes a long time. . . . 

[You] won’t change society in four years.”

—USAID contractor

The best-known examples were in the education and health sectors.311 For example, lacking 
other illustrative high-level indicators of progress, USAID consistently pointed to the number 
of Afghan children enrolled in school as a significant success story.312 Even today, the 
agency claims that “over 9 million children are enrolled in school (including over 3.5 million 
girls).”313 However, as SIGAR continues to report, these figures are misleading. Afghanistan’s 
Ministry of Education counts students who have been absent for up to three years as 
enrolled because, it says, they might eventually return to school. This means attendance 
rates are far lower than enrollment rates. In December 2016, then-Minister of Education 
Assadullah Hanif Balkhi said that after adjusting school records to deduct registered but 
permanently absent students, only 6 million students were actually attending classes in 
Afghanistan—2.4 million fewer students than were enrolled at the time.314

Similarly, in the health sector, USAID did not disclose limitations in the data behind 
achievements claimed in increased life expectancy and in decreased child, infant, and 
maternal mortality. For instance, USAID’s public documents cited a huge decrease 
in maternal deaths from 1,600 to 327 per 100,000 live births between 2002 and 2010. 
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SIGAR’s review of USAID’s data found that the 2002 information was based on a 
survey conducted in only four out of 360 districts. USAID’s internal documentation 
acknowledged the limitations, but they were not shared with the public. USAID funded a 
new health survey in 2015, and the agency now draws its health data from this survey.315

At the funding level, USAID has to respond to its political masters in the White House 
and the Congress, and to respond to the perennial skepticism among the American 
public about the efficacy of U.S. foreign aid in general.316 This need to “feed the beast” 
resulted in an overreliance on success stories in lieu of more rigorous measurement.317 
For their part, implementing partners naturally feel the need to show their work is 
effective in order to secure additional funding.318 

The perverse incentives to report positive results have led some critics to refer to aid 
organizations as part of a “success cartel” because they “believe their survival relies on 
convincing their political leadership that taxpayer funds are making an outsized difference 
and fulfilling foreign policy objectives.”319 In this “do-or-die market environment,” 
explained one such critic, “development contractors . . . cannot afford to report poor 
results.”320 A 2009 global study on M&E in U.S. government agencies concluded that 
“bureaucratic incentives do not support rigorous evaluation or use of findings.”321 Two-
thirds of a group of external evaluators polled for the study “agreed or strongly agreed that 
USAID cares more about success stories than careful evaluation.”322 One evaluation expert 
stated that some people were hired for the sole purpose of writing success stories.323 

Especially in the area of stabilization, there emerged some “darling districts” (such 
as Nawa) that were held up as symbols of success.324 But as one former USAID staffer 
noted, “anecdotal evidence and stories crowded out more sober, systematic evaluation 
efforts.”325 Anecdotes of local or individual personalities’ success were generalized to a 
national level because of organizational incentives to demonstrate results, a preference 
for interesting narratives over abstract measures such as indexes of stability or 
resilience, and, most importantly, the lack of other ways to measure progress.326 

Others put the need to report success as a part of USAID’s institutional culture. As one 
international development professional put it, “There’s always so much pressure to 
present a good story, including leaving things out when they go wrong. It’s not just an M&E 
issue, it’s the entire relationship.”327 As the head of one implementing partner put it:

Project people are good at making lead look like gold—polishing things up through 
vague language and obfuscation. . . . There is a culture of ‘nothing can go wrong’ that 
does not work in a war zone. Lots of factors are outside the manageable interest. 
There are many outside pressures that interfere and delay a project, but all of this puts 
nonprofits into a situation where they need to polish things.328

SIGAR Has Audited Agency Efforts in the Health and Education Sectors
SIGAR’s audits of U.S. efforts to improve Afghanistan’s education and health sectors 
inform the analysis above. Like much of SIGAR’s work, the audits showed that claims of 
success made by USAID and others were sometimes based on misleading or anecdotal 
data, a recurring theme of reconstruction that is reinforced by this report.329
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THE MEASURING IMPACTS OF STABILIZATION INITIATIVES 
PROGRAM: A UNIQUE ATTEMPT AT ASSESSING IMPACT 

A significant exception to USAID’s lack of rigorous 
measurement was its Measuring Impact of Stabilization 
Initiatives program. MISTI was one of several mixed-
methods approaches to measuring outcomes and impact 
during the surge period. As an umbrella that looked over 
several USAID stabilization programs, MISTI had three 
primary goals: 

• Providing independent monitoring, evaluation 
and impact assessment of USAID stabilization 
programs;

• Collecting, synthesizing and analyzing data at 
the district, provincial and regional levels to 
track changes in stability over time and help 
shape U.S. and Afghan government policy and 
practice related to transition; and

• Contributing to the larger body of 
knowledge on stabilization activities within 
a counterinsurgency context.330 

MISTI took a quasi-experimental approach to measuring 
impact by comparing stabilization-related changes in 
villages where USAID stabilization projects had been 
undertaken (treatment villages) to control villages 
selected by MISTI whose key characteristics matched 
the treatment villages. MISTI collected a vast amount 
of data (nearly 200,000 interviews in more than 
5,000 villages in 23 provinces), which it used to create 
indices to measure stability and resilience.331 It also 
produced a number of critical observations about U.S. 

government stabilization programming, including the 
need for flexibility in programming, the confirmation that 
stabilization projects may have been destabilizing in some 
cases, and the finding that isolated projects had a weak 
impact on stabilization.332 

MISTI was subjected to a number of criticisms, however. 
On a methodological level, critics argued that the proxy 
measure used to gauge local support for the Taliban 
was unreliable and produced conclusions that were not 
credible.333 After the release of the final analytical report 
in November 2015, SIGAR and the New York Times both 
noted the “perverse” finding that in some areas support 
for the Taliban increased because of U.S. stabilization 
assistance.334 The contractor subsequently reissued the 
report with a two-page addendum that tried to downplay 
those findings, attributing them to results from a few 
villages that were not representative of areas that had 
received stabilization programming.335 

On a more prosaic level, the lack of accurate data 
from USAID about its programs made it difficult to 
track activities. Simply verifying project locations and 
clarifying poor data took up 60 percent of MISTI’s time 
at the start of the project.336 Part of the problem was 
insufficient buy-in from implementing partners. According 
to an evaluation expert, “One of the tragedies of MISTI 
was that the implementing partners didn’t feel invested, 
which . . . directly contributed to data quality issues.”337 
Moreover, Afghanistan’s chronic lack of reliable data on 
village and population characteristics made it difficult to 
create the control and treatment pairs.338 

These criticisms were acknowledged by those who had 
been involved in MISTI. According to one former USAID 
official, “the way MISTI captured data needed to be as 
complex as it was, but [the outputs from MISTI] should 
have been presented in much simpler way for policymakers. 
You need to give them actionable information.”339 Despite 
these challenges, MISTI produced important observations 
about the efficacy of USAID’s stabilization programming, 
including those described earlier in this chapter.

A MISTI surveyor interviews an elder in Samangan Province in 
2014. (USAID photo)
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Measurability and Visibility Sometimes Influenced the Choice of Activities
In some cases, the preference for measurability and visibility could drive the choice 
of activities. One implementing partner staffer explained that during a round of budget 
cuts in 2017 that required a need to reduce activities, “we were asked to identify things 
that would show tangible results—and things we could guarantee. We prioritized based 
on ability to measure and show improvement with causality.”340 In this case, planned 
innovation grants were dropped; health financing activities that led to increased revenue 
and international publicity were retained.341 On a larger scale, USAID continued and 
sometimes even increased its funding for the American University of Afghanistan despite 
persistent problems with the university’s management, processes, and internal controls 
because USAID viewed the university as an important symbol of U.S. commitment.342

But measurability and visibility did not always equate with effectiveness. Reporting on 
trade shows was attractive because the events were visible to the public and because 
they generated reports on the value of goods sold or the number of deals made. But 
confirmed deals did not always translate into sales, which was the more important 
metric.343 It was also true that one-time sales at a trade show were not as useful as 
ongoing commercial relationships.344 An external evaluation of the September 2017 
“Passage to Prosperity” trade show in New Delhi, while being “cautiously positive” 
about the benefits of the event, reinforced some of these criticisms: doubts about 
counting memorandums of understanding as actual deals, and a lack of confidence 
in USAID’s sales data, which lacked “clarity, completeness, and transparency.”345 

Attributing change to specific projects was also difficult: more than one activity could 
contribute to the same impact, many development activities have delayed impacts, and 
some projects generated only intermediate outcomes. Attributing impact was even more 
complicated for projects that were funded from more than one budget. For example, the 
Initiative for Hygiene, Sanitation, and Nutrition (IHSAN) project was funded out of both 
health and water/sanitation budgets.346 Aside from the conceptual difficulty of making 

Afghan girls hide behind their school books. (USAID photo)
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a Solomonic assessment of which budget made which impact, this made it nearly 
impossible to invoice and submit bills.347 Above all else, in a dynamic environment such 
as Afghanistan, there were often simply too many confounding factors to be able to 
isolate effects of a given activity.348 

One reasonable way to understand impact while solving for such challenges is through 
a concept called “plausible contribution” (see callout box below). 

Struggling to Find the Right Level of Information and Reporting 
Some implementing partners reported that USAID erred on the side of requiring too much 
information—what one former USAID administrator referred to as “obsessive measurement 
disorder.”349 One implementing partner chief of party described a municipal-support 

Plausible Contribution May Be a Reasonable Substitute for Impact Assessment
In some if not many cases, the link between activities 
and impacts in an environment like Afghanistan can only 
be evaluated on the basis of a judgment, as opposed to 
a firm conclusion on attribution—especially where impact 
is measured at the national level. As one former senior 
USAID official said, “At the end of the day, you have 
to make a judgement on attribution, because there is 
usually a lot going on in the environment.”350

Implementing partners and USAID personnel had a 
range of perspectives on the feasibility of doing true 
impact evaluations in an unstable environment such as 
Afghanistan. Rigorous evaluation methodologies such as 
randomized controlled trials and quasi-experimental design 
can show impact because there is a “treatment” and a 
“comparison” (or “control”) group. But these are especially 
difficult to do, due to lack of resources, the skill levels 
required, maintaining the distinction between treatment 
and control groups, and insecurity or other factors that may 
cut off access to one or more of the groups.351 The studies 
of the National Solidarity Program and Community-Based 
Education are two prominent examples of randomized 
controlled trials conducted in Afghanistan.352 

Evaluation professionals were especially skeptical. As one 
noted, “Impact evaluations are passé because they are too 
complex and also not relevant. They don’t make sense for 
what USAID does because often you can’t get a control 
for comparison. Having a control environment where you 
don’t do a program is a wonderful idea. But how does 
USAID apply it in all sectors?”353 Moreover, the potential 

use of these methodologies also raised ethical concerns: 
measuring the impact of, for example, health care delivery 
would require providing health care to one village while 
withholding it from another. 

Of course, it may be more unethical to provide healthcare 
to no villages, and at least equally unethical to implement 
unproven interventions on a wide scale. For example, 
as SIGAR has reported, U.S. stabilization efforts often 
exacerbated conflicts, enabled corruption, and bolstered 
support for insurgents.354 Additionally, to some extent, 
there can be a mythology of difficulty and complexity 
surrounding randomized controlled trials that may 
discourage their use.355 As one former USAID official 
commented, “Sure, RCTs are technical, but this isn’t 
black ops.”356

But debates surrounding how best to assess impact 
need not be either-or. In evaluating some of its work, 
the UK’s Department for International Development 
(the UK’s USAID-equivalent that was merged into the 
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office in 
2020) uses a “contribution analysis” approach that 
examines whether the intervention could have made a 
“plausible contribution” to results.357 This approach says 
that “if an evaluator can validate a theory of change 
with empirical evidence and account for major external 
influencing factors, then it is reasonable to conclude that 
the intervention has made a difference.”358 Under this 
approach, a full randomized controlled trial is not needed 
to measure impact.
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project that had so many assessments and surveys that they delayed actual implementation, 
generating complaints from local counterparts that they were only doing assessments and 
plans.359 A former USAID official said that “overmeasurement comes from a genuine desire 
to do well and achieve data-driven, smart programming.” The problem, the official added, 
was learning how to “pick three good indicators rather than 500.”360 Still, a few implementing 
partners regarded some of the reporting as simply a “box-checking exercise.”361 

On the other hand, as one current USAID official stated, “The implementing partners 
get a lot of money to do the data collection, and they choose to bid on the contract or 
grant. Honestly, I don’t have much sympathy for implementers who complain about the 
reporting.”362 Whether it was to relieve implementing partners from an onerous reporting 
burden or to reduce their own workload, USAID officials did at times make an effort to 
reduce reporting requirements.363 As one official summarized, “you have to curate the 
M&E process; if not, you risk being buried under data.”364 

The level and type of interaction and reporting was partly dependent on individual 
USAID personnel, which meant that it could change with the arrival of a replacement 
for the contracting officer’s representative—something that happened frequently.365 
The frequent turnover of contracting officer’s representatives and agreement officer’s 
representatives could be disruptive. According to one implementing-partner project’s 
chief of party, “there were three sequential [contracting officer’s representatives], each 
with a different vision of report writing and communication intimacy. Every year, [the 
implementing partner] had to revamp their reporting because the [contracting officer’s 
representative] wanted something different. . . . Sometimes the monthly reports were 
three pages, sometimes they were 30. Sometimes they were more than 1,000. It varied 
by the [contracting officer’s representative].”366 

A key question for the agency was where to store all of these reports so that project 
managers could efficiently examine and analyze them.367 Afghan Info, a web-based tool, 
was created in 2010 as a central repository for all project-related information, including 
monitoring data.368 It was intended to be accessible to all implementing partners, who 
would be required to regularly update their entries. It was also intended to contain 
information from all U.S. government agencies working on Afghan reconstruction. This 
broader function was never achieved, due to a combination of technical shortcomings 
and data quality issues.369

Five years after it was established, Afghan Info still contained no mechanism for 
entering the monitoring data it was supposed to centralize, and instead functioned 
primarily as a repository for project documents.370 Even in this area it was not always 
useful: Implementing partners would upload reports that then sat in the system for 
long periods of time before being approved by the contracting officer’s representatives 
or agreement officer’s representatives charged with managing the awards. Of a sample 
of 27 reports uploaded for the quarter ending December 31, 2014, and reviewed by 
the USAID inspector general, only four had been approved.371 As a result of low rates 
of document approval, the inspector general said, “There was little evidence that the 
accuracy of data in Afghan Info had been verified.”372 



SPECIAL INSPECTOR GENERAL FOR AFGHANISTAN RECONSTRUCTION

52  |  USAID

According to USAID, the database has improved substantially in recent years.373 This 
claim is broadly consistent with both the observations of those interviewed for this 
report, and SIGAR’s own experience with the system.374 For example, staff from one 
USAID implementing partner stated that Afghan Info was a good system, noting that 
USAID was working to ensure that contracting officer’s representatives uploaded all 
required information.375 Staff from another implementing partner stated that as long as 
an activity’s M&E plan was reflected in Afghan Info, the system worked well.376 Still, 
some shortcomings remain. For example, the absence of granular financial data limits 
the type of analysis that can be performed.377 

PUTTING M&E TO USE
On paper, USAID stressed the use of M&E activities for learning and adaptation. The agency’s 
2016 evaluation policy emphasized that “USAID bases policy and investment decisions 
on the best available empirical evidence, and uses the opportunities afforded by project 
implementation to generate new knowledge for the wider community.”378 The policy noted, 
however, that evaluation “must be embedded within a context that permits evidence-based 
decision-making, and rewards learning and candor more than superficial success stories.”379 

Various respondents and reports raised questions about whether USAID effectively 
used M&E information to make decisions, at least commensurate with the agency’s 
stated focus on monitoring and evaluation.380 However, both implementing partners 
and USAID personnel said evaluations were useful in documenting needed changes in 
activities, in communicating with program stakeholders, and providing a platform for the 
implementing partner and USAID to talk about issues.381 Midterm evaluations were also 
considered useful in order to proverbially “kick the IP” if it was failing or to respond to 
some negative event.382

The following section discusses the political and organizational constraints that USAID 
faced in learning from and using information to make evidence-based decisions. These 
included political and military pressure, the lack and unpredictability of time and 
resources, the complexity of the operating environment, and a range of human resource 
and organizational issues. In short, USAID faced many challenges.

Seeking the Right Mechanisms for M&E
Even as early as 2003, the security situation restricted the ability of USAID personnel 
to adequately monitor projects through regular site visits.383 Afghanistan’s insecurity 
remained a key obstacle to adequate oversight throughout the early years of 
reconstruction.384 As U.S. troop levels declined significantly between 2011 and 2016, 
movement for U.S. government personnel became even more limited, with civilian 
agencies losing enabling mobility, life support, and medevac functions—losses that 
raised concerns USAID would become even more dependent on implementing-partner 
and third-party monitoring reports.385 In response, USAID developed a number of 
mechanisms to improve M&E. Some seemed to consist of a rebranding of standard M&E 
practice, and the various mechanisms had mixed results. 
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Multitiered Monitoring: An Attempt to Triangulate Data that Failed  
to Live up to Expectations
In 2014, in response to concerns that the reduction in the military presence would limit 
the completeness and accuracy of monitoring information, USAID introduced multitiered 
monitoring.386 The system was supposed to use multiple data sources that would allow 
USAID officials to compare and triangulate information.387 In 2017, USAID acknowledged 
that “multitier” was a bit of a misnomer, since there was no defined hierarchy of sources, 
but the agency elected to keep the terminology due to its familiarity with stakeholders.388 
Multitiered monitoring seemed in some ways like a rebranding of what should be 
standard practice: collecting and verifying information on projects.389

There is little evidence that multitiered monitoring was implemented in anything close 
to an adequate fashion, in part because the needed supporting information systems 
and management processes were not in place. A highly critical 2015 USAID inspector 
general report noted a variety of flaws: a lack of guidance to the technical offices on the 
level of monitoring and the mix of data from each of the five tiers; the inability of the 
Afghan Info database to accommodate all of the data; a lack of monitoring plans; and 
the inadequate functioning of the team charged with making recommendations based on 
review and analysis of the data.390 The main reasons for the team’s limited functioning 
were the workload of team members and insufficient guidance from mission officials.391 

The report found that only one of 127 contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements had 
used multitiered monitoring as had been intended.392 According to one evaluation expert, 
“[US]AID was under pressure to do it, and whether or not they ever applied it, I don’t 
know.”393 In September 2017, USAID went from five to three tiers.394

Third-Party Monitoring: An Attempt to Outsource Data Collection That Achieved 
Mixed Effects
Third-party monitoring was exactly what it sounded like: It was based on the principle 
that disinterested observers provided a more objective view of what was (or was not) 
happening on the ground. Third-party monitoring had been introduced to Afghanistan in 
the early years of reconstruction as part of the international collaboration on the Basic 
Package of Health Services (see highlight box on the following page). While it had been 
used since 2002, its perceived importance as a source of information on project progress 
grew during the 2014–2015 transition period as USAID lost access to regional facilities 
and the number of agency personnel in Afghanistan declined.395 

Levels of Multitiered Monitoring 
Tier 1:  Hands-on monitoring by USAID or other U.S. government officials
Tier 2:  Required reporting by implementing partners 
Tier 3:  Feedback from the government of Afghanistan and international donors 
Tier 4:  Local civil society organizations and project beneficiaries personally interested 

in a project’s progress 
Tier 5: Independent third-party monitors396 
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THIRD-PARTY MONITORING IN THE HEALTH SERVICES 
SECTOR ILLUSTRATES THE STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS 
OF OUTSOURCING DATA COLLECTION

In early 2002, the Afghan Ministry of Public Health agreed 
with its donor partners to a system of contracting with 
NGOs for the delivery of a Basic Package of Health Services 
that would be available to all citizens. Although a significant 
percentage of Afghanistan’s health services were already 
being provided by NGOs due to years of conflict, the 
agreement to contract out services was a radical break with 
historical government policy that the government was the 
sole officially recognized provider of health care. The three 
main donors to the health sector—The World Bank, USAID, 
and the European Commission—all adopted performance-
based partnership agreements, each with slight variations 
in approach.397

To compensate for the lack of a functioning health 
management information system, and to monitor progress 
on overall healthcare delivery and the performance of the 
individual NGO providers, the Ministry of Public Health and 
its international partners contracted for a system of third-
party monitoring of health services in all provinces via Johns 
Hopkins University, in cooperation with the Indian Institute 
of Health Management Research.398 

The scorecard that monitoring produced consisted of 29 
core indicators and benchmarks intended to capture six 
domains of health services: patient perspectives, staff 
perspectives, capacity for service provision, quality of 
services, financial systems, and overall vision for the 
health sector (which captured whether the system was 

providing equitable service to different demographics). It 
also incorporated two composite scores composed of the 
percentage of benchmarks achieved. While information was 
collected on individual facilities, the main unit of analysis 
was the province.399 This system quickly developed a 
reputation as a useful tool for the ministry, the donors, and 
even the NGOs in oversight of the health sector. Among its 
positive characteristics were:

• Standardization of monitoring results, which 
created objective indicators for how overall 
performance was going, and simplified discussion 
at the national level between provincial health 
officials and the central ministry, including 
negotiations on staffing and other types of 
support;

• Identification of specific geographic areas and 
medical conditions in special need of attention 
and performance improvement; and

• A gauge for performance that helped to justify 
performance bonuses, the continuation or 
termination of contracts.400 

But the system also had limitations, including: 
• Limited information on service coverage and 

on actual health outcomes;
• Lack of information on facilities not covered by 

the Basic Package of Health Services (including 
some hospitals); and

• An inability to show the reasons for underlying 
differing performance by provinces, or to 
accommodate insecurity and other contextual 
factors in measuring performance.401 

Critics have also pointed to the high costs associated 
with contracting with international organizations for its 
implementation. Defenders insisted that the costs were 
actually reasonable, considering Afghanistan’s difficult 
conditions (insecurity, high transportation costs, the need 
for both male and female staff) and the fact that setting 
up the system involved a lot of technical assistance and 
capacity building.402 

A midwife supported by USAID tends to a newborn at a medical 
facility in Kandahar Province. (USAID photo)
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USAID’s most ambitious third-party monitoring initiative was the Monitoring Support 
Program, the objective of which was “to provide USAID/Afghanistan with additional data 
on project implementation, allowing technical teams to compare and verify information 
from their own monitoring efforts with additional sources of monitoring data, and make 
effective management decisions on project performance.”403 The Monitoring Support 
Program covered 56 projects (contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements), as well 
as activities implemented by the Afghan government through on-budget assistance.404 

The Monitoring Support Program ended in August 2017, three years before its planned 
end date. According to implementing partner staff with direct knowledge of the 
program, its basic problem was its structure, which divided Afghanistan into three 
regions, each assigned to a different monitoring contractor.405 This meant that national 
projects implemented in all three regions of the country could be visited by three 
different monitors.406 Consequently, USAID and the implementing partners spent a large 
amount of time coordinating the scope and design of data collection.407 Moreover, USAID 
did not establish a hierarchy among the monitors, so the regional contractors were left 
to sort that out themselves.408

In addition, there was a skepticism about the Monitoring Support Program both within 
the mission and among the implementing partners. Implementing partner staff reported 
that because there was no ongoing M&E capacity in the mission, they had to sell staff 
on the program’s utility. Added to these problems were the ever-present issues of short 
tours, the rotation of responsibilities of staff during their tour, and work overload.409 

Finally, given the time and experience constraints within the mission, it may have been 
unrealistic to expect anything more from the Monitoring Support Program than simply 
verifying that an activity took place. As one of the regional contractors observed, “Many 
projects start with verification, but you need an additional effort (analytics) to figure out 
what it means.”410 

Of course, this observation applied to third-party monitoring more broadly. In general, 
monitors could check project activities only in the most superficial way, partly because 
they were unable to draw credible conclusions based on seeing a small slice of activities 
within the limited time frame available. Dropping in on a meeting, for example, does not 
allow a qualitative assessment of what the meeting does. As one evaluation consultant 
noted, monitors “can see the number of people who signed into a meeting, but could not 
assess attendees’ opinion of the training or if they learned from it. . . . [USAID] could 
give GPS stamps, photos, and dates of events, but because the qualitative side is not 
assessed, it has limited value.”411 That viewpoint was echoed by a senior official at an 
Afghan implementing partner, who said, “Third party monitoring is looking at things like 
numbers of people at trainings and contract deliverables. It’s only form filling and a box 
checking exercise. It’s for compliance, not integrity.”412

Indeed, the integrity of third-party and implementing-partner monitoring reports was 
sometimes questionable. In the course of a 2012 SIGAR audit of a USAID stabilization 
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project, for example, contractor Development Alternatives, Inc., reported “allegations 
of gross employee misconduct that included the falsification of monitoring and site 
visit reports.”413 As SIGAR reported in February 2021, remote management can lead 
to inaccurate project data and reporting, as well as to fraud, corruption, and failure 
to report corruption.414 The central strength of third-party monitoring remains the 
opportunity to monitor projects implemented in areas inaccessible to U.S. government 
personnel.415 If carefully managed, third-party monitors can provide useful verification of 
basic project outputs, such as whether a building has been constructed.416 As the United 
States continues to draw down its presence in Afghanistan, third-party monitoring may 
emerge as an even more important mechanism for ensuring that U.S. funds are spent in 
service of their intended purpose. 

After ending the Monitoring Support Program, USAID consolidated its monitoring 
activities into the existing Services under Program and Project Offices for Results 
Tracking II project.417 The subsequent Afghanistan Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning 
Activity covered both monitoring and evaluation.418 Because the Afghanistan Monitoring, 
Evaluation, and Learning Activity covered the entire country, it reduced the need for the 
contractor to coordinate with other partners.419 

A healthcare worker treats a mother and infant. (USAID photo) 
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MONITORING WHETHER DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAMMING BENEFITTED THE TALIBAN:  
USAID SENDS MIXED MESSAGES
In Afghanistan, development programming implemented in 
Taliban-controlled areas carried the potential to actually 
harm stabilization efforts.420 For example, USAID’s 
Measuring Impacts of Stabilization Initiatives program 
(described earlier in this chapter) found increased 
support for the Taliban when USAID stabilization programs 
were implemented in villages under Taliban control.421 

Later research further underscored the risk that insurgents 
could benefit from development projects. USAID viewed 
education and health service delivery as a way of 
generating “increased confidence in the legitimacy 
and effectiveness of the [Afghan] government” that 
would “foster stability.”422 But in 2017, the World Bank 
found that some Taliban were simply co-opting Afghan 
government schools, rather than attacking or closing them 
as they had done in the past.423 The Bank also described 
instances where insurgents actually protected health 
services: In the words of one of the Bank’s informants, 
“Ambulances can easily travel around [in Wardak 
Province], because the Taliban and militants need health 
services.”424 A prominent researcher of Taliban governance 
summarized the key risk: “The Taliban leadership realized 
that instead of attacking government schools and aid 
projects, it could gain much more by co-opting them. In 
doing so, it could take credit for providing services and 
win over the local population.”425

Direct diversion of U.S. funds to the Taliban—described 
by some as an “open secret” of the reconstruction and 
warfighting efforts in Afghanistan—was also a concern.426 
Media reports in 2009 and 2010 alleged that the Taliban 
siphoned off a proportion of funds spent on contracts.427 
For example, an article published in 2009 by GlobalPost, 
a U.S.-based digital journalism company, described the 
existence of a Kabul-based Taliban “contracts officer” who 
negotiated with major Afghan contractors for a percentage 
of the value of contracts funded by donors.428 A USAID 

inspector general review prompted by this and other 
allegations found that Afghan subcontractors working on 
USAID’s $349 million Local Governance and Community 
Development project, which aimed to foster political, 
economic, and social development in communities 
located in insecure areas, may have used USAID funds 
to pay Taliban insurgents up to 20 percent of the total 
value of subcontracts, in exchange for protection from 
Taliban security guards and Taliban promises not to 
attack subcontractor personnel.429 Interviews indicated 
that subcontractors often recouped the funds paid 
to insurgents by including the amount of anticipated 
protection payments in the total cost of subcontracts.430

Most USAID officials interviewed for the review believed 
it was impossible to properly monitor whether USAID 
funds were being diverted to the Taliban “in a war zone 
and in insurgency stronghold areas,” according to USAID’s 
inspector general.431 Eight years later, in 2017 testimony 
to the Congress, Greg Huger, then a senior official in 
USAID’s Office of Afghanistan and Pakistan Affairs, 
described safeguards put in place by USAID “to better 
ensure that funds supporting projects do not benefit 
or further the legitimacy of the Taliban or other violent 
extremist organizations.”432 Huger’s statement implied 
that USAID had adopted an active role in ensuring funds 
were not inadvertently spent in ways that legitimized the 
insurgency.433 But in a January 2019 response to SIGAR 
queries regarding how USAID was using monitoring to 
determine whether its projects were being implemented 
in Taliban-controlled areas, USAID deflected responsibility. 
“USAID defers to implementing partners (and third-party 
monitors) to use the sources that they deem appropriate 
to determine whether a site is accessible and stable 
enough for programs to operate,” the agency told SIGAR. 
“USAID does not make this assessment on behalf of the 
implementing partners.”434 
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Shifting responses from USAID regarding the degree 
to which it played an active role in ensuring its projects 
were not being implemented in Taliban-controlled areas 
may signal an irreconcilable dilemma for development 
professionals operating amid armed conflict. On one 
hand, helping the Afghan government provide key services 
such as health and education was intended to help 
legitimize the Afghan government and foster stability.435 
But, as a senior USAID official explained to SIGAR in 
2017, the mission of ensuring that children are getting 
an education and that Afghans have access to health care 
remained a priority even if USAID funds were spent on 
such services in Taliban controlled areas.436

To explore this issue further, in February 2019, SIGAR 
asked five USAID technical offices to provide information 
on where their implementing partners were working, 
by district and province.437 SIGAR received USAID’s 
responses on March 21, 2019.438 SIGAR compared the 
districts where USAID implementing partners were working 
with the last available district stability assessment 
produced by the U.S.-commanded NATO Resolute 
Support mission in Afghanistan. The district stability 
assessment was current as of October 22, 2018.439 The 
purpose of the comparison was to ascertain whether 
there was a reasonably high probability that some USAID 
implementing partners were working in areas controlled or 
influenced by the Taliban.

The analysis showed that, as of March 2019, USAID 
was implementing multiple projects in districts that, five 
months earlier, were categorized by Resolute Support as 
controlled or influenced by insurgents.440 For example, an 
implementing partner for USAID’s Initiative for Hygiene, 
Sanitation and Nutrition project, which aimed to improve 
the nutritional status of young children and women of 
reproductive age, was working in five districts in Helmand 
Province categorized by Resolute Support as being under 
the control of insurgents as of October 22, 2018.441 
Similarly, an implementing partner of a USAID community-
based education project was working in two districts in 
Uruzgan Province that, according to Resolute Support, 
were under insurgent influence as of October 22, 2018.442 

The five-month time lag between Resolute Support’s 
district stability assessment and the date on which 
SIGAR received the data compiled by USAID raises the 
possibility that the aforementioned districts in Helmand 
and Uruzgan Provinces changed hands between October 
2018 and March 2019. USAID has told SIGAR that it 
is difficult to tell from day to day whether an area is 
controlled by the Afghan government or the Taliban.443 
However, the control status of these districts did not 
change over the 12 months during which unclassified 
district stability data were provided to SIGAR.444 Although 
there was no definite proof, there appeared to be a strong 
possibility that, as of March 2019, some USAID projects 
were being implemented in areas controlled or influenced 
by the insurgency.

Presently, U.S. law prohibits USAID from using funds 
appropriated in certain fiscal years to finance projects 
that risk legitimizing the Taliban.445 However, international 
organizations are not subject to similar prohibitions. 
In December 2020, the United Nations Children’s 
Fund, which has been a USAID implementing partner, 
reportedly struck a deal with the Taliban to establish 
4,000 community-based education classes across 
four provinces largely controlled or influenced by the 
insurgency.446 Along similar lines, an intra-Afghan peace 
deal may eventually prompt U.S. agencies to explicitly and 
overtly fund projects that benefit an Afghan government 
co-run by the Taliban. Senior U.S. government officials 
have increasingly referenced using future U.S. foreign 
assistance as leverage for influencing Afghanistan’s 
post-peace political and human rights landscape.447 
Until an intra-Afghan peace agreement materializes, 
it will remain an open question whether USAID has 
sufficient monitoring in place to ensure that development 
projects do not indirectly legitimize the Taliban, and thus 
work against the stability objectives they are supposed 
to support.
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Third-party Evaluation: An Attempt to Independently Assess Project  
Performance that Demonstrated Mixed Utility 
In 2006, USAID established the Services under Program and Project Offices for Results 
Tracking project, the agency’s first dedicated evaluation project in Afghanistan.448 
These evaluations were outsourced to third-party contractors—supposedly disinterested 
entities who evaluated implementing partners’ activities. Emphasis on evaluation rose 
during the 2009 to 2012 military and civilian surge, when program funding significantly 
increased and USAID’s heavy reliance on contractors emerged as a key reconstruction 
theme.449 Although SUPPORT (and subsequently SUPPORT II and the Afghanistan 
Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning Activity) were USAID’s main mechanisms for 
evaluation, they also performed a number of other management functions that would 
normally have been done in-house, such as producing strategic communications and 
information products, facilitating meetings, and providing translation services.450 

But they also presented a number of challenges. Both USAID and its implementing 
partners raised questions about the quality and utility of evaluations in general, and 
in specific cases. A former mission director noted that “as an institution, the majority 
of [US]AID people welcome rigorous evaluations and criticism, but many staff don’t 
have confidence in the quality of evaluations.”451 Interviewees expressed a range of 
complaints—that evaluators misunderstood the reality on the ground, that an analysis 
was superficial or outside the scope of the evaluation, that facts were misconstrued, or 
that evaluators relied on anecdotal evidence.452 In some cases, implementing partners 
disparaged the evaluation team’s qualifications or experience, or the way it had 
conducted itself or organized the work, or they accused evaluators of bias.453 But as 
one former USAID mission director noted, “people who are personally invested have a 
hard time being objective. Human nature is to avoid negative findings on something that 
you’ve spent a lot of time on.”454 

“People who are personally invested have a hard time being 
objective. Human nature is to avoid negative findings on something 

that you’ve spent a lot of time on.”

—Former USAID/Afghanistan mission director

Such tensions seemed to produce tortured language. In March 2017, for example, USAID 
conducted a midterm evaluation of its $142.0 million Power Transmission Expansion and 
Connectivity Commercialization Activities project, which aimed to turn Afghanistan’s 
national power utility into a more commercially viable business entity.455 The assessors, 
Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc., stated, “Overall, the team found . . . that 
achievement of the component’s intended results was mixed.”456 Yet later in the report, 
the assessors stated that “overall, the [project’s] commercialization component did not 
achieve its intended results” (emphasis added)—leaving the reader confused about just 
how effective or ineffective the project really was.457
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Likewise, it was difficult to parse the phrasing of a mid-course stocktaking exercise 
(essentially the strategic-level equivalent of an evaluation) examining USAID’s 2015 to 
2018 strategy for Afghanistan. According to the document produced by the exercise, 
“Key conditions of the development hypothesis [the theory about which specific 
actions would help achieve strategic goals] did not prove to be valid, and most critical 
assumptions that underpinned it have not held true throughout implementation.” Yet the 
same document said that key components of the strategy’s results framework—defined 
by USAID policy as “representing the development hypotheses underlying the mission’s 
strategy”—“are still valid” (emphasis in original source).458 

The assessors attributed “this somewhat contradictory finding” to “some 
modifications” to the results framework.459 However, they added, “some senior USAID 
officials . . . questioned the validity of the framework goal, ‘Afghan-led, sustainable 
development,’ noting that in mid-2017 it seems to be ‘aspirational.’”460 According to 
USAID’s July 2020 M&E policy, “the goal should be practical.”461 Given the serious 
questions about the achievability of USAID’s strategic goal expressed by some senior 
USAID officials at the time the stocktaking exercise was conducted, it was difficult to 
understand the assessors’ insistence regarding the supposed validity of the strategy’s 
results framework. Table 3 on page 68 presents additional examples of apparent logical 
flaws or contradictions in USAID evaluations.

Defining Key USAID Terms: Results Framework
M&E systems at USAID begin with strategy—specifically, a Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy, which articulates a mission’s objectives for a given country and 
the planned approach for achieving them.462 The strategy is mapped out in the results 
framework—a visual representation of a hierarchical sequence of outcomes that are 
presumed to produce strategic effects.463 It describes how intermediate outcomes, if 
achieved, will result in the attainment of increasingly broader objectives, stretching all 
the way along an assumed causal hierarchy towards an overarching, country-level goal.464 
For example, in Afghanistan, the results framework relies on the assumption that:465

• increasing the commercial viability of Afghan businesses and the productivity 
of key agricultural crops will

• improve the competitiveness of Afghan value chains, which in turn will
• accelerate exports and economic growth
• thereby rendering Afghanistan a more “economically viable” country that is 

better positioned to be a national security partner of the United States.

If the underlying assumptions hold true, any activity aiming to achieve the initial outcome 
of increasing commercial viability should ultimately contribute towards the strategic goal of 
improving the security partnership between the United States and Afghanistan. In general, the 
closer an outcome is linked to actual implementation, the more accountable USAID holds 
itself for results. Appendix B explains the concept of a results framework in greater detail.
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Still, in at least some cases, evaluators did not appear to have given the mission and its 
implementing partners the good—or the heavily qualified bad—news that they wanted. 
Where agreement couldn’t be reached, the mission, sometimes with the collaboration 
of the implementing partner, appended a “statement of differences.”466 Ultimately, an 
evaluation’s utility depends on a number of factors, including speed, timing, and the 
credibility of the process and the people involved. The highlight on page 70 explores 
these factors through the eyes of knowledgeable interviewees.

Political and Military Pressure and the Hectic Pace of Execution Sometimes 
Undermined Evidence-Based Approaches 
The high visibility nature of the U.S. engagement in Afghanistan and USAID’s 
vulnerability to political pressures often made it difficult for officials to make decisions 
based solely on the evidence.467 For example, the Afghanistan Small and Medium 
Enterprise Development Project had to respond continuously to requests from U.S. 
government sources, including provincial reconstruction teams, to carry out additional 
activities that diverted “significant staff resources due to their urgent and high-profile 
nature.” Since the project was also considered part of counterinsurgency strategy, it was 
sometimes asked to shift its activities to areas the military considered important, and to 
do so under an “unrealistic” time frame.468 

The hectic pace of execution affected the quality of M&E in another way: Some projects 
were implemented without crucial performance indicators. A 2017 SIGAR audit report 
on the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund (AIF) concluded that USAID, as well as State and 
DOD, had not developed the performance metrics that would have allowed an assessment 
of whether the fund had achieved its counterinsurgency objectives, despite the fact 
that AIF projects were supposed to support the U.S. counterinsurgency strategy.469  

An Afghan farmer inspects his pomegranate harvest. Aiming to put Afghanistan on a track of sustainable 
development, USAID implemented programs that provided Afghan farmers with high-value crops that could 
be exported from the country. (USAID photo)
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TABLE 3

ILLUSTRATIVE CONTRADICTIONS OR LOGICAL FLAWS IN USAID EVALUATIONS

Project/Program Evaluation Year Project/Program Purpose Statement One Statement Two SIGAR Analysis

Assistance in Building 
Afghanistan by Developing 
Enterprises (ABADE) 

2018 Create jobs by providing small and mid-size 
businesses with capital equipment and technical 
assistance

“ABADE’s purported contribution to jobs was 17,777” 
(p. viii).

“[An] OIG audit ... concluded that ABADE was “not tracking actual results” and that 
reporting was “of low quality and the numbers inflated” (p. 20).

While the evaluation included the important qualifier “purported” in front of 
the jobs figure in its opening findings, subsequent statements raised so many 
questions about the validity of that number (which was taken directly from the 
implementing partner), that there may have been cause to omit it from the 
evaluation’s findings altogether. Because it is difficult to assess whether this figure 
is accurate, it is similarly difficult to know whether the analysis based on the data 
is sound. Ultimately, although the evaluation claimed that ABADE “generate[d] 
substantial and sustained employment,” the implementing partner estimated the 
number of jobs created before beneficiaries received the equipment that was 
supposed to create the jobs.a

Evaluators concluded that ABADE’s “provision of 
[machinery and equipment] to successful business 
owners with solid expansion plans did generate 
substantial and sustained employment” (p. xi).

“The program reported the number of jobs created before partnerships received 
the equipment, although the equipment was the primary catalyst for generating 
new jobs” (p. 2).

Passage to Prosperity (P2P): 
India-Afghanistan Trade and 
Investment Show

2018 Develop trade and financial relations between 
Afghanistan and India

“There is sound quantitative evidence of [increased 
exports] generated by the P2P Show, both in comparison 
of before and after export performance and involving 
with-without analysis” (p. x).

“Based on the survey, there is little quantitative evidence of [increased exports] 
generated by the P2P Show” (p. 24).

“When looking at changes in median Indian exports per firm ... none of the differ-
ences achieve statistical significance at traditional levels” (p. 15). 

“All that can be said is that this change is greater than zero” (p. 14—15).

The assessment initially claims success and then backtracks to clarify that only 
one of multiple data analyses shows statistically significant increases. One analy-
sis notes that an increase in export values exists but is not statistically significant. 
Another analysis reports no change in export value from before to after the trade 
show, and yet another reports a statistically significant increase of an unknown 
greater-than-zero value. This suggests that there may be some evidence suggesting 
increased export value, but that the evidence is quantitatively inconclusive.

Promote Women’s Leadership 
Development (WLD) 

2017 Empower Afghan women to pursue meaningful 
professional careers in all sectors (public, private, 
and civil society)

“By all accounts, from participants to principals to 
community leaders and government representatives to 
subcontractors and local sub-grantees, the WLD program is 
doing a good job of preparing a new generation of Afghan 
women leaders” (p. 9).

“There are a few areas of WLD program implementation that can be improved, 
including scaling up enrollment to meet program targets (mid way through the 
program, only 20 percent of the Jawana target and 16 percent of the Royesh target 
have been met)” (p. 9).

The first statement asserts that WLD is unambiguously achieving desired results. 
The follow up reveals that the phrase “by all accounts” is an inaccurate charac-
terization, as two key training components were significantly off track to meet 
life-of-program targets midway through the program’s implementation.

Power Transmission Expansion 
and Connectivity (PTEC) 
Commercialization

2017 Improve electrical efficiency and capacity in Kabul and 
four provinces, provide technical assistance to support 
critical power infrastructure, and improve management 
of the power industry

“Achievement of the component’s intended results was 
mixed” (p. ii).

“Overall, the PTEC’s commercialization component did not achieve its intended 
results” (p. iv).

Results cannot simultaneously be mixed and unachieved. While results could 
technically be mixed but on balance, unachieved, the first statement does not 
make that distinction.

Maternal and Under-Five 
Nutrition and Child Health 
(MUNCH)

2016 Improve the health and nutrition of infants, children 
and mothers

“The project aims to... influence the outcomes of 
maternal, newborn and child nutitrition, through gender-
sensitive implementation” (p. 8).

“[World Vision’s] Annual Work Plans and Progress reports were not transparent in 
their explanation of monitoring and reporting methodology and many inconsisten-
cies were found across years and indicators; moreover, many interventions did not 
have clear targets. Additionally, disaggregation by province and/or gender was rare 
and inconsistent leading to difficulties in analyzing secondary data.” (p. 10).

In a project explicitely designed to focus on women and girls, and emphasizing 
gender-sensitive implementation, data provided by the implementing partner was 
rarely disaggregated by province or gender. This and other data limitations made 
it very hard for evaluators to draw statistically valid conclusions. Because of a lack 
of granular outcome data, it was difficult to actually know whether “MUNCH was 
generally successful in meeting its goals and objectives.”“The overall goal of the MUNCH project is to contribute to 

the basic health needs and to reduce the vulnerabity of the 
people of western Afghanistan, with a focus on women and 
girls” (p. 1).

“The evaluation relied largely on qualitative methods to collect data from par-
ticipants who were willing and able to travel from their villages to the provincial 
centers.” This limited “the ability to make statistically valid conclusions and to 
generalize the results to the entire MUNCH project area” (p. 11).

“MUNCH was generally successful in meeting its goals 
and objectives” (p. 3).

Support to Subnational 
Governance Structures (SNG)

2013 Provide support to provincial councils (PCs) and 
encourage positive relationships between PCs and 
constituents

“The [National Democratic Institute] project had a positive 
effect on PCs’ performance” (p. 2).

  “[A] limitation was linked to the scarcity of comprehensive baseline data required 
to measure the degree of improvement in PC performance during the project’s life 
to date” (p. 7).

The report claims that provincial councils and community constituents have good 
relationships, without having interviewed any constituents. Improvements to per-
formance were claimed without any established baseline data to compare against. 
The report claims a positive impact, despite significant limitations that made it 
difficult to obtain evidence of measureable results.“PCs have good relationships with constituents” (p. 2). “…it was not possible to directly obtain citizens’ perceptions of PC effectiveness, 

so the performance of the PCs was not able to be adequately measured in terms 
of their impact on direct service recipients” (p. 6).

Source: Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc. “Performance Evaluation, Support to Sub-National Governance Structures.” February 2013, pp. 2, 6, 7; USAID Office of Inspector General, “Audit Of 
USAID/Afghanistan’s Assistance in Building Afghanistan by Developing Enterprises Program,” Audit Report No. F-306-16-002-P, March 14, 2016, pp. 2, 9, 18; Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc. 
“Final Evaluation of the Maternal and Under-Five Nutrition and Child Health Project.” November 2016, pp. 1, 3, 8, 10–11; Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc., “Mid-Term Performance Evaluation 
Power Transmission Expansion And Connectivity (PTEC) Commercialization Activities,” October 2017, pp. ii, iv; Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc., “Mid-Term Performance Evaluation of the 
Promote Women’s Leadership Development Program,” September 2017, pp. 9, 20–22; Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc., “Final Performance Evaluation of Assistance In Building Afghanistan 
by Developing Enterprises,” December 2018, pp. viii, xi, 7–9, 12, 20, 60; Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc., “Assessment of the Passage to Prosperity: India Afghanistan Trade and Investment 
Show,” December 2018, pp. x, 14–15, 24. 
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TABLE 3

ILLUSTRATIVE CONTRADICTIONS OR LOGICAL FLAWS IN USAID EVALUATIONS

Project/Program Evaluation Year Project/Program Purpose Statement One Statement Two SIGAR Analysis

Assistance in Building 
Afghanistan by Developing 
Enterprises (ABADE) 

2018 Create jobs by providing small and mid-size 
businesses with capital equipment and technical 
assistance

“ABADE’s purported contribution to jobs was 17,777” 
(p. viii).

“[An] OIG audit ... concluded that ABADE was “not tracking actual results” and that 
reporting was “of low quality and the numbers inflated” (p. 20).

While the evaluation included the important qualifier “purported” in front of 
the jobs figure in its opening findings, subsequent statements raised so many 
questions about the validity of that number (which was taken directly from the 
implementing partner), that there may have been cause to omit it from the 
evaluation’s findings altogether. Because it is difficult to assess whether this figure 
is accurate, it is similarly difficult to know whether the analysis based on the data 
is sound. Ultimately, although the evaluation claimed that ABADE “generate[d] 
substantial and sustained employment,” the implementing partner estimated the 
number of jobs created before beneficiaries received the equipment that was 
supposed to create the jobs.a

Evaluators concluded that ABADE’s “provision of 
[machinery and equipment] to successful business 
owners with solid expansion plans did generate 
substantial and sustained employment” (p. xi).

“The program reported the number of jobs created before partnerships received 
the equipment, although the equipment was the primary catalyst for generating 
new jobs” (p. 2).

Passage to Prosperity (P2P): 
India-Afghanistan Trade and 
Investment Show

2018 Develop trade and financial relations between 
Afghanistan and India

“There is sound quantitative evidence of [increased 
exports] generated by the P2P Show, both in comparison 
of before and after export performance and involving 
with-without analysis” (p. x).

“Based on the survey, there is little quantitative evidence of [increased exports] 
generated by the P2P Show” (p. 24).

“When looking at changes in median Indian exports per firm ... none of the differ-
ences achieve statistical significance at traditional levels” (p. 15). 

“All that can be said is that this change is greater than zero” (p. 14—15).

The assessment initially claims success and then backtracks to clarify that only 
one of multiple data analyses shows statistically significant increases. One analy-
sis notes that an increase in export values exists but is not statistically significant. 
Another analysis reports no change in export value from before to after the trade 
show, and yet another reports a statistically significant increase of an unknown 
greater-than-zero value. This suggests that there may be some evidence suggesting 
increased export value, but that the evidence is quantitatively inconclusive.

Promote Women’s Leadership 
Development (WLD) 

2017 Empower Afghan women to pursue meaningful 
professional careers in all sectors (public, private, 
and civil society)

“By all accounts, from participants to principals to 
community leaders and government representatives to 
subcontractors and local sub-grantees, the WLD program is 
doing a good job of preparing a new generation of Afghan 
women leaders” (p. 9).

“There are a few areas of WLD program implementation that can be improved, 
including scaling up enrollment to meet program targets (mid way through the 
program, only 20 percent of the Jawana target and 16 percent of the Royesh target 
have been met)” (p. 9).

The first statement asserts that WLD is unambiguously achieving desired results. 
The follow up reveals that the phrase “by all accounts” is an inaccurate charac-
terization, as two key training components were significantly off track to meet 
life-of-program targets midway through the program’s implementation.

Power Transmission Expansion 
and Connectivity (PTEC) 
Commercialization

2017 Improve electrical efficiency and capacity in Kabul and 
four provinces, provide technical assistance to support 
critical power infrastructure, and improve management 
of the power industry

“Achievement of the component’s intended results was 
mixed” (p. ii).

“Overall, the PTEC’s commercialization component did not achieve its intended 
results” (p. iv).

Results cannot simultaneously be mixed and unachieved. While results could 
technically be mixed but on balance, unachieved, the first statement does not 
make that distinction.

Maternal and Under-Five 
Nutrition and Child Health 
(MUNCH)

2016 Improve the health and nutrition of infants, children 
and mothers

“The project aims to... influence the outcomes of 
maternal, newborn and child nutitrition, through gender-
sensitive implementation” (p. 8).

“[World Vision’s] Annual Work Plans and Progress reports were not transparent in 
their explanation of monitoring and reporting methodology and many inconsisten-
cies were found across years and indicators; moreover, many interventions did not 
have clear targets. Additionally, disaggregation by province and/or gender was rare 
and inconsistent leading to difficulties in analyzing secondary data.” (p. 10).

In a project explicitely designed to focus on women and girls, and emphasizing 
gender-sensitive implementation, data provided by the implementing partner was 
rarely disaggregated by province or gender. This and other data limitations made 
it very hard for evaluators to draw statistically valid conclusions. Because of a lack 
of granular outcome data, it was difficult to actually know whether “MUNCH was 
generally successful in meeting its goals and objectives.”“The overall goal of the MUNCH project is to contribute to 

the basic health needs and to reduce the vulnerabity of the 
people of western Afghanistan, with a focus on women and 
girls” (p. 1).

“The evaluation relied largely on qualitative methods to collect data from par-
ticipants who were willing and able to travel from their villages to the provincial 
centers.” This limited “the ability to make statistically valid conclusions and to 
generalize the results to the entire MUNCH project area” (p. 11).

“MUNCH was generally successful in meeting its goals 
and objectives” (p. 3).

Support to Subnational 
Governance Structures (SNG)

2013 Provide support to provincial councils (PCs) and 
encourage positive relationships between PCs and 
constituents

“The [National Democratic Institute] project had a positive 
effect on PCs’ performance” (p. 2).

  “[A] limitation was linked to the scarcity of comprehensive baseline data required 
to measure the degree of improvement in PC performance during the project’s life 
to date” (p. 7).

The report claims that provincial councils and community constituents have good 
relationships, without having interviewed any constituents. Improvements to per-
formance were claimed without any established baseline data to compare against. 
The report claims a positive impact, despite significant limitations that made it 
difficult to obtain evidence of measureable results.“PCs have good relationships with constituents” (p. 2). “…it was not possible to directly obtain citizens’ perceptions of PC effectiveness, 

so the performance of the PCs was not able to be adequately measured in terms 
of their impact on direct service recipients” (p. 6).

a USAID’s Office of Inspector General described ABADE’s job-creation data as “not valid or reliable.” Specifically, the data was based on beneficiary self-reporting and was premature, as job-cre-
ation figures were collected before beneficiaries had actually received the machinery and equipment that was supposed to create the jobs. This and other problems with ABADE led the Office of 
Inspector General to recommend an immediate pause in creating new public-private alliances. Evaluators attempted to confirm the number of jobs ABADE claimed to have created with their own 
representative survey of beneficiaries. Curiously, the survey found that the average number of jobs created per beneficiary business was 64, similar to ABADE’s claim of 60. However, like ABADE, 
the evaluation team’s survey relied on beneficiary self-reporting and therefore also may have been unreliable. Even though evaluators noted “considerable discrepancies among job numbers,” 
they concluded that ABADE “did generate substantial and sustained employment.” Their recommendation was far different than the one offered by USAID’s Office of Inspector General:  
“Offer more programming like ABADE.”
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WHAT MAKES FOR A GOOD EVALUATION  
IN AN ENVIRONMENT SUCH AS AFGHANISTAN?
The ultimate utility of an evaluation depends on a number 
of factors, including speed, timing, and the credibility of the 
process and the people involved. This highlight explores these 
factors through the eyes of knowledgeable interviewees. 

Finding the Right Balance: Navigating  
Trade-offs in Quality, Speed, and Cost
Evaluations can be rigorous, rapid, or cost-effective, but 
there are tradeoffs between these qualities. The length and 
complexity of some USAID performance evaluations were 
driven in part by an attempt to be rigorous and therefore 
credible. A number of interviewees recommended that 
evaluations be better focused and that reports be shorter, 
more readable, and have more actionable recommendations, 
in part because the findings are so local and context 
specific.470 As one evaluation expert said, “The programs 
are so large and complex, there is a need to focus on the 
narrative, because often the data doesn’t tell the story.”471

One USAID official noted that “if I could change one thing, it 
would be to cut down the number of questions. The scope of 
an evaluation is often bigger than it should be, and it therefore 
takes longer to carry out evaluations. This holds things up. 
There should be clearer questions on the evaluation, so that 
the evaluators ask only what is important, and then USAID 
and the implementing partners can act on the findings.”472 

M&E practitioners generally agreed on the limited ability 
to achieve higher-level outcomes or impact within three to 
four years, and therefore on the difficulty of measuring such 
outcomes.473 Although USAID has the ability to commission 
evaluations or assessments at any time—including after 
a project has been completed—one senior evaluation 
advisor asserted that the dispersion of project staff to 
other organizations or countries can make ex post facto 
evaluations difficult.474 

Finally, a level of participation and ownership can reduce 
defensiveness among implementing partners vested in 
seeing the success of their activities.475 As one evaluation 
expert put it, “I’m a strong believer in doing whatever we 
can to make the implementing partner feel invested and 
part of the process, not a passive victim of whatever the 

external evaluation finds.”476 A hybrid model would be to use 
sector-wide evaluations, such as MISTI, that would look at 
overarching outcome indicators, while assigning activity-level 
evaluation to the implementing partner, subject to external 
verification from the mission’s M&E mechanism.

Timing Can Determine Whether 
Programmatic Adjustments Are Realistic
Part of the justification for a mid-term performance 
evaluation was to identify needed changes. However, if a 
mid-term evaluation occurred too late in the project cycle, 
making course-corrections was difficult, especially if they 
required time-consuming contract modifications.477 By the 
time the evaluation is produced, the project had moved 
on—and employees who had worked on the project under 
evaluation had either left for other activities or did not want 
to talk about their work.478 

Especially in cases where there were delays in project startup 
or a time-consuming subcontract, midterm evaluations were 
considered premature; chronologically, it was a midterm, but 
programmatically it was not.479 A few implementing partners 
complained that the evaluation didn’t account for first year 
start-up difficulties—for example, new U.S. visa restrictions 
that undermined one project’s planned academic exchanges 
and scholarships.480 

Additionally, finalizing an evaluation can be a lengthy process. 
As one evaluation expert explained, “People take issues with 
small items and there’s no big push to move the process 
along.” They added that their recommendation would be to 
move the approval process along more quickly—“otherwise 
[the evaluation] gets held up for no real reason.”481

Given these various constraints, some respondents 
questioned their utility. “In general, evaluations are not 
designed in a way that allows for course corrections, and 
are limited in value,” said one former mission director.482 
However, conducting midterm evaluations more efficiently 
(and perhaps with greater consideration of delays in start-
up activities), while streamlining the process by which 
evaluations are finalized, may be better solutions than 
eliminating them entirely.



MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF RECONSTRUCTION CONTRACTING 

JULY 2021  |  65

USAID officials told SIGAR at the time that “in 2011, the U.S. government’s focus was on 
implementing projects as fast as possible.”483 SIGAR concluded that the agencies’ lack 
of performance metrics meant that taxpayers may never know whether the AIF projects 
would ever achieve their intended counterinsurgency effects.484

“The political demands on USAID were so high that the agency 
shifted an increasing part of its development effort into short-term, 

quick-response, quick-impact programs in conflict areas.” 

— Former USAID/Afghanistan mission director

The pressure was not isolated to economic-growth and infrastructure projects. SIGAR’s 
lessons learned report on stabilization documented numerous cases where USAID 
was forced to take on activities against its will and better judgement. This included 
the Afghanistan Vouchers for Increased Production in Agriculture program, which 
had originally been designed to assist wheat farmers during the 2007–2008 drought, 
but was refocused and expanded in spring 2009 as a cash-for-work activity to support 
counterinsurgency activities in the contested Kandahar and Helmand Provinces. 
At the direction of then-Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan Richard 
Holbrooke, the budget was doubled over the objections of USAID, which protested that 
spending more money would be “ineffective and wasteful.”485 

Moreover, the short-term objectives of stabilization and counterinsurgency were often 
in tension with the longer-term ones of economic and social development. According to 
a former mission director, “the political demands on USAID were so high that the agency 
shifted an increasing part of its development effort into short-term, quick-response, 
quick-impact programs in conflict areas.” The former mission director cited four 

An Afghan receives wheat seeds through USAID’s Afghanistan Vouchers for Increased Production 
in Agriculture program in 2010. (USAID photo)
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programs in particular: Stabilization in Key Areas, Afghanistan Vouchers for Increased 
Production in Agriculture program, the Afghanistan Social Outreach Program, and the 
Strategic Provincial Roads Southern and Eastern Afghanistan program.486 He added, 
“USAID was asked to undertake a range of work it would normally not undertake—
all on an urgent basis and with extraordinary scrutiny from several U.S. government 
inspectors general and from Congress.”487 

Given its mission as a development agency, USAID’s relationship with the military and 
with larger security objectives was complicated. Many officials were reluctant to play 
a role in counterinsurgency, or to be associated with the military in a way that might 
jeopardize project security or long-term development activities. This resistance was 
mostly drowned out by political concerns: the need to be a team player in the integrated 
“whole of government” approach, and the need to answer criticism that USAID was 
not nimble enough or sufficiently focused on counterinsurgency.488 The official position 
was reflected in Administrator Rajiv Shah’s testimony to the Commission on Wartime 
Contracting: “In the most volatile regions of Afghanistan, USAID works side by side 
with the military, playing a critical role in stabilizing districts, building responsive local 
governance, improving the lives of ordinary Afghans, and—ultimately—helping to pave 
the way for American troops to return home.”489

The enormous political pressure to show results sometimes had negative 
consequences.490 A 2018 SIGAR audit of Promote, USAID’s largest and most ambitious 
project for Afghan women and girls, found that some of the target indicators were highly 
unrealistic—the result, according to an implementing partner official, of the need “to 
justify money to Congress.”491 As one former senior USAID official put it, “You can’t go 
to Congress and say we want less money.”492 

Dr. Rajiv Shah, then-USAID Administrator, visits Afghanistan in 2010. (USAID photo)
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ARE THERE LIMITATIONS TO THE UTILITY OF USAID’S 
STRATEGIC REVIEW PROCESSES?
USAID policy states that the agency “has a responsibility to 
monitor strategy implementation progress, performance, and 
operational context” and that M&E should be “adequate to 
facilitate strategic learning.”493 Two of the most important 
USAID M&E processes that contribute to learning are 
a strategy’s annual portfolio review and its mid-course 
stocktaking exercise. According to the June 2019 version of 
the agency’s Automated Directives System, “Portfolio reviews 
are opportunities for missions to periodically examine all 
aspects of the mission’s strategy, projects, or activities. 
Missions must conduct at least one portfolio review per year 
that focuses on progress toward strategy-level results.”494 At 
least once during the course of a strategy’s implementation, 
missions must carry out a mid-course stocktaking exercise 
to better align programs with changes to context and with 
emerging knowledge and lessons learned.495 

In theory, these are strong processes. In practice, many 
obstacles stand in the way of their full implementation. 
For example, USAID policy states that both portfolio reviews 
and mid-course stocktaking exercises should focus on 
learning from evaluations.496 But the clarity and analytical 
quality of USAID’s evaluations were not always strong, 
raising questions about whether they could consistently 
generate meaningful learning.497 Information gleaned from 
monitoring activities is another key input to strategic M&E, 
but monitoring was not always implemented as intended.498 
Above all else, persistent pressure to demonstrate that 
progress was being made undermined evidence-based 
decision-making.499 

The tension between the theory and practice of strategic-
level M&E is in many ways reflected in USAID’s current 
Country Development Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan. 
Published in 2018, the strategy opens with a letter from 
Herbie Smith, then USAID’s mission director in Afghanistan. 
The letter displays some signs of institutional learning, 
noting that USAID is “shifting away from quick-impact 
stabilization programs to focus on longer-term, broad-
based development.”500 Although it describes several key 
obstacles to success, the letter’s tone is generally positive: 

It asserts that the Country Development Cooperation 
Strategy would help the Afghan government progress 
toward self-reliance, despite the perennial challenges of 
corruption and dependence on donor aid.501 It ends on a 
note of optimism, stating that USAID is “encouraged daily 
by the new generation of Afghans poised to take their 
future into their own hands.”502 By endorsing the strategy, 
Smith signed off on a five-year, $2.5 billion effort to 
continue development assistance to Afghanistan.503 

However, shortly after the Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy was finalized and Smith retired, he 
immediately undercut both the strategy and the broader 
reconstruction effort in an op-ed arguing it was “time 
to leave” Afghanistan. He added that, despite “tons of 
development dollars . . . the reality is little has changed” 
and there was “little to show” for the effort.504 The op-ed 
went on to argue against specific aspects of the same 
Country Development Cooperation Strategy he had 
endorsed as USAID mission director, including the goal of 
“gender equality and female empowerment increased.”505 
In the op-ed, Smith implied that “protecting the 
advancement of women” was not “sufficient to justify our 
continued engagement in Afghanistan,” because “there is 
scant evidence Afghanistan’s leaders pay much more than 
lip service to women’s equality issues.”506 And although 
the USAID strategy’s opening letter said that the agency 
“looks forward to continued collaboration with the Afghan 
people,” Smith’s op-ed asserted, “This is no longer our 
fight, and it is evident that we want peace and progress 
more than the Afghans. . . . The Afghan people need to 
take responsibility for their own destiny.”507

The unusual candor of a former official raises critical 
questions about the bureaucratic incentives surrounding 
strategic formulation and review, and, further, about the 
limitations of what M&E can reasonably accomplish. Smith 
concluded his op-ed by asking rhetorically, “Three U.S. 
administrations have tried unsuccessfully to find [a solution 
for Afghanistan]. The constant policy refrain is that we must 
remain to prevent a collapse of the country. Why?”508



SPECIAL INSPECTOR GENERAL FOR AFGHANISTAN RECONSTRUCTION

68  |  USAID

Another problem, one former USAID mission director noted, is that M&E reporting is 
not linked with budgeting decisions. The earmarks and directives issued by the Congress 
“don’t necessarily correlate with a quality program. It can go either way: you can have 
a bad evaluation and end up having more money for an activity, or else you can have 
a good evaluation and end up with less money for the activity. Good mission directors 
can use appropriations and congressional priorities creatively. But money is not always 
aligned with a partner country’s priorities.”509 It was one of the perverse realities of the 
war, however, that money—at least, how fast it was spent—could become a proxy for 
“success.” Especially during the surge, when there was pressure to spend large amounts 
of money, the “burn rate” became an important metric for signaling to the embassy and 
to Washington that the USAID mission in Afghanistan was making progress.510

Given the impossibility of monitoring all of the huge number of activities that were 
taking place, a bias towards positive news emerged, which made some people involved 
in the massive effort uncomfortable. A former USAID evaluation expert noted that 
in Afghanistan, the pressure to show promising metrics was so intense, some people 
refused to work there.511 As one evaluation contractor asserted, “The major challenges 
have been speaking truth to power, as in presenting results that [program funders] do 
not want to hear, and the security challenge. There’s a conscious bias for positive news.” 
This bias, combined with insecurity that meant some areas were inaccessible, could 
cause “profound and sometimes deliberate obfuscation of results.”512 A chief of party 
of one USAID implementing partner asked rhetorically, “How does something look on 
paper versus reality?”—adding that upper management relied “on phones with Skype 
capacity, USAID spot checks, and Checchi compliance people to know what’s going on. 
But people are smart, and they have tricks.”513

Political sensitivity extended even to using language that might unsettle the Afghan 
government or could imply that USAID was supporting bad or compromised actors. 
For example, one evaluation consultant reported that a draft governance-sector 
assessment used the term “mafia” to describe the Afghan government—a use of the term 
that, according to the consultant, conformed to how many observers spoke about the 
government. The consultant said that USAID stripped the word from the assessment, 

Burn Rate: The Amount of Money Spent Became an Indicator of Progress
The term “burn rate”—sometimes euphemistically called the “pace of execution”—
refers to the speed with which money can be spent. It was often used to describe a 
phenomenon in which agencies and implementing partners focused more on spending 
money than on delivering results.514 In the words of a former USAID senior official, “there 
was the assumption that if you spend more money, you get more results. . . . The [United 
States] was under pressure to spend this money. Given this pressure, organizations 
and contractors choose sub[contractors] and grantees who shouldn’t have received the 
money.”515 Equating burn rate to success resulted in projects that poured money into a 
fragile environment with no concept of whether those projects achieved any actual goals, 
or even necessarily where all the money was going.516
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and that the term had been retained in the final report only by presenting a direct quote 
from an Afghan source using the term rather than directly attributing the view to the 
assessment team itself.517 

“The major challenges have been speaking truth to power, as in 
presenting results that [program funders] do not want to hear, and 
the security challenge. There’s a conscious bias for positive news.”

—Evaluation Contractor

Complexity and Factors beyond Anyone’s Control 
In many cases, factors beyond the control of the implementing partner or even USAID 
made meeting the performance indicators in the activity monitoring, evaluation, and 
learning plan difficult, and the inflexibility of contracting made adjusting to those 
changes even harder. As one respondent put it, “In the field, sometimes information is 
seen as a negative thing if an individual doesn’t have the power to act on it. Most people 
see ignorance as better than knowing about a problem and not acting, but sometimes 
there is no mechanism to address the problem.”518

Changes in the external environment sometimes rendered the original activity design 
obsolete, which meant that results and indicators that had been set out in the original 
request for proposals were irrelevant by the time work actually began.519 As one M&E expert 
put it, in such a case, implementing partners “were implementing things that didn’t exist.”520 

One example of events outrunning program design was the Strong Hubs for Afghan 
Hope and Resilience (SHAHAR) project, designed to support accountable and effective 
municipal-level governance.521 The project began implementation in November 2014, at a 
time when mayoral and municipal council elections required by the Afghan constitution 
were expected to take place the following year.522 Implementation of the project 
reflected USAID’s hope that “municipalities will become laboratories for localized 
democracy.”523 However, even by the time a June 2016 midterm evaluation of the project 
was finalized, municipal elections had not been held.524 Evaluators euphemistically 
noted that because the anticipated elections did not take place, SHAHAR was ultimately 
implemented “in a different context than originally envisioned.”525 In other words, a 
project that aimed to support locally accountable governance was instead applied to 
officials who were “appointed by, and answer[ed] to, authorities in Kabul.”526 

Defining Key USAID Terms: Activity, Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning Plan
An activity monitoring, evaluation, and learning plan describes the monitoring approaches 
to be applied during activity implementation and defines relevant performance indicators 
consisting of outputs and outcomes.527 The plans fulfill many of the same functions as 
performance management plans, though activity MEL plans are applied to individual 
awards, as opposed to a strategic portfolio of contracts. Pages 204−205 of Appendix B 
discuss activity monitoring, evaluation, and learning plans in more detail. 
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Similarly, the University Support and Workforce Development Program, awarded in 
December 2013, had envisioned partnering with U.S. institutions through exchanges 
and scholarships.528 Not long after implementation started in 2014, USAID stopped 
sending Afghan faculty to the United States for advanced degrees.529 The reason: U.S. 
government policy changes made it nearly impossible for Afghans to acquire visas.530 
Additionally, the project was negotiated at the end of President Karzai’s administration, 
and the subsequent National Unity Government decided that the associate degrees 
that the project was going to provide were inadequate.531 Such factors were beyond the 
project’s control, but the evaluation was still critical of its failure to achieve results.532

In other cases, the lack of clarity on division of responsibilities between multiple parties 
complicated evaluation and accountability. For example, USAID’s Engineering Support 
Program, intended to provide construction management services for infrastructure 
projects, received a highly critical midterm evaluation which found that the project had 
not been responsive to USAID, the Afghan government, or to private sector contractors.533 
Specifically, it found weaknesses in capacity building of Afghan government staff, subpar 
implementation of projects, and foreseeable and preventable delays in implementation 
of some job order deliverables.534 The implementing partner, Tetra Tech, argued that it 
had been put in an impossible position: caught between USAID, the Afghan government, 
and the contractors, with maximum responsibility but minimal authority. Tetra Tech 
was essentially functioning as USAID’s quality control agent, yet appeared to have little 
leverage over the relevant Afghan government institutions. It was also not clear who was 

Workers assemble a transmission line tower. The Engineering Support Program provided construction 
management services and quality assurance for many of USAID’s power-infrastructure projects.  
(USAID photo)
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USAID’S POWER TRANSMISSION EXPANSION 
AND CONNECTIVITY PROJECT: A POSTER CHILD 
FOR FAILED M&E 
The Power Transmission Expansion and Connectivity 
project, which began in 2011, was initially imagined 
as a $861.7 million on-budget effort that would be 
implemented by Da Afghanistan Breshna Sherkat (DABS), 
the Afghan government’s national power utility.535 Phoenix 
Information Technology Solutions Ltd. was contracted by 
DABS to provide equipment and technical assistance.536 
The complex project had three components: infrastructure 
construction, commercialization of DABS operations, and 
clean energy (the last was later eliminated).537 

In early 2018, USAID, citing credible allegations of 
serious corruption in procurement involving DABS’ 
then-chief executive officer, shifted nearly $400 million 
off-budget—essentially, taking that money out of the 
control of the Afghan government.538 However, USAID did 
not cut funds for several significant power-infrastructure 
contracts that had already been awarded by DABS, 
including a transmission line and a substation—leaving 
$316.7 million at significant risk because of DABS’ 
demonstrated institutional vulnerability to corruption.539 

A 2019 SIGAR audit was highly critical of the project. 
To begin with, it noted that PTEC’s power infrastructure 
activities were significantly delayed—several so much so 
that some of the funding attached to them had expired.540 
It also questioned whether they were sustainable, noting 
that USAID had not conducted sustainability assessments 
for most of the infrastructure to be constructed under PTEC. 
Those sustainability assessments USAID did conduct relied 
on faulty assumptions—such as that Afghanistan would 
increase its supply of energy to Kabul and that DABS’s 
ability to operate and maintain new infrastructure would 
live up to USAID’s predictions.541 Additionally, the audit 
criticized USAID’s limited oversight.542 In particular, USAID’s 
on-budget monitors were unaware that Phoenix Solutions 
contractors embedded in DABS’s finance department were 
approving Phoenix’s own invoices.543 Across DABS, the 
frequency with which Phoenix contractors performed core 
tasks prompted one USAID inspector general investigator 

to comment that Phoenix was “essentially running DABS, 
as it lacked any capacity to function on its own.”544

SIGAR’s audit also cited a number of violations of 
USAID’s ADS requirements related to project planning, 
implementation, and M&E. More significantly, the audit 
found that USAID could not monitor or evaluate PTEC’s 
performance because the majority of indicators were 
dropped, other indicators lacked baselines or end-of-
project targets, and other data was simply missing.545 
Other indicators were not measureable because they 
were predicated on intermediary progress, such as the 
installation of electric meters. When that failed to happen, 
there was no way to assess the number of megawatt hours 
of electricity supplied or DABS revenue loss reduction.546 
A senior official at Tetra Tech, which was responsible for 
providing third-party quality assurance for the project, 
expressed concerns that DABS and its contractors were 
reporting misleading information to USAID. The official 
attributed the inaccurate reporting in part to pressure 
from USAID.547 

Callout Box: On-budget and Off-budget 
Assistance
On-budget assistance refers to donor funds that are 
aligned with Afghan government plans, included in 
Afghan government budget documents, and included 
in the budget approved by the parliament and 
managed by the Afghan treasury system. On-budget 
assistance is primarily delivered either bilaterally from 
a donor to Afghan government entities, or through 
multi-donor trust funds, such as the Afghanistan 
Reconstruction Trust Fund. 

Off-budget assistance refers to donor funds that are 
excluded from the Afghan national budget and not 
managed through Afghan government systems.548 
Most programs and projects discussed in this report 
are off-budget.
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working for whom; according to Engineering Support Program staff, “DABS [the Afghan 
national electrical utility] thought that we were their engineers.”549

Implementing partners reported varying experiences when changing conditions required 
a change in their contracts. Substantive changes usually required modifying the project’s 
results framework and the Activity Monitoring Evaluation and Learning Plan. One 
implementing partner chief of party noted that the results framework for the project for 
which they were responsible was “impossible” because the environment had changed since 
the project was designed and the population data on which planned health activities were 
based was wrong. However, they added, the implementing partner was able to reformulate 
the results framework in a contract modification.550 Another noted that “results frameworks 
are too rigid,” and that often working through changes in contracts takes too much time.551 
One respondent observed that in some cases, contracting officers were reluctant to change 
scope within one year of the award start date for fear of prompting a protest from a losing 
bidder accusing USAID of “bait and switch” in the procurement. This was especially the 
case with younger, inexperienced contracting officers, who were typically less confident 
and more concerned about maintaining a clean reputation.552

As a senior evaluation expert and former USAID consultant said, “USAID’s [monitoring, 
evaluation, and learning] system is conceptually strong and thoughtful. The awareness 
and thinking on the type of monitoring and the complexity needed is thoughtful and 
good. Where it breaks down is when you deal with complex things. . . . It breaks down 
when you try to implement it.”553

High Workloads, Constant Turnover, and Not Enough People Made 
Rigorous M&E Difficult
At this point, it is a truism that a constant churn in personnel has led to shortcomings 
in the delivery of reconstruction assistance and its oversight. Every SIGAR lessons 
learned report, as well as the numerous other reports referenced in Chapter 1, is replete 
with examples of this. Rapid personnel turnover also affected the ability of contracting 
officer’s representatives to perform oversight and management functions, as did limited 
technical knowledge and experience, and general overwork. 

Contracting officer’s representatives generally oversaw a large portfolio of activities, 
and were typically too overloaded to advocate for individual projects or programs. 
According to one evaluation consultant, “Their compliance responsibilities are 
so significant and time consuming that they don’t have a chance to step back and 
manage.”554 An implementing partner staff person noted that they would like to meet 
weekly with their project’s contracting officer and contracting officer’s representative, 
but due to workload at USAID, the meetings were held monthly.555 The same individual 
added that their current project produces approximately 12,000 pages of documentation 
per month, leaving no time to examine M&E data.556

A 2012 SIGAR audit of the Local Governance and Community Development project 
underscored the magnitude of the challenge. The audit noted the volume of 
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administrative paperwork performed by the project’s contracting officer’s representative, 
including certifying that contractor services had been provided, submitting payment 
forms to USAID, and reviewing invoices and their often voluminous supporting 
documentation. In theory, certifying services would require traveling to project sites; 
for the Local Governance project, there were 608 subprojects in 22 provinces. The 
administrative checklist for the contractor’s August 2010 invoice potentially covered up 
to 214 subprojects. Clearly, on-site visits for all of these were impossible.557 Meanwhile, 
a 2011 USAID presentation called into question the project’s underlying assumptions, 
referring to them as “myths.”558 This raised questions about whether the administrative 
requirements described above were reducing the amount of time available for sober 
assessments of efficacy and, in so doing, increasing the risk of doing the wrong 
thing perfectly. 

Overwork was exacerbated by rapid turnover, as contracting personnel were often 
learning their jobs. One implementing-partner chief of party reported having had a new 
agreement officer’s representative “every eight to 10 months.”559 To mitigate the effects 
of the typical one-year turnover of contracting officer’s representatives, USAID turned 
to appointing Afghans. However, in recent years, emigration of Afghan employees who 
met the requirements of the Special Immigrant Visa program made that less effective, 
as Afghans rationally used the program to relocate to the United States. USAID 
estimated the annual turnover of Afghan contracting personnel at 25 percent.560 

Short rotations also resulted in a lack of continuity and ownership. As one USAID 
official noted, “When staff often inherit mechanisms from predecessors, and no one who 
originally designed the mechanism [or] award is present throughout the entire project, 
staff often don’t have the insight to own or implement midterm or final evaluation 
recommendations. Because of this, there is no sense of ownership of a mechanism 
[or] award on the part of USAID.”561 According to implementing partner staff, this 
explained part of the problem with the Monitoring Support Program, described earlier 
in this chapter: The program had been designed by staff who had left their posts 
by the time of the award, and the new staff did not understand the rationale for the 
program’s structure.562 

As noted by one chief of party, changes in contracting officers and their representatives 
“can be disruptive. The [implementing partner or] contractor often has to familiarize 
the new [contracting officer’s representative] with the contract, which could take three 
to four months.” More importantly, another chief of party noted, this meant a risk of 
“continual redesign.”563 In some cases, implementing partners attributed modifications 
and changes directly to turnover in the contracting officer’s representative. For example, 
IDEA-NEW, a previously mentioned program aimed at reducing poppy cultivation, had 
an initial focus on food security and wheat production. When a new contracting officer’s 
representative arrived, the program’s focus shifted.564

One international development professional shared that the most effective contracting 
officer’s representatives were those with enough experience and technical knowledge to 
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be flexible and decisive. The more senior, they added, were more open to having a frank 
and open discussion about what was not working and how to change it; inexperienced 
contracting officers and contracting officer’s representatives tended to be afraid of 
taking risks.565 According to a former senior USAID official, “it takes seven years to 
master the FAR [Federal Acquisition Regulation] and develop a good procurement 
officer.”566 Another former USAID official added: 

Remote management coupled with junior employees was a big problem. You 
can’t successfully manage and evaluate a program if you haven’t actually seen 
the country, or the program operating in it, [because] you don’t know the right 
questions to ask. It was like taking someone who had never seen an elephant before, 
blindfolding them, and asking them to assess a real elephant based only on what 
they’d learned secondhand.567 

CHAPTER SUMMARY AND KEY FINDINGS
Although USAID policies set a high bar for M&E within the U.S. government, the agency 
struggled to find ways to measure results and to balance political demands to show 
success with the principles of accurate and honest reporting. Many respondents and 
reports were skeptical about the extent to which the agency was using M&E information 
to make decisions, at least on a scale commensurate with the expense and time spent 
collecting that information. It was clear that the mission typically made decisions 
based on a variety of information sources, many of them informal. At the same time, 
the agency was constrained both by external political pressures and by internal strains 
on human resources. 

A poster explains USAID’s Incentives Driving Economic Alternatives for the North, East and West program. 
(USAID photo)
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Key Findings
• USAID faced the challenge of selecting the right indicators with which to measure 

progress. This was a difficult task, particularly for objectives that defied easy 
measurement, such as stability. As a result, it often used proxy indicators that 
were not necessarily relevant to projects’ objectives.

• Faced with political pressure to show results, USAID displayed a tendency to 
overattribute impact to its activities and to rely on unrepresentative success stories 
to show progress. 

• USAID struggled to determine how much information to collect, and sometimes 
ended up collecting too much. This burdened the agency and its implementing 
partners with unnecessary reporting requirements. 

• In response to changing conditions and external scrutiny of its activities, USAID 
introduced a number of innovations for M&E (most prominently, multitiered 
monitoring and third-party monitoring), which met with varied levels of success. 

• Among other factors, political pressure and the hectic pace of activity made it 
difficult to make evidence-based decisions. 

• It was difficult to hold individuals or implementing partners accountable for 
activities that might no longer make sense in a changed environment, where 
multiple institutions were jointly responsible for activities, or where there were 
factors beyond the control of either USAID or its implementing partner. 

• A constellation of human resource and organizational issues made it more difficult 
to use information. These included overworked and inexperienced contracting 
staff, frequent personnel turnover, and the lack of incentives or requirements to 
use M&E information.
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CHAPTER 3

STATE 

SIGAR photo

INTRODUCTION 

In the early years of reconstruction, State’s M&E practices were often ad hoc and  
 informal.568 At the strategic level, the resistance of senior Bush administration 

officials to “nation-building” stymied the designation of clear reconstruction objectives 
against which program progress could be measured.569 In 2002, the Congress passed the 
Afghanistan Freedom Support Act, which required the Bush administration to design a 
strategy for meeting Afghanistan’s immediate and long-term security needs, and urged 
it to ensure proper management and oversight for assistance programs.570 In response, 
the White House released a strategy for Afghanistan in early 2003.571 However, this plan 
lacked operational detail and measurable goals.572 The initial strategy was supplemented 
by a State mission performance plan later that year, which did describe specific 
approaches and activities intended to advance U.S. efforts.573 

The mission performance plan provided State’s first M&E framework in Afghanistan, 
defining baseline data, performance indicators, and targets.574 Even so, in June 2004, the 
Government Accountability Office recommended even stronger links between strategy 
and M&E.575 Although aspects of M&E had been further integrated into strategy by 2007, 
many U.S. efforts still lacked measurable goals and did not identify specific time frames 
within which those goals were to be achieved.576 
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But by 2009, as the war entered its eighth year and a new administration refocused on 
Afghanistan, policymakers in Washington intensified demands for tangible measures of 
results for the billions of dollars being spent.577 Concurrently, pressure was growing to 
submit U.S. foreign assistance as a whole to more extensive M&E: A 2010 presidential 
directive on global development stated that the U.S. would “undertake a more 
substantial investment of resources in monitoring and evaluation, including . . . a focus 
on rigorous and high-quality impact evaluations.”578 

At the time of the directive, M&E at State was still relatively informal and unstandardized. 
For example, a 2010 Government Accountability Office report on U.S. drug control efforts 
in Afghanistan noted that although State program officers were said to have “conducted 
informal evaluations of [justice reform] program activities, they did not document any of 
these evaluations.”579 By December 2011, State had issued department-wide performance 
management guidance.580 However, its use was not mandatory and the unstandardized 
nature of M&E at State up to then meant that the terms, policies, and procedures in 
department-level guidance were at times misaligned with bureau-level guidance.581 In a 
gradual move towards systemization, State tightened its M&E systems over the next five 
years, releasing new M&E-related policies in 2012, 2015, and 2017.582 

State’s 2012 program evaluation policy was modeled on USAID’s.583 The new policy 
required bureaus to submit a clear statement of strategic goals, and to develop plans 
for assessing whether programs were achieving them.584 To help bureaus fulfill these 
requirements, State published guidance, and offered training and technical assistance.585 
The results were mixed. Of the 39 State bureaus the policy covered, 16 had not fully 
complied with evaluation requirements by the end of fiscal year 2014.586 Of the bureaus 
which did comply, only half produced evaluations of “high” or “acceptable” quality, 
according to a GAO report.587 

In 2015, State rolled out the core of its current M&E system, the Managing for Results 
framework. Created by State’s Office of U.S. Foreign Assistance, the framework aimed 
to formally link strategy, resource management, and program design, with monitoring 
and evaluation integrated into each step.588 In November 2017, State published an update 
to its M&E policy, with an emphasis on further integrating the tenets of the framework 
into program design and strategy.589

The 2017 policy further synchronized State’s M&E practices with USAID’s. During the 
program design stage, bureaus were required to align programming to a strategy, create 
program goals that advanced this strategy, and articulate a specific theory of change 
describing how program activities would achieve strategic goals. Theories of change 
were to be captured in logic models that linked program inputs with desired outputs and 
outcomes. Bureaus were required to develop monitoring plans for their programs and 
projects that described how data would be collected and used to track progress against 
key performance indicators. All of these requirements were to be captured in program 
performance management plans. Cumulatively, these steps were the foundation for 
State’s more institutionalized M&E system.590
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State’s investment in improved M&E is laudable. Over time, further use and refinement 
of the Managing for Results framework could impose greater discipline on program 
design, implementation, and oversight. Nevertheless, throughout the reconstruction 
effort, State relied too heavily on output metrics to gauge success, struggled to 
effectively implement important aspects of its M&E policies, generally lacked an 
understanding of what impact its programs were having, and did not use M&E in ways 
that were conducive for decision-making.591 In sum, State’s M&E apparatus evolved and 
improved over time, but is still not fully achieving its purpose. 

As with the chapter on USAID, this chapter is structured around two key aspects of 
M&E: finding the right metrics to assess progress, and acting on information provided by 
monitoring and evaluation. It begins with brief summaries of what State was attempting 
to achieve at the programmatic level, and is organized principally around core findings. 

STATE RECONSTRUCTION PROGRAMMING IN AFGHANISTAN
In 2001, the United States entered Afghanistan with the goals of eliminating al-Qaeda, 
overthrowing the Taliban regime, and preventing Afghanistan from being a sanctuary 
for terrorists that could attack the U.S. homeland.592 To accomplish those goals, the 
administration of President George W. Bush sought to strengthen the Afghan state.593 
As DOD dealt with warfighting and training the Afghan security forces, and USAID 
addressed economic development, State focused its programming on several key areas: 
rule of law, counternarcotics, conventional weapons destruction, refugee assistance, 
counterterrorism, and women’s empowerment. These early lines of effort would 
remain the primary avenues of State programming throughout reconstruction.594 

The largest funding sources of State programming are presented in Table 4 below. 
Brief descriptions of each line of effort follow after the table.

Rule of law is the principle 
that persons, institutions, 
and entities, public and 
private, including the state 
itself, are accountable 
to laws that are publicly 
promulgated, equitably 
enforced, and independently 
adjudicated, and which are 
consistent with international 
human rights law. 

SIGAR, Rule of Law in Afghanistan: U.S. 
Agencies Lack a Strategy and Cannot 
Fully Determine the Effectiveness of 
Programs Costing More Than $1 Billion, 
SIGAR-15-68-AR, July 2015, p. 2.

TABLE 4

MAJOR STATE DEPARTMENT FUNDS

Name of Fund
Appropriated 

Amount (millions) Description

Economic Support Fund (ESF) $21,100.9
Intended to meet short- and long-term political, economic and security 
needs in Afghanistan. Funds both State and USAID projects.

International Narcotics Control 
& Law Enforcement (INCLE)

$5,446.2
Funds projects and programs for advancing the rule of law and com-
bating narcotics production and trafficking.

Migration and Refugee Assistance 
(MRA)

$1,536.9
Funds programs that protect and support refugees, internally displaced 
persons, stateless persons and vulnerable migrants.

Non-Proliferation, Antiterrorism, 
Demining & Related (NADR)

$881.3
Develops the Afghan government's capacity to address terrorist threats, 
protect international borders, and remove explosive remnants of war.

Note: The majority of funds obligated through ESF flow to USAID. The Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund (AIF) is not listed above because funds for AIF were 
appropriated through DOD’s budget. 

Source: CRS, “Security Assistance and Cooperation: Shared Responsibility of the Departments of State and Defense,” R44444, May 26, 2016, p. 49; 
SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2021, pp. 42, 44–46, 176.



SPECIAL INSPECTOR GENERAL FOR AFGHANISTAN RECONSTRUCTION

80  |  STATE

Rule of Law: Programmatic Effects May Be Achieved Only If Political  
Will Materializes
State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs has worked to 
develop rule of law in Afghanistan since 2003.595 INL’s most significant rule of law 
effort, the Justice Sector Support Program, was established in 2005 to provide training, 
mentoring, and advisory services to the Afghan justice system.596 The second-largest 
rule of law program, the Corrections System Support Program, began shortly after, 
providing advising, training, and infrastructure to create a “safe, secure, and humane” 
prison system.597 

In September 2009, State issued its first rule of law strategy, which emphasized reducing 
corruption in the Afghan government.598 The strategy focused on preventing funds 
from going to the insurgency, boosting the legitimacy and viability of the Afghan state, 
and improving the oversight of contracting and development assistance.599 In 2013, 
the U.S. embassy in Kabul drafted a Rule of Law and Law Enforcement Framework to 
replace the 2009 strategy, toning down program expectations and goals in light of an 
uncertain post-2014 military presence. The framework suggested no specific measures 
of success.600 State’s 2018 integrated country strategy had the goals of creating an 
“accountable government” and “[strengthening] law enforcement capacity.”601

Despite a significant commitment of resources, materially improving Afghan rule of law 
has proved very difficult.602 So too was ascertaining the extent to which U.S. programs 
may have contributed to the effort: A 2015 SIGAR audit of U.S. rule of law programming 
costing more than $1 billion concluded that every agency involved in the sector had 
problems with performance measurement and therefore could not fully determine the 
effectiveness of their programs.603 Despite significant spending, it was unclear what 
overall outcomes and impacts resulted.604

Since 2015, U.S. rule of law programming has continued to face substantial challenges. 
In 2018, the Department of Justice described the situation in Afghanistan as “consistent 
with a largely lawless, weak, and dysfunctional government.”605 A 2020 assessment 
by Freedom House summarized the many obstacles to successfully promoting rule of 
law in Afghanistan. Although Afghanistan’s constitution sets a foundation for rule of 
law, Freedom House said, “political rights and civil liberties are curtailed in practice 
by violence, corruption, patronage, and flawed electoral processes.”606 Any eventual 
improvement may depend on factors outside the control of specific programs: A 2019 
SIGAR audit found that transformative change of the justice system will remain elusive 
until the Afghan government develops sufficient political will to address resource 
shortfalls at anti-corruption institutions and the impunity of powerful individuals.607

Counternarcotics: Attempts to Curb the Opium Trade Appear to Have Failed
Since 2002, stemming illicit drug production in Afghanistan has been an important 
U.S. goal. The drug trade has provided funding to insurgent groups, fueled government 
corruption, and eroded state legitimacy.608 State is responsible for coordinating all 
international drug control programs implemented by the U.S. government, and INL 

An integrated country 
strategy is a four-year 
strategic plan that 
articulates whole-of-
government priorities 
in a given country and 
incorporates higher-level 
planning priorities.

State, 18 FAM 301.2 Department of 
State Strategic Planning, May 2019, 
pp. 1–2.

Freedom House is a 
nonprofit organization that 
researches democracy, 
political rights, and civil 
liberties. Its flagship 
publication, Freedom in 
the World, presents a global, 
comparative assessment of 
these themes.

Freedom House, “About Us,”  
accessed September 16, 2020.
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is the primary entity within State responsible for formulating and implementing 
international narcotics control policies.609 

In 2003, INL began counternarcotics programming with small projects aimed at 
introducing marketable crops as alternatives to poppy.610 In 2005, INL developed 
a five-pillar strategy to counter the effects of narcotic production and trafficking 
in Afghanistan: mobilizing government and public support, alternative development 
programs, eradication, interdiction, and building law-enforcement and judicial 
capacity.611 While these lines of effort have served as organizing categories for 
programming to the present, emphasis has shifted between them as conditions and 
decision makers changed.612 Over time, the focus on counternarcotics faded: The 2013 
Civilian-Military Strategic Framework for Afghanistan included only a passing reference 
to the subject, and several counternarcotics programs quietly concluded.613 Today, 
State’s counternarcotics programming is guided by the 2018 Integrated Country Strategy, 
which does not emphasize counternarcotics or provide any metrics towards reducing 
the drug trade. Instead, its goals are “strengthening institutional border security and law 
enforcement mechanisms and bodies.”614 

State has acknowledged it has not been fully successful in achieving counternarcotics 
objectives.615 In a 2018 letter to the Congress, SIGAR stated that the entirety of 
programming dedicated to counternarcotics appeared to have failed.616 A 2020 SIGAR 
special project reaffirmed this conclusion and added $1.6 billion to the total amount 
of waste—meaning that nearly all of the $8.9 billion allocated for counternarcotics 
programming since 2002 has been wasted, according to SIGAR’s analysis.617 According to 
the United Nations, the area under opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan in 2020 was 

Participants listen at a criminal law workshop in Nangarhar Province. (USAID photo) 



SPECIAL INSPECTOR GENERAL FOR AFGHANISTAN RECONSTRUCTION

82  |  STATE

among the four highest levels ever measured.618 Although yearly changes in cultivation 
have been volatile due to a variety of factors—including insecurity, droughts, and 
floods—opium poppy cultivation has generally increased since 2010.619

Refugee Assistance Faced an Uphill Struggle
Between 2002 and 2010, more than 5.6 million Afghans returned to Afghanistan, 
increasing its estimated population by more than 20 percent.620 To provide lifesaving 
assistance to refugee returnees and to offset the inability of the Afghan government 
and economy to provide services and livelihoods to this population, State’s Bureau 
of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM) allocated funding to international 
organizations such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees and the International 
Organization for Migration to meet such basic needs as water, shelter, health services, 
and education, as well as “gap” programming through various Afghan NGOs to provide 
critical assistance to vulnerable refugee populations.621

In the first years after the initial defeat of the Taliban—from 2002 to 2005—refugees 
and migrant returnees were reintegrated into their local communities with few major 
difficulties. However, more recent returnees have had increasingly less land, shelter, 
livelihoods, and family to which to return.622 The Afghan government developed the Land 
Allocation Scheme initiative in 2005–2006 to address the needs of landless returnees; 
however, this Afghan-led initiative has suffered from mismanagement and corruption 
and has been largely ineffectual in providing returnees with land capable of sustaining 
a basic livelihood.623 The UN High Commissioner for Refugees withdrew financial 
and technical support to the Afghan Land Allocation Scheme, and is now providing 
assistance directly to the returnees living at the sites. PRM used some of its grants 
program to mitigate the humanitarian situation at these sites.624 

From 2007 to 2010, PRM awarded 57 grants to various NGOs, totaling $51 million, to 
provide gap-filling assistance to meet needs, including skills training, basic education, 
shelter, water and sanitation, gender-based violence programs, income generation, 
health, and agriculture.625 From 2012 to 2014, PRM’s two-year capacity-building 
program, which was carried out through an implementing partner, intended to develop 
capacity within Afghanistan’s Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation.626 The program 
was hampered by an “extremely challenging” working relationship with the ministry 
under its prior leadership.627 While humanitarian funding is not intended to change the 
government, a lack of Afghan government capacity and will limited the sustainability of 
all refugee programming.628 As one PRM official said in 2013, refugees “are not a priority 
issue” for the Afghan government.”629

PRM continues to work directly with implementing partners to assist refugees and 
returnees. However, challenges are growing: PRM has told SIGAR that the combined 
effects of COVID-19 and economic contraction have led to high numbers of returns 
of Afghan migrant laborers from Iran.630 According to the International Organization 
for Migration, the number of Afghan migrants returning from Iran in 2020—more than 
850,000—was the highest ever recorded.631

The UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees is the United 
Nations body charged with 
protecting and assisting 
refugees. It provides shelter, 
blankets, and clean water, 
among other goods and 
services, to refugees. 

UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 
“What We Do,” n.d., accessed April 
2020.

Refugees are persons who 
are outside their country 
of origin for reasons of 
feared persecution, conflict, 
generalized violence, or 
other circumstances that 
have seriously disturbed 
public order and, as a 
result, require international 
protection.

Migrants are persons who 
change their country of 
usual residence, regardless 
of the reason for migration 
or legal status. According 
to the UN, there is no 
formal legal definition of 
an international migrant.

UN, “Refugees and Migrants: 
Definitions,” 2019; UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, 
“Protecting Refugees: questions 
and answers,” February, 2002.
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Conventional Weapons Destruction: Gains have been Overshadowed  
by the Ongoing Conflict 
State’s mine action and weapons removal programming is handled by the Bureau 
of Political-Military Affairs Office of Weapons Removal and Abatement, which uses 
contractors and NGOs for clearance operations, victim assistance, and education.632 
Current programs are primarily focused on clearance operations, with programming 
reduced in scale since the drawdown of coalition forces in 2014.633 Gains from State’s 
conventional weapons destruction programming have generally been overshadowed 
by the ongoing conflict: Casualties from mines and unexploded ordinance increased 
from 36 per month in 2012 to 130 per month by 2019 (the last year for which data 
was available).634 

FINDING THE RIGHT METRICS TO ASSESS PROGRESS:  
MEASURING THE MEASURABLE 
Afghanistan is a complex environment where program-level progress is sometimes 
difficult to assess. The Standard Foreign Assistance Indicators—developed by State 
in 2006 in an effort to measure the aggregated effects of foreign assistance, and in use 
by 2008—provided a menu of metrics that could be used to track program progress.635 
Bureaus and offices could also create custom indicators specific to individual 
programs.636 But whether the indicators were standardized or customized, they tended 
to focus on outputs and often defaulted to measuring that which could be measured 
most easily. Moreover, they were not always clearly connected to programmatic goals.

A close examination of an individual program’s performance metrics illustrates 
the pattern. State’s Legal Aid through Legal Education program aimed to improve 
justice services for Afghan women and vulnerable populations.637 State intended to 

Mine clearance workers inspect a field. (State photo)
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accomplish this goal by opening legal clinics, increasing the quality of legal education 
at Afghan universities, and increasing the number of trained lawyers in the justice 
system.638 According to the program’s fiscal year 2018 performance management 
plan, performance metrics included at least one standard indicator—the “number of 
individuals/groups from low income or marginalized communities who received legal 
aid or victim’s assistance with [U.S. government support]”—and numerous custom 
indicators, such as the “number of [legal] course packets published.”639 Although such 
indicators allowed for tracking of program activities, they did not necessarily correlate 
with an improved legal system that better met the needs of Afghan women and other 
vulnerable populations.

The program’s performance management plan tied specific indicators to discrete 
program objectives. But a rise in the values of many indicators would not necessarily 
have been associated with achievement of those objectives. For instance, the number 
of “adjunct [legal] instructors trained,” was used to track progress toward the program 
objective of “improved capacity of adjunct instructors.”640 However, if the quality of 
training was poor, the number of instructors trained could increase without improving 
their capacity. Likewise, the indicator “number of [public legal awareness] campaigns on 
legal aid produced and aired” was used to track progress toward the program objective 
“public legal awareness needs identified and improved.”641 But public legal awareness 
campaigns could be produced and aired without actually identifying and improving 
public legal awareness needs. Although a separate indicator, the “number of client 
referrals as a result of [public legal awareness] initiatives,” opened an avenue to track 
whether increased public legal awareness was being achieved, it lacked a target value, 
which reduced its utility.642

In other cases, metrics would have been useful to track achievement of program 
objectives, but were not actually tracked in a way that accurately reflected what the 
indicator claimed to capture. For example, the “number of partner organizations’ 
capacity built” was associated with the program objective “enhanced capacity of 
legal advice providers.” However, the indicator value presented in the performance 
management plan was not a measure of capacity. Rather, it was simply the number “4,” 
referring to the number of partner organizations receiving technical assistance through 
the program.643 Although the previous year’s performance management plan noted that 
periodic assessments would be used to track organizational capacity, the fact that the 
baseline and target values for the indicator (both the number 4) were identical, even 
as the assistance was still being provided, raised questions about the usefulness of the 
metric.644 This was not the only purported outcome indicator tracked via a numerical 
value that was actually just an output. The “quality of legal representation” was 
measured merely by the number of clients at legal aid clinics receiving U.S. government 
assistance.645 Meanwhile, one objective of the program was to “create sustainability” for 
the program’s initiatives, but none of the indicators explicitly tracked sustainability.646

In sum, many of the indicators presented in the Legal Aid through Legal Education 
program’s objectives were conflated with the act of implementation. Table 5 on 
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pages 86−87 presents a critical analysis of all indicators listed in the Legal Aid through 
Legal Education program’s fiscal year 2018 performance management plan. The central 
takeaway is that State’s M&E system sometimes produced complicated tables and 
spreadsheets that looked impressive but did not meaningfully track program progress.

Of course, such indicator issues were not unique to the Legal Aid through Legal 
Education program. As was the case with counterpart agencies, metric selection within 
State’s M&E system often risked creating goal displacement, as quantifiable measures 
substituted for the actual outcomes programs were intended to achieve. State’s Justice 
Sector Support Program aimed to build rule of law in Afghanistan. SIGAR criticized the 
program for relying too heavily on short-term performance outputs such as the number 
of courses conducted and the total hours implementing-partner staff spent advising 
trainees, and for failing to look to long-term performance outcomes that could help 
determine the program’s overall effects on the development of justice sector.647 Tracking 
those effects may have been challenging. But even after the program established 
outcome indicators related to, for example, increasing “efficiency and effectiveness 
of the justice and corrections systems of Afghanistan,” the program’s quarterly reporting 
did not always provide information on these new indicators.648 Similarly, a 2014 State 
inspector general audit of INL’s assistance to Afghanistan found that of the seven 

Anecdotes Can Supplement Raw Indicators, but Have Their Own Limitations
Anecdotes can add nuance and descriptive detail to complex, abstract issues. They may 
be particularly useful for policymakers in the Congress and for other decision makers 
who have little time to digest significant amounts of data. However, when anecdotes 
suffer from selective presentation of facts, they can distort reality. 

For example, a December 2018 State briefing to a congressional delegation noted 
that the Afghan government had recovered almost $500 million in stolen assets from 
Kabul Bank–a story that implied the Afghan government was moving aggressively to 
fight corruption.649 A closer look, however, told a different story. Asset recovery reports 
showed that between September 2017 and September 2018, recovered assets rose 
from $447.35 million to $451.65 million, an increase of less than 1 percent.650 Not only 
was the $500 million reported in the congressional briefing a sizeable overstatement, it 
was a total, cumulative amount that hid the marginal year to year improvement. In fact, 
at that recovery rate, it would have taken more than 125 years to recover the rest of the 
stolen assets.651 The $500 million was an indicator of failure, not success. 

Also missing from the picture was the Afghan government’s limited ability to 
independently prosecute corruption. A June 2018 Department of Justice report 
summarized the situation as “consistent with a largely lawless, weak, dysfunctional 
government,” with many corruption cases languishing due to lack of political will.652 
Not only did the congressional briefing point fail to accurately frame the Kabul 
Bank case itself, it also painted an incomplete picture of the state of rule of law 
in Afghanistan.

Goal displacement is 
a scenario in which the 
original goals of a strategy, 
organization, or project 
become displaced by 
other goals that are not 
necessarily related.
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TABLE 5 

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF PERFORMANCE INDICATORS FOR STATE’S LEGAL AID THROUGH LEGAL EDUCATION PROGRAM, 
AS PRESENTED IN THE PROGRAM’S FY 2018 PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT PLAN

Program Objective Performance Indicators Target
Baseline 
(if available) SIGAR Observations

Practical legal education 
provision improved for 
law students and sharia 
students of the targeted 
Universities

Percentage of law students and sharia stu-
dents with improved practical legal skills

Increased knowledge and practical skills 
of law graduates

Quality rating of legal teaching, staff, research, 
curriculum, and student learning outcomes, 
disaggregated by university and continuing

 30–40% 5–10%

Although LALE’s performance management plan lists 
four distinct indicators for this program objective, only 
two appear to have baselines and targets. The indicators 
lacking baseline and target values (listed second and 
third, respectively) do not include an explanation of how 
they are fully distinct from the first indicator. Additionally, 
the value of the indicator “number of law students and 
sharia students attending supplementary practical skills 
courses” can increase without necessarily contributing to 
the program objective.

Number of law students and sharia students 
attending supplementary practical skills 
courses

 1260+/-  320

Availability of quality 
teaching and learning 
materials improved

Number of course packets published

Quality of legal and/or regulatory standards 
for legal education, disaggregated by univer-
sity and continuing

TBD 500

The indicator value can rise merely by publishing course 
packets, regardless of the quality of the material. Additionally, 
the indicator overlaps to some extent with the one above—
the “number of law students and sharia students attending 
supplementary practical skills courses”—in that the course 
packets are to be published for the supplementary practical 
skills courses. Moreover, there is no explanation of how the 
second indicator will be tracked and the first indicator does 
not establish a target. 

Improved capacity of 
adjunct instructors

Number of adjunct instructors trained 24 12
Providing training to instructors does not necessarily mean 
that their capacity to provide quality instruction will be 
improved.

Improved legal aid 
services to indigent and 
vulnerable population

Number of individuals/groups from low 
income or marginalized communities who 
received legal aid or victim’s assistance with 
USG support

Availability of free legal assistance for indigent 
defendants

Quality of legal representation

TBD
4160 
clients Additional, INL-specific indicators (the second and third on 

the left) are distinct from the first indicator, but appear to 
be grouped with it for tracking purposes. This grouping con-
flates the “quality of legal representation” with the number 
of people who receive legal aid. Moreover, targets were not 
established for any of the indicators.

Percentage of cases handled by fellows TBD 8862 cases

Percentage of cases advised by students TBD 300 cases

Recent graduates of students and fellows 
employed in jobs that contribute to the devel-
opment of country’s Legal System

TBD TBD

Enhanced capacity of 
legal advice providers 
in legal aid delivery 
and organizational 
development

Number of partners organizations’ capacity 
built (HR & organization) (in the area of M&E, 
supervision, quality control and advocacy & 
public legal awareness campaigns)

4 4

The value of the indicator is not a measure of capacity. 
Rather, it is simply the number 4, which merely reflects 
the number of partner organizations receiving technical 
assistance through the program. Although the FY 2017 
performance management plan noted that periodic assess-
ments would be used to track organizational capacity, the 
fact that the baseline and target values for the indicator were 
identical even as the assistance was still ongoing raised 
questions about the usefulness of the metric.

Access to viable 
legal advice facilities 
improved

Number of clinics established 4 4

This was an important program output. However, as no 
performance indicator tracks the impact of the clinics (or 
plausible proxies), it is difficult to understand what effect 
the establishment of the clinics may have had on legal out-
comes for Afghan women and other vulnerable populations. 

Increased public legal 
awareness through 
advocacy campaigns, 
and create a dialog on 
legal education policy

Number of client referrals as a result of PLA 
initiatives

TBD 128
This appears to be a useful outcome metric. However, no 
target was established. 

Continued on the following page
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Program Objective Performance Indicators Target
Baseline 
(if available) SIGAR Observations

Public legal awareness 
needs identified and 
improved through Public 
Legal Awareness (PLA) 
campaigns

Number of PLA campaigns on Legal aid 
produced & aired

TBD

Produced 
12 radio 
& TV sport 
Aired 459 
times

Conducting public awareness campaigns does not nec-
essarily equate to identifying and improving public legal 
awareness needs and no target was established. 

Multi-stage holistic 
advocacy initiative taken

 A holistic advocacy strategy developed  1  0 It is unclear what a “multi-stage holistic advocacy initiative 
taken” means, as it is not defined in either the FY 2017 
or FY 2018 performance management plan. It is therefore 
unclear whether the performance indicators adequately 
measure progress towards this program objective and only 
one of the three indicators includes a target.

 Number of conferences arranged  TBD  2

 Number of sessions/meetings organized  TBD  36

Source: State, INL, “Legal Aid through Legal Education Performance Measurement Plan (PMP) FY2018,” pp. 8–9; State, INL, “TAF LALE PMP Revised Final from Implementer,” February 2, 2017; 
SIGAR analysis.

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF PERFORMANCE INDICATORS FOR STATE’S LEGAL AID THROUGH LEGAL EDUCATION PROGRAM, 
AS PRESENTED IN THE PROGRAM’S FY 2018 PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT PLAN (CONTINUED)

counternarcotics-related performance management plans it reviewed, none contained 
“accurate and targeted output, outcome, and impact methodologies or measures to track 
program achievements and results.”653

Shifting the definition of “success” based on what was quantifiable was a key feature of 
State’s counternarcotics programming, where the original goal of reducing Afghanistan’s 
narcotics trade was for a time displaced by the goal of destroying poppy fields. 
According to a joint assessment by State and DOD’s inspectors general, INL believed 
farmers would be deterred from planting poppy if the Afghan government could destroy 
a sufficiently high number of hectares under cultivation. Between 2004 and 2009, it 
operated a poppy eradication force that attempted to do just that. Contractors working 
on the project told SIGAR that even with perfect weather, security, and no vehicle 
breakdowns, they could have destroyed only approximately 70 percent of the targeted 
amount of poppy.654 

Ultimately, the effort proved fruitless: Eradication had no lasting impact on the 
opium-poppy problem.655 The combination of goal displacement and tunnel vision 
regarding methods resulted in what Richard Holbrooke (then soon to be State’s Special 
Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan) called “the single most ineffective 
program in the history of American foreign policy”—nearly $300 million dollars spent 
for no discernable result.656 The number of destroyed hectares under cultivation, and 
the amount of poppy replanted in the next season, are two different metrics; the former 
is easiest to measure, but the latter is more representative of the actual desired result. 
Contractors working on the project reported to SIGAR that INL’s desire to quantitatively 
demonstrate progress prevented them from considering harder-to-measure alternatives, 
such as public information campaigns and alternative development programs.657
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Smaller counternarcotics programs also substituted quantitative metrics that failed to 
measure actual program objectives. INL’s interdiction initiative, for instance, focused 
on the operation and maintenance of facilities that housed the Afghan government’s 
counternarcotics police and the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency—but the program’s 
performance management plan listed one planned outcome as “increase in percentage of 
investigations planned.”658 It was unclear how the operation and maintenance of facilities 
correlated with this outcome.659 In a 2014 audit, the State inspector general attributed 
INL’s “largely unknown” impact on counternarcotics trends in part to inappropriate 
metrics presented in performance management plans.660 

Compliance requirements and pressure to ensure sufficient oversight of funds 
created another set of challenges. The goal of State’s Corrections System Support 
Program (CSSP) is to create “a safe, secure, humane, and transparent Afghan 
corrections system.”661 The program is intended to support broader strategic goals. 
For example, its fiscal year 2017 performance management plan noted that CSSP 
was aligned with strategies that aimed to “help eliminate Taliban justice and defeat 
the insurgency” and “help increase the Afghan government’s legitimacy.”662 But at the 
programmatic level, partly in response to oversight scrutiny, INL spent significant 
resources ensuring that contractual requirements were met—monitoring whether 
blankets were delivered to Afghan prisons, or making sure that concrete mixed for 
Afghan prison construction did not contain too much sand.663 Remarking on the 
disconnect between what can be monitored and what was actually relevant to core 
objectives, one State official wondered rhetorically why, in a country with a deeply 
flawed justice system and prisons not built to modern standards, “we should spend 
money to see if someone is changing the lightbulbs?”664 Theoretically, contracts could 

Afghan counternarcotics police destroy an opium crop in Badakhshan in 2012. (UN photo)
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“perform” perfectly—that is, meet their contractually required deliverables—but in the 
words of one State official, “whether the taxpayer received value is another question.”665

Selected Metrics Sometimes Did Not Fully Capture Broader Political Goals
Reconstruction programming was often used as a means of achieving political ends. 
Continuing work on the problem-plagued Kajaki Dam project, for instance, was 
intended in part as a signal that the U.S. was committed to Afghanistan.666 In essence, 
reconstruction is ultimately in many ways a political enterprise, and conducting 
activities to obtain political influence is a central aspect of State’s mission. Yet, 
throughout reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan, State’s M&E systems struggled 
to capture the centrality of political objectives.667 

Data Collection Mechanisms, Data Interpretation and Use Remain Key Challenges
Relevant, accurate data is the foundation of M&E, but 
data collection has been a challenge for State. Some 
bureaus lack the resources to collect needed data, or 
fear that a negative evaluation based on unflattering data 
will result in a funding cut.668 Moreover, it is not always 
clear what data is relevant, nor is it always obvious what 
constitutes an appropriate amount. For example, to 
respond to the Congress’ demand for tangible measures 
of reconstruction progress, INL contracted with Deloitte 
to develop an M&E system and framework for the 
bureau’s use.669 But the system created by Deloitte was 
far too complicated, with “too many data points to make 
sense out of it,” according to INL officials.670 Though 
Deloitte developed it based on “industry standards,” INL 
determined that it did not actually require the volume of 
data produced by the system.671 INL eventually awarded 
contracts that focused on data management, verification, 
and control in order to improve its data collection.672

Designing ways to triangulate data also proved 
challenging. State adopted USAID’s multi-tiered 
monitoring framework, which is intended to help verify 
data by collecting it from multiple sources. Information 
collected through multi-tiered monitoring is organized 
into tiers based on how accurate it is believed to be. 
Within this hierarchy, U.S. government reporting is the 
most trusted form of monitoring. However, officials with 
State’s Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs noted 
that even U.S. government employee site visits can be 

of limited value because “recipients and implementing 
partners are always going to put their best faces on for 
a site visit, which may not represent reality.”673 Further, 
government personnel are not always well trained in 
monitoring techniques, which leads to dependence 
on contractors to provide program information. Such 
dependence can lead to reports of overly favorable 
results.674 Still, SIGAR’s work shows that sometimes 
there is no substitute for physically “kicking the tires.”675 
In Afghanistan, this can be particularly challenging, 
given the mobility restrictions due to an unstable 
security environment.676

The next most trusted form of monitoring within 
the multi-tiered monitoring framework is third-party 
monitoring, which also has strengths and weaknesses. 
Strengths include the opportunity to monitor projects 
implemented in areas inaccessible to U.S. government 
personnel.677 However, a drawback is that the quality of 
reporting is not always high.678 Nevertheless, if carefully 
managed, third-party monitors can provide useful 
verification of basic project outputs, such as whether 
a building has been constructed.679

In essence, there is no silver bullet when it comes to data 
collection and interpretation. Every mechanism carries 
certain limitations. In the end, careful data triangulation 
is a key aspect of ensuring accuracy and precision in 
performance measurement.680
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It is difficult, for example, to quantify progress towards the Corrections System Support 
Program’s goal of a “safe, secure, humane, and transparent Afghan corrections system.” 
Tracking the number of instances of training, the number of prisoners participating in 
prison industries, and the number of hours a program spent advising on gender issues 
allowed INL, in its own words, “to measure contractor performance and respond 
to frequent [requests for information] from . . . SIGAR, Congress, and other outside 
entities.”681 It is unclear, however, whether increases in any of these indicators actually 
correlate with a “safe, secure and humane” prison system.682 

Further complicating measurement, it is not clear whether the existence of such a 
prison system is necessarily correlated with the strategic objectives the program was 
intended to support. For example, the Corrections System Support Program’s fiscal 
year 2017 performance management plan stated that the program was aligned with 
the U.S. government’s rule of law strategy for Afghanistan, one objective of which was 
to promote “a culture that values the rule of law above powerful interests.”683 But a 
country can display strong rule of law characteristics even with a prison system that 
invites international criticism. Japan, for instance, maintains an almost perfect rule 
of law score from Freedom House, despite calls from Human Rights Watch to eliminate 
“hostage justice” that allows suspects to be detained for more than three weeks without 
indictment and that prevents them from having lawyers present during questioning from 
law enforcement.684 The point is that the relationship between programmatic goals and 
strategic objectives can be extremely complicated.

Similar challenges of relevance apply to measurement of State’s Justice Sector Support 
Program. A central aspect of the program is its case management system, an online 

An Afghan engineer works in the Kajaki Dam facility. (USAID photo)
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database that tracks the status of criminal and civil cases in Afghanistan across all 
criminal justice institutions, from arrest through release from prison.685 According to 
INL officials, key indicators for the program include the number of Afghan government 
staff who have access to the case management system, who have been trained to use it, 
and who are uploading data into the system, as well as the number of system terminals 
that have power and internet.686 INL modified the program’s contract to “enhance focus” 
on the database, even creating a new version of the system to hand off to the Afghan 
government.687 The Afghan government’s progress in implementing the case management 
system is a highly visible metric that SIGAR has tracked closely.688 

Theoretically, full adoption of the system may result in significant improvements in 
Afghanistan’s justice sector. In May 2021, INL reported that the system held more than 
800,000 criminal and civil cases and that Afghan law enforcement had conducted 80,000 
criminal background checks using it.689 SIGAR welcomes the Afghan government’s 
increasing use of the case management system. But, on their, own technical solutions 
may not result in better rule of law. It is easy to come up with examples of countries 
where technology is both functional and widely used but the rule of law is arbitrarily 
applied. China is an authoritarian dictatorship without due process or an independent 
judiciary, and engages in arbitrary detention of political dissidents and ethnic 
minorities—it also employs a sophisticated technological apparatus to maintain 
control.690 As SIGAR underscored in a November 2019 audit of the Afghan government’s 
anticorruption strategy that discussed the Afghan government’s implementation of 
the case management system, among other topics, without the political will to fight 
corruption, transformative change in Afghanistan’s rule of law will remain elusive.691 
In May 2021, INL emphasized the extent to which the Afghan government now relies 
on the case management system to help operate its justice system.692 Corruption in 
Afghanistan remains pervasive.693

Another sector in which metrics did not fully capture political objectives involved the 
U.S government’s largest effort to advance Afghanistan’s higher education system: 
its 14-year investment in the American University of Afghanistan (AUAF) in Kabul.694 
State, DOD, and USAID have collectively invested at least $167.3 million in the 
university through a combination of grants, cooperative agreements, and contracts.695 
Considered to be Afghanistan’s flagship university, the American University 
of Afghanistan was believed to be an important symbol of U.S. commitment.696 

However, the metrics used to assess the performance of AUAF did not directly capture 
whether U.S. support to the university advanced this symbolic, ultimately political 
commitment. USAID tracked performance against indicators like “[the percentage] 
of undergraduate and graduate students who complete their degree programs each 
semester.”697 Meanwhile, State tracked metrics such as the number of scholarships it 
provided to AUAF students. The number of scholarships provided to women helped 
increase the proportion of the student body that was female, which was another 
metric.698 Although such indicators may have been useful in assessing AUAF’s 
educational performance and student demographics, they could not be used to answer 
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the more fundamental question of whether perceptions surrounding AUAF’s political 
symbolism were justified.

Over time, serious deficiencies in AUAF’s management and operations attracted 
significant attention from SIGAR and USAID’s inspector general.699 As a result, oversight 
itself, and whether the university tightened its financial controls, essentially became the 
new metrics by which the performance of U.S. funding was assessed, particularly after 
SIGAR and USAID’s inspector general found that the university could not account for 
$63 million received from the U.S. government.700 

But in the minds of U.S. officials, the motivation to fund the university remained far 
broader. As one USAID official put it, “Because the [university] was a high-visibility 
institution, its failure would equate to American failure in Afghanistan.”701 Although 
officials believed such failure would be detrimental to U.S. national security interests, 
the way the university’s existence explicitly advanced those interests was not captured 
by the indicators used to assess the effectiveness of U.S. funding.702 It may not have been 
unreasonable to assume that the collapse of a highly visible project would harm U.S. 
security and political goals, but that assumption was never formally assessed or tested. 

In interviews conducted for this report, officials from State’s Bureau of South and Central 
Asia Affairs openly acknowledged the tension between programmatic goals and political 
objectives. As several officials put it, while the size of a program’s budget can signal its 
political importance, there is still a “quantum leap” between programs and contracts 

Ambassador Karl Eikenberry speaks at the American University of Afghanistan’s first commencement 
ceremony in the spring of 2011. (USAID photo)
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on one hand and strategic effects on the other. Consequently, they added, program 
performance management plans should include explicit measures of political objectives, 
where applicable, as “development impact is a consideration but it’s not the only one.”703 

In the end, metrics that were purely quantitative or technical in nature often could 
not fully capture the transformational social and cultural changes sought by political 
programming.704 The limitations and frustrations of distilling such change into discrete 
indicators are reflected in the musings of one State official interviewed for this report, who 
expressed their opinion that no matter what improvements State and other U.S. agencies 
made to their contracting or M&E processes, most development programs in Afghanistan 
would still fall well short of their goals. The problem, the official said, using language that 
cannot be printed here, was “out there” beyond the walls of the U.S. embassy in Kabul, 
where U.S. development programming was pursuing transformative change in a country 
where such change was not possible.705 

Weighing the Relative Importance of U.S. Programs and Examining Macro Trends Can Help 
Determine Whether Political Aims Are Being Achieved
Assumptions around political symbolism can hold 
donors hostage. SIGAR’s 2020 audit of State, 
USAID, and DOD assistance to the American 
University of Afghanistan found that the university 
had experienced significant financial, management, 
and staffing problems for over a decade. USAID 
officials told SIGAR that they believed they had less 
leverage to address these problems because AUAF’s 
management was aware of the university’s perceived 
symbolic importance.706

An exercise as simple as rank ordering U.S. assistance 
programs according to the degree to which they are 
believed to be effective, or otherwise instrumental to the 
reconstruction effort, could have provided perspective on 
the relative importance of different efforts. 

Such a ranking could have helped stress-test 
assumptions about the political effects of programming, 
such as those attached to U.S. funding of the American 
University of Afghanistan. For example, if ranking 
revealed that security assistance or economic growth 
programs were deemed more fundamental to the 
survivability of the Afghan state than higher education 

programs, the assumption that the university’s failure 
would be synonymous with U.S. failure in Afghanistan 
could be considered less valid. Ranking could also 
reveal the inverse: Smaller programs attached to efforts 
with great political symbolism may actually be some 
of the most important and therefore worth preserving.

In March 2013, SIGAR asked the Secretaries of State 
and Defense, as well as the USAID Administrator, to 
provide a list of the 10 Afghanistan reconstruction 
projects or programs their departments deemed most 
successful and least successful.707 None of them did 
so. SIGAR’s request remains unfulfilled.708 

A second way of assessing whether political, or 
otherwise broad or abstract, objectives are being 
achieved is to examine the high-level, prima facie 
evidence. This is essentially how SIGAR concluded that 
the entirety of U.S. spending on certain programmatic 
areas was likely wasted. For example, pointing to the 
fact that even a substantial focus on counternarcotics 
appeared to have done very little to stem the production 
and export of illicit drugs, SIGAR concluded that 
U.S. counternarcotics efforts appeared to have failed.709 
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LACK OF PERFORMANCE METRICS HINDERED 
M&E OF RULE OF LAW ASSISTANCE

The impetus for State’s rule of law programming was 
the widespread American and Afghan perception that 
the formal justice system was corrupt and difficult to 
access, while the informal system frequently provided 
outcomes that did not meet international human rights 
standards.710 The U.S. and Afghan governments believed 
that strengthening rule of law would build the legitimacy 
of the Afghan government and foster sustainable 
development.711 A 2015 SIGAR audit showed that 
State, DOD, and USAID could not fully determine the 
effectiveness of U.S. programs that aimed to advance 
these objectives.712 The programs cost more than 
$1 billion.713

State issued its first interagency rule of law strategy for 
Afghanistan in 2009. The strategy focused on reducing 
the “culture of impunity” in the justice sector by reducing 
corruption.714 It defined a scope for rule of law activities, 
emphasizing expanding access to the formal justice 
sector, reforming detention policies and the Afghan 
corrections system, providing “security and space” for the 
informal justice sector, and growing leadership capacity 
in the Afghan government and civil society.715 

The strategy listed measures of effectiveness, such as 
levels of public confidence in the Afghan justice system 
as shown through polls and the number of cases heard 
by the formal justice system, against which progress 
could be monitored.716 However, despite the existence of 
the performance measures, no measuring and reporting 
was done against them. Even if data had been collected 
to measure performance, the strategy’s lack of baselines 
and targets would have precluded complete assessments 
of progress.717 U.S. embassy officials described the 2009 
strategy as “overambitious” and said it did not reflect the 
operating environment or available resources.718

Lack of measurement in rule of law assistance was also 
a problem at the programmatic level. In 2015, SIGAR 
noted that State’s inconsistent M&E of the Justice 
Sector Support Program led to problems assessing 
the program’s actual impact.719 Indicators focused 
on outputs instead of outcomes and lacked baseline 
data. Based on a cumulative assessment of M&E data 
generated by the program, SIGAR concluded in 2015 
that INL could not determine the extent to which it had 
contributed to the development of rule of law and the 
sustainability of the Afghan justice sector.720

Parliamentarians gather to review prisoner sentences and prison conditions during an oversight trip to Herat Province. (USAID photo)
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LEARNING AND ACTING ON INFORMATION 

M&E Information Was Not Always Systematically Used—or Useful
The purpose of State’s Managing for Results framework was establishing “a clear line of 
sight from what the department wants to achieve, as documented in its strategic plans, 
to how the department intends to achieve it through key programs and projects.”721 

However, performance against strategic objectives was not always tracked. Although 
State’s Bureau of South and Central Asia Affairs was required by policy to assess 
progress against the goals of State’s 2015–2018 Joint Regional Strategy, a 2018 inspection 
of the bureau by State’s inspector general found that it lacked a system to do so. In 
interviews with the agency’s inspector general, bureau employees said they had not 
monitored progress toward regional strategy goals since the strategy’s promulgation 
in 2014.722 Similarly, as SIGAR reported in a 2015 audit, no measuring or reporting was 
conducted against 27 performance indicators that could have helped determine progress 
towards meeting U.S. rule of law objectives in Afghanistan.723

Infrequent use of key M&E processes may have also hampered strategic-level learning. 
A critical aspect of strategic-level learning is the use of evaluations to examine the 
performance and outcomes of programs and projects.724 State’s current M&E policy 
requires bureaus to “consider evaluation findings to make decisions about policies, 
strategies, priorities, and delivery of services.”725 The overall number of evaluations 
across all State programs increased from “negligible” in 2012 to 180 in 2017, and 
the quality of evaluations seems to have improved over time.726 But as a 2018 meta-
evaluation of State’s foreign assistance evaluation efforts stated, bureaus generally 
used evaluations in a manner that was “more sporadic than systemic.”727

This finding broadly conformed to interviews conducted for this report. In response to 
SIGAR inquiries on whether evaluations resulted in changes to programming, State said 
it does not track whether midterm evaluations lead to contract or grant modifications.728 
Similarly, INL contractors interviewed by SIGAR could not think of any contract 
modifications that were made based on information gleaned either from evaluation 
reports or from other M&E activities.729 

One reason for this may be that evaluations are primarily performed only on expensive 
flagship programs, due to the perception that the costs of evaluations sometimes 
outweigh the benefits.730 For example, U.S. Embassy Kabul’s Public Affairs Section, 
whose portfolio generally includes smaller programs, said in May 2019 that it had not 
conducted an impact evaluation in the last five years—adding, “There are no meaningful 
examples of course correction resulting from evaluation.”731 

But even where evaluations of State’s reconstruction programming were conducted, 
the quality was not always strong. According to State’s M&E policy, evaluations are 
performed for the purpose of “improving effectiveness and informing decisions about 
current and future programs, projects and processes.”732 In order to do so, evaluations 
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must adhere to standards of usefulness and methodological rigor.733 However, there were 
cases where evaluations did not seem to fully live up to these standards.

For instance, after nine and a half years and more than $250 million spent, a State-
commissioned evaluation of the Corrections System Support Program was completed 
in July 2015.734 The evaluation was completed at the same time that a SIGAR audit 
criticized INL’s decision to extend the program despite INL’s inability to determine 
whether it was achieving its overall objectives.735 That key question was unanswered 
by the evaluation. The program’s goal was to build “a safe, secure, and humane prison 
system.”736 But in response to the evaluation question, “Have CSSP interventions 
improved conditions for and treatment of inmates as well as the fairness and 
responsiveness of the overall justice system?” the evaluators deflected. After stating that 
“a total of 1,557 hours of advising were conducted between 2012 and 2014 on the topics 
of human rights and humane treatment,” they noted that “only 61 percent . . . of inmates 
agree that inmates are treated humanely.”737 This could have understated the finding, 
given that prison guards were present during the interviews, meaning that “obtaining 
truthful responses was of particular concern . . . due to fear of repercussions if anything 
negative was communicated.”738 In the end, the evaluators did not clearly answer the 
question of whether the program’s interventions, including human rights training, had 
improved conditions for inmates.739 Yet, they recommended more training.740

A second critical shortcoming of the evaluation was “the absence of baseline data or 
a control group”—the latter referring to facilities that did not receive support from the 
program.741 Consequently, the effects of the program on outcomes of interest could not 
be fully ascertained.742 There were also confounding results. Evaluators hypothesized 
“that if CSSP’s activities had an impact on the performance of each facility, then we 
should see a positive correlation between the amount of resources a facility received 
(in terms of dollars, training courses, mentoring hours, or infrastructure projects) 
and the current performance level of each facility.”743 However, according to the 
evaluators, “regression analyses testing the relationship between the amount of training 
in a given facility and perceptions of safety, security, humaneness, management, and 
sustainability were mixed.”744 Increased training in correctional facilities was on one 
hand associated with “higher perceptions of sustainability, but lower perceptions of 
safety and humane treatment.”745 Additionally, the evaluators stated, “similar to tests of 
the relationship between training hours and impacts, the relationships between advising 
hours and perceptions of humane treatment and security are negative.”746 Evaluators 
noted additional unexpected regression results: “Similar to the training and advising 
data, when regression analyses were conducted, there were significant and negative 
relationships between infrastructure dollars per facility and facility manager perceptions 
of humane treatment, management, and sustainability.”747 Less than 50 percent of 
correctional officers, trainers, and facility managers believed their facilities could 
operate without support from the program.748

Evaluators provided several possible explanations for the “unanticipated” results. For 
example, with respect to the relationship between training and perceived impact, they 
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suggested that the training could have been successful but that managers were unable 
to implement necessary changes at their facilities because of their lack of ability to do 
so.749 Another plausible explanation was that the program had provided more training 
and advising in those corrections facilities that needed them the most.750 But the fact 
that many aspects of the analysis presented in the evaluation rejected the evaluators’ 
initial hypothesis raised important questions about the program’s effectiveness. 

Despite this, in many cases the evaluation’s recommendations seemed only to suggest 
reconfiguring program inputs, such as “[including] questions about the feasibility 
of implementing practices learned in training courses,” continuing to work with 
corrections officials “to develop internal capacity to repair and maintain facility 
infrastructure,” and continuing “efforts to centralize the classification and case 
management system.”751 The highlight following this section details analytical flaws 
in two additional, Afghanistan-specific evaluations. Table 6 at the end of the following 
highlight summarizes our analysis of key flaws of all State evaluations examined for 
this report.752

Shortcomings in evaluations of State’s reconstruction programming reflected broader 
trends. The aforementioned 2018 meta-evaluation found that, across the department, 
“the number of fair or poor reports exceeded the number of good reports by a 
substantial margin.”753 The meta-evaluation noted that common problems included 
inactionable recommendations, failure to connect findings to bureau strategy, and 
poor evaluation design. As a result, as of 2018, support for evaluations within State 
varied widely, and evaluation findings and recommendations were only used “to 
some extent.”754

A 2014 SIGAR inspection showed that conditions in these maximum security cells at Pul-e Charkhi Prison, 
a facility supported by CSSP, were overcrowded and poor. (SIGAR photo)
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EVALUATIONS OF STATE’S RECONSTRUCTION 
PROGRAMMING SUFFERED FROM 
ANALYTICAL FLAWS

Lost in Equivocation: An Evaluation of a Justice-sector Training Program 
Praised a Project’s Design without Convincingly Demonstrating the 
Project Was Likely to Have Impact
The evaluation of State’s Corrections System Support Program was not the only one that suffered 
from analytical shortcomings. A 2014 midterm evaluation of the Justice Training Transition 
Program exhibited similar flaws. The $47.7 million, 30-month training program aimed to improve 
the legal knowledge and skills of Afghan justice-sector officials and, separately, to eventually 
transition the training provided under the program to the Afghan government.755 The program’s 
overall goal was to “increase the confidence of Afghan citizens in the justice sector.”756

Some of the evaluation’s conclusions and recommendations were puzzling. On one hand, 
the evaluators concluded that the training program was designed in a way that adequately 
addressed the needs of the Afghan justice sector, with “needs” sweepingly defined as the 
“formation of [a] competent rule of law system needed for achieving peace and security, poverty 
reduction, economic growth, and the protection of fundamental rights in Afghanistan.”757 On the 
other, the evaluators noted that the program’s hypotheses around desired effects “just [tackled] 
the short and medium term results that [showed] direct program outputs; meanwhile, they [did] 
not describe the full path of expected changes on the individual and institutional levels.”758

This raised questions about whether the program was in fact adequately designed. Specifically, 
the program’s logic model (which described the relationship between program activities and 
outputs and presumed outcomes and impact) had omitted key conditions like “political 
commitment to improve [the] justice sector system” and “political will to fight corruption” 

A farmer assisted by the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural Development project prepares his tomato 
harvest for sale at a local market. (UN photo)
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that were necessary for achievement of desired results.759 “Further consideration of these risks 
and assumptions could have strengthened the initial program design,” the evaluators wrote 
while adding, “The activities as initially planned for are generally relevant for the fulfillment 
of the stated objectives and results.”760 Translating these confusing equivocations: the training 
was relevant for addressing certain needs of the Afghan justice sector, but could ultimately end 
up being ineffective if other “essential” conditions, like the presence of political will to enact 
important reforms and fight corruption, were not met.761

The evaluators seemed deeply uncertain about whether such political will would materialize. 
Citing data indicating that “confidence among Afghans in the justice sector has increased since 
the fall of the Taliban, but may have plateaued in recent years,” the evaluators noted, “this is 
clearly worrying.”762 The evaluators then seemed to attempt to write away from this observation 
by showing that “attitudes are in fact more nuanced.”763 However, after running through a litany 
of indicators from an annual national survey—some of which were tangential to the justice 
sector, like levels of fear when encountering international military forces and voting in national 
elections—the evaluators circled back to negative recent trends: “The perception that corruption 
is a major problem in Afghanistan as a whole was at its highest point in 2013 since 2006.”764 

In the end, despite pointing out significant omissions in the training program’s logic model 
and never establishing that the program was likely to impact the end goal of restoring public 
confidence in the Afghan justice system, the evaluators recommended that the program be 
continued and extended by six months.765 The certainty that underpinned this recommendation 
was difficult to understand in light of the evaluator observations described above—but it was also 
a quintessential example of how M&E practices created the risk of doing the wrong thing perfectly.

An Evaluation of an Alternative Livelihood Project Mostly Sidestepped 
the High-risk Nature of Counternarcotics Programming in Afghanistan
At other times, analytical problems were less about equivocation and more about missing the 
forest for the trees. An evaluation of a $24 million counternarcotics program funded by State 
presented interesting granular analysis but struck an optimistic tone despite the extraordinarily 
high-risk nature of counternarcotics programming in Afghanistan.766

The purpose of the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural Development–West project was to 
reduce the cultivation of opium poppy by encouraging farmers in Farah and Badghis Provinces to 
grow alternative high-value crops, such as apples, citrus fruits and pistachios.767 A key assumption 
underlying the program’s theory of change was that farmers preferred to plant the most profitable 
crop. The evaluation therefore presented 16 pages of market analysis, price calculations, and 
graphics that supposedly demonstrated the potential long-term viability of selling these alternative 
crops.768 The evaluation concluded, “it is likely that high-value crops could make an important 
contribution to an overall counternarcotics and development strategy,” although it noted that the 
full impact of the program would remain unknown until 2028.769 

A June 2018 SIGAR lessons learned report on U.S. counternarcotics came to the opposite 
conclusion: Past experience combined with then-current security challenges gave little reason 
to assume that the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural Development program, whatever its 
development impact, would have lasting effects on poppy cultivation.770 Specifically, the SIGAR 
report found that many Afghan farmers were unable to make a long-term investment in crops 
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substituted for opium poppy because they lacked the income or credit access necessary to cover 
household needs while substitution crops matured.771

Perhaps the evaluation of the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural Development–West 
project occurred too contemporaneously with SIGAR’s lessons-learned report to benefit from 
SIGAR’s findings. But skepticism surrounding efforts to reduce opium poppy cultivation has 
been a recurring theme of reconstruction and extends beyond SIGAR. In 2004, the Government 
Accountability Office reported that “efforts to counter [deteriorating security and increasing 
opium cultivation] have had little success.”772 In 2006, the GAO stated, “The worsening 
security situation and the lack of Afghan capacity are tremendous challenges to the success 
of U.S. counternarcotics programs in Afghanistan.”773 In 2010, GAO reported that progress in 
counternarcotics was “difficult to fully assess” and “in addition, challenges, such as lack of 
security, political will, and Afghan government capacity affect progress in all program areas.”774 

These deeply-entrenched challenges persist. They have been the primary contributors to 
the exponential rise in opium poppy cultivation and drug production since the onset of 
reconstruction.775 They are largely beyond the control of counternarcotics programs and imply 
serious limitations to the U.S. capacity to bring about large-scale, lasting reductions in poppy 
cultivation and drug production.776 In 2018, opium poppy cultivation was at its second-highest 
level on record, despite the combination of a severe drought and lower prices resulting from 
record-high cultivation in 2017.777 

It soon became clear that the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural Development–West project 
would not be as successful as hoped. The evaluation stated, “This is a generally well-designed, 
well-run livelihoods project operating in very difficult conditions.”778 However, as SIGAR reported in 
January 2020, 40 percent of saplings in Farah and 62 percent of saplings in Badghis died.779 The 
project implementer, the United Nations Development Programme, attributed low sapling survival 
rates to the severity of recent floods, drought, and conflict in areas selected for intervention, 
and described the effects of such challenges as “unforeseen.”780 But in a country prone to bouts 
of drought and flooding, and which also suffers from persistent insecurity, it was difficult to 
understand how all such challenges were completely unforeseeable.781 It also appeared that the 
UN Development Programme was unprepared to fully address potential project risks by providing 
timely support to beneficiaries, due to the remoteness of project locations, limited accessibility in 
times of flood, general insecurity, and weak management and coordination at local, district, and 
provincial levels.782 In other words, it seemed the project had been bedeviled by at least two of the 
same challenges that stymied many other U.S. efforts in the sector: insecurity and weak Afghan 
government capacity.

Based on the low survivability rates of the saplings and the limited ability of the UN Development 
Programme to expeditiously respond, it appeared that the evaluator may have overstated the 
degree to which the program was in fact “generally well-designed” and “well-run.”783 Ultimately, 
the significant loss of crops, viewed in the broader context of the high-risk nature of U.S. 
counternarcotics programs in Afghanistan, rendered irrelevant the complex market analysis and 
price calculations performed by the evaluator.784

Table 6 on page 26 summarizes key flaws in all State evaluations examined for this report, 
including those described in this highlight. 
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Periodic Program Reviews Did Not Always Adequately Assess Progress  
towards Objectives
Evaluations were not the only mechanism used by State to determine how programs 
were progressing. As State’s M&E guidance evolved, it began to explicitly encourage 
“intentionally incorporating regular reviews of progress” that were intended, among 
other purposes, to help program teams “test theory of change hypotheses” and “identify 
and monitor assumptions and context.”785 

Theoretically, program performance management plans provided the basis for such 
reviews. However, State programs initiated in the earlier years of reconstruction 
generally lacked such plans. For example, the Corrections System Support Program began 
in 2006, but State did not issue a strategy to develop the Afghan justice system until 
2009.786 INL first produced a performance management plan for the Corrections System 
Support Program three years after the production of State’s Afghan justice system 
strategy and six years after the program was initiated.787 The plan represented INL’s first 
attempt to begin formally evaluating the effectiveness of the program.788 According to 
State’s inspector general, before then, INL did not use program data to measure program 
effectiveness.789 The performance management plan sought to link outcomes, outputs, 
and activities with program goals.790 

The performance management plan provided a framework and benchmarks against 
which effectiveness could be assessed during periodic reviews.791 However, while the 
first performance management plan was produced in October 2012, INL did not begin 
conducting periodic reviews of the program before 2014.792 From then on, INL held 
reviews every six months that theoretically allowed INL to “course-correct in a timely 
manner.”793 Course correction was premised on the idea that such reviews were a key 
way of continually assessing program effectiveness.794 But in practice, these periodic 
reviews sometimes seemed perfunctory.

Shortcomings in CSSP’s Performance Management Plan
State policy dictates that every program be informed by a logic model that “articulates 
how and why the program or project is expected to contribute to achieving the program/
project goals and objectives.”795 Logic models are a key component of performance 
management plans, the foundation of program-level M&E. While logic models are defined 
as “a rigorous methodology,” they do not always present as rigorous.796 For example, 
while the 2018 performance management plan for State’s Corrections System Support 
Program had a logic model, there was no clear explanation of the supposed causal 
linkages between program outcomes, objectives, and the ultimate goal of developing 
a “safe, secure, humane, and transparent corrections system.”797 It is not clear whether 
program outcomes, even if achieved, would meaningfully contribute to the overall goal, 
given that achievement of the goal may depend in large part on the political will of the 
Afghan government to tackle pervasive issues like corruption.798
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TABLE 6

ILLUSTRATIVE CONTRADICTIONS OR LOGICAL FLAWS IN STATE EVALUATIONS

Project/Program Evaluation Year Project/Program Purpose Statement One Statement Two SIGAR Analysis

Justice Training Transition 
Program (JTTP) Midterm 
Evaluation

2014 Increase Afghan citizens’ trust in the 
formal state criminal justice sector by 
increasing capacity through training and 
mentorship of Afghan legal professionals 
(such as judges and prosecutors) 

The JTTP’s “formulation is adequate to addressing the existing needs of the 
Afghan justice sector, (i.e. formation of the competent rule of law system 
needed for achieving peace and security, poverty reduction, economic 
growth, and the protection of fundamental rights in Afghanistan)” (p. 23).

“The program logic model just tackles the short and medium term results 
that show direct program outputs; meanwhile, they do not describe the full 
path of expected changes on the individual and institutional levels” (p. 24).  

If JTTP’s logic model accounted for only short and medium-term results, it may not have actually 
addressed the sweeping list of justice-sector needs described in statement one. Indeed, it is 
difficult to see how any individual program could possibly address every need listed.

“Assumptions on the outcome level ... do not reflect all necessary 
conditions ... for achievement of expected results, in particular political 
commitment to improve [the] justice sector system and create favorable 
conditions for fair administration of justice, political will to fight corruption 
and allocate sufficient resources ... for ongoing professional development 
at all were not considered” (p. 24).

“The activities as initially planned for are generally relevant for the fulfillment 
of the stated objectives and results” (p. 24).

The evaluators claimed that JTTP activities were relevant to stated objectives and results even 
though programmatic assumptions at the outcome level did not reflect all necessary conditions 
for achieving desired effects. Activities may not be meaningfully relevant if programmatic 
assumptions do not address key conditions necessary for success.

The evaluation states that, according to Asia Foundation survey data, “There 
was … an increased willingness to report on crimes and violence, from 
52 percent in 2012 to 64 percent in 2013.” The evaluators use this to 
suggest, as part of a broader answer to the question “Is public confidence 
in the justice system in Afghanistan improving?,” that even though “trust 
in the role of the [Afghan] State ... has not increased much since” 2007, 
“attitudes are in fact more nuanced” (pp. 46–47).

“The perception that corruption is a major problem in Afghanistan as a whole 
was at its highest point in 2013 since 2006. Although people’s willingness 
to report incidents of crime or violence had increased significantly over the 
previous year, only half of those surveyed (51 per cent) had some level of 
confidence that perpetrators of violence or crime would be punished; which 
was a clear decline on previous years. Confidence in public institutions, 
organizations, and officials also reached an eight-year low, with a particularly 
sharp fall for Afghanistan’s parliament. Overall, Afghans considered the local 
informal justice system to be more fair, trustworthy, effective, efficient, and in 
line with local norms and values than the formal state courts” (p. 47).

Claims of nuance are seemingly undermined by the broader note of pessimism in statement 
two. Attitudes can be nuanced even as an overall impression or takeaway is simultaneously 
very clear. Ultimately though, the evaluators did not provide an explicit answer to the question 
“Is public confidence in the justice system in Afghanistan improving?,” despite a six-paragraph, 
nearly two-page single-spaced response.

Corrections System Support 
Program (CSSP) Final Evaluation

2015 Develop a safe, secure, humane and 
transparent corrections system that 
meets international standards and 
Afghan cultural requirements by training 
and mentoring Afghan corrections 
officials and implementing small-scale 
infrastructure projects

“Regression analyses testing the relationship between the amount of 
training in a given facility and perceptions of safety, security, humaneness, 
management, and sustainability were mixed; training is associated with 
higher perceptions of sustainability, but lower perceptions of safety and 
humane treatment.” The evaluators noted, “negative relationships between 
[the] amount of training and perceived impacts is unanticipated” 
(pp. 2, 36).

“INL/CSSP should develop and implement additional training on human 
rights” (p. 40).

The evaluation found an inverse relationship between the amount of training provided and per-
ceptions of safety and humane treatment. To their credit, they provided plausible explanations 
for the surprising result, including the possibility that “the training was successful in commu-
nicating to managers the standards that are required for a facility to be considered safe and 
humane by international standards, but managers were not able to implement the necessary 
changes at their facility (perhaps due to ability levels, funding, space, etc.).” In the end, however, 
the evaluators recommended more training even though they had not credibly established that 
the training was effective. 

In response to the evaluation question, “Have CSSP interventions improved 
conditions for and treatment of inmates as well as the fairness and 
responsiveness of the overall justice system?” the evaluation stated, “A 
total of 1,557 hours of advising were conducted between 2012 and 2014 
on the topics of human rights and humane treatment, and 618 staff were 
trained ... on humane treatment. Nearly all ... correctional officers and 
facility managers perceive that inmates are treated humanely” (p. 3).

“However, in response to close-ended questions, only 61% ... of inmates 
agree that inmates are treated humanely; 14% ... report having been 
physically abused by guards, 13% ... report that guards use restraints as a 
punishment, and 53% ... report that guards accept money in exchange for 
favors.” The evaluation then provided additional data on alleged mistreatment 
of inmates. (pp. 3–4)

Evaluators did not provide a clear answer to the basic question, “Have CSSP interventions 
improved conditions for and treatment of inmates as well as the fairness and responsiveness of 
the overall justice system?” Instead, they presented conflicting evidence of effectiveness without 
providing an informed judgement of whether the evidence, considered as a whole, pointed 
towards effectiveness or ineffectiveness. Additionally, the first part of the response to the 
question provided data on training that, in relation to the substance of the question, seemed to 
be mostly a non sequitur. Finally, the response did not even attempt to answer the second part 
of the question regarding whether CSSP had improved the responsiveness of the overall justice 
system. Based on the evaluation as a whole, a more accurate response to the question might 
have been “We don’t know.”

Justice Training Transition 
Program (JTTP) Final Evaluation 

2016 Increase Afghan citizens’ trust in the 
formal state criminal justice sector by 
increasing capacity through training and 
mentorship of Afghan legal professionals 
(such as judges and prosecutors) 

“Although there is no comprehensive system in place for monitoring the 
performance of the Afghan criminal justice system, there is at least prime 
facie [sic] evidence that it is improving and that programs such as the 
JTTP are having a positive impact. Annual surveys by the Asia Foundation 
show a rising willingness of people to report on crimes and violence, and 
seek redress through the state system” (p. 40).

Statement one does not appear to accurately characterize Asia Foundation 
survey data. See SIGAR analysis for more.

Based on the source to which statement one cites, prima facie claims of success made by the 
evaluators are not completely accurate. The evaluators cite to the 2015 Asia Foundation survey. 
That survey states, “Nearly two-thirds (62.0%) of Afghans who say they experienced violence 
or crime say they reported the incident to an authority or justice dispute mechanism outside of 
their family.” JTTP was initiated in January 2013. The 2013 Asia Foundation survey states that 
respondents’ willingness to report incidents of crime or violence stood at 64%, indicating that 
the 2015 data point actually represents a slight decrease in reporting. 

Additionally, the evidence supporting the assertion of prima facie improvement appears to have 
been cherry-picked amid more relevant, but less optimistic, data. For example, Asia Foundation 
surveys included a question with a Likert scale assessment of the statement “The state courts 
are fair and can be trusted,” which could be interpreted as a direct reflection of Afghan citizens’ 
trust in the formal justice system. From 2011 to 2015, “agree” responses ranged from 59% to 
69% with little discernable pattern, hitting the highest point in 2014, and then dropping back to 
60% the following year. The 60% data point presented in the 2015 survey fell within the margin 
of error of the 59% reported in 2011.
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TABLE 6

ILLUSTRATIVE CONTRADICTIONS OR LOGICAL FLAWS IN STATE EVALUATIONS

Project/Program Evaluation Year Project/Program Purpose Statement One Statement Two SIGAR Analysis

Justice Training Transition 
Program (JTTP) Midterm 
Evaluation

2014 Increase Afghan citizens’ trust in the 
formal state criminal justice sector by 
increasing capacity through training and 
mentorship of Afghan legal professionals 
(such as judges and prosecutors) 

The JTTP’s “formulation is adequate to addressing the existing needs of the 
Afghan justice sector, (i.e. formation of the competent rule of law system 
needed for achieving peace and security, poverty reduction, economic 
growth, and the protection of fundamental rights in Afghanistan)” (p. 23).

“The program logic model just tackles the short and medium term results 
that show direct program outputs; meanwhile, they do not describe the full 
path of expected changes on the individual and institutional levels” (p. 24).  

If JTTP’s logic model accounted for only short and medium-term results, it may not have actually 
addressed the sweeping list of justice-sector needs described in statement one. Indeed, it is 
difficult to see how any individual program could possibly address every need listed.

“Assumptions on the outcome level ... do not reflect all necessary 
conditions ... for achievement of expected results, in particular political 
commitment to improve [the] justice sector system and create favorable 
conditions for fair administration of justice, political will to fight corruption 
and allocate sufficient resources ... for ongoing professional development 
at all were not considered” (p. 24).

“The activities as initially planned for are generally relevant for the fulfillment 
of the stated objectives and results” (p. 24).

The evaluators claimed that JTTP activities were relevant to stated objectives and results even 
though programmatic assumptions at the outcome level did not reflect all necessary conditions 
for achieving desired effects. Activities may not be meaningfully relevant if programmatic 
assumptions do not address key conditions necessary for success.

The evaluation states that, according to Asia Foundation survey data, “There 
was … an increased willingness to report on crimes and violence, from 
52 percent in 2012 to 64 percent in 2013.” The evaluators use this to 
suggest, as part of a broader answer to the question “Is public confidence 
in the justice system in Afghanistan improving?,” that even though “trust 
in the role of the [Afghan] State ... has not increased much since” 2007, 
“attitudes are in fact more nuanced” (pp. 46–47).

“The perception that corruption is a major problem in Afghanistan as a whole 
was at its highest point in 2013 since 2006. Although people’s willingness 
to report incidents of crime or violence had increased significantly over the 
previous year, only half of those surveyed (51 per cent) had some level of 
confidence that perpetrators of violence or crime would be punished; which 
was a clear decline on previous years. Confidence in public institutions, 
organizations, and officials also reached an eight-year low, with a particularly 
sharp fall for Afghanistan’s parliament. Overall, Afghans considered the local 
informal justice system to be more fair, trustworthy, effective, efficient, and in 
line with local norms and values than the formal state courts” (p. 47).

Claims of nuance are seemingly undermined by the broader note of pessimism in statement 
two. Attitudes can be nuanced even as an overall impression or takeaway is simultaneously 
very clear. Ultimately though, the evaluators did not provide an explicit answer to the question 
“Is public confidence in the justice system in Afghanistan improving?,” despite a six-paragraph, 
nearly two-page single-spaced response.

Corrections System Support 
Program (CSSP) Final Evaluation

2015 Develop a safe, secure, humane and 
transparent corrections system that 
meets international standards and 
Afghan cultural requirements by training 
and mentoring Afghan corrections 
officials and implementing small-scale 
infrastructure projects

“Regression analyses testing the relationship between the amount of 
training in a given facility and perceptions of safety, security, humaneness, 
management, and sustainability were mixed; training is associated with 
higher perceptions of sustainability, but lower perceptions of safety and 
humane treatment.” The evaluators noted, “negative relationships between 
[the] amount of training and perceived impacts is unanticipated” 
(pp. 2, 36).

“INL/CSSP should develop and implement additional training on human 
rights” (p. 40).

The evaluation found an inverse relationship between the amount of training provided and per-
ceptions of safety and humane treatment. To their credit, they provided plausible explanations 
for the surprising result, including the possibility that “the training was successful in commu-
nicating to managers the standards that are required for a facility to be considered safe and 
humane by international standards, but managers were not able to implement the necessary 
changes at their facility (perhaps due to ability levels, funding, space, etc.).” In the end, however, 
the evaluators recommended more training even though they had not credibly established that 
the training was effective. 

In response to the evaluation question, “Have CSSP interventions improved 
conditions for and treatment of inmates as well as the fairness and 
responsiveness of the overall justice system?” the evaluation stated, “A 
total of 1,557 hours of advising were conducted between 2012 and 2014 
on the topics of human rights and humane treatment, and 618 staff were 
trained ... on humane treatment. Nearly all ... correctional officers and 
facility managers perceive that inmates are treated humanely” (p. 3).

“However, in response to close-ended questions, only 61% ... of inmates 
agree that inmates are treated humanely; 14% ... report having been 
physically abused by guards, 13% ... report that guards use restraints as a 
punishment, and 53% ... report that guards accept money in exchange for 
favors.” The evaluation then provided additional data on alleged mistreatment 
of inmates. (pp. 3–4)

Evaluators did not provide a clear answer to the basic question, “Have CSSP interventions 
improved conditions for and treatment of inmates as well as the fairness and responsiveness of 
the overall justice system?” Instead, they presented conflicting evidence of effectiveness without 
providing an informed judgement of whether the evidence, considered as a whole, pointed 
towards effectiveness or ineffectiveness. Additionally, the first part of the response to the 
question provided data on training that, in relation to the substance of the question, seemed to 
be mostly a non sequitur. Finally, the response did not even attempt to answer the second part 
of the question regarding whether CSSP had improved the responsiveness of the overall justice 
system. Based on the evaluation as a whole, a more accurate response to the question might 
have been “We don’t know.”

Justice Training Transition 
Program (JTTP) Final Evaluation 

2016 Increase Afghan citizens’ trust in the 
formal state criminal justice sector by 
increasing capacity through training and 
mentorship of Afghan legal professionals 
(such as judges and prosecutors) 

“Although there is no comprehensive system in place for monitoring the 
performance of the Afghan criminal justice system, there is at least prime 
facie [sic] evidence that it is improving and that programs such as the 
JTTP are having a positive impact. Annual surveys by the Asia Foundation 
show a rising willingness of people to report on crimes and violence, and 
seek redress through the state system” (p. 40).

Statement one does not appear to accurately characterize Asia Foundation 
survey data. See SIGAR analysis for more.

Based on the source to which statement one cites, prima facie claims of success made by the 
evaluators are not completely accurate. The evaluators cite to the 2015 Asia Foundation survey. 
That survey states, “Nearly two-thirds (62.0%) of Afghans who say they experienced violence 
or crime say they reported the incident to an authority or justice dispute mechanism outside of 
their family.” JTTP was initiated in January 2013. The 2013 Asia Foundation survey states that 
respondents’ willingness to report incidents of crime or violence stood at 64%, indicating that 
the 2015 data point actually represents a slight decrease in reporting. 

Additionally, the evidence supporting the assertion of prima facie improvement appears to have 
been cherry-picked amid more relevant, but less optimistic, data. For example, Asia Foundation 
surveys included a question with a Likert scale assessment of the statement “The state courts 
are fair and can be trusted,” which could be interpreted as a direct reflection of Afghan citizens’ 
trust in the formal justice system. From 2011 to 2015, “agree” responses ranged from 59% to 
69% with little discernable pattern, hitting the highest point in 2014, and then dropping back to 
60% the following year. The 60% data point presented in the 2015 survey fell within the margin 
of error of the 59% reported in 2011.

Continued on the following page
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Project/Program Evaluation Year Project/Program Purpose Statement One Statement Two SIGAR Analysis

Community-Based Agriculture 
and Rural Development–West 
(CBARD-West) Midterm 
Evaluation

2019 Reduce opium cultivation by providing 
farmers with the ability to grow 
alternative, high-value crops

“It is likely that high-value crops could make an important contribution 
to an overall counternarcotics and development strategy” (p. 9).

SIGAR has reported that past experience combined with security challenges 
give little reason to assume that the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural 
Development program, whatever its development impact, will have lasting 
effects on poppy cultivation. Fundamental challenges like lack of security, 
a poor economy, weak governing institutions, and the failures of the wider 
reconstruction effort pose serious limitations to the U.S. capacity to effect 
material, long-term reductions in opium-poppy cultivation.

The evaluation avoids a deeper analysis of underlying programmatic assumptions. Given the 
significant, fundamental obstacles to success described in statement two, such an analysis 
may have revealed that the probability of achieving desired programmic outcomes and 
impacts was low.

“This is a generally well-designed, well-run livelihoods project operating 
in very difficult conditions” (p. 5).

In January 2020, SIGAR reported that, according to the UN Development 
Programme (CBARD-West’s implementer), 40% of saplings in Farah and 
62% of saplings in Badghis died. UNDP stated that low sapling survival 
rates were due to the severity of recent floods, drought, and conflict in areas 
selected for intervention, which were too much for local communities to 
cope with.

Droughts, flooding and armed conflict are common occurances in Afghanistan. Evidently, the 
UN Development Programme recognized the need for, but did not develop, a formal man-
agement plan for responding to natural disasters and armed conflict. Whatever informal plan 
existed at the time of the sapling deaths “was not successfully implemented,” according to the 
UNDP’s semi-annual update. All of this raised questions about whether CBARD-West was in 
fact well designed and run.

ILLUSTRATIVE CONTRADICTIONS OR LOGICAL FLAWS IN STATE EVALUATIONS (CONTINUED)

Source: Barbaricum, “Final Evaluation Report: INL Corrections System Support Program in Afghanistan,“ July 23, 2015, pp. 2–4, 10, 36, 40; Conor Foley and Katerina Stolyarenko, “External Mid-
Term Evaluation of Afghanistan Justice Training Transition Program (JTTP) (2013–2014),” November 2014, pp. 16, 23–24, 44, 46–48; Conor Foley and Orsolya Szekely, “External Final Evaluation 
of Afghanistan Justice Training Transition Program (JTTP),” March 2016, pp. vii, 40; Steve Goss, “Mid-Term Evaluation of the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural Development–West Project,” 
prepared for UNDP Afghanistan and INL, February 2019, pp. 5, 9; SIGAR, Counternarcotics: Lessons Learned from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, SIGAR-18-52-LL, June 2018, pp. xii, 126; 

Some annual reviews, for instance, made claims of effectiveness that were 
unsubstantiated. The 2014 annual program review said that the Corrections System 
Support Program’s efforts to improve the management capacity of the General 
Directorate for Prisons and Detention Centers—the body that ran Afghanistan’s prisons 
at the time — “contributed to stability and confidence in the Afghan government.”799 But 
the only evidence the review provided for this claim was that the project “now has a full 
slate of senior advisors resident in Kabul and working daily with [General Directorate 
for Prisons and Detention Centers] leadership” and the directorate had “formed an 
assessment team to provide headquarters staff with audit reports from facilities around 
the country.”800 Later in the narrative, the review again sought to substantiate the 
assertion that the program contributed to stability and popular confidence—this time, 
by simply restating the program’s theory of change:

Combined, these [program activities] should help improve the capacity of [the 
General Directorate for Prisons and Detention Centers] and the management of [the 
center’s] facilities, and ultimately bolster the confidence of the Afghan people in their 
corrections system. And with better correctional facilities, there will likely be fewer 
opportunities for radicalization within prisons, and more economic opportunities for 
those released from prison, thus reducing some of the drivers of the insurgency.801

Similarly, the Corrections System Support Program’s 2015 annual review equates 
“contribution to stability and confidence” with program activities, including advising 
that the Afghan government transfer “national security threat prisoners” to different 
prisons.802 While such a step could theoretically contribute to stability, that assertion is 
left unsubstantiated by further evidence, with the result that program inputs and outputs 
are again conflated with impact.803 After 2015, program reviews dropped any specific 
mention of how the program contributed to stability and confidence.804 

Such problems reflected an ongoing conflation of activities and objectives. As State’s 
inspector general observed in a September 2013 audit, one of the program’s objectives 
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Project/Program Evaluation Year Project/Program Purpose Statement One Statement Two SIGAR Analysis

Community-Based Agriculture 
and Rural Development–West 
(CBARD-West) Midterm 
Evaluation

2019 Reduce opium cultivation by providing 
farmers with the ability to grow 
alternative, high-value crops

“It is likely that high-value crops could make an important contribution 
to an overall counternarcotics and development strategy” (p. 9).

SIGAR has reported that past experience combined with security challenges 
give little reason to assume that the Community-Based Agriculture and Rural 
Development program, whatever its development impact, will have lasting 
effects on poppy cultivation. Fundamental challenges like lack of security, 
a poor economy, weak governing institutions, and the failures of the wider 
reconstruction effort pose serious limitations to the U.S. capacity to effect 
material, long-term reductions in opium-poppy cultivation.

The evaluation avoids a deeper analysis of underlying programmatic assumptions. Given the 
significant, fundamental obstacles to success described in statement two, such an analysis 
may have revealed that the probability of achieving desired programmic outcomes and 
impacts was low.

“This is a generally well-designed, well-run livelihoods project operating 
in very difficult conditions” (p. 5).

In January 2020, SIGAR reported that, according to the UN Development 
Programme (CBARD-West’s implementer), 40% of saplings in Farah and 
62% of saplings in Badghis died. UNDP stated that low sapling survival 
rates were due to the severity of recent floods, drought, and conflict in areas 
selected for intervention, which were too much for local communities to 
cope with.

Droughts, flooding and armed conflict are common occurances in Afghanistan. Evidently, the 
UN Development Programme recognized the need for, but did not develop, a formal man-
agement plan for responding to natural disasters and armed conflict. Whatever informal plan 
existed at the time of the sapling deaths “was not successfully implemented,” according to the 
UNDP’s semi-annual update. All of this raised questions about whether CBARD-West was in 
fact well designed and run.

ILLUSTRATIVE CONTRADICTIONS OR LOGICAL FLAWS IN STATE EVALUATIONS (CONTINUED)

Source (continued): SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, January 2020, p. 139; State, INL, “Quarterly Reporting Template for US/INL Funded Projects: Community-Based 
Agriculture and Rural Development–West (CBARD-West),” November 3, 2019, pp. 2, 17; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2011: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2011, pp. 149, 179;  The Asia 
Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2012: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2012, p. 153; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2013: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2013, p. 210; The Asia Foundation, 
“Afghanistan in 2014: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2014, p. 200; The Asia Foundation, “Afghanistan in 2015: A Survey of the Afghan People,” 2015, p. 204.  

was to “provide technical training and mentoring of corrections staff and prison 
leadership.”805 However, that objective was self-fulfilling in that it did not “define an 
intermediate outcome or include measurable factors.”806 Rather, the inspector general 
noted, “the objective simply describe[d] an activity that the program should undertake 
as part of its mission.”807 Responding to a draft of this report, INL stated that it has 
to balance competing requirements of determining program impact and monitoring 
contract performance, and is required to track objectives of this nature in order to 
ensure that taxpayer money is being spent in an appropriate and approved manner.808 
But it remained unclear why the provision of training and mentoring had been 
considered an objective unto itself.

Annual reviews were also intended to assess the Corrections System Support Program’s 
interaction with U.S. strategic goals. However, the reviews generally conflated 
alignment with strategy with contribution to strategy. For instance, the 2014 annual 
review asserted that the Corrections System Support Program contributed to strategic 
goals simply because it provided assistance to Afghanistan’s prison directorate.809 
This was functionally equivalent to claiming that the program advanced strategic 
goals merely because it existed. Although the 2015 annual review provided a longer 
narrative explanation that described how the corrections program was aligned with 
the objectives of recently elected Afghan President Ashraf Ghani, it also claimed to be 
contributing to strategic goals in part by merely “exploring providing funding for several 
initiatives related to reducing prisoner populations in Afghanistan through alternatives 
to incarceration.”810 It was difficult to imagine a scenario in which the act of “exploring 
funding” could make any meaningful contribution to strategy.811 Later program reviews 
simply stated the objectives of various strategies to which the program was presumed 
to contribute, without explaining why the program was likely to materially affect those 
objectives.812 This was despite the reviews’ inclusion of an explicit prompt to “describe 
how this program contributes to larger [U.S. government] . . . strategic goals.”813
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By simply listing relevant strategic goals and assuming that the Corrections System 
Support Program advanced them, the annual reviews skirted serious analysis of 
whether the program was likely to have strategic impact. The third-party evaluation 
of the program described previously could have been a way to assess the program’s 
contributions. However, the evaluation equivocated in its response to a key question 
regarding whether the program had improved both the corrections system and overall 
justice system.814 Claims of impact relative to strategic targets were therefore never 
comprehensively assessed.815

Aspects of M&E Became “Work-Makers”
More M&E meant more work. One finding of the aforementioned 2018 meta-evaluation 
was that M&E had become so complex that some bureaus could not comply with its 
requirements even though they wanted to.816 INL staff interviewed by SIGAR described 
the litany of regular reports they received—a combination of monitoring documents 
and contract deliverables. Those included weekly contractor reports, each consisting 
of six or seven mini-reports on specific areas such as the case management system, 
infrastructure, and gender; monthly and quarterly reports describing activities 
performed by the contractor during that period; spot reports on emerging program 
issues; serious incident reports; and third-party monitoring reports. Some INL officials 
referred to these documents as “work-maker reports,” implying that certain M&E and 
oversight requirements were sometimes too onerous to be meaningfully absorbed.817 
INL’s rational response was to modify the nature of the reporting so that it could be 
better used.818 Similarly, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration officials said 
that, although third-party monitoring reports were useful because U.S. government 
personnel were unable to visit program sites, they significantly increased workload.819 

Similar challenges have cropped up in other bureaus. According to a State Office of 
Inspector General audit report, a Bureau of Diplomatic Security contracting officer 

A guard walks a corridor lined with plastic sheeting in Pul-e Charkhi prison in 2014. (SIGAR photo)
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replaced written reports with a weekly conference call—something he was authorized to 
do, as long as the phone conferences were documented and the contract was adjusted to 
reflect a reduction in work. However, in this case the contracting officer deviated from 
oversight requirements by making no effort to document the phone conferences, nor did 
he adjust the total value of the contract to reflect any reduction in work. As a result, no 
records existed to ensure the transfer of institutional knowledge, and State ended up 
paying for work it did not receive.827

Even when information gleaned from program monitoring was eventually absorbed, it 
was not always consistently acted upon. There were times when problems identified by 
monitoring reports remained unresolved for years. For example, according to the same 
State inspector general audit, the Bureau of Diplomatic Security failed to use monitoring 
information to improve program outcomes for training classes intended to increase the 
ability of Afghan law enforcement officers to combat terrorism. An October 2013 after-
action report of one training class noted that course handouts were in English, which 
none of the students could read. A March 2014 report from the same course reported 
that the handouts had been translated, but the translation was poor. A February 2015 
after-action report described the handouts as outdated, poorly translated and in need 

Differing Bureaucratic Timelines May Prevent State from Making Necessary 
Changes to Programs
State M&E policy requires bureaus to align programs with higher-level strategies.820 To fulfill 
this requirement, all programs must maintain a performance management plan detailing 
this alignment and the theory of change that undergirds it.821 A “logic model” within the 
performance management plan translates the theory of change into measurable program 
inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes.822 To measure progress towards a desired outcome, 
measurable program outputs are contrasted against a baseline from which progress can be 
monitored and evaluated. 

While efficient in theory, in practice creating an effective performance management plan is 
difficult, due to differing timelines for budgeting, strategic planning, program implementation, 
and M&E. While strategies can change quickly, rigid regulations on how program funds can be 
spent prevent significant deviation from a program’s original purpose.823 

The rigidity of rules established by the Congress mean that it takes about a year to revise 
or terminate a contract. This results in the unsatisfying choice of simply not renewing the 
contract, or having a contracting officer’s representative informally work with an organization 
to correct any issues. As a result, bureaus usually move on to new awards instead of trying 
to perfect ongoing ones.824 Moreover, because the long period of time needed to complete 
an evaluation is not always aligned with decision-making time frames, bureaus do not 
consistently incorporate evaluation findings into budgets and strategic planning.825

The rigidity of contracts poses obstacles to acting on midterm evaluations and periodic 
program reviews: If it takes too much time and money to make significant, midcourse changes 
to programs, the processes designed to guide those changes may be less effective.826
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of a rewrite. By July 2016, rather than being improved, the handouts had reverted to a 
language that numerous students still could not read.828

State’s Contract Oversight Apparatus Was Understaffed
An additional challenge was finding enough contracting officers and contracting officer’s 
representatives. As the Commission on Wartime Contracting noted in August 2011, those 
responsible for operational acquisition sat far down in State’s organizational hierarchy, 
which was a “telling marker of the status of acquisition at the State Department.”829 
Institutional perceptions within State that contracting was not a core function meant 
that understaffing of essential contracting functions was a persistent challenge.830 

State’s 2010 Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review, then the guiding 
document for the agency’s efforts globally, noted that stagnant staffing levels combined 
with an expansion in contracting had “resulted in reliance on fewer, large awards that 
cover a broad range of activities, with less oversight.”831 Yet changing institutional habits 
proved difficult. Despite the Commission on Wartime Contracting’s recommendation 
that State create a contingency contracting office, State viewed that step as “inefficient 
and unnecessary.”832 

Understaffing remains a problem. According to INL officials, their bureau needs at least 
three and ideally four full-time contracting officer’s representatives in Afghanistan for 
effective contract oversight, but staffing is a “leaky glass” due to the need for rotations, 
clearances, and rest and relaxation.833 In September 2017, one permanent INL contracting 
officer’s representative was responsible for monitoring both the Justice Sector Support 
Program and the Corrections System Support Program, cumulatively worth hundreds of 
millions dollars.834 By November 2017, that person rotated out and INL had no permanent 
contracting officer representatives in country. The remaining two temporary staff 
members faced an overwhelming workload.835 As one official put it, “Most [contracting 
officer’s representatives] are just trying to get through the day. . . . They function more 
like a boxer trying to get through a round.”836 Even though many contracting officer’s 
representatives faithfully worked to perform their duties, sometimes corners were 
inevitably cut.837 Insufficient staffing introduced potential opportunity costs: With 
overworked personnel struggling to manage multiple contracts, it was sometimes difficult 
to perform adequate M&E. In December 2019, INL had five personnel at the U.S. Embassy 
in Kabul, each handling three or four portfolios consisting of numerous contracts. Two 
INL officials told SIGAR that they were able to do little to assess actual outcomes, in part 
because it was challenging to manage the various contracts under these circumstances.838

Attempts to ease this problem were not always effective. In one instance, an attempt 
by the U.S embassy in Kabul to hire Afghan nationals to assist contracting officer’s 
representatives resulted in the Afghan nationals performing duties legally executable 
only by U.S. government staff and in a large number of reports being misfiled.839 In 
another instance, State attempted to outsource oversight of its antiterrorism assistance 
program to contractors, resulting in third-party contractors being the only oversight 
authority, a violation of State policy.840 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY AND KEY FINDINGS
State’s M&E systems evolved over time. As the first decade of reconstruction came 
and went, State steadily formalized and elaborated its M&E systems and processes, 
which became similar to those of USAID. Across State, performance management 
plans became required components of every program, evaluations became more 
widespread, and the Managing for Results framework sought to better connect strategy 
to budgets and programs. State also diversified the mechanisms by which it performed 
oversight, hiring third-party monitors as security deteriorated and as officials found 
it increasingly difficult to visit program sites. This evolution eventually resulted in 
a complex monitoring and evaluation apparatus that, in theory, can better track 
program effectiveness. 

Yet, as with USAID, State’s M&E efforts faced many challenges. Metrics were generally 
concentrated on outputs rather than outcomes and in some cases did not capture 
progress against the implicit political objectives that sometimes drove programming. 
Increasing complexity relegated many aspects of M&E to the realm of “work-
makers”—a problem exacerbated by the perennial problem of overworked, understaffed 
contract oversight personnel. Most fundamentally, key components of State’s M&E 
system, including evaluations, were not always used to periodically retest the theories 
and assumptions underlying programming. Many of these themes reverberate in the next 
chapter, which explores DOD’s efforts to monitor and evaluate its capacity-building and 
counterinsurgency efforts in Afghanistan.

Key Findings 
• State M&E efforts became more systematized over time. 
• That evolution resulted in greater M&E complexity, sometimes creating more work 

than could be meaningfully performed and more information than could be used.
• Tracking program activities and measuring outputs was more common than outcome 

and impact assessment.
• There were times when metrics shifted conceptions of “success” towards whatever 

could be easily counted or measured.
• Some State programs had implicit political objectives that were not accounted for in 

formal M&E.
• Information produced by M&E was only as useful as the accuracy of assumptions 

about what data mattered, including assumptions about whether outputs 
meaningfully correlated with expected outcomes and impacts.

• Evaluations of State’s reconstruction programming often demonstrated material 
analytical flaws, undermining their usefulness.

• M&E systems were not always employed as intended. In some cases, effects were 
claimed but not substantiated.

• Bureaucratic, legal, and technical obstacles often prevented State from consistently 
using information provided by M&E to modify programs or contracts.
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CHAPTER 4

DOD 

US Air Force photo

DOD’S APPROACH TO M&E HAS EVOLVED OVER TIME 

DOD’s primary mission and capabilities vary significantly from those of State and 
USAID, leading to different decision-making and contracting practices. One 

researcher interviewed for this report noted that before 2016, “DOD had no experience 
with a formal M&E process or [M&E] activities.”841 While this may be true in a technical 
sense, for a number of years DOD has slowly but consistently developed increasingly 
formal and sophisticated M&E practices and policies for non-warfighting activities 
outside of the Afghan context, including security cooperation and humanitarian 
assistance. Most recently, DOD issued an Assessment, Monitoring, and Evaluation 
policy for security cooperation in 2017.842 

DOD’s AM&E policy has several key features that may eventually prove helpful 
in assessing the effects of its security cooperation efforts. For example, the policy 
mandates the development of an “initiative design document”—essentially a 
performance management plan—for “all significant security cooperation initiatives.”843 
The document is required to describe how a security cooperation initiative links 
to broader goals or objectives, and to include indicators to measure outputs and 
outcomes.844 It must also include a “comprehensive performance management section” 
that incorporates a logic framework that visually depicts the process through which 
activities are assumed to contribute to objectives.845 Another key component is the 
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policy’s emphasis on independent and rigorous strategic-level evaluations to measure 
the effectiveness of significant security cooperation initiatives in meeting expected 
outcomes.846 These are all sound standards. However, DOD’s AM&E policy, which 
has only recently been applied in Afghanistan, is not central to the story of how DOD 
employed M&E for most of the reconstruction effort.847

Many of the M&E systems and processes that DOD did apply sounded good on paper; 
problems arose in implementation. Broadly speaking, DOD’s reconstruction efforts and 
the M&E-like systems used to assess their efficacy fall into the following categories:

• Efforts that sought to address challenges that were so complex and abstract that 
measurement, though attempted, proved extraordinarily difficult  
For example, since 2005, DOD has attempted to evaluate the warfighting and 
administrative capacity of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces. Due to the 
innate difficulties of measuring the capacity of Afghan security force units—including the 
challenge of forecasting their future ability to operate independently of U.S. support—
DOD’s assessment methodology has changed at least four times.848 As a result, these 
assessments have been plagued by questions about reliability and consistency.849

• Programs that had some reasonable (though frequently output-oriented) 
performance metrics and that were sometimes extensively evaluated, but whose 
actual impact was uncertain  
For example, the Commander’s Emergency Response Program supported DOD’s 
counterinsurgency strategy.850 Under this program, U.S. military commanders could 
rapidly fund and implement development projects ranging in category from transportation 
to agriculture.851 The program’s underlying theory was that development could help quell 
an insurgency—but research attempting to measure the program’s effects on levels of 
violence has returned inconclusive results.852 Another permutation was the Task Force 
for Business and Stability Operations. Although the task force undertook an economic 
impact assessment of task force projects, that assessment did not examine whether the 
task force accomplished its core mission: “to promote stability in Afghanistan.”853

• Programs that had some reasonable (though frequently output-oriented) 
metrics but whose impact has not been determined  
In April 2011, the Congress created the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund, which was 
intended to support U.S. counterinsurgency goals by building large-scale water, power, 
and transportation projects.854 Although the progress of construction was monitored, 
DOD did not assess whether these projects actually achieved their counterinsurgency 
objectives.855 Instead, DOD at one point said such an assessment was an “intuitive 
process,” and essentially cited counterinsurgency theory itself as evidence of the 
infrastructure program’s future outcomes and impact.856

• Programs for which few performance metrics were identified and whose impact 
was not directly assessed  
For example, since 2010, DOD has awarded at least four contracts, worth at least $1.62 
billion combined, to DynCorp International to provide contracted advisors at the Afghan 
ministries of defense and interior.857 However, performance work statements for the 
contracts did not always clearly describe the work DynCorp was to accomplish in a way 
that could be credibly measured and assessed.858
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Comprehensively assessing DOD’s efforts to monitor and evaluate its reconstruction 
activities proved more challenging than examining State’s and USAID’s. Partly, this is 
because DOD did not have an overarching, uniformly applied M&E system—meaning 
there was no single set of comprehensive standards we could apply to every program. 
Additionally, while DOD is one of many agencies operating in Afghanistan, the scale of 
its reconstruction activities—including contracted programs—is far broader than State 
and USAID’s. As of March 31, 2021, $88.3 billion had been allocated for security-related 
reconstruction, compared to $36.0 billion for governance and development.859 

We examined the challenges DOD faced in monitoring and evaluating its programming 
through illustrative case studies in the two key areas in which DOD spending was 
concentrated: reconstructing the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces, and 
pursuing counterinsurgency through economic development (see Table 7 below). 
We did this by focusing on high-dollar-value programs within these areas and by 
discussing measurement systems developed by DOD to assess overall progress in 
building the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces’ capacity. 

The last part of the chapter explores DOD’s overarching M&E-like process: operation 
assessment. Assessment is doctrinally defined as:

A continuous process that measures the overall effectiveness of 
employing . . . capabilities during military operations. It involves monitoring 
and evaluating the current situation and progress toward mission completion. 
Assessments can help determine whether a particular activity contributes to 
progress with respect to a set of standards or desired objective or end state.860

In other words, operation assessments seek to periodically determine the aggregated 
effects of all inputs—including those related to DOD contracts and grants—on overall 

TABLE 7

DOD RECONSTRUCTION PROGRAMMING IN AFGHANISTAN

Name of Fund
Cumulative  
Appropriations (millions) Description Line of Effort

Afghanistan Security Forces 
Fund (ASFF)

$82,899.8
Intended to build the capability of Afghanistan’s military and police 
forces

Reconstructing the ANDSF

Commander’s Emergency 
Response Program (CERP)

$3,711.0
Provided field commanders with funding to implement urgent 
reconstruction projects to reduce violence and improve the legitimacy 
of the Afghan government

Counterinsurgency through 
economic development

Afghanistan Infrastructure 
Fund (AIF)a

$988.5 Funded large-scale infrastructure projects in Afghanistan
Counterinsurgency through 
economic development

Task Force for Business and 
Stability Operations (TFBSO)

$822.9
Funded economic development projects that focused on the private 
sector and aimed to reduce violence, enhance stability, and promote 
economic normalcy in Afghanistan

Counterinsurgency through 
economic development

a AIF funded both DOD and USAID projects. Of the total, 67% of obligated funds ($682.8 million) went to DOD. No additional funding has been appropriated since FY 2014. Remaining projects 
involve only power-infrastructure.

Note: DOD’s $3.3 billion Drug Interdiction and Counter-Drug Activities Fund (DOD CN) is excluded from this table. As of March 1, 2018, DOD CN was paying for contracted logistics support for 
Mi-17 and PC-12 aircraft used by Afghanistan’s Special Mission Wing. It was also funding base security and base operations and maintenance contracts, including dining facility and ablution 
services. These kinds of contracts do not fall within the scope of this report.

Source: SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2021, pp. 168, 174; SIGAR, Stabilization: Lessons From the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, SIGAR-18-48-LL, May, 2018, 
pp. ix, 93; SIGAR, DOD Task Force for Business and Stability Operations: $675 Million in Spending Led to Mixed Results, Waste, and Unsustained Projects, SIGAR-18-19-AR, January, 2018, p. 1; SIGAR, 
Private Sector Development and Economic Growth: Lessons from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, SIGAR-18-38-LL, April 2018, p. 49.
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military campaign objectives. For a variety of reasons, operations assessment was 
often a fraught process in Afghanistan. Common issues included the tendencies for 
assessments to be overly optimistic, to collect too much data, and to misuse quantitative 
rating schemes.861 We discuss these and other challenges DOD faced in determining the 
overall effects of reconstruction inputs. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of 
key points.

RECONSTRUCTING THE ANDSF: MEASURING OPERATIONAL 
EFFECTIVENESS PROVED DIFFICULT
Since 2002, DOD’s attempts to reconstruct, build, and sustain combat operations 
of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) have been a key 
component of U.S. efforts to stabilize Afghanistan. As of March 31, 2021, security-
related reconstruction funds appropriated to DOD comprised approximately 61 percent 
of total reconstruction appropriations.862 

But measuring the actual progress of rebuilding the ANDSF proved extraordinarily 
challenging. Rating systems designed to capture ANDSF operational effectiveness have 
shifted over time, reflecting persistent questions about what data mattered, how to 
balance quantitative and qualitative information, and, more fundamentally, how exactly 
to measure capability in the first place. The first-order question of how to accurately 
project how the ANDSF would perform against an adversary in the absence of direct 
U.S. combat enabler support—which will end no later than September 2021—remains 
difficult to answer and the systems designed to measure that capability have been 
criticized for being inconsistent.863 This section provides a brief history of U.S. efforts 
to build the ANDSF, and explores the evolution of the rating systems that sought to 
capture ANDSF capacity and performance. It ends with a discussion of contracts aimed 
at building ANDSF capacity through ministerial advising at the ministries of defense 
and interior.

A Brief History of Reconstructing the ANDSF
In 2002, the United States and its coalition partners concluded that developing a 
professional Afghan national security force could mitigate the need for an expansion of 
international forces in Afghanistan.864 By May 2002, the United States had begun training 
a new Afghan National Army. The training program quickly expanded from developing 
small infantry units to larger military formations.865 In 2004, a deteriorating security 
environment convinced U.S. policymakers that the original plan—in which Germany 
took the lead on developing Afghanistan’s police force while the United States focused 
its efforts on Afghanistan’s military—was not working. In 2005 the United States assumed 
the lead on both military and policing assistance.866

To accomplish this new combined mission, in 2006 the United States created the 
Combined Security Transition Command – Afghanistan (CSTC-A), responsible for 
training, advising, assisting, and equipping the entire ANDSF, military and police forces 
alike.867 With insecurity mounting, the United States rapidly expanded the ANDSF on a 
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condensed training and development timeline.868 As part of this expansion, the United 
States began transitioning the Afghan National Army from a light-infantry army to a 
combined-arms service with army, air force, and special forces elements. The train, 
advise, and assist programs for these specialized forces resulted in fairly proficient 
Afghan Special Forces and a promising Afghan Air Force.869 To supplement the strength 
of security forces, the United States also attempted to create auxiliary police units, 
many of which were functionally equivalent to local militias. Some such units were 
reported to have engaged in human rights abuses, drug trafficking, and other corrupt 
activities, detracting from security.870 

In 2009, with the ANDSF struggling to secure the country in the face of a resurgent 
Taliban, President Barack Obama authorized a surge of U.S. combat forces. At the 
same time, President Obama announced a withdrawal date for U.S. combat forces and 
directed that responsibility for security be transferred to the ANDSF beginning in mid-
2011.871 Conforming to the president’s plan, the U.S. military sought to rapidly improve 
security while continuing to develop the struggling ANDSF. In pursuit of quick security 
gains, the U.S. military substituted its capacity for that of the Afghans by filling key gaps 
in ANDSF capability, such as medical evacuation and close air support. With Afghan 
units modeling their fighting after the United States, they became increasingly dependent 
on U.S.-provided advanced weapons systems, vehicles, and other equipment—which, 
because of widespread illiteracy in its ranks, the ANDSF could not reliably use and 
maintain on its own.872 Chronic understaffing of the train, advise and assist effort added 
to the difficulties of building the ANDSF, partially because NATO allies never fully lived 
up to commitments to provide much needed trainers.873

An American soldier instructs Afghan National Police officers in the proper use of a safety shield. 
(U.S. Army photo)
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Not surprisingly, as the United States and NATO neared the conclusion of a phased 
drawdown in 2014 and transitioned to training and advising at the regional and 
institutional level, the ANDSF struggled to succeed.874 It was not until 2015 that the 
United States and NATO prioritized security sector governance and defense institution 
building over improving the fighting capabilities of the force. Up to then, developing 
ministerial capability was primarily focused on initiatives that aimed to more directly 
bolster combat effectiveness. But with the U.S. military withdrawing, concern shifted 
to the issue of the long-term viability of the ANDSF. With that in mind, in January 2015 
DOD prioritized its train, advise, and assist focus to higher levels of command (the 
Afghan National Army corps level, the Afghan National Police zone level, and the 
ministries of defense and interior). As a result, the number of U.S. touchpoints with 
field-based ANDSF units has declined significantly, prompting increased reliance on 
Afghan-provided data to understand unit-level performance and capability gaps.875 

Over time, rising insecurity further restricted the U.S. advising effort. Civilian advisors 
who were once able to drive themselves to various government offices around Kabul 
began to transit to the ministries of defense and interior in convoys, or even by 
helicopter. The U.S. military, meanwhile, was generally confined to large bases.876 

Recent events have only exacerbated the challenges. The confluence of significant 
developments is daunting: a stalled intra-Afghan peace process, ongoing conflict, the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Afghanistan’s resulting economic contraction, and, in April 2021, 
President Joseph R. Biden’s decision to withdraw U.S. troops from Afghanistan by 
September 11, 2021.877 U.S. defense contractors will withdraw along with U.S. troops, 
raising concerns about the sustainability of Afghan security force components that are 
especially reliant on contractors to maintain vital equipment.878

Resolute Support advisors from the United States and other coalition countries remotely meet with their 
Afghan Ministry of Defense counterparts. (Resolute Support photo)
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The next section discusses DOD’s efforts to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness 
of the ANDSF over the last 16 years.

M&E of Reconstructing the ANDSF: Shifting Attempts to Measure 
the Abstract 
In July 2005, the United States started implementing assessment mechanisms to 
evaluate the warfighting and administrative capacity of the ANDSF. These mechanisms 
functioned as an M&E tool to track ANDSF performance, identify gaps, and tailor 
advisory efforts. Since 2005, the ANDSF assessment methodology has changed at least 
four times, reflecting the inherent challenges of attempting to measure capacity, as well 
as persistent questions about the nature of data required to do so.879 

The first mechanism was the Capability Milestone rating system, which was replaced 
by the Commander’s Unit Assessment Tool in April 2010.880 In July 2013, the latter was 
replaced by the Regional ANDSF Assessment Report.881 In January 2015, that changed 
to the Monthly ANDSF Assessment report.882 Individual advisor evaluations and reports 
have been built into the Advisor Network system since January 2015, with a recent 
modification in April 2020.883

These systems were fundamentally similar in their use of rating scales: All of them 
graded Afghan units along comparable spectrums of dependence on coalition support. 
However, they emphasized different inputs, analyzed different levels of command, varied 
in their thresholds for achieving a given score, and in many cases used different words 
to describe individual rating levels.884 Moreover, the top rating levels between systems 
differed in their focus on sustainability. Some systems included only a secondary focus 
on sustainability, while others explicitly prioritized it as a necessary condition for 
achieving top ratings.885 To some degree, these changes and differences reflected the 
inherent challenges in accurately measuring true ANDSF capabilities, and the struggle 
to find the right balance between qualitative and quantitative data in the assessments.886 
Still, because they seemed to change so frequently, the systems have also been criticized 
for being inconsistent.887 Each of these assessment mechanisms is described below, 
followed by a comment on the role of third-party independent assessments. 

Capability Milestones: Missing the Intangible
The Capability Milestone ratings scale divided ANDSF units into four groups, based on the 
amount of international community support they required to conduct primary operational 
missions.888 It focused on the kandak (battalion) level, and emphasized quantitative inputs 
that, in theory, reflected levels of readiness, such as staffing levels and equipment.889 That 
failed to measure more intangible readiness factors, such as leadership, corruption, and 
motivation—all factors that could affect a unit’s ability to put its staffing and equipment to 
use during actual warfighting. This led some commanders to conclude that the mechanism 
did not adequately measure operational effectiveness.890 Data reliability and consistency 
also posed a major challenge: there was a shortage of U.S. personnel to verify reported 
data, and even basic statistics such as the number of evaluated units in a given time period 
varied significantly between published DOD reports.891
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These challenges contributed to perceived weaknesses in the Capability Milestone 
system. First, there were large capability discrepancies between units with the same 
rating.892 Second, ratings proved unreliable at measuring an ANDSF unit’s ability to 
sustain a given capability level over time, since many units regressed at least one rating 
even during relatively short observation periods.893 

Commander’s Unit Assessment Tool: Balancing Quantitative and Qualitative Data
After the International Security Assistance Force Joint Command assumed responsibility 
for assessing ANDSF forces during its creation in 2009, it replaced the Capability 
Milestone system with the Commander’s Unit Assessment Tool in April 2010.894 The new 
mechanism also focused on the kandak level, but sought to address weaknesses in 
the previous rating system by including both quantitative and qualitative components. 
Quantitative data included force strength numbers and equipping levels; qualitative 
data included subjective assessments of leadership quality and competency, as well 
as unit morale.895 Although this balance added more detail, it also introduced greater 
complexity. This required additional training and guidance on rating definitions—and 
since many ANDSF advisors did not receive this training, the ratings were inconsistent 
and possibly inaccurate.896 Further complicating the matter, the rating system itself 
changed from April to July to September of 2010. Inconsistent ratings and continued 
data reliability challenges meant that the Commander’s Unit Assessment Tool still did 
not fully capture the ANDSF’s capabilities.897

Regional ANDSF Status Report: Addressing Inconsistency 
In July 2013, the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) Joint Command 
replaced the Commander’s Unit Assessment Tool with the Regional ANDSF Status 
Report.898 The status report attempted to shift from assessing theoretical indicators 

U.S. Marines discuss operations with Afghan police officers in Helmand in late 2012.  
(U.S. Marine Corps photo)
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of readiness to measuring ANDSF units’ ability to use their staffing, equipping, and 
training to successfully engage in combat.899 It also focused on assessing a small number 
of brigade and regional level units with greater consistency every month, which in 
theory allowed ISAF to focus on units of critical importance.900 To address the issue 
of inconsistent ratings under the previous mechanism, the ISAF Joint Command also 
issued more detailed instructions on the data that advisor units should include in the 
comments supporting their ratings, and started conducting quality control checks of 
the provided narratives.901 In mid-2014, the ISAF Joint Command determined that future 
ANDSF capability assessments would be classified, reducing the transparency of the 
status report.902

Monthly ANDSF Assessment Report: Increased Focus on Higher Levels  
of Command
The transition from the Regional ANDSF Status Report to the Monthly ANDSF 
Assessment Report took place in January 2015, along with the transition from the 
ISAF combat mission to the Resolute Support train, advise, and assist mission.903 
The decreased coalition presence meant that the monthly report focused only 
on the headquarters level of command instead of the operations level; it was not 
intended to be used to assess the entire ANDSF.904 In addition to the monthly report, 
U.S. Forces – Afghanistan adopted a broad assessment framework with eight essential 
functions meant to assess whether components of Afghanistan’s security forces were 
prepared to function without coalition advising and support.905 The primary criticism 
of the monthly report was that its lack of coverage below the ANDSF headquarters level 
precluded a complete evaluation of the ANDSF’s operational effectiveness.906 

Advisor Network: A Further Attempt to Capture Qualitative Information
Since 2015, largely qualitative advisor assessments of Afghan counterpart officers and 
units have been built into the Advisor Network, an electronic software system that 
helps advisors track engagements with and assess the performance of the ANDSF.907 
Advisors use the network to log meetings with Afghan counterparts and provide ranked 
assessments of various criteria based on their observations.908 According to CSTC-A, 
average assessment scores can help advisors ascertain progress toward key goals, 
indicate which strategies are working, and enable more effective use of resources.909 
While the network is not a perfect analogue for the other assessment mechanisms 
described here, it serves similar purposes in determining where advisory efforts should 
focus and enabling strategic decision making.910

The original evaluation system suffered from a subjective narrative format and a 
tendency to elicit more information than was necessary or relevant. In an effort to 
produce more rigorous and less arbitrary assessments, the new Advisor Network 
assessment mechanism from April 2020 employs a Likert scale to generate quantifiable 
performance data that can create historical trend lines.911 Although, as of March 2020, 
CSTC-A had not yet definitively shown how the new mechanism would control for such 
factors as social desirability bias, it views the new system as a significant upgrade.912

A Likert scale is a rating 
scale commonly used in 
surveys to measure people’s 
perceptions, opinions, 
or attitudes, often with 
categories of response that 
can be coded numerically 
such as strongly agree, 
agree, neutral, disagree, 
and strongly disagree.

Social desirability bias 
is the tendency “for 
participants to respond in a 
way that they believe will be 
viewed favorably by others.”

Britannica, Likert-Scale, accessed July 
5, 2020, p. 1; ScienceDirect, “Social 
Desirability Bias,” accessed July 5, 
2020, p. 1.
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The Military’s Perspectives on ANDSF Capability Have Sometimes Been 
Called into Question
Large discrepancies in various reports of ground progress generated some frustration 
for the Congress in the early 2010s.913 On one hand, official statements of progress 
often implied successes in a variety of areas. For example, in March 2011 testimony 
to the Congress, General David Petraeus—then the commander of the International 
Security Assistance Force—claimed that “investments in leader development, literacy, and 
institutions have yielded significant dividends” for the ANDSF, that Afghan forces were 
taking on significant combat roles against the Taliban, and that Afghan Local Police units 
were increasingly limiting the Taliban’s ability to intimidate communities.914 Other reports 
indicated “the absence of success on virtually every level.”915 In a 2012 Armed Forces 
Journal article, Lt. Col. Daniel Davis, who spent a year in Afghanistan speaking with U.S. 
troops and their Afghan counterparts, wrote that his observations “bore no resemblance 
to rosy official statements by U.S. military leaders about conditions on the ground.”916 
Among other evidence supporting this conclusion, Davis cited a conversation with a local 
official who assessed that the ANDSF “are definitely not capable,” and recalled another 
province where “the Afghan policemen rarely leave the cover of the checkpoints” and the 
Taliban “literally run free.”917

An Afghan Air Force finance technician attends a training class in the use of Microsoft Excel in 2018.  
(DOD photo)
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Independent Assessments Were Also Used to Ascertain the ANDSF’s 
Operational Effectiveness
Through the 2013 National Defense Authorization Act, the Congress directed DOD 
to conduct an independent assessment of what would be needed to create an ANDSF 
capable of providing security and protection from terrorism in Afghanistan.918 The 
Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy contracted with CNA, an Arlington, 
Virginia-based federally funded research and development corporation, to conduct 
this independent assessment. CNA released its report in January 2014. At the request 
of the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, CNA published a second 
report in 2015.919 Both reports focused on aggregate measures of ANDSF readiness, 
and did not replace U.S. military assessments that aimed to measure the capacity of 
individual units.920 

The assessments added value to DOD’s more routine attempts to measure ANDSF 
capacity by evaluating not only the current capabilities of the force, but also the future 
security environment. Projections of future security, combined with an analysis of the 
ANDSF’s present capability, led to recommendations about how the force might be 
restructured and better employed to combat the insurgency. For example, CNA’s 2014 
assessment recommended that elements of the ANDSF be redistributed to higher-threat 
areas and that some combat battalions be replaced with more logistics and support 
units.921 Although both assessments calculated ideal force authorization levels that were 
close to the existing force authorization of 382,000, they recommended adjustments to 
the force structure that would result in fewer combat battalions but more logistics and 
support battalions.922 

Afghans assigned to the 203rd Thunder Corps lead and execute a clearance operation in southeast 
Afghanistan, accompanied by U.S. advisors in 2019. (U.S. Army photo)
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Some aspects of the assessments proved prescient. While the 2015 fall of Kunduz City 
(located in a northern Afghan province of the same name) surprised some observers, 
CNA’s 2014 assessment had warned that “the Taliban insurgency [would] become a 
greater threat to Afghanistan’s stability in the 2015–2018 time frame than it [was at the 
time of the assessment].”923 Other observations seemed self-evident: the 2015 assessment 
concluded that “the performance of the ANDSF so far this fighting season has been 
decidedly mixed, and that the force continues to suffer from a number of significant 
capability gaps.”924 

Overall, independent assessments are best thought of as a potentially useful complement 
to, rather than a replacement for, DOD’s internal mechanisms. Comparisons between 
internal and external assessments can help identify irregularities and discrepancies.925

M&E of Contracted Advisors: Tracking Inputs without Measuring  
Direct Outcomes
At the ministerial level, U.S. advising efforts focused on improving the administrative 
and technical capabilities of Afghanistan’s ministries of defense and interior. Advisors 
fell into a variety of categories.926 Some were uniformed military personnel, some 
were civilian employees of DOD with specialized skills or experience, and a significant 
number were defense contractors.927 As of July 2017, contractors made up approximately 
67 percent of the total 577 advisors at the ministries.928 Recent examples of their areas 
of focus include long-term budgeting, helping ANDSF leadership strengthen its ability 
to identify future requirements, and helping to improve internal control mechanisms 
to guard against corruption and prevent waste, fraud, and abuse.929 Since 2010, DOD’s 
contractor for ministerial advising has been DynCorp International, which has provided 
personnel with expertise in such areas as finance and procurement.930 The cumulative 
value of DOD’s advising contracts with DynCorp is at least $1.62 billion.931

The Afghanistan Compact
The Afghanistan Compact was launched in August 2017 by the U.S. and Afghan 
governments.932 It was a voluntary, non-binding agreement designed to track the Afghan 
government’s performance in meeting key reform benchmarks in various sectors, 
including security.933 Although DOD has said that the Compact “was not a method to 
assess progress,” the use of benchmarks provides the basic framework for a quasi-
assessment mechanism.934 One weakness of the Compact was its unmanageable number 
of security-related benchmarks: It outlined 257 security-related milestones, compared to 
163 benchmarks for the other three areas combined.935 The number of security-related 
benchmarks eventually increased to over 1,300, a number that cannot be feasibly 
evaluated or meaningfully completed.936 Because using these benchmarks did not 
seem to improve the day-to-day workings of Afghan security institutions, CTSC-A began 
experimenting with other frameworks in 2019.937 According to DOD, the Compact is no 
longer in use and is best thought of as a list of relatively minor tasks.938
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Tracking how effectively these contractors were contributing to DOD’s ministerial 
capacity-building objectives has been a challenge for DOD. There were times when it 
seemed to be out of compliance with Federal Acquisition Regulation standards requiring 
the use of meaningful metrics that can be used to judge contractor performance. The 
FAR requires that agencies “enable assessment of work performance against measurable 
performance standards” to the maximum extent practicable, and requires agencies 
to identify a “method of assessing contractor performance against performance 
standards.”939 These requirements are in place to ensure the quality, timeliness, and 
quantity of services provided (Appendix B provides further information on the FAR).940 

In October 2018, SIGAR reported that DOD was unable to track DynCorp’s performance. 
The contracts’ performance work statements—key documents that, according to 
regulation, must describe the work contractors are supposed to perform in terms of 
measurable outcomes—provided four broad requirements for DynCorp to follow. But 
they did not include the kinds of measurable performance standards required by the 
FAR.941 Instead, the performance work statements merely required DynCorp to “provide 
advisors and mentors” and “provide advice and mentoring.”942 A DOD quality assurance 
representative who monitored the day-to-day performance of the contractor told SIGAR 
that the contracts did not specify measurements of progress.943 

Human intelligence is any 
intelligence derived from 
information collected and 
provided by human sources.

DOD, “DOD Dictionary of Military and 
Associated Terms,” January 2020, 
p. 98.

The Legacy and Afghanistan Source Operations Management Programs:  
Lack of Performance Metrics Made It Difficult to Determine Return on Investment
The DynCorp train, advise, and assist contracts were not 
the only outsourced capacity-building efforts that lacked 
clear metrics to determine progress towards outcomes 
and to ascertain impact. DOD’s intelligence development 
contracts had the same problems.944 

From 2010 to 2016, DOD administered the $457.7 million 
Legacy and Afghanistan Source Operations Management 
(ASOM) programs. The programs aimed to develop the 
ANDSF’s human intelligence capabilities through training 
and mentoring.945 Legacy was initially structured as a 
package of four research and development contracts that 
were awarded in 2010. (Legacy’s successor, ASOM, was 
awarded as a single contract in 2013.) Research and 
development contracts are unique in that they are generally 
“directed toward objectives for which the work or methods 
cannot be precisely described in advance,” according to 
the FAR.946 Consequently, DOD’s use of the contracting 
vehicle did not require the development of adequate 
performance metrics or clearly define outcomes, making 
Legacy’s effectiveness difficult to ascertain.947 

The last contract awarded for the Legacy program ended 
in 2013.948 The intelligence capacity-building program 
was continued under ASOM through the award of a 
services contract. Unlike research and development 
contracts, services contracts are required by the FAR to 
include measurable performance standards.949 However, 
SIGAR found that the ASOM contract still lacked clear 
performance indicators.950 Under ASOM, the primary 
indicator by which success was measured was the 
successful transition of intelligence sites to the Afghan 
government.951 Although this may have been a useful 
metric in theory, it was not objective: The contractor itself 
was responsible for assessing each intelligence training 
site’s readiness to transition to the Afghan government.952 

Ultimately, because of a lack of performance metrics for 
the Legacy contracts and a reliance on contractor-provided 
data for the ASOM program, it was difficult to gauge the 
government’s return on its $457.7 million investment.953
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In September 2018, DOD produced a draft performance work statement for a follow-on 
advising contract that incorporated two general performance requirements. These aimed 
to measure the contractor’s performance by assessing the extent to which CSTC-A 
was satisfied with the efforts of the contractor and how well the contractor adhered to 
important intermediate goals.954 Still, the lack of performance metrics in prior contracts 
made it difficult for DOD and others to assess the effectiveness of the advising effort 
over time.

COUNTERINSURGENCY THROUGH ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT: 
WAS THE UNDERLYING THEORY VALID?
Although economic development is often considered a civilian activity, the military spent 
considerable resources on stabilization programming in Afghanistan, with the intent of 
reducing violent resistance and swaying popular support towards coalition forces and 
the Afghan government.955 DOD’s economic development programs reflected the theory, 
promulgated in the U.S. Army’s December 2006 field manual on counterinsurgency, that 
“political, social, and economic programs are usually more valuable than conventional 
military operations in addressing the root causes of conflict and undermining an 
insurgency.”956 Counterinsurgency doctrine was embraced by some military leaders and 
civilian analysts as “the authoritative playbook for success,” in the words of Karl Eikenberry, 
U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan from 2009 to 2011 and a critic of the counterinsurgency 
strategy there.957 Indeed, in the words of one historian, it was the “holy writ.”958

But some observers cast doubt on aspects of counterinsurgency theory.959 An early 
academic review of the new doctrine questioned both its historical and theoretical 
underpinnings, and criticized its lack of grounding in social science research.960 Scrutiny 
of the theory increased as the war continued, often focusing on the extent to which 
development aid could be employed to achieve counterinsurgency effects. As a June 
2011 staff report from the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations bluntly stated:

Our stabilization strategy assumes that short-term aid promotes stability in 
counterinsurgency (COIN) operations and “wins hearts and minds” by improving 
security, enhancing the legitimacy and reach of the central government, and drawing 
support away from the Taliban. It presumes that the international community and 
the Afghan government have shared objectives when it comes to promoting longer-
term development, good governance, and the rule of law. These assumptions may not 
be correct.961

The Senate report ultimately concluded, “Given the conflicting research on the effects 
of aid in promoting stability, more analysis is needed before we continue investing 
a significant amount of our aid in conflict zones.”962 Among the report’s sources was 
a conference readout from Wilton Park summarizing the views of leading experts 
on the ways in which development aid could (or could not) be used to achieve 
counterinsurgency objectives.963 The readout acknowledged that development aid 
could have some tactical benefits, such as helping to build relationships between 
coalition forces and local communities or gathering intelligence. However, in line with 
the broader Senate committee report, it too concluded there was “little evidence” 

Intended to fill a 
doctrinal gap, the U.S. 
Army’s December 
2006 field manual on 
counterinsurgency (also 
known as FM 3-24) sought 
to provide U.S. Army soldiers 
and U.S. Marines fighting in 
Afghanistan and Iraq with 
principles and guidelines 
for counterinsurgency 
operations. Before its 
publication, it had been 
20 years since the Army 
had issued field manuals 
devoted exclusively to 
counterinsurgency, and 
25 years since the Marine 
Corps had done so.

U.S. Army, “FM 3-24: 
Counterinsurgency,” December 2006, 
electronic pp. 1–2.

Wilton Park is a UK-based 
organization that convenes 
discussions on topics of 
strategic interest, including 
defense and security issues.

Wilton Park, “About Us,” n.d., 
accessed August 11, 2020.
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Members of Khost Provincial Reconstruction Team meet with engineers and beneficiaries to discuss 
an upcoming infrastructure project on May 2, 2010. (DOD photo)

that these kinds of “relatively short-term transactional relationships” produced “more 
strategic-level effects of populations being won over to the government as a result of 
development aid.”964 The central conclusion of the Wilton Park conference readout was 
striking for its implications: “Given its centrality to current COIN doctrine and strategy, 
there is still a surprisingly weak evidence base for the effectiveness of aid in promoting 
stabilization and security objectives.”965

Despite the questions they raised about the idea that development aid could produce 
counterinsurgency effects, aspects of both the 2011 Senate report and the 2010 Wilton 
Park conference report reflected an evolving conversation around the effectiveness of 
one particularly prominent stabilization program: the Commander’s Emergency Response 
Program. Both reports pointed to a study examining the effects of CERP in post-surge 
Iraq that concluded CERP was effective in reducing violence.966 But exactly what drove 
the finding was unclear. As one academic observed in 2017, “A subsequent study by the 
same authors qualifies that result in important ways. [The authors] find that the violence 
dampening effect actually occurs only in interaction with increased troop presence.”967 

Was CERP effective? If so, under what circumstances? These were key questions for 
M&E that were complicated by both the prevailing faith in counterinsurgency doctrine 
and metrics that were conflated with the act of implementation.968 For many military 
and civilian officials, the answer was self-evident: CERP worked. Writing in his personal 
capacity in the February 2004 edition of the Army Lawyer, then-Deputy Legal Counsel for 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Martins said, “The program’s early success demonstrates 
that relatively small amounts of money spent locally and intelligently by commanders can 
yield great benefits.”969 Testifying before the Senate in 2008, then-Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates called CERP the “single most effective program to enable commanders to 
address local populations’ needs and get potential insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan off 
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the streets and into jobs.”970 In concurrent testimony, then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff Admiral Michael Mullen asserted that “CERP has proven in most cases more 
valuable and perhaps more rapid than bullets or bombs in the fight against extremism.”971 
In the introduction to the March 2012 standard operating procedures for CERP in 
Afghanistan—which outlined how CERP projects should be monitored and evaluated—
then-U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan Ryan Crocker and then-ISAF Commander General 
John Allen stated that CERP was “vital to the [counterinsurgency] strategy.”972 But the 
end result was $2.3 billion spent in exchange for unknown effects.973

The Commander’s Emergency Response Program: A Brief History
Congress authorized the Commander’s Emergency Response Program in Afghanistan 
in November 2003. Initially created for Iraq, it enabled military commanders to “respond 
to urgent humanitarian relief and reconstruction requirements within their areas of 
responsibility,” and to improve security by creating jobs and “winning hearts and 
minds.”974 (The highlight on the following page discusses CERP’s purpose, which was 
not always clearly articulated.) Although funds could only be spent on certain categories 
of projects, U.S. military commanders had wide latitude to identify and select projects 
based on local conditions.975 Overall, from 2004 to 2020, CERP supported projects in all 34 
of Afghanistan’s provinces, disbursing a total of $2.3 billion.976

When the program arrived in Afghanistan in 2004, CERP disbursements were $35 
million. At their peak in 2009, coinciding with an increase in troop numbers and 
operations, disbursements were $500 million.977 CERP activity from 2004 to 2009 was 
concentrated in the eastern and southeastern provinces, where funds were used for 
a wide range of projects, including transportation, education, agriculture, water, and 
sanitation.978 With the U.S. troop surge that began at the end of that period and lasted 
until 2012, and the adoption of a modified counterinsurgency strategy, the program 
increasingly focused on improving government legitimacy and displacing Taliban 
influence—or as an ISAF Joint Command document put it, to “protect the population, 
neutralize insurgent networks, and promote effective governance that is acceptable to 
the Afghan people.”979 After taking responsibility for the program in 2009, United States 
Forces – Afghanistan encouraged military commanders to implement CERP projects 
after clearing operations as a way of demonstrating the benefits that would accompany 
Afghan government presence. The hope was the government would come to be seen as 
legitimate and capable, and the Taliban would not be welcome to return.980 

After 2009, the focus of CERP spending began to focus on agricultural projects and other 
attempts to improve local economic conditions. While overall disbursements declined 
as the surge took shape, the number of initiated projects increased. Small, short-term 
projects of less than $5,000 accounted for 95 percent of all CERP projects at the height 
of the U.S. and international troop surge in 2011.981 Although the program was a key 
component of the surge, declining disbursements and the shift towards smaller projects 
were attributable in part to new restrictions on projects over $500,000 and the creation 
of the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund (discussed further later in this chapter).982 
With the surge concentrated in the south, program spending was redistributed away 
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WHAT WAS CERP’S PURPOSE?
CERP’s purpose was not always clearly articulated. 
The Congress appropriated funds for the Commander’s 
Emergency Response Program to enable military 
commanders “to respond to urgent humanitarian relief 
and reconstruction requirements within their areas 
of responsibility.”983 But exactly what responding to 
those requirements was meant to accomplish was 
not self-evident. The terms “humanitarian relief” and 
“reconstruction” do not necessarily imply security or 
stability-related objectives.984 Yet, the aforementioned 
2004 article authored by Mark Martins (expressing 
his personal views while serving as the deputy legal 
counsel in the Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff) described CERP as “a program by which field 
commanders . . . can fund initiatives to win hearts and 
minds [and] hunt enemies” (in addition to “[promoting] 
the growth of local institutions”).985 In Senate testimony 
in March 2004, then Under Secretary of Defense 
(Comptroller) Dov Zakheim stated that the purpose of 
CERP was “not only [to] help people . . . but also gain 
their support in defeating terrorists” because “where 
we establish a relationship in the community . . . the 
information starts to flow.”986 In a subsequent 2005 article, 
Martins describes an interaction between Joint Staff 
members and Senate staffers in which military officers 
“related CERP to a stabilization tool no less essential 
to victory than the world’s finest military equipment.”987

Indeed, there was a tension between how the initial 
appropriations language described the purpose of CERP 
and how and why CERP funds were actually employed. 
Limited restrictions on CERP spending meant that 
commanders were free to use CERP according to their 
understanding of what the funding was intended for. In 
an interview with senior congressional staffers conducted 
for a RAND impact assessment, “several interviewees 
emphasized that there never was a congressional ‘intent’ 
for CERP, as the program was not developed by Congress 
but was simply a DOD request.”988 

According to the RAND assessment, “The pervasive view 
in Congress in support of CERP, at least initially in Iraq, 
was that it was a ‘force protection’ measure to keep 

U.S. troops safe.”989 As the Special Inspector General 
for Iraq Reconstruction described in a report exploring 
perceptions of CERP, “Many commanders noted that, 
regardless of project type, their ultimate goal in the use 
of CERP was to reduce violence and, hence, casualties.”990 
A majority of commanders surveyed considered the level 
of violence to be the most important indicator of a CERP 
project’s success.991

One view is that force protection is a distinct concept from 
counterinsurgency.992 But some of the primary pathways 
through which force protection was to be attained are 
consistent with counterinsurgency theory. For example, 
the RAND assessment noted that one pathway was “job 
creation, based on the ‘theory that if people are working, 
they won’t rent themselves out to the insurgency.’” Another 
was by “winning ‘hearts and minds.’”993 Even before the 
promulgation of counterinsurgency doctrine, U.S soldiers 
in Iraq were employing CERP, under such allowable 
categories as humanitarian aid and battle damage 
payments, to create goodwill and deprive the enemy 
of support, as well as to gain intelligence.994 The “Sons 
of Iraq” militias, considered a major counterinsurgency 
success, were funded with more than $300 million of 
CERP money—under the rubric of “temporary contract 
guards for critical infrastructure” in order to comply with 
spending guidelines.995 

Overall, CERP is best viewed as a tool for implementing 
the aspects of counterinsurgency theory implicit in the title 
of the program’s guiding document for much of the war: 
“Money as a Weapon System.”996 As a 2009 Center for 
Army Lessons Learned handbook described, by “motivating 
antigovernment forces to cease lethal and nonlethal 
operations, by creating and providing jobs along with other 
forms of assistance to the indigenous population, and by 
restoring or creating vital infrastructure,” commanders were 
ultimately “defeating [counterinsurgency] targets without 
creating collateral damage.”997 As the RAND assessment 
noted, “Most CERP implementers in Afghanistan nested the 
use of CERP within an overall counterinsurgency strategy, 
which involved contesting the Taliban by improving security, 
governance, and development.”998 
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from areas adjacent to the border with Pakistan to the Taliban heartland in Helmand 
and Kandahar.999 

As U.S. military forces began to transition security responsibilities to the ANDSF 
in 2012, the number of new CERP projects began to decline. With the withdrawal of 
U.S. forces from the south and east between 2012 and 2014, the program’s focus pivoted 
toward Kabul and the neighboring provinces of Wardak, Parwan, and Logar. By 2014, 
those areas accounted for approximately 90 percent of CERP spending. By December 
2014, Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan had concluded. Between fiscal years 
2015 and 2020, Congress appropriated $37.5 million for CERP and DOD disbursed 
approximately $18 million.1000 

Monitoring and Evaluation of CERP: M&E Was Emphasized in Guidance 
but Rarely Sufficiently Performed
Guidance on the use of CERP funds was codified initially in DOD’s 2005 Financial 
Management Regulation, which outlined which types of projects were prohibited 
(such as entertainment and reward programs) and which were allowed (such as 
agriculture and electricity projects).1001 The 2005 regulation divided responsibility 
for CERP program oversight among several DOD entities. While the Under Secretary 
of Defense (Comptroller) was responsible for broad program policies and procedures, 
as well as reports to the Congress, the Secretary of the Army was responsible for 
developing detailed procedures to ensure that commanders spent funds in accordance 
with applicable laws and regulations. The commander of U.S. Central Command 
(responsible for military operations in central Asia and the Middle East), meanwhile, 
was responsible for requesting and allocating funds across subordinate commands. 
The authority for selecting and implementing projects was delegated to commanders 
at the brigade level and below.1002 

Standard operating procedures for CERP evolved as funding for the program grew. 
In May 2009, U.S. Forces – Afghanistan published the first of numerous permutations 
of “Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan,” which provided guidance on CERP 
processes. The initial version of the document made performance metrics a requirement 
for CERP projects over $50,000. There were also higher approval thresholds for more 
expensive projects: for example, while CERP projects valued at $200,000 or less could 
be implemented directly with the approval of brigade commanders, projects greater 
than $2 million had to be approved by the commander of U.S. forces in Afghanistan. 
If the Afghan government was “not willing to fund operating costs or maintain the 
investment,” the handbook directed users to “not fund the project.” Initial guidance 
for commanders emphasized the importance of assessing impact and required quarterly 
“narratives” that explained how their CERP projects were advancing U.S. strategy. 
Almost immediately, CERP guidance began to tighten: The December 2009 update to 
“Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan” required measures of effectiveness for all 
CERP projects, regardless of dollar value. Still, there was little direction on how to 
actually measure a project’s impact after implementation. Instead, the handbook listed 
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required considerations to justify initiating a project, such as sustainability and the 
projected impact on the local population.1003 

The title of “Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan” mirrored what had become 
a well-known counterinsurgency aphorism: that “some of the best weapons for 
counterinsurgents do not shoot.” This tenet was based on the belief, engrained in 
the counterinsurgency field manual, that “counterinsurgents often achieve the most 
meaningful success in garnering public support and legitimacy for [a host-nation] 
government with activities that do not involve killing insurgents.”1004 As the field 
manual summarized, “money is ammunition.”1005 Paralleling the basic assumptions 
of the field manual, aspects of “Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan” seemed 
to reflect the proposition that positive impacts could be achieved merely through 
the act of implementation: According to the May 2009 version of the standard 
operating procedures, “CERP [provided] a quick and effective method to institute 
an immediate positive impact on the Afghan people.”1006 The causal pathway 
through which counterinsurgency goals would be achieved was embedded in CERP 
guidance’s straightforward project selection criteria: “(1) execute quickly; (2) employ 
many Afghans; (3) benefit the Afghan people; and (4) be highly visible to the local 
populace.”1007 According to this guidance, an ideal project would meet all four of these 
criteria in order to increase support for the Afghan government (and coalition forces) 
and decrease support for the Taliban.

In 2009, in response to congressional scrutiny of CERP, the U.S. Central Command 
instructed forces in Afghanistan to use more refined project evaluation criteria for CERP 
in order to “preserve the program as a key non-kinetic [counterinsurgency] tool.” By 
August 2010, ISAF was developing program guidance that emphasized closer evaluation 

Using CERP funding, Afghan men work on rebuilding market spaces in Helmand Province in late 2009. (U.S. 
Marine Corps photo)
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2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

December 2009 February 2011 March 2012 July 2013
Greater emphasis on project record-keep-
ing in the Combined Information Data 
Network Exchange (CIDNE).

Encouraged the use of “more re�ned project 
evaluation and validation criteria.” This 
included an explicit requirement that project 
justi�cations accurately describe the 
problems CERP spending aimed to address.

Re�ned requirements for monitoring from 
project inception to completion. Required 
that a monitoring framework be established 
for every project, to include “when and how 
. . . results will be measured” and “the 
target goal for the results.”

Introduced a requirement for a close review 
of measures of effectiveness for all 
proposed projects.

Introduced a requirement for reporting 
performance metrics in CIDNE for projects 
costing $50,000 or more.

Greater focus on quality assurance plans, 
including a new requirement for such plans 
to incorporate performance metrics and to 
present a schedule for visiting project sites 
to assess sustainability after project 
completion.

Re�ned program objectives, clarifying that 
projects should support counterinsurgency 
goals and contribute to economic growth. 
Signi�cant guidance accompanied this 
re�nement, to include requirements to 
design projects with counterinsurgency 
objectives by articulating common 
elements of a program design and 
evaluation framework, i.e., inputs, 
implementation, outputs, and outcomes.

Introduced case studies for counterinsur-
gency and economic growth projects and 
suggested example measures of 
performance and effectiveness.

Emphasized the importance of economic 
impact assessments to measure economic 
growth projects.

Explicit shift in desired economic growth 
outcomes, to now exclude job promotion 
and its identi�ed measures of performance 
and effectiveness. In some cases, 
additional measures of performance and 
effectiveness associated with other 
economic objectives, such as supporting 
“targeted development” in sectors like 
agriculture, were also removed.

Encouraged commanders to connect CERP 
with broader Afghan government strategies, 
including the National Development 
Strategy.

Re�ected change in USFOR-A mission to 
security assistance with removal of the 
COIN-related chapter and the design 
and evaluation framework, indicators, 
and measures contained therein.

* The initial standard operating procedures for CERP were released in May 2009. This table presents key, M&E-related changes to the standard operating procedures over time.

Source: U.S. Department of the Army, “Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan (MAAWS-A),” U.S. Forces – Afghanistan Publication 1-06, December 2009, pp. 2, 18, 92–94, 114; 
U.S. Department of the Army, “Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan (MAAWS-A),” U.S. Forces – Afghanistan Publication 1-06, February 2011, pp. 94, 96; U.S. Department of the Army, 
“Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan (MAAWS-A),” U.S. Forces – Afghanistan Publication 1-06, March 2012, pp. 119–121, 123–124, 132–135; U.S. Department of the Army, “Money 
as a Weapon System – Afghanistan (MAAWS-A),” U.S. Forces – Afghanistan Publication 1-06, July 2013, pp. 3, 12, 124, 128–129.

EVOLUTION OF MONEY AS A WEAPON SYSTEM – AFGHANISTAN: KEY CHANGES TO CERP M&E REQUIREMENTS AFTER MAY 2009*

FIGURE 7

of the effects of expenditures. Building on the metaphor that defined the program, the 
guidance emphasized that “CERP is a weapon and will be treated as one,” adding that 
personnel “[would] train and practice in its use.”1008

CERP standard operating procedures continued to evolve in response to outside 
criticism (Figure 7 presents key M&E-related changes to those procedures over 
time). In November 2010, the U.S. Army Audit Agency concluded that “[U.S. Forces – 
Afghanistan] and its predecessors hadn’t established a correlation to prove whether 
CERP funding affected [counterinsurgency] operations. Although CERP had many 
humanitarian and developmental benefits, we questioned the effectiveness of CERP as 
a [counterinsurgency] tool due to the absence of a program baseline and performance 
measures.”1009 Consequently, U.S. Army auditors called for the development of CERP 
baselines before completing projects to enable units to clearly compare conditions 
before and after a project was implemented.1010 Shortly thereafter, a February 2011 
update to “Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan” emphasized the need to evaluate 
the impacts of CERP projects on their area of operations.1011 The March 2012 version of 
“Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan” placed additional emphasis on collecting 
data and measuring performance and effectiveness, including changes that emphasized 
measuring CERP projects for counterinsurgency effects.1012 As with other programs, the 
overall trend in CERP guidance was an increasing focus on monitoring and evaluating 
for outcomes and impact.
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Still, many metrics that were actually used for CERP were intended to prevent fraud 
and ensure compliance with contract terms instead of to understand its impacts on 
counterinsurgency goals.1013 Compliance was certainly a core aspect of CERP project 
management: CERP implementers interviewed for one RAND report described “onerous 
bureaucracy and paperwork that was required for project planning, approval, funding, 
and assessment.”1014 The implementers viewed such administrative requirements as 
posing opportunity costs, claiming that they “distracted [the implementers] from other 
responsibilities” and “hampered CERP’s ability to achieve tactical and strategic effects,” 
in the words of the RAND report.1015 But in another sense, it was the sheer difficulty of 
assessing impact that militated most aggressively against selecting and using meaningful 
indicators of success, leaving compliance itself as something of a default metric. Impact 
assessment was usually delegated far down chains of command to field-based personnel 
who faced substantial conceptual and practical barriers to assessing CERP’s effects. 
As one stabilization operations planner based in eastern Afghanistan told SIGAR:

I wanted to develop metrics for measuring impact for each project, but it was so hard 
to know what was causing security in any particular area to improve or worsen, and 
we could only get about 10 percent of the data we wanted to evaluate anything. So we 
decided it was too hard to focus on impact at the project level. The only metrics we 
ever developed were anchored in financial management: making sure people got paid 
and making sure things were built.1016

In other words, by default, measures of success were often conflated with sound 
implementation, rather than determined by actual results.1017 Metrics such as the 
number of times CERP implementers left their bases or the number of contacts they 
had with Afghan officials were not necessarily compliance-based, but were similarly 
linked directly to implementation.1018 In some cases, the metrics recommended by 
CERP guidance to assess a project’s effects were so synonymous with implementation 
that they equated paying out on a contract with effectiveness. For example, the March 
2012 version of “Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan” contained a case study 
of a food production and distribution project in which an indirect outcome of the 
project was calculated by applying a Keynesian spending multiplier (a multiplier used 
in economics to estimate the overall effect of government spending) of 1.5 to the value 
of a $35,000 grant provided to the business. According to this formula, the result was a 
one-time boost to the local economy of $52,500 (1.5 times $35,000).1019 While this was 
not the only metric suggested by the case study (others included the number of new 
jobs created and increases in sales for the business that received the grant), it is still a 
classic example of the ways in which impact was sometimes assumed to follow naturally 
from implementation.1020 

In part, the view of CERP as a tool of fiscal stimulus emerging in later iterations of 
“Money as a Weapon System – Afghanistan” reflected concerns about the impending 
transition of authority to the Afghan government. As the March 2012 version of the 
standard operating procedures stated, updates to CERP procedures were not only 
intended as guidance on improving the program’s counterinsurgency effects but as 
a way to mitigate the impact of reduced U.S. spending, amid concerns that it might 
create “an economic downturn that [threatened] to reverse some of [the United States’] 
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hard-won achievements.”1021 Still, under the simplified logic of the Keynesian multiplier, 
any project at all could have been “effective” on some level merely by injecting cash 
into the economy.1022 Self-justifying metrics reflected the interaction of pressure to 
generate results on short timelines, an institutional drive within the U.S. military 
to “do something” even if conditions were not ideal, and the presumption that “hearts 
and minds” counterinsurgency theory was fundamentally valid.1023 

The result of this confluence of factors was that spending was often treated as a success 
unto itself. In the words of former ISAF commander General David Petraeus, “What 
drove spending was the need to solidify gains as quickly as we could, knowing that we 
had a tight drawdown time line. . . . And we wound up spending faster than we would 
have if we felt we had forces longer than we did.”1024 Meanwhile, despite the lack of 
impact evaluations even during the height of CERP implementation, many military 
and civilian personnel at every level continued to insist that the program was effective 
in advancing counterinsurgency goals.1025 Reflecting the general consensus, in a 2010 
U.S. Senate hearing considering his nomination to be the commander of U.S. Central 
Command, General James Mattis described CERP as one of several programs “that 
allow us to checkmate our enemies.”1026

CERP stands out as an example of what happens when impact measurement is 
demanded—and even, on paper, prioritized—but there is either little attempt, or 
insufficient capacity, to do it. Although CERP guidance explicitly encouraged impact 
assessment—“If we cannot determine how to measure the effectiveness of a project, 
then we should not do it,” the March 2012 edition of “Money as a Weapon System – 
Afghanistan” said—in practice, it rarely happened.1027 The difficulty of actually coming 
up with a meaningful way to measure how much CERP projects were reducing support 
for the Taliban meant that impact, in the words of one former senior military official, 
“was always the last 10 yards that we couldn’t run.”1028 One senior civil affairs officer 
told SIGAR that his division staff “would regularly tell COMISAF [Commander, ISAF], 
‘CERP is a terrible development tool, but it’s a great stabilization tool,’ but we never 
knew if it was true.”1029 Seventeen years and $2.3 billion later, that question still cannot 
be definitively answered.1030 

After the Fact, There Were Numerous Attempts to Measure CERP’s Impact
An irony of CERP is that, while the program’s effectiveness was underexamined 
while it was in wide use in Afghanistan from 2008 to 2011, it came under exhaustive 
academic scrutiny afterwards. In a 2017 systematic review of 19 academic studies on the 
relationship between development aid and violence, six focused on assessing the impact 
of CERP.1031 

The program was conducive to quantitative study because the U.S. military had 
generated a substantial amount of data that could be used to evaluate the program’s 
effects—including “significant activity” data from the U.S. military documenting 
insurgent attacks and location-specific reconstruction spending data.1032 The studies 
generally used statistical analysis to assess the effects of CERP spending on levels 
of violence. Violence was treated as a proxy for security conditions and, more broadly, 
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for counterinsurgency effects; lower levels of violence would, in theory, reflect 
successful counterinsurgency interventions.1033

On the whole, the research returns inconclusive and sometimes conflicting results, 
including at least two studies that could not identify any effects.1034 Still, some of the 
conclusions that emerged from the research point to specific circumstances in which 
CERP might have had some positive impact. These include the possibility that smaller 
CERP projects valued at less than $50,000 may more effectively reduce violence than 
larger ones—though only when security force presence was high.1035 

The academic literature’s verdict on CERP is, on balance, consistent with a broader 
body of research and the 2017 systematic review’s conclusion that “the evidence for 
a violence-dampening effect of aid in conflict zones is not strong.”1036 In CERP’s case, 
estimated positive effects are qualified: Positive impacts may have been possible 
only through the interaction of troop strength with development spending.1037

“Investing in the Fight”: DOD Funds Its Own Impact Assessment of CERP
In 2012, DOD sponsored its own impact assessment of CERP in Afghanistan.1038 Carried 
out by the RAND Corporation, the study (titled “Investing in the Fight”) sought to add 
to the existing literature on CERP by using both qualitative and quantitative methods to 
explore the program’s effects on tactical operations in Afghanistan from 2010 through 
2013 (a period that overlapped with both the U.S. troop surge and implementation 
of a modified counterinsurgency strategy).1039 

To understand the experience of CERP implementers—including how they chose to use 
the program to achieve tactical objectives—RAND researchers conducted structured 
interviews with 197 military officers and noncommissioned officers in conventional Army 
and Marine Corps units, as well as in Special Operations Force units (which include elite 
elements such as the Navy Seals that engaged in village-level stability operations).1040 Next, 

A U.S. Army officer speaks with contractors about the progress of a school construction project funded 
through CERP in Balkh Province in 2012. (DOD photo)
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with geospatial data identifying where CERP projects were implemented, the researchers 
used quantitative analysis to try to understand CERP’s effect on a variety of indicators 
encompassing both Afghan “population- and coalition-focused outcomes.”1041 

Population-focused outcomes included measures of population movements, agricultural 
activity, and economic activity.1042 (In this context, population movement refers to 
migration within Afghanistan’s borders, and was selected as an outcome indicator 
on the assumption that improved security and economic conditions cause internal 
migration).1043 Coalition-focused outcomes included the volume of intelligence about 
enemy activity, coalition-force freedom of movement (that is, the ease with which 
coalition forces could conduct vehicular patrols in their areas of operation), and enemy 
attacks on coalition forces, captured via “significant activity” (SIGACT) data.1044 The 

CERP Impact Assessments Had to Grapple with Data Quality Issues
Well-documented data quality issues were a significant 
challenge for researchers attempting to determine CERP’s 
impact. CERP data in Afghanistan were often spotty, with 
gaps and duplicate entries.1045 In 2009, SIGAR reported 
that more than half of CERP project files it reviewed from 
the 2007–2009 period were incomplete.1046 According to 
DOD, the quality of CERP data improved over time.1047 

Measures of so-called “significant activity” data—referred 
to as SIGACT data—used by researchers to measure levels 
of violence also suffer from some quality problems.1048 
For example, from conversations with former brigade and 
battalion staff officers, several researchers hypothesized 
that the “proportion of true incidents recorded as SIGACTs 
drops as the intensity of violence rises.” That is, in areas 
where violence is high, units may under-report the number 
of incidents because violence is so regular that some 
incidents go unrecorded.1049 As one researcher observed, 
“if it is difficult to conclusively disprove the accuracy of the 
SIGACT data, it is also difficult to prove their accuracy.”1050

To mitigate the potential for spurious conclusions based 
on bad data, researchers used a variety of methods, 
including removing individual records with missing data or 
questionable coding, excluding periods of time or districts 
from their analysis, or otherwise cleaning data to ensure 
only unique records remained.1051 These approaches may 
have addressed, at least to some extent, discrepancies 
and omissions in SIGACT reporting and CERP project 
documentation practices.1052 

In some cases, the presence of potential measurement 
errors—specifically in SIGACT data—that were not possible 
for researchers to correct may have strengthened results 
even as they biased them. For instance, undercounting 
errors, if present and consistent as hypothesized, would 
have introduced a conservative bias.1053 As an example, 
several researchers found that an additional dollar of CERP 
spending in Iraq over a half-year period from 2007–2008 
resulted in 1.59 fewer violent incidents per 100,000 
residents.1054 Were a conservative bias in fact present, 
and the analysis accurate, the unbiased estimate of the 
reduction in violent incidents would have been above 1.59 
per 100,000 residents. In other words, in this case, a 
conservative bias would have strengthened, not weakened, 
the conclusion that CERP reduced violence. (The 
researchers were cautious to note that the relationship 
between CERP and violence is not necessarily causal.)1055

The presence of unmeasured and unknown variables 
makes it difficult to determine the true impact of CERP 
projects.1056 More consequentially, it is not possible to 
know fully whether underlying data-quality issues were 
adequately addressed by researchers—or whether they 
could have been adequately addressed at all. This adds 
another layer of uncertainty to CERP impact assessment 
and underscores the importance of sound data.
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study compared areas where CERP projects were implemented with similar control 
areas, identified using statistical matching data.1057

Some results confirmed previous findings on specific circumstances in which CERP 
may have been effective; others raised questions about, or otherwise supplemented, the 
literature on CERP. The study included a wider array of dependent variables (other than 
SIGACTs or other indicators of violence) in its quantitative analysis, which provided 
a way to measure broader potential counterinsurgency outcomes besides violence.1058

Two conclusions generally supported the findings of other research:1059

• Small (costing less than $5,000) and medium-sized projects (costing $5,000 
to $50,000) increased short-term intelligence collection and coalition freedom 
of movement. 

• Small- and medium-sized projects increased enemy engagements in the year 
of implementation, but were associated with reductions in enemy attacks in the 
following year.1060

The RAND study added to the previous literature on CERP by finding that CERP projects 
were associated with long-term increases in local economic activity and immigration.1061 
At the same time, the RAND study raised questions about whether quantitative analysis 
could draw meaningful conclusions about the impact of CERP at all. CERP activity, 
it said, appeared to “be acting as a proxy for contemporaneous counterinsurgency 
activities”—so instead of capturing independent CERP activity, statistical analysis “may 
instead be capturing overall counterinsurgency behavior.”1062 The study concluded that 
“quantitative analyses cannot credibly identify the impact of CERP independently of 
overall military efforts.”1063

The qualitative aspects of RAND’s assessment, however, were informative. “Softer” 
outcomes, such as building local rapport and enhancing local governance, “were more 
important to implementers than completing projects,” the study said, suggesting that 
output measures like construction milestones could not fully capture CERP’s perceived 
effects.1064 Still, the impact assessment could not completely bridge the gap between 
outcomes that were important to CERP implementers and more observable outcome 
indicators, such as SIGACTs and economic activity: The analysis “found no consistent 
evidence that perceived CERP project outcomes [as communicated by interviewees] are 
correlated with measurable outcomes.”1065 

All of this underscored the extraordinary difficulty of assessing impact even for 
what was arguably the most-studied reconstruction program in Afghanistan. It also 
highlighted lingering questions about the “complex causal pathway” between CERP 
inputs, such as the type of project or the amount of dollars spent, and counterinsurgency 
outcomes.1066 Finally, the study’s design (which focused on tactical operations) left 
unresolved the question of whether CERP projects contributed to strategic U.S. goals.1067 
Yet despite its limitations, the DOD-funded impact assessment of CERP was generally 
useful. If nothing else, it communicated the perspectives of nearly 200 (albeit not 
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randomly selected) CERP implementers and suggested dependent variables other than 
violence that might be used to assess outcomes.1068 Table 8 explains some of the key 
strengths and weaknesses of RAND’s analysis.

The Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund Emerges from CERP
CERP was not the only DOD program that linked economic development with 
counterinsurgency objectives. As the reconstruction effort continued, new funding 
authorities were required to finance more ambitious projects. In 2010, the U.S. Senate 
Appropriations Committee began expressing concern that CERP was becoming “a 
means for senior leaders to circumvent proper budgeting for large-scale developmental 
programs” and was being used to fund DOD efforts that were outside the program’s 
original scope.1069 These concerns led the committee to place a $20 million cap on CERP 
projects.1070 In response, DOD and State jointly requested that the Congress establish the 
Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund in order to finance the kinds of larger projects that were 
no longer allowed under CERP.1071 

TABLE 8

STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF DOD’S IMPACT EVALUATION OF CERP

Strengths

The RAND evaluation layered a significant qualitative component onto its quantitative analysis.

Although other impact evaluations of CERP generally used violence as the dependent variable (for instance, insurgent attacks 
against coalition forces), RAND’s quantitative analysis evaluated CERP's effects on other dependent variables. Data included 
proxies for both additional coalition-focused outcomes, such as freedom of movement, and proxies for Afghan-population-focused 
outcomes, such as population movements and agricultural activity.

In addition to a literature review, the evaluation described the perspectives on CERP of the Congress, senior military leaders, senior 
civilian leaders, and the oversight and policy communities.

The evaluation included structured interviews of 197 CERP implementers and project designers. These interviews provided addi-
tional insights on the kinds of outcomes implementers hoped to achieve and generated qualitative data on 407 individual projects. 
Interviewees were asked to describe up to three projects: a success, a failure, and an “interesting” project. Success and failure 
were defined by the interviewees to allow for open-ended questioning that captured “a diverse range of experiences with CERP.”

To some extent, the evaluation explored the strategic basis for CERP through interviews with senior military and civilian leaders.

Weaknesses

Quantitative data functioned as proxies for outcomes of interest rather than the outcomes themselves. For example, the study 
used nighttime ambient light data to estimate changes in economic activity. According to the study, the use of nighttime ambient 
light data “requires assumptions about the relationship between nighttime light production and economic activity; in rural areas 
of Afghanistan, this relationship is likely to be tenuous.”

Quantitative analysis was limited to a subset of CERP projects that may not have been fully representative. Specifically, the dataset 
was limited to the 2010–2013 period and was further restricted to projects for which precise location data could be identified 
(constituting 77% of CERP projects and 55% of CERP obligations for the 2010–2013 period). There are further limitations that may 
limit the quantitative findings. For example, project timeframes are marked only to the fiscal year and locations are marked to single 
grid-reference points, making more diffuse impacts difficult to measure.

Quantitative analysis was insufficient to establish a clear cause-and-effect relationship between CERP projects and outcomes. 
That is, other variables could have accounted for observed effects. As the study said, “quantitative analyses cannot credibly identify 
the impact of CERP independently of overall military efforts.”

While the number of interviewees was high, the sample of interviewees was nonrandom, which limited the applicability of the 
study’s findings.

Ultimately, the evaluation left open the question of whether CERP contributed to strategic goals, recommending that DOD conduct 
a separate assessment to answer it.

Source: Daniel Egel, Charles P. Ries, Ben Connable, et al., “Investing in the Fight: Assessing the Use of the Commander’s Emergency Response Program 
in Afghanistan,” RAND Corporation, 2016, pp. xi–xii, xiv, 7, 12–13, 45–49, 94–95, 202, 213.
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The Afghan Infrastructure Fund was explicitly linked to the U.S. counterinsurgency 
effort (a discussion at the end of this section examines the question of whether AIF 
should also be assessed against economic development outcomes, independent of the 
counterinsurgency effects it aimed to achieve).1072 Unlike CERP, however, AIF projects 
were to be formulated and agreed to by both DOD and State.1073 AIF was created to 
fund power, water, transportation and other infrastructure projects, but in practice 
approximately 82 percent of AIF funds ended up financing power-sector projects.1074 The 
Congress appropriated all AIF funds to DOD; 25 percent of those funds were eventually 
transferred to USAID as the joint effort evolved.1075 DOD’s AIF projects were implemented 
through military contracts managed by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.1076

In both their scale and intent, AIF projects were ambitious. For example, DOD invested 
$456.7 million to rehabilitate and expand Afghanistan’s North East Power System and 
its counterpart, the South East Power System. These projects generally involved the 
construction of electrical transmission lines and substations.1077 By increasing the 
government’s ability to provide essential services and stimulate long-term economic 
growth with improved access to electricity, the logic went, the projects would increase the 
population’s confidence in the Afghan government and reduce support for the Taliban.1078 

M&E of AIF: Differing Views on When Outcomes and Impact Could Be Assessed
However, DOD’s monitoring and evaluation of AIF projects did not capture whether 
this goal was met. While the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers had a monitoring system 
that ensured that construction was completed to standard and hired qualified local 
personnel to monitor its construction projects, DOD (along with State and USAID, 
which also received AIF funds) did not determine whether AIF projects achieved their 
counterinsurgency objectives.1079 In addition, as SIGAR has reported elsewhere, many AIF 
projects experienced significant delays.1080 In 2017, for example, SIGAR reported that three 
fiscal year 2011 power-sector projects were nearly five years behind schedule.1081 

DOD’s AIF projects were eventually completed. (In contrast, three major, AIF-funded 
power-infrastructure projects implemented by USAID remain unfinished, including 
one that was nearly seven and a half years behind schedule as of April 2021.)1082 But 
delays raised questions about the timeline on which the projects would be able to 
achieve counterinsurgency effects.1083 As early as 2012, it was clear that the scale of most 
projects, in addition to acquisition and funding delays, meant that the full contribution 
of AIF to the U.S. counterinsurgency strategy might not be realized for years.1084 Because 
many AIF projects are interdependent, many Afghans may not experience the benefits of 
increased access to electricity until other portions of the power grid are complete. (For 
example, USAID is responsible for constructing a 470-kilometer transmission line that will 
eventually link the country’s North East Power System with its South East Power System, 
allowing electricity imported from Central Asia to reach southern Afghanistan.)1085 

Equally worrying, though, was the lack of performance metrics needed to assess 
whether AIF was contributing to strategic counterinsurgency goals (or at least to 
intermediate outputs or outcomes along the way to those goals). In its 2017 audit of 
fiscal year 2011 AIF projects, SIGAR reported that no agency involved in the projects—
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including DOD—developed the metrics necessary to determine whether such higher-
order objectives were being achieved. Such metrics were not developed even though the 
2011 “U.S. Integrated Civilian-Military Campaign Plan” (the guiding strategic document 
at the time AIF projects were first initiated) specifically cited indicators that could have 
been used, such as the number of districts in which the Afghan government reported 
delivering essential services like electricity and the percentage of Afghans in a given 
area who approved of the government. In the course of SIGAR’s 2017 audit, DOD, State, 
and USAID stated that they were not required to assess whether the projects were 
achieving their counterinsurgency objectives.1086 However, the absence of measurement 
made it difficult to determine whether the projects were in fact achieving effects.

The question of how, and under what time frame, AIF was supposed to contribute to 
counterinsurgency goals was another key issue—one that had direct implications for 
measurement. In response to scrutiny from SIGAR, DOD initially took the view that 
SIGAR had misunderstood counterinsurgency doctrine and that some counterinsurgency 
effects would immediately accrue:

[SIGAR’s July 2012 audit report examining FY 2011 AIF projects] incorrectly assumes 
that counterinsurgency (COIN) benefits begin after a project is completed. There are 
immediate COIN benefits when the local population learns of a project, participates in 
project planning and approval, and sees construction begin. Progress, even in the early 
stages of a project, sustains positive expectations and encourages local commitment to 
future progress. Additionally, AIF projects will employ local civilians and contractors, 
adding to the immediate COIN benefits by generating economic activity.1087

Responding to SIGAR’s 2012 audit, DOD did not concur with a recommendation to 
clearly indicate the amount of time that infrastructure projects will take to achieve 
counterinsurgency benefits.1088 But later, responding to SIGAR’s 2017 audit, DOD 
emphasized that impact could only be measured after projects were complete: 
“Although projects can have positive benefits prior to completion, such as the hiring of 
local workers, the primary impact of increasing electrical capacity cannot be assessed 
until the projects are complete and electricity is available” [emphasis added].1089 

In another exchange, the logic of counterinsurgency was offered as a reason why effects 
did not need to be assessed.1090 In May 2015, U.S. Forces-Afghanistan officials told 
SIGAR that determining whether a project achieves counterinsurgency objectives was 
an “intuitive process.”1091 They went on to describe the example of the (partially) AIF-
funded Kandahar Bridging Solution, which provided fuel and technical support for diesel 
power plants in Kandahar City as a “bridge” until other power sources were available.1092 
The officials said that, in this case, counterinsurgency benefits would naturally accrue 
because the Bridging Solution provides reliable power, which leads to the development 
of infrastructure, which stabilizes the local economy, thereby contributing to the 
improvement of Afghanistan.1093 

These explanations appeared to merely rehash the original logic underlying the Bridging 
Solution and seemed to reflect a belief that positive counterinsurgency effects were 
inevitable. In a memorandum endorsing funding for the project, then-CENTCOM 
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Commander General David Petraeus stated, “Sufficient electrical supply is a key component 
in building the population’s faith in their government, increasing the average Afghan’s 
economic prosperity, and dissuading the population from joining the Taliban. Approving 
this project will serve to win the hearts and minds of the Afghan people.”1094 In other words, 
the “intuitive process” through which counterinsurgency effects could be measured and 
the project’s underlying logic were essentially one and the same. Such circular logic argued 
against measuring results, and failed to take other possibilities into account—for instance, 
a scenario in which increased access to electricity does not actually persuade Afghans to 
support a government riddled by corruption.1095 

Stress-Testing Aspects of AIF’s Claimed Intermediate COIN Impact
The causal chains that could conceivably produce positive counterinsurgency outcomes, 
though plausible, were highly complex. There was an intuitive appeal to the theory 
that providing jobs, essential services like electricity, and development aid more 
broadly could win over disaffected groups in “a war among the people.”1096 But efforts 
that scrutinized some of the causal mechanisms of that theory painted a more mixed 
picture.1097 One example of that was an examination of the assumption that creating 
employment opportunities unambiguously results in counterinsurgency benefits. 

In a study published in 2011 (“Do Working Men Rebel?”), researchers from Stanford, 
Princeton, and the University of California San Diego tested the theory that gainfully 
employed young men were less likely to join insurgencies. The study, which examined 
the relationship between employment and levels of violence in Iraq, Afghanistan, and 
the Philippines, “emphatically [rejected] a positive correlation between unemployment 
and attacks against government and allied forces” and found “no significant relationship 
between unemployment and the rate of insurgent attacks that kill civilians.”1098 The 
authors offered possible explanations for this conclusion that were consistent with 
counterinsurgency practice—for example, the hypothesis that in areas of higher 
unemployment, it may be cheaper for counterinsurgents to “buy” intelligence from 
locals that can then be used to combat insurgents.1099 However, one key implication of 
the study was that “aid and development efforts that seek to enhance political stability 
through short-term job creation programs may well be misguided.”1100 

A second study carried out by Mercy Corps and similarly framed as a question (“Does 
Youth Employment Build Stability?”) sought to “test the theories of change that link 
unemployment, poverty and economic deprivation to support for political violence, 
terrorism and insurgency.”1101 Published in 2015, the study examined the impact on 
stability (as measured by surveys that sought to gauge respondents’ propensities 
towards political violence) of a Mercy Corps program that aimed to increase youth 
employment in Helmand Province through vocational and technical training.1102 
The study concluded that, while the program “was highly successful in impacting 
economic outcomes amongst participating youth in one of the most violent provinces 
of Afghanistan,” it had “nearly zero impact on political outcomes hypothesized to be 
linked to youth propensity towards political violence.”1103 
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THE TASK FORCE FOR BUSINESS AND 
STABILITY OPERATIONS: SOME IMPACT 
ASSESSMENTS DID NOT ACTUALLY 
EXAMINE IMPACT
The Commander’s Emergency Response Program and the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund 
were not the only programs that sought to achieve counterinsurgency effects through 
economic development. In 2011, the Congress authorized DOD’s Task Force for Business 
and Stability Operations to fund economic development projects aimed at reducing violence, 
enhancing stability, and promoting economic normalcy in Afghanistan (the task force 
began operating in Afghanistan in 2010).1104 By the time its work had concluded, the task 
force had obligated at least $675 million in support of those objectives.1105 Unlike other 
economic development entities, the task force was led by private sector experts rather than 
development professionals.1106 A former task force official described it as a “bridge to the 
private sector” or a “private equity firm” that promoted investment in key sectors like cashmere 
and natural gas.1107

Results were mixed.1108 Communication between task-force contracting officer’s 
representatives and external contracting officers was not always strong, which inhibited the 
ability of the latter to solve problems when issues with contracts arose.1109 Moreover, lack of 
coordination with other U.S. agencies, such as USAID, led to conflicting or repetitive project 
implementation. For example, a $39.6 million natural gas pipeline project that USAID had 
previously recommended against was ultimately executed by the task force without USAID’s 
knowledge.1110 One senior task force official stated that the task force viewed coordination 
with U.S. embassy officials as a “courtesy.”1111 Lack of coordination consequently increased 
the risk that task force projects would not be sustained.1112 Neither USAID nor State 
expressed interest in taking over any of the task force’s incomplete projects, citing their 
leadership’s disinterest in doing so. In their opinion, the projects were considered to be 
liabilities because of safety concerns, lack of sustainable design, and other problems.1113

Oversight and coordination were not the only challenges: From the outset, the task force 
lacked a standardized M&E approach.1114 Its intended mission, objectives, and strategy 
were not clearly articulated until more than two and a half years after it began operating in 
Afghanistan.1115 Although the task force did eventually articulate objectives such as creating 
jobs and increasing exports, poor record keeping and a lack of reliable data made it difficult 
to determine whether those objectives were achieved.1116 

Particularly in its early years, the task force relied on impressionistic metrics of effectiveness. 
Those metrics included “symbolic big-name deals” and instances where the task force got 
“things done that nobody else could,” in the words of one State official.1117 Although such 
metrics were useful for assessing intermediate progress, they did not measure longer-term 
effects. That analysis was left to an economic impact assessment commissioned by the 



MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF RECONSTRUCTION CONTRACTING 

JULY 2021  |  141

Task Force for Business Stability Operations, which was completed as the task force was 
closing down.1118 The assessment was unusual in that it sought to quantify potential future 
impact instead of achievements to date.1119 Although the assessment projected that the 
task force’s projects would eventually make substantial contributions to Afghanistan’s 
gross domestic product, some of its core assumptions proved to be overoptimistic.1120 For 
example, the task-force’s upstream mineral development projects were projected to contribute 
$8.1 billion to GDP in 2025.1121 That figure was based on the assumption that exploration 
of task force-supported mining concessions would begin in 2016 and 2017. However, the 
Afghan government did not provide final approval for three large-scale contracts advanced 
by the task force until the fall of 2018—and two of the three contracts were canceled by the 
government a year later.1122

The impact assessment’s overly optimistic economic assumptions were not unique.1123 
A bigger problem with the assessment was that it did not examine whether the task force 
accomplished its core mission: “to promote stability in Afghanistan.”1124 Economic outcomes 
may have been important, but they were also one causal step removed from that final goal. 
In the end, the $3.4 million impact assessment never addressed the basic question: whether 
the task force accomplished what it originally set out to do.1125

A restaurant supported by the Task Force for Business Stability Operations and the Assistance in Building 
Afghanistan by Developing Enterprises program in Herat, 2016. (SIGAR photo)
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Still, the study left open a small door for counterinsurgency theory. Although, in aggregate, 
the economic outcomes to which the Mercy Corps program contributed suggested that 
“young people’s current economic circumstances are not a major driver of propensity 
towards political violence within the context of southern Afghanistan,” one particular 
outcome the program affected—respondents’ positive perceptions of their future 
economic prospects—“was found to be significantly related to a lesser acceptance of 
the use of violence.”1126 As with the previously described findings specific to CERP, it 
seemed that economic development initiatives could potentially contribute to stability, 
but not in unqualified ways and only along certain pathways. Such studies underscored 
the importance of thoroughly assessing all claims of impact and the criticality of using 
performance measurement to mitigate the risk of doing the wrong thing perfectly. 

The Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund Underscores Key Questions 
Surrounding Measurement
SIGAR’s experience in overseeing the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund highlights two 
critical questions for M&E: What effects should be measured, and when?

Answering these questions requires a clear understanding of a program or project’s 
purpose—what it is ultimately supposed to achieve. In AIF’s case, the language that 
various stakeholders used to describe AIF’s intended effects was not always consistent. 
Congress authorized the AIF “with the expectation that these funds will be used for 
critical large-scale infrastructure projects . . . that are critical to counterinsurgency 
objectives.”1127 A 2017 SIGAR audit criticized DOD, State, and USAID for not assessing 
whether six AIF projects initiated in fiscal year 2011 had achieved those objectives.1128 
It remains SIGAR’s view that AIF-funded projects should have been measured against 
the counterinsurgency effects they were intended to produce. 

But, responding to a draft of that audit, DOD pointed to the language of the November 
2010 correspondence from the Secretaries of State and Defense requesting that the 
Congress create the AIF.1129 The request stated that AIF funds would be used to support 
“projects critical to counterinsurgency objectives and economic development” [emphasis 
added].1130 One interpretation of the language of the request was that AIF projects were 
intended to achieve economic development objectives in addition to counterinsurgency 
objectives and, by implication, that economic development objectives were distinct from 
counterinsurgency objectives. However, DOD’s budget requests for fiscal years 2012, 2013, 
and 2014 stated that AIF funding would support counterinsurgency objectives.1131 

The debate about whether AIF was intended to achieve both counterinsurgency and 
economic development objectives, or ultimately only counterinsurgency objectives, was 
further complicated by the Russian doll of counterinsurgency theory. For example, AIF-
funded power-infrastructure projects implemented in southern Afghanistan were intended 
to promote economic development in Kandahar and Helmand Provinces. Promoting 
economic development by increasing the Afghan government’s ability to provide basic 
services, DOD theorized, would help counter the Taliban insurgency.1132 Thus, even if the 
objectives were ultimately counterinsurgency-related, they were to be achieved through 
economic development. If development was a means to an end, metrics of development 
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could be used to assess whether counterinsurgency campaigns were achieving success: 
The December 2006 version of the U.S. Army’s counterinsurgency field manual listed 
“availability of electricity” as a broad indicator of progress.1133 

Reflecting the tension between the concepts of economic development in service of 
counterinsurgency and economic development for its own sake, the congressional 
record shows that different stakeholders articulated the purpose of AIF in different 
ways. Testifying before the Senate Armed Services Committee in March 2011, General 
James Mattis, then-commander of U.S. Central Command, stated, “The new Afghanistan 
Infrastructure Program enables us . . . to undertake high-priority infrastructure 
projects to address critical needs for Afghan security, governance, and development. 
The Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund will be the vehicle for the Defense Department’s 
contribution to this integrated program.”1134 Fourteen days later, in testimony before 
the same committee, then-International Security Assistance Force Commander General 
David Petraeus said that the “larger projects” made possible by the AIF were “central 
to the conduct of a counterinsurgency campaign,” and added, “these are not economic 
development, they’re not economic assistance or something, these are projects that 
directly enable the success of our troopers on the ground.”1135

The distinction between counterinsurgency and economic development carried 
implications for the timing of when effects could be expected. Responding to SIGAR’s 
2017 audit, DOD took the view that the impact of three AIF-funded power-infrastructure 
projects could not be measured until the projects were complete.1136 SIGAR agrees that, if 
power-infrastructure projects are intended primarily to achieve long-term development 
effects, and if projects are not significantly delayed or at risk of not being sustained 
upon completion, it may be more appropriate to assess impact until after the projects 
are fully operational, as electricity cannot flow through unconstructed transmission and 
distribution lines.1137 According to the World Bank, lack of access to electricity constitutes 
a crucial barrier to progress on a wide range of development-related goals, including 
poverty reduction, education, health, livelihoods, and food security.1138 Assuming the 
Bank is correct, those goals would not be meaningfully advanced by power-infrastructure 
projects before access to electricity actually improves. 

However, if the purpose of projects is to achieve counterinsurgency objectives, 
counterinsurgency theory suggests that effects can be measured much sooner—
during implementation or even before construction begins. In 2015, DOD stated that 
“Afghan officials used the . . . initiation of [AIF] projects, including ribbon-cutting 
ceremonies, the hiring of local workers, and initial construction, to demonstrate 
that [the Afghan government] can and will provide essential services that insurgents 
cannot.”1139 When effects are expected sooner, instruments such as public perception 
surveys can be administered earlier in project timelines in order to ascertain whether 
counterinsurgency effects are being achieved. As DOD has told SIGAR, where success 
depends on the logic of counterinsurgency theory, effects are not fully contingent on 
project completion.1140 An important lesson of AIF is that adequate M&E depends in 
many ways on the clear and explicit articulation of what a program or project intends 
to accomplish—and when.
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In the end, the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund’s contribution to counterinsurgency 
objectives, though somewhat plausible, has not been confirmed. However, there is 
still some hope: In response to SIGAR’s 2017 AIF audit, USAID stated that it planned to 
conduct a “focused survey about access to electricity, as well as economic and social 
metrics” in order to better understand the impact of specific power-sector projects 
undertaken by USAID, DOD and State.1141 According to USAID, the agency completed a 
baseline survey that would be part of a quasi-experimental impact evaluation measuring 
the impact of changes in electricity across seven dimensions, including the economy, 
health, education, and security.1142 USAID plans to initiate a midline survey in August 
2021.1143 The completion of the baseline survey, as well as the planned midline survey, 
are encouraging. Eventually, the impact assessment could yield important information 
about the effects of electricity access on a variety of outcome indicators. However, the 
reality remains that agencies made little effort to assess intermediate counterinsurgency 
effects. Moreover, the extent to which USAID’s quasi-experimental evaluation will 
thoroughly examine longer-term counterinsurgency impacts is unclear.1144 Finally, 
whether deteriorating security will affect future data collection remains to be seen.1145 

OPERATION ASSESSMENT: DOD’S OVERARCHING M&E ANALOGUE
In military doctrine, operation assessment is generally defined as process by which a 
commander and his or her staff determine what actions and resources are needed to 
achieve a goal, and measure progress toward it (Appendix B provides further discussion 
of assessment in doctrine).1146 Operation assessment is meant to be a continuous process 
of identifying, adjusting, and refining the means of accomplishing mission objectives and 
is therefore analogous to M&E.1147 However, it differs from M&E as practiced by other 
agencies due to its focus on measuring the holistic progress of military campaigns—a 
collection of linked operations, programs, and projects—towards their objective, rather 
than focusing on a specific program or project.

Assessment as practiced by DOD is also more flexible than M&E as practiced by State 
and USAID. Since commanders are ultimately responsible for the success of their 
command’s activities, the methodology and timing of assessments are tailored to each 
commander’s goals and decision-making style.1148 Not surprisingly, assessment processes 
and styles vary widely. As a 2012 NATO study noted, some assessment paradigms took 
a quantitative approach, whereas others adopted an approach based on commander’s 
estimates and the judgment of subject matter experts. Whatever form the assessments 
took, however, the emphasis placed on the practice has consistently increased through 
DOD’s reconstruction experience.1149 When it came to “winning hearts and minds” 
through counterinsurgency, operation assessment was put to use to monitor and evaluate 
the aggregate effects of both the military’s reconstruction and warfighting activities.

The most prominent examples of operation assessment in Afghanistan were carried out 
by generals. It was common for commanders to conduct formal assessments when they 
assumed command or during key points in their tenure. For example, General Stanley 
McChrystal carried out an initial assessment that he delivered to then-Secretary of 
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Defense Robert Gates shortly after he assumed command of ISAF.1150 His successor, 
General David Petraeus (who took command of ISAF on July 4, 2010) released an 
“assessment of the situation in Afghanistan as we enter 2011” on January 25, 2011 
in order to provide context for coalition military operations in the new year.1151 But 
assessments are also conducted within subordinate commands. For example, the 
commander of an infantry company consisting of 160 soldiers or marines would assess 
against tactical goals within the company’s relatively limited area of operations. 

Vague Guidance, Overoptimism, and the Complexity of Counterinsurgency 
Limited the Utility of Assessment in Afghanistan 
Counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan and Iraq prompted significant debate 
among practitioners and researchers about the utility of assessment, particularly in 
complex contingency environments.1152 Because one of the basic tenets of DOD operation 
assessment doctrine is “commander centricity”—General McChrystal’s initial assessment, 
for example, was informed in part by his “core beliefs”—changes to campaign plans as 
commanders cycled in and out of Afghanistan shifted the focus, process, and metrics 
of assessment.1153 The frequency of these shifts and the inherent difficulties of measuring 
progress in a complicated environment like Afghanistan raised inevitable questions about 
what to measure: As one RAND report noted, “progress in [counterinsurgency] tends to 
be incremental and vague rather than dramatic and obvious.”1154 Others levied more blunt 

The Afghan First Initiative: Sometimes Metrics Were Straightforward but Difficult to Reliably Track
The Afghan First Initiative was an economic program 
designed to support U.S. counterinsurgency objectives 
by creating jobs for Afghans.1155 As codified in the 2008 
National Defense Authorization Act, the initiative limited 
bidding on certain contracts to Afghan firms. Two years 
later, the Afghan First Initiative was expanded when the 
commander of U.S. Forces in Afghanistan and the U.S. 
ambassador to Afghanistan issued guidance to ISAF 
and American civilian agencies urging the award of more 
contracts directly to Afghan companies and encouraging 
adherence to overall counterinsurgency goals when 
contracting on behalf of the U.S. government.1156 

However, tracking the initiative’s progress toward actually 
creating jobs proved difficult. While DOD collected 
employment data from the initiative’s contract awards, 
program guidance lacked a standard definition of 
“employment” and did not require systematic collection 
of employment data to compare with the initiative’s 
goals.1157 In an attempt to better measure the impact of 
programs such as the Afghan First Initiative, ISAF developed 
a scorecard in September 2010 which reported data 

on several relevant areas, including Afghan employment 
figures. However, its utility was limited by ISAF’s inability 
to verify the data.1158 

In a 2012 audit, SIGAR determined that the lack of a 
standard data collection methodology and an inability to 
verify data made it difficult for DOD to effectively evaluate 
the Afghan First Initiative’s impact on employment.1159 
The inability to measure the program’s effects ultimately 
limited the decision-making power of the program’s M&E 
and prevented clear determination of whether the program 
could have been improved, or if the concept could be 
useful in future contingency environments. However, 
oversight of the initiative was reasonably effective, in that 
most Afghan companies met contract requirements.1160 

Left unaddressed by M&E was the fundamental assumption 
behind the Afghan First Initiative: that creating jobs affected 
counterinsurgency outcomes (see pp. 139 and 142). 
Even if complete and reliable employment data had been 
collected, the program’s impact still may have been unclear.
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critiques. While acknowledging that operation assessment “should be a vital part of any 
unconventional conflict, especially counterinsurgency,” one researcher simultaneously 
asserted that operation assessments, at least as then practiced, “fail.”1161 

Two articles that appeared side by side in the autumn 2011 edition of the Naval War 
College Review summarized much of this criticism. Among the issues identified were:1162

• Vague guidance that insufficiently described how to do operation assessments and 
inconsistencies about the balance of quantitative and qualitative information and the 
level of rigor required;1163 

• Lack of practitioner training, leaving staff officers assigned to assessment billets 
to interpret vague doctrine on their own “or to hunt for assessment products created 
by others that they [could] copy;”1164

• Overuse of quantitative metrics to assess progress even in the “absence of a credible 
numbers-based theory of counterinsurgency.” Related issues included the mistaken 
assumption that quantitative metrics were inherently objective and the use of “junk 
arithmetic” that misapplied quantitative values to qualitative information;1165 

• Collecting data on the chance that the information would be useful in the future, 
whether or not the data was actually relevant;1166

• Lack of transparency, including the use of color-coded assessments that masked 
nuance (see pp. 152–153 for application of this critique to Resolute Support’s district 
control maps);1167

• Over-optimism and an “institutional drive to produce ‘good news stories’” 
and the “imperative to show progress in time to serve the ends of various 
political timetables.”1168

General Stanley McChrystal listens to a briefing before a patrol in Marjah, Helmand Province in 2010.  
(U.S. Navy photo)
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Of all the criticisms, the last was arguably the most serious, and arguably the hardest to 
prevent: As one author put it, there is a “natural desire for good news to pass on up the 
chain of command.”1169 In the words of one former senior military official:

As intelligence makes its way up higher, it gets consolidated and really watered down; 
it gets politicized. It gets politicked because once policymakers get their hands on it, 
and frankly, once operational commanders get their hands on it, they put their twist to 
it. . . . Operational commanders, State Department policymakers, and Department of 
Defense policymakers are going to be inherently rosy in their assessments. They will 
be unaccepting of hard-hitting intelligence.1170

As commanders cycled in and out of Afghanistan, a consistent narrative emerged—one 
summed up by former British diplomat and politician Rory Stewart in the 2011 book, 
Can Intervention Work?: “Each new general in Afghanistan from 2002 to 2011 suggested 
that the situation he had inherited was dismal; implied that this was because his 
predecessor had had the wrong resources or strategy; and asserted that he now had the 
resources, strategy and leadership to deliver a decisive year.”1171 

The case study that follows explores this and another criticism generally levied against 
operation assessments in Afghanistan: the challenge of selecting the right metrics 
against which progress could be assessed.

“Each new general in Afghanistan from 2002 to 2011 suggested 
that the situation he had inherited was dismal; implied that 

this was because his predecessor had had the wrong resources 
or strategy; and asserted that he now had the resources, 

strategy and leadership to deliver a decisive year.”

—Rory Stewart

The McChrystal Assessment: Under-resourcing Could Lose the War
In 2009, debate about what to do about Afghanistan dominated foreign policy 
discussions within the new administration of President Barack Obama. President Obama 
had expressed support for rooting out al-Qaeda in Afghanistan as early as 2002 when he 
was still a young state senator. Both during his presidential campaign several years later 
and after he was elected president, he vowed to recommit the U.S. to what he called 
the “just war.”1172 The result was a series of high-level assessments that aimed to chart 
the path forward in Afghanistan.1173 Amidst the debate, advocates of counterinsurgency 
attempted to strengthen their case by encouraging new ISAF commander General 
Stanley McChrystal to conduct his own on-the-ground assessment.1174 

The final product became one of the most well-known documents of the war, both for 
its criticisms of Afghan government corruption and because it was leaked to the press in 
an apparent attempt to influence imminent decisions about possible troop increases.1175 
Informed in large part by McChrystal’s “personal experience and core beliefs,” including 
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a predisposition towards counterinsurgency, the assessment sought to answer three 
key questions:1176

• Can ISAF achieve the mission?
• If so, how should ISAF go about achieving the mission?
• What is required to achieve the mission?

McChrystal painted a dire picture. Warning that ISAF suffered from a “culture of 
poverty,” the assessment asserted that under-resourcing U.S. and international 
efforts to stabilize Afghanistan “could lose [the war].”1177 Afghans, the assessment 
said, were “frustrated and weary after eight years without evidence of the progress 
they anticipated.”1178 Such frustration was inflamed in part by “widespread corruption 
and abuse of power by various officials,” giving “Afghans little reason to support their 
government.”1179 Contracting practices were part of the problem, the assessment added, 
as in many cases contracts had merely “[enriched] powerbrokers, corrupt officials, or 
international contractors” without much benefit to ordinary Afghans.1180

Exacerbating these challenges was ISAF’s inadequate execution of counterinsurgency, 
the assessment said, with ISAF’s current approach suffering from a lack of unity in both 
command and effort, while focusing too little on protecting Afghans.1181 The solution, 
in essence, was a “comprehensive counterinsurgency campaign” that would prioritize 
accountable Afghan governance, focus resources on geographic areas deemed most 
critical, and increase the size of the ANDSF, all while regaining initiative from the 
Taliban.1182 It was a new strategy that called for more resources.1183 

The assessment’s style and conclusions reflected aspects of the criticism levied against 
operation assessments over the course of the U.S.-led intervention. In the following 
pages, we explore two specific themes.

“The big picture question is . . . about what are we doing here [in 
Afghanistan]? What did we get for this $1 trillion effort? Was it worth 

$1 trillion? These conversations are only happening in private.”

—Former senior U.S. official

Overoptimism Resulted from False Assumptions
First, while the assessment was blunt and critical in some ways, it was overly optimistic 
in others. Following what became a recognizable pattern, McChrystal asserted that 
with additional resources and a new strategy “success is achievable.”1184 Yet the scale 
of potential success envisioned in the assessment remained elusive, even as the new 
strategy was implemented and as additional resources poured into Afghanistan. Several 
former officials attributed this to unexamined assumptions. Writing in Foreign Affairs 
four years after the assessment was produced, Karl Eikenberry, a retired three-star 
general who was serving in a civilian capacity as the U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan 
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at the time the assessment was formulated and as the counterinsurgency strategy took 
shape, said the assessment relied on three critical assumptions:1185 

• That protecting the Afghan population was possible;
• That increased foreign aid would increase the Afghan government’s ability to function;
• And that counterinsurgency would be conducted in cooperation with a supportive 

Afghan government.

In the words of Eikenberry, these assumptions proved to be “spectacularly incorrect,” 
rendering the counterinsurgency campaign “incoherent and difficult to prosecute.”1186 
As one former senior U.S. official who served on McChrystal’s assessment team put it, 
military leaders “had faith that what happened in Iraq would happen in Afghanistan, but 
that never materialized.”1187 During a book tour nearly a decade after the assessment 
was finalized, McChrystal reportedly described a conversation he had with Secretary of 
State Michael R. Pompeo during which the Secretary asked advice on the way forward 
in Afghanistan. According to reporting, in response, McChrystal told Pompeo, “I’m not 
sure what the right answer [is]. My best suggestion is to keep a limited number of forces 
there and just kind of muddle along and see what we can do.”1188 But just what the U.S. 
could accomplish in the face of extraordinary obstacles to success was not always 
clear. In the words of the aforementioned senior U.S official, “The big picture question 
is . . . about what are we doing here [in Afghanistan]? What did we get for this $1 trillion 
effort? Was it worth $1 trillion? These conversations are only happening in private.”1189

Struggling to Find the Right Metrics to Measure Progress
Second, the assessment directly reflected the challenge of selecting the right metrics 
by which progress could be assessed. When McChrystal arrived in Afghanistan in 

President Obama meets with U.S. Ambassador Eikenberry and General McChrystal at Bagram Airfield 
on March 28, 2010. (White House photo)
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June 2009, he asked his staff to brief him on the current state of the war.1190 In the 
telling of author and Washington Post reporter Rajiv Chandrasekaran:

They barraged him with “metrics” on PowerPoint slides—the frequency of Taliban attacks 
and the proportion of them the military deemed effective; the number of improvised 
explosive devices that had detonated and the few that troops had been lucky enough to 
discover before they blasted; the number and location of Afghan security forces across the 
country; and an evaluation of the Afghan government’s effectiveness in each province.1191

Bluntly, in the words of Chandrasekaran, the conclusion was “obvious: The Americans and 
their NATO allies were losing.”1192 But there was an irony inherent in these and other metrics 
generally used to assess both warfighting and reconstruction success—metrics frequently 
reported by SIGAR over the years. While, in aggregate, such metrics were broadly useful 
in concluding that there was a lack of progress, the absence of measures that could be 
interpreted and used to assess forward progress became a familiar source of critique.1193 

The assessment itself seemed to vacillate on the utility of available metrics. On one 
hand, the assessment concluded that “many indicators suggest the overall situation 
is deteriorating,” implying that current metrics could be used to determine how well 
warfighting and reconstruction were progressing, or failing to.1194 But in another section, 
the assessment called on ISAF to “identify and refine appropriate indicators to assess 
progress, clarifying the difference between operational measures of effectiveness 
critical to practitioners on the ground and strategic measures more appropriate to 
national capitals.”1195 In short, the assessment used available indicators to conclude that 
the situation in Afghanistan was deteriorating while at the same time calling for better 
indicators to measure effects. 

In the words of one researcher writing nearly two years after the assessment was 
produced, “criticisms of our ability to measure and demonstrate progress in a clear, 
credible, and transparent manner have only increased. . . . By far the most popular 
criticism . . . is that we do not have the right metrics for Afghanistan.”1196 The highlight 
below discusses the strengths and weaknesses of what became one critical, campaign-
level metric: district control.

U.S. Marines conduct a security patrol in Helmand Province in August of 2009. (U.S. Marine Corps photo)
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DISTRICT CONTROL: A CASE STUDY OF THE 
UTILITY OF A KEY CAMPAIGN-LEVEL METRIC
The main goal of warring parties is frequently control of territory and of the populations 
within.1197 In Afghanistan, where warfighting and reconstruction have been inextricably linked, 
district control became one first-order measure of how reconstruction was proceeding.1198 

Territorial and population control can reveal how well combatants are performing: 
Simplistically put, the greater its degree of control, the better off one side is.1199 Trend lines 
showing how territorial control has shifted over a specified period can reveal which side in 
a conflict has momentum.1200 In addition to purely military outcomes, a government’s or an 
insurgent group’s control of territory may also indicate that it is administratively functional in 
an area and able to provide services like education and healthcare.1201 

For several years, Resolute Support (the current NATO-led military mission in Afghanistan) 
used variants of district control—including population and territorial control—to assess the 
overall progress of the conflict.1202 At the beginning of 2019, Resolute Support informed 
SIGAR that “it [was] no longer assessing district-level insurgent or government control or 
influence.”1203 According to Resolute Support, “the district-level stability assessments were 
“of limited decision-making value to the [Resolute Support] Commander.”1204 Data available 
at the time—the number of attacks initiated by insurgents, Afghan security force casualty 
trends, and overall security incidents—showed that Afghanistan was experiencing heightened 
insecurity.1205 The discontinuation of the collection of district control data raised concerns 
that Resolute Support was depriving the Congress and the public of a key metric useful for 
assessing the effectiveness of reconstruction.1206 

Control remains an important implicit metric. In July 2020, DOD stated that one sign of 
progress in the Afghan government’s ability to meet shared security objectives was that 
“no provincial capitals [were] captured and minimal district centers [were] seized by 
[the] Taliban.”1207 

How Control Was Assessed
Resolute Support never provided clear, unclassified criteria for how, specifically, it measured 
district control, making it difficult to validate its methodology. The information that was 
available showed that it used a number of factors to subjectively assign districts to one 
of five categories: insurgent control, insurgent influence, contested, Afghan government 
influence, and Afghan government control.1208 To determine the control status of a district, 
evaluators from Resolute Support’s Train, Advise, and Assist Command accounted for 
governance, security, infrastructure, the economy, and communication.1209 Inputs included 
information on Afghan military operations and “feedback from the Afghan population,” among 
other sources.1210 Although Resolute Support did not explicitly define government control, as 
of February 2016, evaluators were directed to consider infrastructural and economic factors 
in their assessments.1211 
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Since the unit of analysis was the district, population control was calculated by summing 
the estimated number of Afghans living in districts controlled by one side. In sum, Resolute 
Support produced three different measures of district control: (1) the number of districts 
controlled; (2) the total land area implied by the number of districts controlled; and (3) the 
total population controlled based on the number of districts controlled.1212 

Limitations
Although it was a useful metric in many ways, district control had several limitations:

Violence was not directly accounted for. For security, an early definition of full Afghan 
government control was “ANDSF dominant. [Insurgent] attacks are rare and ineffective.”1213 
However, in practice, violence levels could vary significantly even as control remained 
unchanged.1214 The best example was Kabul, which the Afghan government controlled, 
but where levels of violence eventually grew very high.1215

Data inputs did not always keep pace with rapid changes. Significant, frequent internal 
migration may have caused population data to lag behind sometimes rapid shifts in the 
actual number of Afghans present in a district. This raised the possibility of potential 
inaccuracies in assessments of population control, especially given that the most recent 
population density data for a given district was several years old.1216 What’s more, increased 
levels of population control did not necessarily signal greater security. For example, migration 
from contested areas to government-controlled areas because of rising violence increased 
the population (not the territory) under government control—while at the same time reflecting 
rising overall insecurity.1217 

The unit of analysis may have concealed nuance. Because the unit of analysis for district 
control assessments was the district (rather than smaller geographic areas), nuance was 
sometimes concealed. Although, according to the assessments, the Taliban have generally 
controlled a fairly extensive amount of territory, the ANDSF have generally successfully 

Afghan Commandos prepare for clearing operations in the Mohmand Valley in February of 2018.  
(U.S. Army photo)
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defended geographically smaller, but heavily populated, urban areas.1218 The way in which the 
data was most prominently presented—in the form of a color-coded map (Figure 8 below)—
tended to mask this distinction. Colors shifted over district boundaries that, though perhaps 
administratively significant, were largely arbitrary for the purpose of the control analysis.

Limitations Aside, District Control Was a Conceptually Useful Metric
Despite the limitations described above, district control assessments provided critical 
information on the overall progress of warfighting goals to which contracted reconstruction 
efforts have contributed.1219 But it was not always clear which specific indicator—the number 
of districts, the geographic area, or the proportion of population under the control of one 
side—was most significant. Drawing broad conclusions from any or all of these macro-level 
indicators (such as numbers of districts controlled) is best done with the caveat that they 
may conceal granular but important variations in underlying detail, or partially omit factors 
(such as changing levels of violence) that may provide key context.1220 Even so, territorial and 
population control remain fundamental (though very basic) indicators of military success. 
Despite some limitations, therefore, district control assessments provided useful longitudinal 
data to evaluate warfighting and reconstruction progress.1221

EXAMPLE OF A DISTRICT STABILITY ASSESSMENT

Note: SIGAR originally published this graphic in the October 2018 quarterly report. Each district was assigned a district stability level based on its 
overall trend of land-area and population control. The district stability levels listed in the key of this map do not correspond exactly to the terminology 
used in Resolute Support's September 2018 narrative response for district control (i.e., High Insurgent Activity vs. Insurgent Control).

Source: Resolute Support, response to SIGAR data call, September 19, 2018.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY AND KEY FINDINGS
To achieve reconstruction objectives in Afghanistan, DOD made extensive use of 
contracts and grants. Without a standardized monitoring and evaluation system that 
could be applied uniformly to all its activities, DOD’s M&E efforts evolved in piecemeal 
fashion in response to the challenges of each individual program. Like its counterpart 
agencies, DOD in many cases limited measurement to inputs and outputs. The reasons 
for limited measurement of outcomes and impact varied by program and by line of 
effort. In some cases, as with assessing the capacity of the ANDSF, what DOD was 
attempting to measure was inherently abstract and difficult to capture. Rating systems 
changed over time, offering less longitudinal consistency, but signaling a willingness to 
adapt. Still, some contracts intended to contribute to increasing the ANDSF’s capacity 
lacked metrics altogether. In those cases, return on investment could not be ascertained, 
with funds spent in exchange for undetermined effects.

Lack of measurement in other areas, such as in the Commander’s Emergency Response 
Program, reflected some combination of the difficulty of measuring impact in a complex 
environment and a lack of capacity to fully assess results—within the broader context of 
a belief system that seemed to assume effects were being achieved. However, in CERP’s 
case, impact was rigorously assessed after the height of the program by a wide array of 
academic researchers and by a DOD-funded study. In the end though, even sophisticated 
regression analyses could not fully parse out CERP’s effects. Optimists could claim that 
the research signaled the possibility of specific circumstances under which CERP may 
have produced favorable impacts. But taken as a whole, the research painted a picture 
of impact that was at best mixed and at worst conflicting. 

The Task Force for Business and Stability Operations presented another example of 
unclear impact. The task force was conceived in the same spirit as CERP, working 
towards the objective of promoting stability. It relied on an unstructured form of M&E 
that was largely ad hoc and often impressionistic. Determination of the task force’s 
effects was left to an economic “impact assessment” that in actuality merely projected 
future economic impact. Moreover, the assessment did not attempt to determine the 
impact of task-force projects on Afghanistan’s stability, avoiding a walk all the way down 
the causal pathway presumed by the assumptions guiding the task force’s work. 

For the majority of their implementation, no attempts were made to examine the 
impact of other programs, such as the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund. While some 
intermediate counterinsurgency benefits were assumed, they were never fully validated. 
Meanwhile, the military’s overarching, M&E-like process—operations assessment—
seemed to repeatedly fail. Entrenched overoptimism and a lack of clear metrics—
both issues of which were reflected in then International Security Assistance Force 
Commander General Stanley McChrystal’s 2009 assessment of the war—contributed 
to that failure. 
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As pressure for greater oversight of funds and demonstration of impact grew, 
M&E at DOD evolved and became more demanding over time, culminating in the 
introduction of an M&E policy for security cooperation. The policy introduced the 
possibility of greater M&E standardization and rigor. Overall, DOD’s experience with 
M&E in Afghanistan demonstrates both the challenges of measurement in a complex 
environment and the imperative of at least attempting to try.

Key Findings 
• For most of the Afghanistan reconstruction, DOD lacked the kind of standardized 

M&E systems used by State and USAID. However, it did have analogous systems 
and processes.

• Although lack of standardization does not necessarily signal inherent weakness in 
M&E, it makes these systems and processes more difficult to compare and evaluate.

• Still, numerous parallels in implementation are evident. Like its counterpart agencies, 
DOD struggled to measure impacts, instead taking stock mostly of inputs and 
outputs.

• Those efforts to measure impact that did occur were often either unsatisfying or 
inconclusive. For example, while DOD’s impact assessment of the Commander’s 
Emergency Response Program was useful in some ways, it could not determine 
the independent effects of the program.

• Operation assessments hold the potential to be a valuable way to measure the 
aggregate effects of military operations, including the effects of contracted activities. 
However, their usefulness in Afghanistan was limited by a complex environment 
that made it difficult to gather actionable data and identify useful metrics. At times, 
the credibility of these assessments was undermined by overoptimism and other 
analytical pitfalls.

• In cases where contracted activities (or grants) were intended to produce 
counterinsurgency outcomes (as with the Commander’s Emergency Response 
Program), key assumptions and theories of change were never fully validated, 
but instead were often simply assumed to be true. 
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CHAPTER 5

INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCE 
AND PRACTICES 

USAID photo

THE UNITED STATES WAS NOT ALONE IN STRUGGLING WITH M&E

In Afghanistan, M&E challenges were not unique to the U.S. government. Most other 
 donors had documented guidelines stressing data integrity, continuous evaluation, and 

appropriate course correction. How such policies played out on the ground, however, 
is a separate question. This chapter surveys the M&E practices of both multilateral 
institutions and international donors, and examines techniques that may be useful in 
Afghanistan or in other volatile contingency environments.

The panoply of international, bilateral, and NGOs working in Afghanistan reflected wide-
ranging missions, mandates, philosophies, and operational scales—differences which 
to some extent dictated their approach to M&E. For example, the UN put M&E in the 
context of risk management, while the UK’s Department for International Development 
took more of a “value for money” approach that emphasized aid efficiency.1222 Some 
smaller donors, such as Denmark, delegated monitoring to implementing partners.1223 

Yet the variation in approaches could not fully resolve the fundamental challenge 
of practicing M&E in insecure environments. In a 2016 survey of M&E experts and 
practitioners from non-governmental and UN organizations operating in four conflict-

--•• 
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affected countries (including Afghanistan), respondents reported that the practice 
of M&E was “problematic.”1224 

In Afghanistan, respondents reported that the biggest problems were lack of M&E 
capacity in local partners and aid agencies (such as a dearth of M&E personnel and 
low levels of technical know-how in existing personnel), a lack of time to plan and 
implement M&E, and a general lack of willingness among agencies to share data or 
lessons with one another.1225 They also cited “project-based and short-term funding 
structures” and “overly complex systems and tools for insecure contexts” as significant 
issues. Unsurprisingly, given all of these constraints, the last major problem reported 
by respondents was inflated expectations about what M&E could actually achieve.1226 

In short, the challenge of developing and implementing effective M&E systems in an 
environment like Afghanistan was not unique to the U.S. government. The first part 
of this chapter explores various M&E techniques employed by multilateral institutions, 
NGOs and other donor countries. It is organized by institution and country (with one 
subsection summarizing the experience of NGOs). The next part of the chapter explores 
common themes observable across those countries and institutions. The chapter 
concludes with suggested best practices emerging from the international experience.

The World Bank: Despite a Layered M&E System, Complicated Lines of 
Accountability and Gaps in Oversight and Performance Measurement
To oversee the Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF) the World Bank employed 
two types of third-party monitors: a monitoring agent for recurring civilian operating 
expenses, such as government salaries, and a supervisory agent for development 
projects.1227 Under the ARTF, third-party monitoring began with tracking the progress 
of major infrastructure projects, but was later expanded to capacity-building activities 

Defining Key World Bank Terms
The Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund is a pool of money created by donations 
from the United States and 33 other countries that provides on-budget financing to the 
Afghan government.1228

Self-evaluation is a systematic assessment of the design, implementation, and results of 
an ongoing or completed World Bank project written by or for the operational department 
in charge of the project.1229 Within the Bank’s system, independent evaluations 
are intended to provide an additional layer of rigor by validating the results of self-
evaluations, either through a direct examination of a self-evaluation or via a separate 
assessment of the relevance, efficacy, and efficiency of the project.1230

Grievance mechanisms offer a way for people to lodge complaints about, and 
resolve disputes related to, development projects implemented in their communities. 
Such complaints and disputes can range from land, water, or labor issues to fraud 
and corruption.1231
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(including assistance to Afghan ministries to better track and report on ARTF-supported 
projects), and social and environmental monitoring—for example, ensuring that a 
project did not have any adverse effects on the local community.1232 

According to World Bank policy, monitoring is supplemented by self-evaluation by 
the Bank, in conjunction with the Afghan government, with additional independent 
evaluation.1233 The Afghan government’s approach includes community monitoring 
(as in the National Solidarity Program, discussed below), grievance mechanisms, and 
use of information and communications technology.1234 The Bank distinguishes impact 
evaluations, which aim to establish causality and are done more selectively, from 
independent evaluations.1235 

The Bank’s Multilayered M&E System Was Still Not Always Enough to Prevent 
Lapses in Oversight and Performance Measurement
The Bank’s multitiered M&E system gives the impression of a well-oiled machine 
positioned to prevent lapses in oversight. However, in the unique environment of 
Afghanistan, it was not always up to the task. For example, as SIGAR reported 
in October 2019, a fiduciary review of the Bank’s $418 million Second Education 
Quality Improvement Project revealed significant weaknesses in the record-keeping 
practices of Afghanistan’s Ministry of Education and identified several instances of 
potential procurement fraud.1236 According to the Bank, the review was prompted 
by allegations of possible corruption in the education sector and problems in the 
fiduciary arrangements of the education project.1237 Out of a sample of $156.5 million 
in project expenditures, $21.9 million (14 percent) lacked adequate documentation, 

Afghan girls attend a science class supported by the Education Quality Improvement Program in Herat. 
(World Bank photo) 

The Second Education 
Quality Improvement 
Project aimed to increase 
access to basic education 
in Afghanistan, particularly 
for girls. It provided school 
grants, teacher training, and 
technical assistance to the 
Ministry of Education. While 
it was being implemented, 
it was the Bank’s flagship 
education project.

World Bank, “Afghanistan - Second 
Education Quality Improvement 
Program,” n.d., accessed December 
1, 2020.
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$2.2 million (1.4 percent) did not comply with World Bank procedures, and $37.2 million 
(23.8 percent) in procurement contracts were identified as potentially fraudulent.1238 
The possibly fraudulent contracts involved a local non-governmental organization 
that was supposed to provide teacher training services.1239 The expenditures for 
which there was inadequate documentation all related to salary payments made 
to teacher trainers.1240

The sample of examined expenditures represented 37.4 percent of the total project 
cost and the total amount of potentially compromised expenditures was 39.2 percent 
of the sample.1241 Although the Bank emphasized that the results could not necessarily 
be extrapolated out to all project expenditures because sample expenditures were 
not randomly selected, it noted that if expenditures for the entire project had been 
inadequately documented at the same rate, the total amount of compromised funds 
would be approximately $165.0 million.1242 As a result of the review, and to its credit, 
the Bank said it had implemented additional measures intended to bolster fiduciary 
oversight, including enhanced third-party monitoring and procurement assessments 
and in-depth reviews of other high-risk projects.1243 Still, the magnitude of possibly 
compromised funds raised serious concerns about whether, at the ground level, donor 
monies provided to the ARTF were being spent as intended.1244 

There were also gaps in performance measurement. A 2018 SIGAR audit criticized the 
Bank for inconsistent compliance with its own guidance for measuring and reporting 
on the outcomes of ARTF development projects. Specifically, in several instances 
examined by SIGAR, the Bank did not develop performance indicators in line with 
guidance, did not provide specific quantitative or qualitative status information for 
performance indicators, or did not provide clear support or justification for the 
performance and progress ratings it gave projects. In one example, a performance 
report for the aforementioned Second Education Quality Improvement Project did not 
provide current information for 21 of the project’s 46 performance indicators. In another 
example, a performance report for an ARTF agriculture project, presented an overall 
progress rating of “Moderately Satisfactory” despite the fact that the project had not 
made any progress on nearly 70 percent of its performance indicators. It was unclear 
how a project that was not making progress on more than two thirds of its performance 
indicators could be facing only moderate shortcomings.1245

Under the ARTF, Third-Party Monitoring Was Expensive and Best Suited  
to Simple Data Collection
Gaps in oversight and performance measurement were not the only challenges. Although 
the principle of third-party monitoring—providing an external, objective view—had 
advantages, it also had drawbacks. The first was its cost. A 2014 World Bank review of 
third-party monitoring of ARTF-funded programs concluded that third-party monitoring 
was useful but expensive ($11 million per year), partly because it required maintaining 
a 16-member staff to provide technical expertise in Kabul.1246 
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The report also warned against a misperception that third-party monitoring was 
the primary monitoring mechanism, as opposed to the projects’ own systems—a 
misperception that could encourage donors to discount internal project monitoring data 
and potentially overlook the opportunity to compare it against data collected by the 
third-party monitor.1247 Additionally, it concluded that third-party monitoring was better 
suited to physical asset monitoring (such as assessing the quality of building materials 
or the maintenance of facilities) and other quantitative questions (such as water quality 
measures), and less suited for collecting more complex social indicators.1248 

The ARTF’s Structure as a Pooled Trust Fund Complicated Donor Efforts  
to Monitor How Money Was Spent
The complicated lines of accountability created by the structure of the ARTF 
represented an additional challenge—though for donors rather than the Bank itself.1249 
USAID, for example, donated funds in accordance with its own goals and strategies, 
and was answerable to the Congress for how its money was spent. But once USAID 
money went into the fund, the agency could not always track how it was used.1250 
The previously mentioned 2018 SIGAR audit of the ARTF criticized the World Bank’s 
reluctance to provide access to information—a violation of its own policies—as one 
reason why SIGAR could not assess the extent to which the Bank was measuring and 
reporting on progress.1251 The report also noted that the structure of the ARTF actually 
prohibited the World Bank and donors from withholding funds or taking other steps 
when projects performed poorly.1252 Two of SIGAR’s recommendations were that the 
Bank provide donors with complete versions of the monitoring agent’s reports and that 
the monitoring agent and supervisory agent themselves be periodically evaluated.1253 

The United Nations Tries to Meet Demand for Accountability 
Much of the UN’s work is done in fragile states, and donors are increasingly demanding a 
greater focus on resource stewardship. The UN’s response has included the establishment 
of risk management units—initially in Somalia and then, starting in 2014, in Afghanistan.1254 
The purpose of the Afghanistan risk management unit was to advise UN agencies on 
how to better monitor their projects and produce reports that addressed, for example, 
obstacles to effectively mitigate the risks of corruption and fraud.1255 

The risk management unit was useful as a way of coordinating and promoting minimum 
monitoring standards across disparate UN agencies. For example, risk management 
units developed minimum due-diligence standards designed to help UN entities validate 
data and information received from their contractors and implementing partners.1256 
They also surveyed risk-management practices across UN agencies that, among other 
results, revealed significant differences in patterns of fraud reporting: although 
5 agencies reported 77 cases of suspected fraud, 7 agencies reported none.1257 That 
disparity suggested further research into whether fraud detection mechanisms were 
adequate and whether, within some UN agencies operating in Afghanistan, fraud was 
underreported.1258 The risk management unit also found uneven use of information and 
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communications technology, with various UN agencies responding in ad hoc ways that 
were not fully integrated into monitoring processes.1259 

The Law and Order Trust Fund for Afghanistan: Verdict Still Out on Efforts 
to Use M&E for Evidence-Based Decision Making
One of the most prominent UN aid mechanisms was the Law and Order Trust Fund for 
Afghanistan (LOTFA), which was created in 2002 primarily as a way to pay the salaries 
of the Afghan police. In 2011, its mission expanded to broader institutional strengthening 
of the Ministry of Interior and other entities, including the establishment of human 
resource and payroll systems.1260 Its mission was expanded again in 2015 to support the 
transition of the Afghan police from counterinsurgency to civilian policing.1261 

The fund was administered by the UN Development Programme, which, as did the ARTF, 
employed a monitoring agent. LOTFA’s financial accountability was generally regarded 
as problematic. After a series of negative media reports that included wide coverage 
of the UN’s firing of three senior LOTFA officials due to corruption concerns, including 
the fund’s finance officer, and after several critical performance assessments, the UN 
Development Programme increased its level of monitoring.1262 

More recently, during 2017 and 2018, the UN Development Programme rolled out a more 
sophisticated M&E system that attempted to transform LOTFA’s M&E from “a function 
to fulfill corporate reporting requirements and to please donors” to one “central to 
evidence-based programming and decision-making.”1263 The new M&E system consisted 
of three components: “gadgets” (mobile data collection tools, a centralized impact-and-
results platform, interactive dashboards and data visualizations, and mapping tools 
to present data), “voices” (surveys and citizen feedback mechanisms), and “fun” (“data 
parties” and other applications that allowed various stakeholders to engage with the 
data).1264 While these various sources supplement each other in producing a general 
picture of attitudes towards the police and of other indicators, they were not designed 
for triangulation of specific data, as was the purpose of USAID’s multitiered monitoring 
system, which similarly intended to draw information on projects from a variety of 
sources.1265 The UN Development Programme has reported that the new tools work well 
in Afghanistan, but it remains to be seen how they—and other new forms of information 
technology—will be used for adaptive management, and what their ultimate impact on 
outcomes will be.1266

The World Food Programme Further Demonstrates the Limits  
of Third-Party Monitoring
The UN World Food Programme—which receives funds from USAID among other 
donors—distributes emergency food assistance to populations in need. It has relied 
on third-party monitoring since 2007 to monitor its partners’ activities, a practice it 
uses globally in less accessible project areas. As of 2014, the third-party monitors were a 
mix of Afghan and international firms and NGOs.1267 Because it often serves populations 
in insecure, hard-to-reach areas, its work is subject to numerous risks, including 
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diversion of food supplies by insurgent or criminal groups.1268 Consequently, continual 
monitoring of operations is especially important.

Despite the use of these teams, monitoring was constrained by many of the same 
factors that affected other such efforts: lack of technical capacity, problems with data 
verification and management, and inability to measure outcomes.1269 A 2012 report 
contracted by the program noted a “clear overreliance of WFP’s area offices on [third-
party monitors] for M&E despite their questionable records in terms of monitoring,” 
and instances where third-party monitoring teams colluded with local communities or 
leaders to cover up fraud. The report also noted that the monthly reports focused mainly 
on counting numbers of beneficiaries served and volume of food distributed, rather than 
making larger observations about program progress and challenges.1270 A 2019 SIGAR 
audit report echoed this observation, noting that updates provided to USAID by the 
World Food Programme were limited mostly to administrative matters rather than 
progress on achieving objectives.1271 

NGOs Attempt to Balance Accountability with Political Neutrality 
Many NGOs have been working in Afghanistan (and even in the same communities) for 
decades. Some come out of the emergency humanitarian-assistance tradition, in which 
monitoring and accountability consist essentially of maintaining close engagement with 
communities by establishing a reputation as nonpolitical actors. Although much of the 
collected information is informal and ad hoc, some NGOs have developed more formal 
systems, such as compliance checklists for beneficiary selection and accountability, 
quality standards, and organizational policy.1272

Afghans pump water from a well funded by the World Bank and facilitated through the National Solidarity 
Program in 2008. (World Bank photo) 
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The anticorruption NGO Integrity Watch Afghanistan (IWA) developed a community-
based monitoring program for infrastructure, mining, schools, and the courts, in 
which volunteers from project areas were trained to use focus groups, surveys, public 
meetings, and social media to identify corruption and encourage accountability.1273 
For infrastructure, IWA provided technically trained monitors to assess building 
techniques and material quality; for schools, local monitors conducted baseline surveys 
to ascertain the current state of education in a community, then used monitoring forms 
to submit weekly and quarterly information.1274 NGOs who were facilitating partners 
for the Government’s National Solidarity Program and its similar successor program, 
Citizens’ Charter, also used a system of community-based monitoring.1275 

A basic problem these NGOs faced, however, was maintaining their stance as 
nonpolitical actors. Given the large foreign military presence and the political nature 
of the international community’s state-building focus, insurgent groups increasingly 
targeted these aid agencies as allies of the Afghan government or foreign “invaders.” 
As insecurity increased and access became more constrained, NGOs lost the ability 
to closely oversee their programs. In response, from 2014 onwards, NGOs increasingly 
relied on remote management and third-party monitoring.1276 

Germany Takes a Well-organized Approach to M&E; Still, Many 
Evaluations Focused Mostly on Completed Tasks
The program planning and M&E practices of Germany, Afghanistan’s second-largest 
donor of development assistance, were similar in spirit to USAID’s. A short policy paper 
described the M&E system’s five components: individual projects’ results framework-
based M&E; a centralized database for project information (the Development Tracker 
for Afghanistan, widely known as the DevTracker); a separate monitoring, evaluation 
and communication project; third-party assessments and reviews of the portfolio of 
German development assistance that included a longitudinal impact study; and support 
for large-scale perception surveys.1277 The system was rolled out in 2009 in response 
to public debate in Germany about spending in Afghanistan.1278

The DevTracker was a data warehouse for activities and outputs related to German 
development assistance, which ranged from vocational training to efforts to improve 
governance. The intent of the DevTracker was similar to that of USAID’s Afghan Info, 
and it was used for a variety of purposes, including providing data for third-party 
assessments and for reporting to policy makers. However, although the DevTracker has 
a large volume of activity and output data, it does not reflect outcomes or impact, which 
are left to individual projects to measure—which they do, at various levels of quality. 
Additionally, because the systems that monitor outcomes are only in place for the 
project’s duration, it is very difficult to look at outcomes or impact beyond that period, 
a recurrent issue among development agencies.1279

A 2014 review commissioned by the German Institute for Development Evaluation 
to look at the “types, scope, quality, and usefulness of all evaluations” of German 
development cooperation in Afghanistan concluded that project-level evaluation reports 
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were of “relatively good quality” and that the results were used by officials and other 
actors. But, the review noted, those evaluations tended to focus on outputs, such as 
successful installation of new drinking-water systems, and considered outcomes or 
impacts only in passing or not at all.1280 

According to the review, “outcomes and impacts are either just assumed”—meaning 
projects’ theories of change went unquestioned by evaluations—“or, at best, reviewed 
for plausibility.”1281 The review concluded that, although outcome measures appeared 
to be mostly positive, “this positive result contrasts with the fact that there is hardly 
any empirical proof for the effects (outcomes and impacts) of the [development 
cooperation] projects” or even for entire programs focused on priority areas like 
governance and education.1282 Moreover, it attributed the lack of substantive content 
to domestic political factors: the need to “continually show progress and report 
quick successes,” which caused M&E to focus on measuring completed tasks. This 
focus often prevented the kind of critical learning that was crucial to improving 
project performance.1283

One interesting exception to the broad emphasis on outputs—and a notable component 
of the German approach—was a multiyear study of the causal impact of aid in six 
districts in three northern provinces, where much of Germany’s assistance was focused. 
Four biannual surveys tracked public perceptions of security, attitudes towards foreign 
military forces and western development actors, and views of local Afghan government 
officials.1284 In a challenge to the widespread claim that determining impact in Afghanistan 

A Metareview Commissioned by the German Government Was a Useful 
and Unique Approach to M&E
A recent, unique component of Germany’s approach to M&E was a 2020 metareview of 
international development assistance to Afghanistan.1285 Commissioned by the German 
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, the metareview analyzed 
148 program and project evaluations and other reports (including SIGAR’s) published 
between 2008 and 2018.1286 The objective was to “learn more about what has worked, 
what has not worked, and why.”1287 

The metareview made a significant contribution to the M&E of Afghanistan reconstruction. 
Looking widely across programs and projects allowed the metareview to draw broad 
conclusions about efficacy. For example, it found that modest, locally embedded projects 
with immediate, tangible results worked best, and that complex projects aimed at 
building capacity and changing behavior rarely worked.1288 

Equally useful was the metareview’s conclusion that interventions in some sectors 
were more effective than efforts in others. For example, the metareview concluded that 
health, education, and basic livelihood interventions led to results. By contrast, it found 
that capacity-building, rule of law, and gender interventions rarely worked and that 
stabilization projects were “mostly ineffective.”1289 
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was prohibitively difficult, the review concluded that “conducting methodologically 
sophisticated impact analyses of development aid including extensive household 
surveys is also possible in Afghanistan.”1290

The United Kingdom Strives to Move “As Far Down as Feasible 
on the Causal Chain”—Though It Sometimes Falls Short
The UK Department for International Development (DFID), whose programming in 
Afghanistan ranged from capacity-building at the Ministry of Interior to support for girls’ 
education, was the aid agency for Afghanistan’s fourth-largest donor of development 
assistance (DFID was merged into the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office 
in 2020). DFID had many elements in common with its U.S. counterpart, USAID. These 
included project logical frameworks (“log frames”—planning tools that articulate a 
project’s goal, activities, and anticipated results), use of third-party monitoring, and 
contracted third-party evaluation. Unlike USAID, DFID had no specific requirements 
built in for evaluations, although its staff reported that riskier and larger investments 
had a higher probability of being evaluated. Also unlike USAID, the UK agency 
procured an M&E supplier for individual projects based on perceived needs, rather 
than contracting with a single M&E provider to cover multiple projects—in part because 
it wanted flexibility and “didn’t want to put all of [their] eggs in one basket.”1291 

As with other donors, DFID eventually shifted more to remote monitoring and use 
of local nationals, especially after the drawdown of British troops. Kabul-based staff 
expressed an interest in experimental designs, and stated that their evaluations tried to 
go “as far down as feasible on the causal chain.” Although they believed that establishing 
impact is usually not possible in Afghanistan, in some cases they used “theory-based” 
evaluations to look at whether a project’s original theory of change has held up in order 
to establish whether there was a plausible contribution to impact.1292 

However, these mechanisms have not always been up to the task of effectively 
revalidating the theories underpinning projects. Some reports from the UK Independent 
Commission for Aid Impact—formed in 2011 “to provide independent evaluation and 
scrutiny of the impact and value for money of all UK government [official development 
assistance]”—underscore instances where theory was insufficiently scrutinized, limiting 
the effectiveness of both DFID’s projects and its M&E systems.1293 The commission 
has at times been very critical: A March 2014 review of the department’s efforts to 
build physical infrastructure and provide vocational training to Afghans so that they 
could obtain better jobs “[lacked] strategic coherence.”1294 The commission added that 
significant weaknesses in project design, including “unproven theories of change,” made 
it difficult to assess the impact of projects against the UK’s overall strategic objective for 
Afghanistan, which was to create a “viable state.”1295 Pointing to the “weak evidence base 
of ‘what works’ in Afghanistan,” the commission said that DFID needed to improve its 
M&E systems.1296

DFID’s most ambitious M&E effort was the 2009 Helmand Monitoring and Evaluation 
Plan, designed “to improve the delivery and effectiveness of [the UK’s] stabilisation 
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efforts” in Helmand Province.1297 Among other components, the Helmand Monitoring 
and Evaluation Plan involved quarterly perception polls of Afghans residing in targeted 
areas in order to monitor the effectiveness and impact of programming.1298 According to 
a 2014 UK government review, this was the largest survey ever carried out in Helmand.1299 
But the review also said it was overly complex, and showed “how an M&E system will 
struggle to demonstrate impact if its overarching purpose is ill defined” and “how one 
M&E system has struggled to be everything for everyone.”1300 

Still, the UK’s experience with the Helmand Monitoring and Evaluation Plan yielded  
some useful lessons: According to the review, “Intervention hypotheses based on a well 
thought out [theory of change] should be tested through surveys and analysis to validate 
the intervention plan before undertaking the action or activities.”1301

MANY KEY THEMES FROM THE INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCE 
REINFORCE THOSE FROM THE UNITED STATES
Several themes emerge from the international experience with M&E. 

Sound M&E Policies Do Not Necessarily Equate to Sound M&E
Just because sound M&E systems exist on paper does not mean they will be 
implemented in useful ways. For example, Germany’s foreign assistance to Afghanistan 
is subject to guidelines for bilateral cooperation that require implementing agencies 
to regularly conduct evaluations of projects.1302 Although a 2014 review commissioned 
by the German Institute for Development Evaluation concluded that evaluations of the 
country’s development projects were “of relatively good quality,” they generally failed to 
consider outcomes and impacts.1303 Consequently, the Institute said, evaluations offered 
limited use for strategic planning and decision-making.1304 

Nor will layers of M&E necessarily assure that funds spent will be spent effectively to 
achieve their intended purpose. The World Bank employs third-party monitoring and 
several different forms of evaluation to assess whether donor monies provided to the 
Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund are achieving results.1305 The Afghan government 
itself also performs M&E of Trust Fund projects; additionally, certain projects are 
subject to community monitoring by local Afghans.1306 On top of all of these systems, 
the Bank is required to provide Trust Fund donors and the public with monitoring 
and performance information.1307 However, as SIGAR reported in 2018, the Bank did 
not always develop performance indicators in line with its own guidance, provide 
specific status information for performance indicators, or provide clear support for 
the performance ratings it gave projects.1308 

Outcome and Impact Measurement was Lacking 
The international experience with M&E shows that the United States was not alone in 
struggling with outcome and impact measurement. For example, in its review of German 
development assistance, the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development observed that “major donors have … experienced deficiencies in 
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their collection of data at the impact level.”1309 Similarly, a March 2014 report by the 
UK Independent Commission for Aid Impact gave repeated examples of its inability 
to tell if a given program had achieved its desired impact—either because indicators 
being tracked were irrelevant or vague, or because results were not validated by 
implementing partners.1310 Moreover, a 2017 Australian government report on LOTFA 
noted that the reporting process captured progress on improving the Ministry of 
Interior’s payroll function. However, it added that the reporting process was too output-
focused to measure capacity-building and institution-strengthening objectives intended 
to transition Afghanistan’s police from a largely militarized counterinsurgency force to 
a civilian police organization.1311 

Third-party Monitoring Can Help Address Site Access Challenges, 
but Has Limitations
In response to poor security conditions, many organizations turned to third-party 
monitoring, which a 2016 report by the Berlin-based Global Public Policy Institute 
called a “sizable industry,” with annual spending of around $200 million in Afghanistan 
alone. Funds went to a mix of international and Afghan and for-profit and not-for-profit 
organizations, although the line between local and international, for-profit and not-
for-profit was not always clear, nor was the line between third-party monitors and 
implementing partners.1312

Third-party monitoring was largely focused on compliance and output verification, 
mainly because data collectors’ ability to make judgements about what they were seeing 
or even to collect relevant information was limited by their lack of knowledge of a 
project’s logic or theory of change.1313 Monitors also risked undermining the reputation 
of the agency or an implementing partner through their behavior—for example, by 

Workers on a National Solidarity Program road construction project move boulders. (World Bank photo)
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looking the other way on shoddy performance. This was especially problematic given 
that the highly localized relationships in Afghanistan meant that persons from the 
project area were the most likely—perhaps the only—people to get access to the 
community, creating the potential for the collection of incomplete or inaccurate data, 
conflicts of interest, or even corruption.1314 Finally, outsourcing monitoring tended 
to reduce the implementing partner or agency’s knowledge and institutional memory, as 
the staff responsible for the activity were then less likely to visit the project site area.1315

Experimental Designs Can Test Theories Linking Projects 
to Presumed Impact 
Perhaps the most well-known exception to the lack of examination of actual results 
was a randomized controlled trial on the impact of the National Solidarity Program, 
an ambitious development program funded by the World Bank.1316 The study randomly 
assigned villages to two groups, one receiving the development aid and one not.1317 
The purpose of the study was to test the theory of change associated with the “hearts 
and minds” model—namely, that “development projects will increase economic welfare, 
improve attitudes to government, and reduce insurgent violence.”1318 By testing the 
theory and ultimate outcome, the evaluation avoided the trap of many M&E efforts, 
which, by focusing on activities and outputs, risk giving an “A” grade to projects where 
the wrong thing was done perfectly.

Notably, the evaluation concluded that “development projects can prevent the spread 
of violence in relatively secure regions, but they are not effective in reducing violence 
in regions already experiencing significant security problems.”1319 While positive, long-
run effects on violence were observed in regions with “moderate” levels of violence, 
there were “no effect[s] on attitudes toward government or security” in areas where 
violence was high.1320 Hence, the National Solidarity Program (and by extension the 
“hearts and minds” model) appeared to be somewhat effective, but only under certain 
circumstances—an important conclusion made possible by the use of an experimental 
evaluation design. Moreover, in particularly insecure areas, the National Solidarity 
Program had a positive effect on economic outcomes, without an associated reduction 
in violence—a finding with significant implications for future project design.1321

KEY FINDINGS
• Sound M&E policies do not always equate to sound M&E practices.
• Outcome and impact measurement was lacking.
• Third-party monitoring can help address site access challenges but risks creating 

its own set of problems, including imprecise analysis and poor-quality reporting.
• Experimental designs can be effective in testing the theories tying projects to 

presumed impact.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION 

U.S. Army photo

The intervention in Afghanistan, along with Iraq, created a vast market for 
reconstruction services.1322 Although there is a tendency to think of these services 

as a discrete aspect of the overall effort to stabilize Afghanistan, contracting was 
so widespread that it wove its way into the fabric of the broader reconstruction 
and warfighting efforts. In many areas of reconstruction over the last two decades, 
implementing partners and other contractors acted as the primary agents of U.S. 
agencies. Their representatives on the ground and the entities physically implementing 
projects and providing services in support of U.S. strategic objectives were, in effect, the 
face of the U.S. government.

The previous chapters discussed the special challenges the Afghan environment posed 
for monitoring and evaluation and overall accountability, the uneven responses of 
the agencies, the external pressures to produce information, and the introduction 
of increasingly complex M&E systems and tools in response to criticism about 
widespread waste and inefficacy. 

Overall, M&E of the reconstruction contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements falling 
within the scope of this report was not strong. Indeed, much of the report conforms very 
closely to findings and lessons from SIGAR’s larger body of work. Touching on every major 
reconstruction sector—health, education, rule of law, women’s rights, infrastructure, 



SPECIAL INSPECTOR GENERAL FOR AFGHANISTAN RECONSTRUCTION

172  |  CONCLUSION

security assistance, and others—that work paints a picture of U.S. agencies struggling 
to effectively measure outcomes and impacts while sometimes relying on shaky data to 
make claims of success.1323 

This does not necessarily mean that there were not attempts to improve M&E over 
time, some of which were significant. Innovations like multitiered monitoring aimed 
to diversify and prioritize sources of data and information. Third-party monitoring 
allowed agencies to continue to track the progress of projects even as security 
conditions restricted the ability of U.S. government personnel to move around the 
country. Meanwhile, M&E policies were introduced or further developed. At State, 
M&E systems began to look more like USAID’s. At DOD, M&E procedures for the 
Commander’s Emergency Response Program were refined and an assessment, 
monitoring, and evaluation policy for security cooperation was eventually developed. 
The end result is that all three agencies examined in this report—DOD, State, and 
USAID—now have M&E processes in place that are theoretically robust.

But an important contribution of this report is that the existence of policies and 
procedures does not necessarily translate into sound M&E. Whether it was the result 
of political pressure, a tendency towards overoptimism, or inadequate implementation, 
M&E as it was practiced consistently distorted reality. At USAID and State, program 
and project evaluations often obfuscated or equivocated. At DOD, programs like CERP 
and projects financed by the Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund continued to be held up 
as important tools for stabilization or counterinsurgency despite an utter lack of M&E. 
Across all three agencies, programs and projects were often either not assessed, or 
poorly assessed, against the political objectives they sought to achieve. These are but 
a few examples. 

Ultimately though, what stands out the most is the extraordinarily delicate 
interdependence of M&E and the theories and assumptions underlying programming. 
Where those theories and assumptions proved to be shaky—as they often did—M&E 
as practiced generally did a very poor job of identifying and underscoring that core flaw. 
This created the very high risk of doing the wrong thing perfectly. Where the evidence 
base underlying a strategy or program was weak, M&E was ill equipped to pick up on 
that weakness. Where performance indicators were poorly selected and turned out to 
be irrelevant to programmatic objectives, M&E that relied on those flawed metrics was 
unable to credibly establish whether objectives had been met. Where the problem a 
project was trying to solve was heavily dependent on deeply entrenched external factors 
(such as corruption or even the war itself) that were difficult to materially influence, 
M&E tended to err on the side of positivity, failing to adequately consider evidence 
of stagnation or regression. Where M&E relied on flawed data, it came to ill-informed 
conclusions. All too often, the results were unsubstantiated assertions of efficacy. 
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The findings and lessons presented in this chapter touch on these and other core 
problems in further detail. 

But the irony is that significant reform of existing M&E policies is not necessarily 
required. On the contrary, were DOD, State, and USAID merely to adhere more closely 
to the spirit of their current policies, the result would be fundamentally improved M&E. 
This is why many of the recommendations offered by this report simply ask agencies 
to practice what they preach. 

Recent developments present a unique opportunity for agencies to do just that. 
As policymakers begin the process of resetting U.S. aspirations based on what can 
be reasonably accomplished, now is the time to rethink how progress towards new 
objectives should be measured. Unless policymakers determine that a failed Afghan 
state is an acceptable outcome, the United States may have to provide significant 
assistance for years to come. Our hope is that this report helps policymakers and 
practitioners avoid another two decades of poor M&E.

Beyond Afghanistan, this report also has further-reaching application in two important 
ways. First, that the United States periodically becomes involved in large-scale 
reconstruction efforts is almost axiomatic. Should policymakers choose to launch 
another major reconstruction effort—even several years or decades from now—this 
report’s core lessons will likely remain highly relevant.

Second, even in the present, many of the report’s observations are likely generalizable 
to other contexts. Although the sheer scale of U.S. efforts in Afghanistan renders them 
somewhat distinguishable, the fundamental strategic logic that stability can be achieved 
by providing security sector assistance, promoting economic growth and accountable 
governance, and fostering societal inclusivity is hardly unique. Indeed, that logic 
remains remarkably constant across U.S. involvement in numerous other countries and 
regions characterized by instability. The implication is that properly applying M&E to 
the innumerable contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements that are intended to 
advance strategic stabilization objectives is vital. In sum, for as long as the United States 
continues to pursue its foreign policy interests through a combined “defense, 
development and diplomatic” approach that seeks fundamentally to promote stability, 
many of the findings, lessons, and recommendations presented in this chapter are likely 
to remain highly relevant.
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FINDINGS
We identify 11 major findings from our analysis of M&E of contracting efforts 
in Afghanistan:

1. The assumption was that work completed well would lead to good results. However, 
it is possible to do the wrong thing perfectly. As implemented, even if M&E systems 
were able to determine that work was completed well, those systems did not always 
determine whether good work was actually contributing to achievement of strategic 
U.S. goals.

2. Although there were some exceptions, DOD, State, and USAID generally placed more 
emphasis on tracking inputs and outputs than on assessing impact. 

3. DOD, State and USAID now have relatively robust M&E—or M&E-like—systems 
in place. But in practice, M&E was often treated more like a compliance exercise 
than a genuine opportunity to learn and adapt programming and strategy.

4. DOD, State, and USAID began to place more emphasis on deliberate and methodical 
monitoring and evaluation during the 2009 to 2012 surge period. The trend during 
and shortly after this period was towards increasingly institutionalized and complex 
M&E, particularly at State and DOD.

5. Pressure to demonstrate that gains were being made discouraged candid assessment 
of progress toward outcomes and impacts, and often led to selective or overly 
positive reporting.

6. Although agencies developed processes to weed out programs and projects that 
were unlikely to succeed and to change course on those that were not working, these 
processes were not always fully used, undermining the fundamental purpose of M&E.

7. Frequently, program- and project-level metrics reflected what was easy to measure 
rather than what was most relevant. Discrete, quantitatively-oriented metrics had a 
tendency to oversimplify what constituted “success.”

8. Confusion about what data mattered, in conjunction with a compulsion to 
overmeasure, led to a tendency to collect data with little actual assessment value.

9. Reporting and administrative requirements can occupy valuable staff time that 
could otherwise be spent on programs or projects themselves. Contracting officer’s 
representatives were often overworked, in part because of M&E and oversight 
requirements, an issue exacerbated by personnel shortages and short rotations.

10. Some of the most useful, but also most challenging, aspects of M&E systems—such 
as policies requiring the development of robust, evidence-based models that connect 
programs and projects to higher-order strategic outcomes and that are periodically 
reassessed—exist on paper, but are not always implemented in meaningful ways.

11. Key aspects of existing M&E policies have the potential to be very useful for 
improving both programmatic and strategic efficacy in Afghanistan and elsewhere, 
if they are fully embraced and implemented.
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LESSONS
The report identifies 10 lessons to inform future M&E efforts in Afghanistan:

1. Measuring outcomes and impacts is critical.

Too often, DOD, State, and USAID failed to measure programs and projects against 
the ultimate outcomes and impacts those programs and projects sought to achieve. 
With M&E relegated to input and output measurement, it was often difficult to 
understand what was and was not working. With numerous confounding variables, 
complex environments like Afghanistan can present significant obstacles to this 
kind of assessment. Nevertheless, making a reasonable attempt to determine 
outcomes and impacts is crucial.

2. M&E policies and practices are less likely to be effective if they are not 
meaningfully implemented.

Each agency examined for this report has strong M&E systems in place. USAID 
has well-developed M&E policies that date back decades. Many of State’s current 
policies reflect USAID’s. DOD has an Assessment, Monitoring, and Evaluation 
policy for security cooperation, doctrinal M&E-analogue processes, and, other 
M&E guidelines specific to Afghanistan reconstruction programs. The core tenets 
of these systems are generally sound. Policy and doctrine prescribe that the theories 
of change underlying projects must be evidence-based and capable of being 
revalidated; that specific, relevant, and measurable indicators be used to assess 
performance and effectiveness; and that rigorous monitoring and evaluation inform 
learning at both the programmatic and strategic levels (Appendix B details existing 
M&E systems at DOD, State, and USAID). 

Yet, what exists on paper was not always put into practice. Examples include:
• USAID: According to the Automated Directives System, evaluations “should 

be readily understood and should identify key points clearly, distinctly, and 
succinctly.” Findings and conclusions should be “specific” and “concise.” 
Moreover, evaluations should “objectively evaluate the strategy, project, or 
activity.”1324 Yet evaluations sometimes presented conflicting findings, were 
phrased in dense bureaucratese, or based findings on bad data—thus failing 
to provide a clear answer to a very simple question: “Is the project working?”

• State: Policy encourages “incorporating regular reviews of progress” that are 
intended to help program teams “test theory of change hypotheses” and “modify 
or eliminate what is not working.”1325 However, some periodic reviews seemed 
perfunctory.1326 

• DOD: Operation assessments are supposed to determine whether “objectives 
(strategic and intermediate) [are] achievable given changes in the [operating 
environment] and emerging diplomatic/political issues,” and to determine 
whether “the current plan [is] still suitable to achieve the objectives.”1327 
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However, as one expert put it, “the theoretical utility of operations assessment 
is rarely realized in practice.”1328

Without meaningful implementation, M&E is unlikely to achieve its full potential. 
Whether because of strategic or programmatic inertia, or because meaningfully 
meeting every M&E requirement is practically infeasible, programs and projects 
can continue even if they are not necessarily achieving outcomes and impacts. 

3. Continually stress-testing the theories and assumptions guiding 
programming is crucial.

In complex environments, causal processes of change are usually not well 
understood. Yet assumptions about those causal processes are often used to justify 
programming. In such environments, many projects are likely to be implemented 
because they are believed—rather than proven—to be effective.1329 For example, a 
senior civil affairs officer said his division staff would regularly tell the Commander 
of the International Security Assistance Force that “[The] Commander’s Emergency 
Response Program is a terrible development tool, but it’s a great stabilization tool, 
but we never knew if it was true [emphasis added].”1330 As our analysis of USAID’s 
current strategy demonstrates, the evidence base justifying entire portfolios of 
contracted projects can be relatively shaky.

Despite uncertainty about what worked, impact was rarely assessed. At times, it 
was simply assumed. In part, this was because M&E systems were not always well 
positioned to validate the fundamental theories and assumptions tying projects 
to broader goals. Instead, M&E functioned as a “work-maker” rather than as a 
legitimate process capable of determining what worked and what did not. In 
Afghanistan and elsewhere, the answer to that fundamental question depends 
heavily on whether the theories and assumptions guiding programming are valid. 
M&E must therefore continually reassess that validity. 

4. Performance metrics are only useful if they are relevant. 

This is a corollary of Lesson 3. Determining what to measure is a function of what 
programs and projects aim to accomplish and how they intend to accomplish it. If 
metrics are unrelated to objectives, they are not useful for assessing effectiveness. 

Two prominent permutations of irrelevant metrics emerge from the Afghanistan 
case. First, output indicators such as the number of project beneficiaries who were 
trained, can be met without actually achieving project objectives. In this example, 
if training is intended to increase the capacity of institutions whose officials receive 
the training, that objective is unlikely to be achieved if the quality of training is 
low. It follows that measuring only against output indicators creates the risk of 
assessing effectiveness against the wrong metrics. 
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Second, even metrics that do capture outcomes are only relevant if those outcomes 
are closely tied to program objectives. For instance, an alternative development 
program that seeks to reduce opium poppy cultivation by providing beneficiaries 
with high-value, economically competitive crops may increase beneficiary income. 
The increase in income is an outcome. But because the program’s core objective 
is to reduce opium poppy cultivation, measuring only changes in household 
income is insufficient. It was often assumed that once a farmer planted orchards 
or vineyards, these crops would result in a lasting shift away from opium poppy.1331 
But that assumption was not always valid.1332 The result was that programs that did 
not directly measure changes in poppy cultivation failed to test their fundamental 
theory of change.1333 This can be a fatal M&E flaw. 

5. Pressure to demonstrate progress can undermine the utility of M&E.

External pressure, whether political or interagency, to demonstrate immediate 
and tangible results can shift the incentive structure surrounding M&E. Such 
pressure sometimes superseded planning requirements, resulting in implementation 
of projects that were unlikely to succeed. As one senior State official said, “The 
political imperative . . . often can dictate the strategic planning of issues rather 
than evidence that shows a certain strategy or program can be more productive 
than others.”1334 At least two programmatic categories—stabilization and 
counternarcotics—appear to have failed entirely.1335

Yet, although goals were not always achievable or objectives realistic, claims of 
success, progress, or a high probability of either remained common: A corrections 
system program was contributing to Afghanistan’s stability, power-sector projects 
were contributing to the counterinsurgency effort, the Commander’s Emergency 
Response Program was a vital tool, trade shows were increasing Afghanistan’s 
exports, or a new strategy and more resources would make success achievable. 
Such claims were often advanced without sufficient evidence, even as many 
available metrics painted a very different picture. This is a clear disconnect. 
Where real or perceived pressure incentivizes selective or inaccurate reporting, 
it can render meaningful M&E very difficult. 

6. Measurability alone should not determine which metrics are prioritized 
and what is defined as success. 

Measurability can determine key choices surrounding M&E. For example, it is 
relatively easy—or, if not easy, simply more tangible—to estimate or quantify the 
number of children enrolled in school, changes in life expectancy, or reductions 
in maternal mortality. In that regard, measurability and quantifiability help explain 
why improvements in health and education appear so frequently as evidence of 
progress in Afghanistan.1336
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Yet the veneer of quantifiable precision can obscure important nuance or 
qualification. School enrollment figures are misleading when they are conflated 
with attendance rates, which are much lower.1337 Assertions of seemingly 
unprecedented improvements to life expectancy and maternal mortality turned out 
to be based on data that was faulty, potentially anecdotal, or that otherwise lacked 
proper qualification.1338 More importantly, even allowing for substantial gains 
in these indicators, it is unclear whether they are accurate proxies of progress 
towards the political objectives motivating U.S. support to the health and education 
sectors in Afghanistan. Those objectives have included increasing the legitimacy 
of the Afghan government, a goal that health and education indicators alone 
cannot capture.1339

Measurability can also determine which metrics are prioritized. Such decisions are 
not always deliberate, particularly if a measurable indicator is already being tracked. 
The most infamous example of this is the burn rate—the rate at which money is 
being spent—as an indicator of program effectiveness, despite the fact that money 
spent is merely an input and, on its own, has little assessment value. As one expert 
explained, “Comptrollers track burn rate as a matter of course, so in the utter 
absence of any other performance metric, burn rate became the only default.”1340 
In short, measurability is not always a good proxy for efficacy.

7. Anecdotes and success stories can be useful, but only if they accurately 
represent the broader picture.

The use of anecdotes is a widespread technique that is not unique to Afghanistan 
reconstruction. Anecdotes can serve the very useful purpose of adding nuance or 
humanity to issues that would otherwise be captured only in numbers. However, 
anecdotes that are not representative of the wider situation can also create 
misperceptions. For example, especially in the area of stabilization, there emerged 
some “darling districts” (such as Nawa) that were held up as symbols of success.1341 
Yet less anecdotal and more representative evidence would later show that 
stabilization programming turned out to be relatively unsuccessful. As one former 
USAID staffer summarized, “Anecdotal evidence and stories crowded out more 
sober, systematic evaluation efforts.”1342

The experience of Afghanistan reconstruction shows that anecdotes presented as 
evidence of success deserve careful scrutiny, particularly where there is pressure 
to demonstrate progress. Success stories that suffer from selective presentation 
of facts or hyperbole may not be successes at all. 
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8. In cases where programs or projects aim to achieve political outcomes, 
tracking performance against those outcomes is critical.

Effectiveness must be evaluated against relevant outcomes. Some projects may 
be implemented primarily because they carry significant political symbolism. For 
example, the ultimate intent of a project may be to signal U.S. commitment to the 
host government. Beyond political symbolism, many reconstruction programs 
and projects are intended to achieve explicit political objectives—in particular, 
“stability.” For example, USAID’s Plan for Transition, which guided the agency’s 
efforts from 2015–2018, was based on the theory that USAID-funded development 
projects would help the Afghan government better deliver key services, which, 
“along with security and the equitable rule of law, will ultimately generate 
increased confidence in the legitimacy and effectiveness of the government and, 
in turn, will foster stability.”1343 Currently, even as reconstruction shifts to a new 
phase, stability remains a core aspect of USAID’s intervention logic.1344 Yet many 
programs and projects were not assessed against this ultimately political objective, 
raising questions about whether they actually contributed to it. In sum, where 
programs or projects aim to achieve political effects, progress against those effects 
must be measured. 

9. High levels of spending outpaced the number of contract oversight personnel. 

Virtually every report written on reconstruction contracting has pointed out 
that contract oversight personnel are overworked, overburdened, or too few 
in number.1345 One contributing factor is high spending levels that outpaced the 
growth of oversight personnel. The imbalance persists in part because it has 
been politically easier to increase spending on programs than to increase the 
number of oversight personnel, particularly those posted at high-risk missions 
like Afghanistan.1346 The problem was reportedly so bad that at one point, USAID’s 
Director of the Office of Acquisition and Assistance determined that, in order 
to meet the U.S. government’s average ratio of dollars to contracting officers, 
USAID would have to send nearly its entire overseas workforce to work only 
in Afghanistan.1347 

SIGAR’s research for this report confirmed that this issue remains a core feature 
of Afghanistan’s reconstruction contracting landscape. For example, according 
to Combined Security Transition Command-Afghanistan staff, one significant 
risk to DOD’s train, advise, and assist contract with DynCorp was “not enough 
contracting officer representatives to get out and do quality checks.”1348 Similarly, 
an official from State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement 
Affairs described staffing for contracting officer’s representative positions as a 
“leaky glass.”1349 Other reports have also highlighted such challenges, but it is worth 
underscoring their persistence as a key lesson.
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10. Poor M&E can result in waste.

Poor M&E can reduce program effectiveness, imperil the achievement of mission 
objectives, and result in waste. In its most recent calculation, SIGAR estimated 
that total reconstruction losses were approximately $19 billion.1350 At least two 
programmatic categories—stabilization and counternarcotics—appear to have 
failed entirely.1351 M&E that candidly examines programmatic prospects of success 
can help mitigate the risk that taxpayer funds are spent to no purpose.

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Based on the analysis in this report, we make 14 recommendations: 

Recommendations to DOD, State, and USAID

1. When reporting claimed successes to external stakeholders such as the 
Congress and the public, the Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, 
and Administrator of USAID should report only those claims that can be 
supported by multiple data points, and acknowledge any important context, 
qualifications, and data limitations.

Selective presentation of facts can misrepresent the situation on the ground. 
Numerous SIGAR reports have underscored the extent to which agencies have 
made claims of success that were either exaggerated, improperly qualified, or 
based on suspect data. 

For example, in 2016, SIGAR expressed concerns about USAID’s presentation 
of Afghan student enrollment, which USAID used as evidence of overall progress 
in the sector.1352 As SIGAR continues to report, these figures are misleading. 
Afghanistan’s Ministry of Education counts students who have been absent for up 
to three years as enrolled because, it says, they might eventually return to school. 
This means attendance rates are far lower than enrollment rates.1353 A 2017 SIGAR 
audit identified similar problems surrounding USAID’s efforts in Afghanistan’s 
health sector.1354

These audits are part of a broader body of SIGAR work documenting a lack of 
sound performance measurement in every major reconstruction sector. Additional 
reports include SIGAR’s 2015 audit of DOD, State, and USAID efforts to develop 
rule of law in Afghanistan, SIGAR’s 2018 audit of Promote (USAID’s largest single 
investment to advance women globally), and U.S. efforts to develop Afghanistan’s 
power sector—all of which point to unclear outcomes or impact, inadequate 
assessment of effects, or the use of incomplete or faulty data.1355 Taken as a whole, 
SIGAR’s body of work raises serious questions about many claims of success 
advanced by agencies.1356
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Moving forward, agencies should be candid and transparent in how they report 
such claims. Specifically, they should support them with multiple data points while 
openly acknowledging any important context, qualifications, and data limitations.

2. To maximize the effectiveness of future reconstruction programming, 
the Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, and the Administrator of 
USAID should determine the 10 most successful and 10 least successful 
reconstruction programs or projects of their respective department or 
agency. The determination should be based on the extent to which the 
programs or projects contributed to the accomplishment of U.S. strategic 
goals, and should include a detailed explanation of how the programs and 
projects were evaluated and selected. Its findings should be incorporated 
into future planning, including planning for reconstruction-like programs or 
projects in other countries, if applicable. 

The United States has spent two decades and $144 billion attempting to reconstruct 
Afghanistan.1357 This extraordinary investment of time and resources reflects 
perceptions of the importance of the mission. It also demands a serious analysis 
of which programs and projects worked and which did not. 

SIGAR has tried in the past to catalyze just this sort of high-level M&E exercise. 
In March 2013, SIGAR requested that DOD, State, and USAID list their 10 most 
and least successful reconstruction projects or programs and provide evaluation 
criteria for their choices. The request remains unfulfilled after more than eight 
years.1358 Through this report, SIGAR is renewing its request.

Although the present situation in Afghanistan is characterized by uncertainty, 
some aspects of the future mission are more predictable than others. In particular, 
resources for reconstruction are likely to continue to decline, signaling difficult 
decisions ahead. The critical question will be where to best invest available funds 
for the highest possible strategic return. Perhaps more than ever, it is important 
for agencies to articulate how they evaluate and perceive their past successes 
and failures. 

3. The Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and the Administrator 
of USAID should more regularly conduct impact evaluations to assess the 
effects of contracted reconstruction and other foreign assistance programs, 
including security sector assistance.

The most credible way to test whether contracted programs and projects are 
effective is through impact evaluation. In an impact evaluation, a program or 
project’s underlying theory of change is submitted to rigorous testing. Good impact 
evaluations leave little room for overly optimistic findings because they force an 
answer to the most fundamental M&E question: Is the program or project achieving 
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desired effects? In particular, DOD, State, and USAID should consider more 
regularly implementing randomized controlled trials or conducting studies that use 
a quasi-experimental design. 

By design, randomized controlled trials—which try to tease out impact by assessing 
the effects of an intervention on a “treatment” group, compared to a “control” group 
that does not receive the intervention—can credibly show impact. Randomized 
controlled trials are not always feasible: They were difficult to implement in 
Afghanistan because of insufficient resources and the heightened complexity they 
entail, particularly in insecure environments. There were also arguably ethical 
constraints: By necessity, a control group consisting of non-beneficiaries does 
not receive an intervention, such as access to improved healthcare, that could 
better their lives. However, where such constraints can be overcome, and if they 
are implemented properly, randomized controlled trials are arguably the most 
effective way to evaluate whether an intervention is actually achieving its desired 
impact. The study of the National Solidarity Program described in Chapter 5 is 
perhaps the most prominent example of a randomized controlled trial conducted 
in Afghanistan. 

Where those are not feasible, agencies would do well to use quasi-experimental 
designs to evaluate impact. Opportunities for quasi-experimental impact 
evaluations arise when interventions unintentionally create effective treatment 
and control groups. For example, Mercy Corps evaluated the stability effects of 
a technical vocational education and training program in Helmand Province by 
administering surveys to a treatment group consisting of recent graduates of the 
program and a control group consisting of incoming students who had not yet 
begun classes.1359 USAID’s Measuring Impacts of Stabilization Initiatives also used 
a quasi-experimental design: While USAID did not program in villages randomly, 

Randomized Controlled Trial and Quasi-experimental Design
A Randomized Controlled Trial is an experiment in which individuals are randomly 
assigned to a control group, which does not receive an intervention, or to a 
treatment group, which receives the intervention.1360 In such an experiment, the only 
possible cause for outcome differences between the treatment and control groups is 
the treatment itself, or in this case, the program or project.1361

A Quasi-Experimental Design, also known as a natural experiment, is an opportunity 
to study the effects of an intervention in an already occurring scenario.1362 
Randomness is introduced by some prior event or intervention that affected one 
group and not the other, which has the effect of assigning different treatments 
to different individuals ‘as if’ the treatment is randomly assigned.1363 Quasi-
experiments are a practical alternative to randomized controlled trials, which are 
impossible to execute in most research environments.1364
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MISTI created a control group by identifying comparison villages whose key 
characteristics matched those of treatment villages.1365

Agencies should be on the lookout for other opportunities to use these kinds 
of experimental or quasi-experimental designs to evaluate the impact of current 
and future programs.

4. The Secretary of State and the Administrator of USAID should assess 
whether minimizing or modifying administrative requirements for 
compliance and M&E would result in more time available to assess 
program effectiveness. 

As detailed earlier in this chapter, overburdened oversight staff emerges as one of 
the most consistent themes from both the existing literature and SIGAR’s work for 
this report. 

Overly burdensome administrative requirements related to both compliance and 
M&E may exacerbate the problem.1366 A 2012 SIGAR audit of the Local Governance 
and Community Development project is illustrative. The audit noted the volume 
of administrative paperwork expected to be performed by a single contracting 
officer’s representative: certifying that contractor services had been provided, 
submitting payment forms to USAID, and reviewing invoices and their often 
voluminous supporting documentation. In theory, certifying services required travel 
to project sites. For the Local Governance project, there were 608 subprojects 
in 22 provinces, with a typical invoice covering up to 210 subprojects. The sheer 
number of subprojects made it impossible for the contracting officer’s representative 
to visit all subprojects within the periods covered by the invoices. In addition to 
the extensive invoice verification, the contracting officer’s representative was also 
responsible for performance monitoring.1367 

At the time of SIGAR’s audit, the results of the $398 million Local Governance and 
Community Development project were uncertain, in part because USAID struggled 
to clearly define expected outcomes.1368 Meanwhile, a 2011 USAID presentation 
called into question the project’s underlying assumptions, referring to them as 
“myths.”1369 Although spending significant amounts of time meeting administrative 
requirements can help prevent fraud, money can also be wasted if the basic 
assumptions underlying a program or project are weak.1370

This raises the important question of whether more time should be devoted to 
understanding effectiveness and periodically revalidating larger programmatic 
assumptions than on meeting requirements that may not answer more fundamental 
questions. The question applies not only to how the time and bandwidth of 
individuals might be better used, but also to how USAID and State determine 
organizational priorities and choose how to allocate limited resources. One way 
to allocate more time to answering such questions would be to hold spending 
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constant; another might be to increase staffing levels, or reduce the administrative 
burden for existing staff. Assuming it is not possible to increase staffing, especially 
in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing drawdown of U.S. personnel 
in Afghanistan, State and USAID should comprehensively assess whether there 
are tradeoffs between meeting every administrative requirement and performing 
quality M&E. Such an assessment could help begin a conversation around whether 
certain requirements could be eliminated or modified to free up more time for 
analyzing program effectiveness. 

DOD’s AM&E policy for security cooperation is still relatively new and the full 
effects of M&E formalization are not yet clear. Additionally, DOD’s most articulated 
M&E requirements prior to the issuance of the policy applied primarily to the 
Commander’s Emergency Response Program, which is no longer in wide use in 
Afghanistan. We therefore make this recommendation only to State and USAID.

Recommendations for USAID

5. The Administrator of USAID should conduct a systematic review of the 
available evidence relating to core assumptions of the current Country 
Development Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan.

Chapter 201 of USAID’s Automated Directives System  requires each mission 
to integrate evidence into strategic planning. Such evidence is supposed to 
provide rigorous justification for USAID’s selected development approach in a 
country.1371 However, key assumptions presented in USAID’s Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan are not always supported by sufficient 
evidence. For example, the strategy claims that “the struggle to find a job can lead 
to economic marginalization and instability, which, in turn, makes one susceptible 
to violent extremism.”1372 This quote is cited to a 2017 Brookings Institution 
study.1373 As a source for the statement made in the strategy, the Brookings 
study is problematic for several reasons. Perhaps most prominently, the study’s 
own literature review acknowledges that “previous empirical work has failed to 
demonstrate any link between unemployment and radicalization.”1374 Other issues 
with the strategy’s evidence base are detailed in Chapter 2. 

Where the theories and assumptions underlying a strategy or program are shaky, 
M&E as practiced does a poor job of identifying and underscoring that core 
problem. This creates the risk of doing the wrong thing perfectly: A program 
supporting a flawed strategy may appear to be successful even if it does not 
ultimately contribute to strategic objectives. This is why a systematic review of 
the evidence base underlying USAID’s current strategy is vital. If such a review 
shows that the core logic of the strategy is flawed, a different set of interventions 
or even a new strategy may be required. The review should focus on available 
academic literature relating to the current strategy’s core development hypothesis 
that “all [development objectives] are designed to contribute to the stability, and 
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ultimately, increased self-reliance of Afghanistan because they address key drivers 
of conflict.”1375 

6. The Administrator of USAID should ensure that future portfolio reviews 
and midcourse stocktaking exercises for the current Afghanistan Country 
Development Cooperation Strategy maximize the potential to adapt 
programs in light of new information.

USAID policy states that the agency “has a responsibility to monitor progress, 
performance, and operational context of the implementation of [Country 
Development Cooperation Strategies].” M&E, the policy states, should be “adequate 
to facilitate strategic learning.”1376 

Two of USAID’s M&E processes have the potential to contribute to learning at a 
strategic level: a strategy’s annual portfolio review and its midcourse stocktaking 
exercise. According to USAID policy, “Portfolio reviews are opportunities for 
missions . . . to periodically examine all aspects of the mission’s strategy, projects, 
or activities. Missions must conduct at least one portfolio review per year that 
focuses on progress toward strategy-level results.”1377 Substituting for the annual 
portfolio review at least once during the implementation of a country-level strategy, 
a midcourse stocktaking exercise is performed “with the objective of better 
aligning the implementation of the mission’s programs with changes to the context 
and agency direction, as well as with emerging knowledge and lessons learned.”1378 
These are strong processes. However, in implementation, they are unlikely to 
realize their full potential value for learning and adaptation if the conclusions 
emerging from these reviews are unclear, equivocal, or otherwise lack credibility. 

For example, the phrasing of a mid-course stocktaking exercise examining 
USAID’s 2015–2018 strategy for Afghanistan proved difficult to navigate. According 
to the document produced by the exercise, “Key conditions of the development 
hypothesis [the theory about which specific actions would help achieve strategic 
goals] did not prove to be valid, and most critical assumptions that underpinned 
it have not held true throughout implementation.”1379 Yet the same document said 
that key components of the strategy’s results framework—defined by USAID policy 
as “representing the development hypotheses underlying the mission’s strategy”—
“are still valid” (emphasis in original source).1380 

The assessors attributed “this somewhat contradictory finding” to “some 
modifications” to the results framework.1381 However, they added, “some senior 
USAID officials . . . questioned the validity of the framework goal, ‘Afghan-led, 
sustainable development,’ noting that in mid-2017 it seems to be ‘aspirational.’”1382 
But according to USAID’s current policy, “the goal should be practical.”1383 Given 
the serious questions about the achievability of USAID’s strategic goal expressed by 
some senior USAID officials at the time the stocktaking exercise was conducted, it 
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was difficult to understand the assessors’ insistence on the supposed validity of the 
strategy’s results framework.

USAID’s current Country Development Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan 
presents an interesting situation. Shortly after the strategy was finalized and the 
mission director who signed off on the strategy retired, the now-former mission 
director immediately undercut the strategy in an op-ed that argued that it was “time 
to leave” Afghanistan and added that, despite high hopes for “the use of tons of 
development dollars . . . the reality is little has changed.”1384 

The former director’s op-ed underscored the importance of conducting a thorough 
review of USAID’s current strategy (essentially an entire portfolio of contracts, 
grants, and cooperative agreements). SIGAR recommends that USAID conform 
closely to both the letter and spirit of its M&E policies to ensure that strategic 
reviews fully embrace bad news. 

7. The Administrator of USAID should ensure that project evaluations are 
properly adhering to USAID policy to provide “specific, concise” conclusions 
that can be “readily understood,” and to “objectively evaluate [a] strategy, 
project, or activity.”

According to USAID policy, evaluations “should be readily understood and should 
identify key points clearly, distinctly, and succinctly.” Additionally, findings and 
conclusions should be “specific” and “concise,” and evaluations should “objectively 
evaluate the strategy, project, or activity.”1385 However, there are instances of 
evaluations which have seemingly contradictory findings and conclusions, or which 
minimize significant qualifications.

For example, in March 2017, USAID conducted a midterm evaluation of its 
$142.0 million Power Transmission Expansion and Connectivity Commercialization 
Activities project, which aimed to turn Afghanistan’s national power utility into 
a more commercially viable business entity.1386 In its summary of findings, the 
evaluators, Checchi and Company Consulting, Inc., stated, “Overall, the team 
found . . . that achievement of the component’s intended results was mixed.”1387 
Later, the assessors stated, “Overall, the PTEC’s Commercialization component 
did not achieve its intended results, including in reducing power losses, increasing 
revenues, and creating jobs” [emphasis added].1388 Although it is possible to achieve 
some results and not others, overall results cannot be both mixed and unachieved. 

USAID has good, clear criteria to help ensure that evaluation reports are of 
high quality. Those criteria should be more consistently followed. In sum, every 
evaluation should clearly, accurately, and succinctly answer a basic question: 
“Is the project working?”
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Recommendations for State

8. The Secretary of State should ensure that regular progress reviews of 
contracted programs adequately and consistently “test theory of change 
hypotheses,” as encouraged by State’s M&E policy.

Among other objectives, State’s Program Design and Performance Management 
Toolkit aims to “help bureaus, offices, and posts design their activities in a way that 
effectively advances broader strategic goals.”1389 To foster analysis and learning, 
the toolkit encourages “incorporating regular reviews of progress,” which can 
help program teams to “test theory of change hypotheses by filling knowledge 
gaps and resolving uncertainties in the hypotheses with new research or syntheses 
of existing analyses.” The reviews are also intended to “inform future strategic 
documents . . . and budgetary decisions.”1390 Because strategic alignment and 
evidence-based theories of change are articulated as critical aspects of program 
design, testing and periodically reassessing both alignment and underlying theory 
is an important component of periodic reviews.1391

In practice, however, reviews do not always fulfill these objectives. For example, the 
Corrections System Support Program’s 2015 annual review equates “contribution to 
stability and confidence” with program activities, including advising that the Afghan 
government transfer “national security threat prisoners” to different prisons.1392 While 
such a step could theoretically contribute to stability, providing advice—an input—
is conflated with impact (“contribution”).1393 Additionally, the program’s theory of 
change hypotheses were left unaddressed in the annual review, despite the toolkit’s 
explicit emphasis on this aspect of analysis and learning.

These kinds of errors occur when M&E is purely programmatic and does 
not explicitly focus on broader questions of relevance and achievability, 
or the sufficiency of the existing evidence base to justify theories of change. 
Key processes must be faithfully followed for M&E systems to realize their 
full potential. The Secretary of State should ensure that periodic reviews better 
adhere to existing guidance.

9. The Secretary of State should ensure that evaluations of reconstruction 
programs and projects in Afghanistan and other contingency environments 
properly comply with standards of “usefulness” and “methodological rigor” 
articulated in State’s M&E policy.

State M&E policy provides clear standards for evaluations. Those standards 
include concepts of “usefulness”—namely, that “evaluations should help the 
Department improve its management practices and procedures as well as its 
ongoing activities”—and “methodological rigor”—meaning that evaluations 
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“should be ‘evidence based.’”1394 However, adherence to the written policy is uneven, 
and there are cases in which evaluations are less useful or rigorous than required 
by policy. 

Illustratively, a 2014 midterm evaluation of State’s $47.7 million Justice Training 
Transition Program, which aimed to improve the legal knowledge and skills 
of Afghan justice-sector officials, exhibited key flaws.1395 For example, some 
of the evaluation’s conclusions and recommendations were puzzling. On one 
hand, the evaluators concluded that the training program was designed in a way 
that adequately addressed the needs of the Afghan justice sector, with “needs” 
sweepingly defined as the “formation of [a] competent rule of law system needed 
for achieving peace and security, poverty reduction, economic growth, and the 
protection of fundamental rights in Afghanistan.”1396 On the other, the evaluators 
noted that key conditions like “political commitment to improve [the] justice 
sector system” were omitted from the program’s logic model (which described 
the relationship between program activities and outputs with presumed outcomes 
and impact).1397 These conflicting observations raised questions about whether the 
program was in fact adequately designed, as claimed by the evaluators.

The methodological rigor of the evaluation was equally tenuous. Despite pointing 
out significant omissions in the training program’s logic model and never 
establishing that the program was likely to impact the end-goal of restoring public 
confidence in the Afghan justice system, the evaluators recommended that the 
program be continued and extended by six months.1398

The midterm evaluation of State’s Justice Training Transition Program was not the 
only evaluation that did not meet the standards of usefulness and methodological 
rigor described in State’s M&E policy.1399 Moving forward, the Secretary of State 
should ensure that evaluations properly adhere to these important standards.

Recommendations for DOD

10. The Secretary of Defense should ensure that the effectiveness of future 
contracted security capacity-building programs is adequately assessed, 
using appropriate metrics.

Despite DOD’s extensive use of contractors, DOD did not always assess the 
effectiveness of contracted programs intended to increase Afghan government 
security-institution capacity. This is an avoidable issue which DOD should address 
moving forward. DOD’s series of ministerial capacity-building contracts with 
DynCorp illustrate the problem. 

For example, as of August 2018, the cumulative value of DOD’s advising contracts 
with DynCorp was $1.62 billion.1400 Yet, despite the high value of the contracts, 
there were times when DOD seemed to be out of compliance with Federal 
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Acquisition Regulation standards requiring the use of “measureable performance 
standards” to judge contractor performance.1401 Contracted advisors were not solely 
responsible for achieving desired outcomes—there were also military and civilian 
advisors.1402 However, other processes that could have assessed the collective 
efforts of all DOD advisors were not fully used.1403

This recommendation echoes prior SIGAR calls for DOD to ensure that security 
capacity-building contracts are achieving the results for which they aim.1404 

11. The Secretary of Defense should ensure that a requirement is in place 
to assess the impact of all major reconstruction programs it implements 
in the future, including those that are not typically part of DOD’s core 
mission, such as those intended to benefit host-nation civilians.

In Afghanistan, DOD implemented projects that did not fall under its typical 
mission. As part of counterinsurgency doctrine, reconstruction and development—
digging drainage canals, repairing bridges, buying textbooks for a village school 
in the name of winning hearts and minds—became part of the overall war effort. 

But despite the importance of such efforts, DOD struggled to implement M&E 
systems that could have measured whether desired effects were being achieved. 
For example, observing that M&E of projects supported by the DOD’s Task Force 
for Business and Stability Operations was poor, SIGAR recommended that any 
future task force-like entity develop monitoring and evaluation plans for all 
projects so that their impact could be assessed.1405 

In another example, DOD invested more than $450 million to expand Afghanistan’s 
Northeast Power System and its Southeast Power System.1406 Financed through the 
Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund, the projects primarily involved the rehabilitation 
and construction of electrical transmission lines and substations.1407 During the 
high-water mark of the Afghanistan intervention (from 2010 to 2012), DOD used 
a counterinsurgency justification for these efforts: increased access to electricity 
would bolster the Afghan’s population’s confidence in the Afghan government, the 
reasoning went, thereby reducing support to the Taliban.1408

Although DOD monitored construction progress, which was eventually completed, 
DOD did not collect or report strategic-level performance data for its projects 
because it had no requirements to do so. Nevertheless, DOD claimed that AIF 
projects advanced counterinsurgency goals via socioeconomic development. 
Although USAID eventually initiated an evaluation to assess the impact of 
U.S. efforts to increase access to electric power, the extent to which the evaluation 
will thoroughly examine longer-term counterinsurgency impacts is unclear.1409 

Important questions remain unanswered because there was no intermediate 
assessment. For example: Can projects reap counterinsurgency benefits upon 
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announcement or during implementation? Or: Do delays in project completion 
have adverse effects on counterinsurgency outcomes?1410 In the future, DOD 
should ensure that impacts are assessed—even when projects fall outside 
of its core mission.

12. To reduce the prevalence of overoptimism in determining progress towards 
objectives, the Secretary of Defense should ensure that campaign-level 
operation assessments follow existing doctrine and incorporate “red teams” 
that challenge organizational biases, provide opposing points of view, and 
constructively critique proposed plans for accomplishing the mission.

Intended as a “feedback mechanism throughout campaign planning and execution,” 
operation assessment is similar to M&E in nature and goals, but it focuses on 
evaluating the progress of military operations or campaigns as opposed to specific 
projects or programs.1411 When conducted at the campaign level, it is the U.S. 
military’s highest-order M&E-like mechanism for assessing progress. Although 
overtly unrelated to contracting, contracted components of reconstruction were 
inextricably linked to U.S. military objectives in Afghanistan, where military 
operations were combined with security-force capacity building, and development 
and governance initiatives in order to counter the insurgency.1412

A key flaw of operation assessment was a tendency towards overoptimism. As 
two authors put it, “Each new general in Afghanistan from 2002 to 2011 suggested 
that the situation he had inherited was dismal; implied that this was because his 
predecessor had had the wrong resources or strategy; and asserted that he now 
had the resources, strategy and leadership to deliver a decisive year.”1413 But that 
decisive year remained elusive.

One potential way to mitigate this tendency is to integrate red teams into operation 
assessments to ensure equal consideration of “glass half-full” and “glass half-
empty” views.1414 While not foolproof, this kind of devil’s advocacy may contribute 
to more objective interpretation of data, and curb overly optimistic assessment 
conclusions. Current joint military guidance recommends the routine employment 
of red teams.1415 The Secretary of Defense should take measures to ensure this 
guidance is adequately implemented at the campaign level in Afghanistan and in 
other contexts in which the United States seeks to promote stability.1416

Matters for Consideration for the Congress

13. The Congress may wish to consider requiring the Secretary of Defense, 
Secretary of State, and Administrator of USAID to submit a report that 
describes in specific terms how oversight, monitoring and evaluation of 
contracted programs will continue in the event of a further drawdown of 
U.S. military and civilian personnel in Afghanistan. Should the report not 
satisfactorily explain how agencies plan to ensure proper oversight and 
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M&E, the Congress should consider the efficacy of continuing spending 
at current levels.

As detailed in both this chapter and in other parts of this report, insufficient staffing 
can contribute to problems in adequately overseeing, monitoring, and evaluating 
reconstruction contracts. Most of the funds appropriated for Afghanistan 
reconstruction since 2002 could have been spent more wisely and cost-effectively—
and achieved better and longer-lasting outcomes—with better oversight and M&E. 
But the drawdown of military and civilian personnel creates the risk of further 
lowering the ratio of program management staff to dollars spent, which could 
exacerbate perennial oversight and M&E challenges. 

To help mitigate this risk, the Congress should consider requiring agencies to 
submit a report detailing in specific terms how they plan to maintain adequate 
oversight, monitoring, and evaluation of reconstruction contracts as the 
U.S. personnel drawdown continues. Should the Congress be dissatisfied with agency 
plans, it should consider the efficacy of continuing assistance at present levels. 

14. The Congress may wish to consider appropriating funds to DOD, State, 
and USAID specifically for impact evaluation of both Afghanistan 
reconstruction programs and more broadly for U.S. foreign assistance, 
including security sector assistance. An alternative would be to mandate 
that a certain proportion of funds appropriated to these agencies be used 
for impact evaluation.

Pursuant to Recommendation 3, the Congress may wish to consider appropriating 
funds to DOD, State, and USAID that could be used to evaluate the effects of future 
reconstruction assistance. An increased emphasis on impact evaluation could 
improve the efficacy of reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. Because the strategic 
logic of intervention in other contexts where the United States aims to promote 
stability is often very similar to that of Afghanistan, the Congress may also wish 
to consider providing funds to conduct impact evaluations of other U.S. foreign 
assistance programs, including security-sector assistance programs, implemented 
around the world. In lieu of appropriating additional funds, the Congress could 
mandate that a certain proportion of funds appropriated to these agencies be used 
for impact evaluation.1417 
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APPENDICES & ENDNOTES 

USAID photo

APPENDIX A: METHODOLOGY

SIGAR conducts its lessons learned program under the authority of Public Law 
 110-181 and the Inspector General Act of 1978, as amended. This report was 

completed in accordance with the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and 
Efficiency’s Quality Standards for Federal Offices of Inspector General (commonly 
referred to as “the Blue Book”). These standards require that we carry out our work 
with integrity, objectivity, and independence, and provide information that is factually 
accurate and reliable. SIGAR’s lessons learned reports are broad in scope and based on a 
wide range of source material. To achieve the goal of high quality and to help ensure our 
reports are factually accurate and reliable, the reports are subject to extensive internal 
and external review, including by relevant U.S. government agencies. 

The M&E of contracting research team drew upon a wide array of sources. Some of the 
team’s documentary research focused on material provided by USAID, State, and DOD. 
All of this material is unclassified, though some is not publicly available. These agencies 
provided documents to SIGAR in response to requests for information specific to this 
lessons learned report. Many additional documents and data were provided in response 
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to information requests for other SIGAR products, including quarterly reports and 
audits. SIGAR downloaded certain USAID documents from Afghan Info, the agency’s 
central repository for information relating to programs and projects implemented in 
Afghanistan, and to which USAID granted SIGAR access. SIGAR also consulted narrative 
responses submitted by agencies in reply to specific questions, both for this report 
and for the quarterly report, and used publicly available material from department 
and agency websites. 

These official sources were complemented by hundreds of additional publicly available 
sources, both governmental and nongovernmental. These included books, think 
tank reports, press reports, academic studies, audits conducted by the State and 
USAID inspectors general, and congressional reports, including those produced by 
congressional commissions established over the years to examine various aspects of 
defense and development contracting.

Finally, the team also drew from SIGAR’s own work, embodied in audits, quarterly 
reports to the Congress, and prior lessons learned reports. Much of SIGAR’s prior work 
has touched either directly or tangentially on M&E and contracting. This report both 
distills and builds on that previous work.

To both supplement and bring to life the documentary research, the team interviewed 
more than 100 individuals with experience applying M&E to defense and development 
contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements. Interviews were conducted with both 
government entities and contractors, including U.S. military and civilian personnel 
at USAID, State, and DOD who have been directly involved in contract oversight and 
program management in Afghanistan; contractors who directly implemented programs 
and projects; and European civilian officials. 

Interviews provided valuable insights into the challenges, limitations, and frustrations 
of conducting oversight and implementing M&E in environments like Afghanistan. Due 
in part to the potentially sensitive nature of sometimes very candid comments, many 
of the interviewees wished to remain anonymous. Protecting confidentiality for both 
U.S. government personnel and implementing partners was particularly important to 
us. To preserve anonymity, our interviews often cite some permutation of an “official” 
affiliated with a particular agency, an “implementing partner staff member,” or a 
“contractor.” In some but not all cases, we include an additional association in the 
citation, such as the bureau in which a current U.S. official was working at the time 
of the interview, or the name of the private-sector organization where a contractor 
worked. We conducted in-person interviews in Kabul and Washington, DC. We also 
conducted several interviews by phone.

Conducting interviews on a topic like monitoring and evaluation sometimes presents 
unique challenges. The field of M&E experts is relatively narrow and, as this report 
demonstrates, M&E systems themselves are sometimes byzantine and difficult to 
comprehend. Few people have expertise in the M&E policies and practices of every 
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agency covered by this report. Moreover, some officials, contractors, and subject-matter 
experts we interviewed may have an interest in selectively presenting facts. To the 
best of our ability, we sought to control for possible biases and knowledge gaps by 
triangulating information, either through information obtained through other interviews, 
through our own examination of program and project documents, or through other 
reports on the programs, projects, and concepts explored here. 

The report underwent an extensive review process. In particular, we shared the 
report with various subject-matter experts in SIGAR’s lessons learned, research and 
analysis, and audits and inspections directorates. Additionally, USAID, State, and DOD 
were given an opportunity to formally review and comment on a draft of the report. 
Department and agency officials provided both technical and substantive feedback. We 
incorporated their comments where appropriate. However, the analysis, conclusions, 
and recommendations of this report remain SIGAR’s own.
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APPENDIX B: LEGISLATION, AUTHORITIES, 
AND POLICIES GOVERNING CONTRACTING 
AND M&E

This technical appendix briefly describes the legislative and regulatory landscape  
 for federal contracting and discusses DOD, State, and USAID M&E policies in detail. 

The information presented here provides a useful benchmark against which the actual 
practice of M&E is assessed throughout this report. 

THE GUIDING LEGISLATION FOR CONTRACTING AND M&E 
IS A MIXTURE OF BOTH OVERARCHING AND ONE-OFF LAWS
The ability of the U.S. government, the world’s largest buyer of goods and services, 
to enter into contracts is ultimately derived from the Constitution.1418 Today, federal 
contracting practices are governed by a considerable body of laws and regulations. 
Annual congressional authorizing and appropriating legislation, including the National 
Defense Authorization Act, contains a range of directives on both contracting and M&E. 
Some appropriations legislation, for example, stipulates that a certain amount of funding 
be designated for M&E activities.1419 In other cases, annual appropriations acts contain 
ad hoc restrictions on, or reporting requirements for, how foreign-assistance funds are 
spent, including in Afghanistan. Some prohibitions on spending have implicit rather 
than overt implications for M&E. For example, the 2017 Consolidated Appropriations 
Act prohibited funding for any project or activity that “is not regularly accessible for 
the purposes of conducting effective oversight,” or that “legitimizes the Taliban or 
other extremist organizations.”1420 The implication was that agencies needed to have 
monitoring systems in place capable of detecting whether projects supported by 
appropriated funds were in fact legitimizing insurgent groups in Afghanistan.

Aside from authorizing and appropriating legislation, the Congress has enacted other 
statutes that more comprehensively impact how U.S. agencies monitor and evaluate 
foreign assistance. (Table 9 on the next page presents select examples of legislation 
affecting the M&E of contracted activities in Afghanistan.) The most significant of 
these is The Foreign Aid Transparency and Accountability Act of 2016, which required 
the Office of Management and Budget to prescribe guidelines for the establishment 
of goals, performance metrics, and monitoring and evaluation plans for covered U.S. 
foreign assistance.1421 In January 2018, OMB released a memorandum to “set forth key 
monitoring and evaluation principles to guide each agency and provide specific direction 
on content for agencies to include in their own policies.”1422 

The Congress funds federal 
agencies through a two-
step process. Authorizing 
legislation approves the 
creation or continuation 
of an agency or action. 
Separately enacted 
appropriating legislation 
provides funds to the 
agency, program, or activity 
that has been authorized.

CRS, “Overview of the Authorization-
Appropriations Process,” RS20371, 
November 26, 2012, p. 1.
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Efforts to increase the efficacy of foreign aid—and to leverage M&E to tease out what 
kinds of interventions actually work—have not been limited to the Congress. In 2010, 
President Barack Obama issued a Presidential Policy Directive on Global Development 
that called for “a more substantial investment of resources in monitoring and evaluation, 
including with a focus on rigorous and high-quality impact evaluations.”1423 The dearth of 
impact evaluations in Afghanistan is a key theme cutting across every agency examined 
in this report.

SELECT EXAMPLES OF LEGISLATION IMPACTING CONTRACTING AND M&E

Broad, Overarching Laws with Implications for all Federal Contracting or for Foreign Assistance

Legislation Relevance to Contracting or M&E

Federal Grant and Cooperative Agreement 
Act of 1977

Provided for the government wide standardization of acquisitions and contracting 
and was also meant to promote a better understanding of federal spending.

Office of Federal Procurement Policy Act 
Amendments of 1979

Established the Federal Acquisition Regulation, which sets rules for how the 
federal government acquires goods or services via contracts and other legal 
agreements.

Foreign Aid Transparency and Accountability 
Act of 2016

Required the executive (president) to establish measurable goals, performance 
metrics, and monitoring and evaluation plans to test the effectiveness of foreign 
assistance.

Global Fragility Act of 2019

As part of a broader, ten-year “global fragility strategy,” instructed agencies to 
describe the criteria, metrics, and mechanisms for monitoring and evaluation of 
programs related to the strategy, to report clear metrics for each country or region 
covered by the strategy, and to biennially report progress made towards achieving 
specific targets, metrics, and indicators for each priority country and region.

One-Off Laws with Implications Specifically for Afghanistan Reconstruction

Legislation Relevance to Contracting or M&E in Afghanistan

National Defense Authorization Act, 2013
Section 846 required DOD to report on the potential risks of using contractors 
in overseas contingency operations.

National Defense Authorization Act, 2014
Section 831 prohibited contracting with “the enemy” but left the identification of 
enemy persons or entities to the Secretary of Defense. The Secretary of Defense 
was directed to update the DOD supplement to the FAR accordingly.

National Defense Authorization Act, 2015

Section 1225 required the Secretary of Defense to submit a semiannual report 
to the Congress on security and stability in Afghanistan. This included developing 
performance metrics for programs intended to increase the capability of the 
Afghan security forces.

Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2017
Prohibited funds appropriated through the act from being spent on any project 
or activity that “is not regularly accessible for the purposes of conducting over-
sight,” or that “legitimizes the Taliban or other extremist organizations.”

Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2018

Required the Secretary of State and the Administrator of USAID to confirm to 
the Congress that projects or activities funded by monies appropriated through 
the act, and implemented in areas that cannot be monitored, do not legitimize 
the Taliban or other extremist organizations.

Source: CRS, “The Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR): Frequently Asked Questions,” R42826, February 3, 2015; The Federal Grant and Cooperative 
Agreement Act of 1977, Pub. L. 95-224, 31 U.S.C. §§ 6301-6308 (1977); Further Consolidated Appropriations Act for Fiscal Year 2020, Pub. L. No. 116-
94, Title V, §§ 504, 506, 508 (2020); National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2013, Pub. L. No. 112-239, § 846.c.4a (2012); National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2014, Pub. L. No 113-66, § 831 (2013); National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2015, Pub. L. 113-291, 
§ 1225 (2014); Consolidated Appropriations Act for Fiscal Year 2017, Pub. L. No. 115-31, § 7044 (2016); Consolidated Appropriations Act for Fiscal 
Year 2018, Pub. L. No. 115-1625, § 7044 (2018).

TABLE 9
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THE FEDERAL ACQUISITION REGULATION SETS THE RULES 
FOR U.S. GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT
Below the level of legislation, the most important rules impacting contracting are 
articulated in the Federal Acquisition Regulation, which applies to all U.S. government 
executive agencies. The FAR was conceived by the Office of Federal Procurement Policy 
Act Amendments of 1979, which sought to establish uniform procurement regulations 
for the U.S. federal government.1424 Standardization was a response to the perception 
that federal procurement rules in force at the time were a confusing patchwork. Indeed, 
the regulations, laws and directives that had proliferated in the wake of the federal 
government’s expansion of the 1960s created “a burdensome mass and maze,” according 
to a 1972 report by the Commission on Government Procurement, created by the 
Congress to improve the system.1425 

The FAR applies to most goods and services provided to executive branch agencies. 
As summarized by the Congressional Research Service, depending on the topic, the 
FAR describes:1426

1. “the government’s basic policy (e.g., small businesses are to be given the ‘maximum 
practicable opportunity’ to participate in acquisitions); 

2. any requirements agencies must meet (e.g., obtain full and open competition 
through the use of competitive procedures); 

3. any exceptions to the requirements (e.g., when and how agencies may waive 
a contractor’s exclusion); and 

4. any required or optional clauses to be included, or incorporated by reference, 
in the solicitation or contract (e.g., termination for convenience).”

The FAR is granular in some places and broader in others. It lays out in detail the 
process that a contracting officer must follow in order to properly enter into a contract, 
outlining standards ranging from required market research to the application of 
labor laws.1427 Some sections of the FAR are explicitly relevant to M&E. For example, 
when contracting for services, there are specific requirements for the kinds of 
metrics agencies must include in performance work statements (core documents of 
performance-based contracts that describe the work contractors are supposed to 
perform). Specifically, agencies must “to the maximum extent practicable . . . describe 
the work [to be performed by the contractor] in terms of the required results rather than 
either ‘how’ the work is to be accomplished or the number of hours to be provided.”1428 
In addition, agencies must incorporate “measurable” and “structured” standards against 
which the performance of a contractor can be assessed.1429 The FAR, in other words, 
explicitly underscores the importance of measuring outcomes, with clear metrics, 
rather than merely tracking activities or outputs. This is a theme to which this report 
repeatedly returns.1430

Though it is by many measures quite specific, the FAR also establishes an overarching 
framework for federal contracting by setting forth certain broad guiding principles.1431 
Most significantly, the FAR states that contracts must “fulfill public policy objectives.”1432 
Government contracting, in other words, is intended as a non-arbitrary exercise that 
aims to further public goals—goals that may involve more than simply ensuring that 



MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF RECONSTRUCTION CONTRACTING 

JULY 2021  |  199

work is completed on time and to standard. Throughout this report, we examine 
the implications of this guiding principal for M&E.

M&E POLICIES AT STATE, USAID, AND DOD VARY IN COMPLEXITY 
AND ELABORATION
Individual agency policies supplement the laws and regulations governing contracting 
and M&E. Among all U.S. government agencies, USAID is considered to set the highest 
bar for M&E policies (though, as this report underscores in Chapter 2, USAID’s policies 
were often unevenly applied). By contrast, State has only recently adopted some of the 
more complex M&E processes that are the hallmark of USAID. DOD, meanwhile, has a 
tradition of using M&E-like processes to measure warfighting progress. 

Ultimately, each agency has its own ways of measuring effectiveness. While all three are 
working to advance the interests of the United States, they engage in different activities 
and pursue different strategies for accomplishing objectives—which has obvious 
implications for measurement. For example, assessing the effectiveness of a project that 
has economic goals, as USAID does, is a different exercise than assessing the capacity 
of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces to conduct operations independent 
of U.S. advisors. Still, as Table 10 shows, while there is some variation in the definition 
of key monitoring and evaluation terms, there are also many core similarities.

WHAT M&E MEANS TO EACH AGENCY

USAID State DOD

Assessment “A forward looking process that may be 
designed to examine country or sector 
context to inform project design, or an 
informal review of projects. It is distinct 
from evaluation.” 

While the term “assessment” is not listed 
in State’s glossary of terms, the meaning 
is to some extent implied by State’s 
definition of “evaluation”: “An assessment 
may be designed to examine country or 
sector context to inform program or project 
design.” 

“Systematic analysis to provide an understanding of the 
context, conditions, partner capabilities, and requirements 
to inform security cooperation planning and implementation. 
Assessments are generally conducted in advance of security 
cooperation activities, but may be repeated to update 
analysis and identify mid-course corrections of security 
cooperation activities.” 

Monitoring “The ongoing and systematic tracking of 
information relevant to USAID strategies, 
projects, and activities.”

“An ongoing system of gathering infor-
mation and tracking performance to 
assess progress against established goals 
and objectives.” 

“A continuous process designed to provide regular feedback 
on the extent to which expected outputs and outcomes are 
being achieved to inform decisions or corrective actions. In 
general, results measured in monitoring are the direct and 
near-term consequences of initiative activities that provide 
opportunities to validate the theory of change throughout 
implementation and an early indication of the likelihood 
that expected results will be attained.” 

Evaluation “The systematic collection and analysis 
of information about the characteristics 
and outcomes of programs and projects 
as a basis for judgments, to improve 
effectiveness, and/or inform decisions 
about current and future programming. 
Evaluation is distinct from assessment, 
which may be designed to examine 
country or sector context to inform project 
design, or an informal review of projects.” 

“The systematic collection and analysis 
of information about the characteristics 
and outcomes of programs and projects 
as a basis for judgments, to improve 
effectiveness, and/or inform decisions 
about current and future programming. 
Evaluation is distinct from assessment, 
which may be designed to examine 
country or sector context to inform project 
design, or an informal review of projects.” 

“A systematic collection and analysis of information and 
evidence about the characteristics and outcomes of an 
ongoing or completed initiative, and its design, implementation, 
and results. Evaluations determine relevance, value, 
effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, and impact as a 
basis for improving effectiveness and to inform decision 
makers regarding future plans, programs, and activities. 
Evaluation, distinct from assessment and monitoring, focuses 
on documenting the achievement of outcomes and results 
and in some cases the value of continuing the investment.” 

Source: USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” April 18, 2018, pp. 23, 95; CNA, “Understanding Monitoring and Evaluation: Lessons from Afghanistan Reconstruction Programs,” unpublished draft for 
SIGAR LLP, pp. 3, 5, 6; DOD, “Instruction 5132.14: Assessment, Monitoring, and Evaluation Policy for the Security Corporate Enterprise,” January 13, 2017, pp. 20, 21; USAID, “ADS Chapter 201: 
Program Cycle Operational Policy,” June 11, 2019, p. 14; State, “18 Foreign Affairs Manual 301.4,” Program and Project Design, Monitoring and Evaluation, p. 2. 

TABLE 10
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The remainder of this appendix discusses each agency’s M&E policies in detail, 
providing a benchmark that we use to analyze the actual practice of M&E in chapters 2, 
3, and 4. These policies also serve as the basis of several recommendations made in the 
final chapter of this report.

USAID: An Extraordinarily Complex M&E System
USAID refers to M&E as MEL—for “monitoring, evaluation and learning,” activities 
that the agency explicitly links together.1433 USAID’s highly elaborated M&E policies 
are detailed in Automated Directives System, Chapter 201, which describes the way 
the agency plans and delivers development programming.1434 (For simplicity’s sake, this 
report generally refers to ADS Chapter 201 as either “USAID policies” or, where more 
appropriate, “USAID policy.”) Programming is conceived, implemented, and modified 
through what USAID calls the “program cycle,” which consists of three main stages: 
strategic planning, design and implementation, and monitoring and evaluation.1435 While 
M&E features as a distinct component in the program cycle, feedback from M&E systems 
is intended to inform all other stages.

The pages that follow explain these stages and describe the ways in which M&E figures 
into each. It is easy to get lost amid the plethora of technical terms and Byzantine 
processes that are the hallmarks of USAID’s policy. Graphics throughout this section 
explain key documents, definitions, and procedures with illustrative examples. In this 
appendix, we use the version of Automated Directives System Chapter 201 dated June 11, 
2019 as a reference. Elsewhere in the report, we refer to the July 23, 2020 version of the 
chapter, as appropriate.

At USAID, M&E Is Organized around Strategy

M&E systems at USAID begin with strategy—specifically, a Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy, which articulates a mission’s objectives for a given country 
and the planned approach for achieving them.1436 The strategy is mapped out in 
something called the results framework—a visual representation of a hierarchical 
sequence of outcomes that are presumed to produce strategic effects.1437 It describes 
how intermediate outcomes, if achieved, will result in the attainment of increasingly 
broader objectives, stretching all the way along an assumed causal hierarchy towards 
an overarching, country-level goal.1438 For example, in Afghanistan, USAID assumes that:

• increasing the commercial viability of Afghan businesses and the productivity of key 
agricultural crops will -

• improve the competitiveness of Afghan value chains, which in turn will -
• accelerate exports and economic growth -
• thereby rendering Afghanistan a more “economically viable” country that is better 

positioned to be a national security partner of the United States.1439 

Understanding the structure of a results framework is crucial for comprehending 
how USAID’s M&E systems are supposed to work. In general, the closer an outcome 
is to the level of the framework on which actual implementation occurs, the more 

A USAID mission is made 
up of USAID personnel 
working together within a 
given assistance-recipient 
country.

USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” April 
18, 2018, p. 165.
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accountable USAID holds itself for results. The graphics on pages 202–203 visualize 
the results framework for USAID’s current Country Development Cooperation Strategy 
for Afghanistan, provide illustrative M&E requirements at each level of the framework, 
and summarize some of the outcomes USAID currently hopes to achieve.

Built around the Results Framework, the Performance Management Plan  
Is a USAID Mission’s Highest-level M&E Tool
Structured around the results framework, the country-level performance management 
plan is intended to be a mission’s primary tool for managing M&E processes.1440 The 
plan provides a sweeping view of what a mission aims to accomplish in a given country, 
reiterates the hierarchy of outcomes presented in the results framework, describes the 
portfolios of projects and activities that aim to support those outcomes, and explains 
how M&E will be used to track progress at each level of the hierarchy, including 
what indicators will be used. In other words, the performance management plan is an 
overarching, strategic-level M&E document to which programmatic M&E efforts are 

THE PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT PLAN IN ACTION: AN EXAMPLE FROM USAID’S 2011–2015 PMP

Source: USAID, “U.S. Foreign Assistance for Afghanistan Post Performance Management Plan 2011–2015,” October 2, 2010, pp. 2–3, 10, 12; USAID, “U.S. Foreign Assistance for Afghanistan 
Post Performance Management Plan 2011–2015: Annex I - Assistance Objective 1: Improved Performance and Accountability of Governance,” October 2, 2010, pp. 7, 13.
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In its opening pages, the 2011–2015 PMP provided 
an overview of what USAID and its agency counterparts 
were hoping to accomplish in Afghanistan. In essence, 
the overall objective was to partner with the Afghan 
government “in order to build its capacity to provide its 
people a stable future.” The PMP also included a complex 
results framework.

The PMP described active and planned projects supporting 
each intermediate outcome presented in the results 
framework. For example, in order to strengthen 
“governance and service delivery at [the] national and 
sub-national levels,” the PMP detailed a USAID program 
intended to make Afghanistan’s legislature more effective.

The PMP described when activity level data would be 
collected and consolidated by the mission —“during 
the �rst quarter” of every year—in order to meet annual 
reporting requirements. The PMP also explained who was 
responsible for collecting this data.

The PMP presented the indicators to be used at each level 
of outcome speci�ed in the results framework. For example, 
the indicator “number of women holding seats in national 
parliament” was intended to capture progress towards the 
broad outcome “improved performance and accountability 
of governance.” Lower down, the indicator “number of 
judges trained with [U.S. government] assistance” was 
intended to help measure the subordinate outcome 
“formal rule of law system improved.”

Articulating what 
USAID was trying 
to accomplish

Describing the 
portfolio of projects 
intended to achieve 
outcomes

Explaining how M&E 
will be implemented

Describing relevant 
indicators

EXAMPLES FROM THE PMPFUNCTION

FIGURE 9
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AT USAID, THE COUNTRY-LEVEL RESULTS FRAMEWORK HELPS ORGANIZE M&E

USAID’s Country Development Cooperation Strategy is mapped out in something called the results framework—
a visual representation of outcomes that, combined, are presumed to produce strategic effects. It describes how 
lower-order outcomes relate and contribute to broader objectives, moving upward towards an overarching, 
country-level goal. USAID uses speci�c terms to describe each level of outcome. For example, a CDCS goal is 
the broadest anticipated outcome of a strategy and typically re�ects U.S. foreign policy objectives to which 
USAID, along with other agencies, are expected to contribute. By contrast, at the lowest level of the hierarchy, 
a sub-intermediate result re�ects a much more discrete outcome that an individual intervention is intended to 
produce. In general, M&E requirements are more expansive at lower levels of the results framework hierarchy. 
The �gure below illustrates USAID’s results framework using an example from the agency’s current Country 
Development Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan. The table to the left of the �gure describes the type of 
outcome or impact depicted in each level of the hierarchy and provides example M&E requirements associated 
with each tier. As this example represents only one branch of the results framework, the graphic on the adjacent 
page provides a more complete picture. 

ILLUSTRATIVE RESULTS 
FRAMEWORK HIERARCHY

Development Objective 1
Private sector-driven and export-led 

economic growth accelerated

CDCS Goal
A more inclusive, economically viable, and 

self-reliant country with which the U.S. government 
can better partner in its national security strategy.

DESCRIPTION

A CDCS goal is the highest-level, long-
term outcome USAID seeks to 
in�uence. It often re�ects broad U.S. 
foreign policy interests that USAID, 
along with other U.S. government 
agencies, are seeking to advance.

Intermediate results are outcomes 
that, combined, contribute to the 
achievement of a development 
objective.

Intermediate results, in turn, are 
comprised of sub-intermediate results.

Development objectives are the most 
ambitious outcomes to which USAID, 
along with other development actors, 
can directly contribute through their 
interventions.

M&E REQUIREMENTS

By necessity, periodic strategic-level 
M&E processes like portfolio reviews 
and midcourse stocktaking exercises 
discuss progress towards the goal but 
ultimately focus more on lower levels of 
the results framework hierarchy.

The scope of M&E requirements at this 
level of the hierarchy and below is 
broad. For example, whereas develop-
ment-objective performance indicators 
are optional, intermediate-result 
performance indicators are required.

M&E requirements for sub-intermediate 
results are similar to those for 
intermediate results.

M&E requirements start to become 
more expansive at this level of the 
hierarchy. For example, USAID requires 
monitoring plans for each development 
objective that describe how progress 
and key assumptions will be assessed.

Note: USAID’s country-level results framework for Afghanistan is large. Consequently, some intermediate objectives and sub-intermediate results are 
not depicted.

Source: USAID, “Afghanistan Country Development Cooperation Strategy FY 2019–2023,” September, 2018, p. 27–30; State, “Afghanistan: Integrated 
Country Strategy,” September 2018, p. 7; USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” April 18, 2018, pp. 40, 76, 139, 235, 262; USAID, OAPA, “Fixed Amount 
Award No. 72030618FA00006, under Annual Program Statement (APS) Number APS 306-17-000003 and RFA-306-17-0000012 (Establishing Kabul 
Carpet Export Center (KCEC),” June 6, 2018, p. 28.

VISUALIZING USAID’S RESULTS FRAMEWORK

The �gure on the left depicts only one branch of the results framework for USAID’s current Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan. Below is a more complete visualization. Further descriptions of some 
outcomes and examples of interventions supporting them are presented beneath the results framework.

Boiled down, the objective “Private sector-driven and export-led economic growth accelerated” translates to bolstering Afghanistan’s economic growth by 
increasing its licit exports, particularly agricultural products. The theory is that Afghanistan has untapped export potential. For example, although the country 
produces high-quality agricultural products, Afghan exporters face obstacles to reaching regional markets. Hence the intermediate result “International trade 
and connectivity increased,” which entails interventions that connect Afghan exporters to regional buyers, among others. Increasing international trade, 
USAID theorizes, will also require certain legal and regulatory reforms, like reducing the number of steps and the amount of paperwork required to export 
products—an intervention captured in the sub-intermediate result “Improved regulatory environment for business.” 

USAID also believes that increasing trade will require better export infrastructure, such as cold-storage facilities at Afghan airports that can keep agricultural 
products fresh. Thus, USAID includes the sub-intermediate result “Export infrastructure improved.” The intermediate result “Competitiveness of value chains 
increased,” meanwhile, re�ects another way USAID plans to accelerate export-led growth. Afghanistan’s current portfolio of exports consists largely of raw 
products (i.e. products at the low end of a value chain) that are processed in neighboring countries (which, by processing the raw products, add value to 
them). By ceding processing to its neighbors, Afghanistan sacri�ces economic value it would otherwise capture. An example of an intervention contributing 
to this intermediate result is increasing Afghanistan’s domestic capacity to cut and wash un�nished carpets—functions often performed by businesses in 
neighboring Pakistan.
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AT USAID, THE COUNTRY-LEVEL RESULTS FRAMEWORK HELPS ORGANIZE M&E

USAID’s Country Development Cooperation Strategy is mapped out in something called the results framework—
a visual representation of outcomes that, combined, are presumed to produce strategic effects. It describes how 
lower-order outcomes relate and contribute to broader objectives, moving upward towards an overarching, 
country-level goal. USAID uses speci�c terms to describe each level of outcome. For example, a CDCS goal is 
the broadest anticipated outcome of a strategy and typically re�ects U.S. foreign policy objectives to which 
USAID, along with other agencies, are expected to contribute. By contrast, at the lowest level of the hierarchy, 
a sub-intermediate result re�ects a much more discrete outcome that an individual intervention is intended to 
produce. In general, M&E requirements are more expansive at lower levels of the results framework hierarchy. 
The �gure below illustrates USAID’s results framework using an example from the agency’s current Country 
Development Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan. The table to the left of the �gure describes the type of 
outcome or impact depicted in each level of the hierarchy and provides example M&E requirements associated 
with each tier. As this example represents only one branch of the results framework, the graphic on the adjacent 
page provides a more complete picture. 

ILLUSTRATIVE RESULTS 
FRAMEWORK HIERARCHY

Development Objective 1
Private sector-driven and export-led 

economic growth accelerated

CDCS Goal
A more inclusive, economically viable, and 

self-reliant country with which the U.S. government 
can better partner in its national security strategy.

DESCRIPTION

A CDCS goal is the highest-level, long-
term outcome USAID seeks to 
in�uence. It often re�ects broad U.S. 
foreign policy interests that USAID, 
along with other U.S. government 
agencies, are seeking to advance.

Intermediate results are outcomes 
that, combined, contribute to the 
achievement of a development 
objective.

Intermediate results, in turn, are 
comprised of sub-intermediate results.

Development objectives are the most 
ambitious outcomes to which USAID, 
along with other development actors, 
can directly contribute through their 
interventions.

M&E REQUIREMENTS

By necessity, periodic strategic-level 
M&E processes like portfolio reviews 
and midcourse stocktaking exercises 
discuss progress towards the goal but 
ultimately focus more on lower levels of 
the results framework hierarchy.

The scope of M&E requirements at this 
level of the hierarchy and below is 
broad. For example, whereas develop-
ment-objective performance indicators 
are optional, intermediate-result 
performance indicators are required.

M&E requirements for sub-intermediate 
results are similar to those for 
intermediate results.

M&E requirements start to become 
more expansive at this level of the 
hierarchy. For example, USAID requires 
monitoring plans for each development 
objective that describe how progress 
and key assumptions will be assessed.

Note: USAID’s country-level results framework for Afghanistan is large. Consequently, some intermediate objectives and sub-intermediate results are 
not depicted.

Source: USAID, “Afghanistan Country Development Cooperation Strategy FY 2019–2023,” September, 2018, p. 27–30; State, “Afghanistan: Integrated 
Country Strategy,” September 2018, p. 7; USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” April 18, 2018, pp. 40, 76, 139, 235, 262; USAID, OAPA, “Fixed Amount 
Award No. 72030618FA00006, under Annual Program Statement (APS) Number APS 306-17-000003 and RFA-306-17-0000012 (Establishing Kabul 
Carpet Export Center (KCEC),” June 6, 2018, p. 28.

VISUALIZING USAID’S RESULTS FRAMEWORK

The �gure on the left depicts only one branch of the results framework for USAID’s current Country Development 
Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan. Below is a more complete visualization. Further descriptions of some 
outcomes and examples of interventions supporting them are presented beneath the results framework.

Boiled down, the objective “Private sector-driven and export-led economic growth accelerated” translates to bolstering Afghanistan’s economic growth by 
increasing its licit exports, particularly agricultural products. The theory is that Afghanistan has untapped export potential. For example, although the country 
produces high-quality agricultural products, Afghan exporters face obstacles to reaching regional markets. Hence the intermediate result “International trade 
and connectivity increased,” which entails interventions that connect Afghan exporters to regional buyers, among others. Increasing international trade, 
USAID theorizes, will also require certain legal and regulatory reforms, like reducing the number of steps and the amount of paperwork required to export 
products—an intervention captured in the sub-intermediate result “Improved regulatory environment for business.” 

USAID also believes that increasing trade will require better export infrastructure, such as cold-storage facilities at Afghan airports that can keep agricultural 
products fresh. Thus, USAID includes the sub-intermediate result “Export infrastructure improved.” The intermediate result “Competitiveness of value chains 
increased,” meanwhile, re�ects another way USAID plans to accelerate export-led growth. Afghanistan’s current portfolio of exports consists largely of raw 
products (i.e. products at the low end of a value chain) that are processed in neighboring countries (which, by processing the raw products, add value to 
them). By ceding processing to its neighbors, Afghanistan sacri�ces economic value it would otherwise capture. An example of an intervention contributing 
to this intermediate result is increasing Afghanistan’s domestic capacity to cut and wash un�nished carpets—functions often performed by businesses in 
neighboring Pakistan.
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supposed to connect.1441 Figure 9 on page 203 illustrates how USAID’s performance 
management plan for the 2011–2015 period performed these functions.1442 

USAID Projects are Designed to Support Outcomes Identified in a Strategy
Once a mission has produced a results framework, it must define how it will achieve 
those results.1443 This occurs through the project design process, which guides the 
execution of a strategic approach.1444 Projects, which are generally aligned with 
a single intermediate result in the results framework, consist of multiple activities. 
These activities directly carry out an intervention via contracts, grants, or cooperative 
agreements.1445 The culmination of the project design process is the project 
appraisal document.1446 

The project appraisal document presents a project’s theory of change—a statement that 
explains why implementing the project will, in theory, lead to desired outcomes—and 
an associated implementation plan, including descriptions of the project’s activities.1447 
It also includes the project’s monitoring, evaluation, and learning plan, which lays 
important groundwork for future M&E actions and builds on the performance 
management plan.1448 

Activity MEL plans flow from project MEL plans and must be in place before major 
implementation actions begin.1449 Among other purposes, activity MEL plans describe 
the monitoring approaches to be applied during implementation and define relevant 
performance indicators consisting of activity-level outputs and outcomes.1450 Activity 
MEL plans fulfill many of the same functions as performance management plans, 
though they are applied to individual awards as opposed to a strategic portfolio of 
contracts. For example, the MEL plan for USAID’s Initiative for Hygiene, Sanitation, 
and Nutrition activity, which aimed to expand nutrition and water, sanitation and 
hygiene interventions in Afghanistan, contained:1451

• a narrative describing how the nutrition and sanitation activity was believed 
to contribute to USAID’s overarching strategy, 

• an activity-level results framework that described presumed connections between 
the activity’s objectives and relevant outcomes and impact, and

• a list of performance indicators to track progress 

Figure 12 summarizes the various functions of an activity MEL plan, using the Initiative 
for Hygiene, Sanitation and Nutrition activity as an example.

Definitions, Requirements, and Principles of Monitoring and Evaluation
After strategic planning, project design and implementation, and activity design and 
implementation, the last major component of the program cycle is monitoring and 
evaluation—the purpose of which, according to USAID policy, “is to apply knowledge 
gained from evidence and analysis to improve development outcomes and ensure 
accountability for the resources used to achieve them.”1452 



MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF RECONSTRUCTION CONTRACTING 

JULY 2021  |  205

Monitoring Is Routine Tracking of Progress Towards Targets
Defined as “the ongoing and systematic tracking of data or information relevant to 
USAID strategies, projects, and activities,” monitoring is the bread and butter of USAID’s 
M&E system.1453 While monitoring may sound like merely collecting information, it is 
intended to be an active process that involves planning, selecting which data to collect, 
ensuring that it is reliable, properly collecting and maintaining it, and then analyzing it 
to make decisions and adapt methods.1454 During implementation, monitoring aims to 
promote accountability and provide data for evaluations where appropriate.1455

USAID missions conduct two types of monitoring.1456 Performance monitoring collects 
indicator data and other information that shows whether implementation is on track and 
whether an activity is achieving expected results; it directly informs judgments about 
particular approaches.1457 USAID recommends comparing actual results as measured 
by these indicators to initially expected targets, then comparing that analysis with the 
assumptions underlying the intervention logic of each level of the results framework.1458 

ILLUSTRATING THE FUNCTIONS OF AN ACTIVITY MEL PLAN

Source: FHI 360, “Initiative for Hygiene, Sanitation and Nutrition (IHSAN) Activity Monitoring Evaluation & Learning Plan (AMELP) FY 2020,” November 13, 2019, pp. 10–11, 14, 16.

“USAID/Afghanistan has adopted a transformation 
strategy based on the fact that investments in nutrition, 
through a multi-sectoral approach, are critical to support 
economic and social development and increased stability 
supportive of national security. The IHSAN project’s 
[theory of change] and results framework are clearly linked 
with the USAID/Afghanistan Transformation Strategy.”

Through the results framework, the MEL plan explained 
how the relatively narrow outcomes IHSAN aimed to 
produce would contribute to broader outcomes outlined in 
USAID’s strategy. For example, IHSAN aimed to strengthen 
the leadership of Afghanistan’s Public Nutrition Depart-
ment, which, in turn would bolster Afghan ownership of 
public health responses and, in theory, lead to improved 
health outcomes for Afghans.

The MEL plan presented an eight-page list of performance 
indicators that would be used to track progress, including 
baselines and targets for each. For example, to measure 
impact, activity implementers planned to track the 
“reduction in prevalence of anemia among [women of 
reproductive age]” using data from a periodic household 
survey conducted in Afghanistan. To track outputs and 
ensure that training goals were being met, the implement-
ers planned to track the “number of individuals receiving 
nutrition-related professional training through USG 
supported programs.”
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Context monitoring involves collecting information about external conditions that may 
affect a mission’s strategy, projects, and activities.1459 It, too, is meant to be used to 
assess the assumptions of the results framework and the intervention logic of projects 
and activities.1460

Evaluation Focuses on Whether and Why Results Were Achieved
Defined as “the systematic collection and analysis of information about the 
characteristics and outcomes of strategies, projects, and activities,” evaluation is 
monitoring’s complement.1461 While monitoring is an ongoing tracking process, USAID’s 
evaluations usually happen at defined intervals, and normally incorporate data that have 
been collected through monitoring and other sources. However, just as with monitoring, 
the purpose of evaluation is to inform decisions that will improve program effectiveness 
and accountability.1462 USAID provides a similar set of principles to guide evaluations: 
Evaluations should be planned during the design of strategies, projects, and activities; 
unbiased in measurement and reporting; relevant; based on best methods to generate the 
most credible evidence; oriented toward reinforcing local ownership; and transparent.1463 
USAID categorizes evaluations into two types: impact and performance.1464

Types of Evaluation 
Impact evaluations measure the change in a development outcome that is directly 
attributable to an intervention. As changes to outcomes may occur due to reasons other 
than an intervention, impact evaluations attempt to control for all relevant factors that 
might also account for observed changes.1465 

For example, an observed outcome for a vocational-training intervention may be an 
increase in employment among beneficiaries. However, looking only at the employment 
status of beneficiaries would not be sufficient to establish impact. Other factors, such 
as a growing local economy coincident with the intervention, could also account for 
the change. Consequently, an impact evaluation would have to define and evaluate 
a counterfactual—in this case, by determining the change in employment status 
for a group of non-beneficiaries whose demographics and circumstances resemble 
those of the beneficiaries. The counterfactual, in other words, attempts to answer 
the question, “what would have happened to the beneficiaries had they not received 
the intervention?”

Performance evaluations focus on what a particular program or action has achieved, 
how it was implemented, whether the expected results occurred, and other questions 
pertinent to project design, management and decision making.1466 Performance 
evaluations may address any cause-and-effect, descriptive, or normative questions 
(for example, how a project is perceived or valued).1467 Performance evaluations 
“often incorporate before-after comparisons but generally lack a rigorously 
defined counterfactual.”1468 
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Strategic-Level Evaluation Zooms Out from Individual Projects to Focus  
on the Bigger Picture
Within USAID, the term “evaluation” generally refers only to evaluations of projects and 
activities. However, evaluation-like processes periodically occur at the strategic level. 
The most important are portfolio reviews and mid-course stocktaking exercises.1469 

Portfolio reviews give missions an opportunity at least once a year to examine “all 
aspects of the mission’s strategy, projects, or activities” and review progress toward 
strategic results.1470 The portfolio review assesses how well projects are progressing 
toward achieving the objectives of the Country Development Cooperation Strategy, 
any changes to beginning assumptions, changes in context, what features of projects 
might need to change, and the status of post-evaluation action plans.1471 These reviews 
aim both to update current strategy, and to inform the development of future 
strategic documents.1472 

Note: As used here, the term “technical of�ce” refers to a group of USAID personnel responsible for implementing and overseeing activities speci�c 
to an individual sector, in an individual country. In Afghanistan, USAID’s technical of�ces include those for health, education, economic growth, 
infrastructure, and governance, among several others. A contracting of�cer’s representative or agreement of�cer’s representative that oversees 
an individual activity typically comes from the technical of�ce responsible for the activity.

Source: USAID, “ADS Chapter 201: Program Cycle Operational Policy,” partial revision dated June 11, 2019; USAID, “Glossary of ADS Terms,” 
April 18, 2018, pp. 57, 126, 191, 200, 235.
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reiterates the hierarchy of outcomes presented 

in the results framework, describes the 
portfolios of projects and activities that aim to 

support those outcomes, and explains how 
M&E will be used to track progress at each 

level of the hierarchy.

Key Personnel: Mission Director, with input 
from technical of�ces with responsibility for 

speci�c sectors, such as agriculture

Project MEL 
Plan

An element of the 
PAD, the project 
MEL plan aims to 

lay the groundwork 
for future M&E by 
articulating how 

data will be 
collected, organized, 

analyzed.

Key Personnel: 
Technical of�ce 

project lead, 
Mission Director

Project Appraisal Document (PAD)
The project appraisal document presents a 

project’s theory of change, which explains why 
implementing the project will, in theory, lead 

to desired outcomes. It also includes an 
implementation plan and the project 

monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) plan.

Key Personnel: Technical of�ce project lead, 
Mission Director

Activity MEL 
Plans

Serves a similar 
purpose as the 

project MEL plan but 
is more granular. 

Key Personnel: 
Produced by 
implementing 

partners, approved 
by contracting 

of�cer’s 
representatives or 
agreement of�cer's 

representatives

Updates

Interrogates

Document             Document section            Process

Performance Monitoring 
Context Monitoring

 Indicator data and other information is 
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Defining Key State Department Entities
In order to submit State’s budget requests to the Congress, its Bureau of Budget and 
Planning takes into account both operational needs and program performance. It 
coordinates with State’s Office of Foreign Assistance to develop policies, plans, and 
programs that aim to achieve U.S. foreign policy goals.1482 State’s Office of Foreign 
Assistance has the lead for coordinating all U.S. foreign assistance activities, including 
policy, planning, and performance management. It also provides strategic direction for 
both State and USAID.1483 

Mid-course stocktaking exercises, which must happen at least once during the course 
of a strategy’s implementation, are essentially a more expansive version of portfolio 
reviews.1473 The most important functions of this exercise are to revalidate the results 
framework and its underlying assumptions, and to identify learning from monitoring 
data and evaluations.1474 An additional purpose of the exercise is to provide Washington-
based USAID personnel with a comprehensive update on strategic progress to date.1475 
In essence, they provide missions with a chance to “pause and reflect” in order to 
“generate and apply new learning.”1476

Chapter 2 examines causal claims made by USAID in its current 
Country Development Cooperation Strategy for Afghanistan. The 

analysis highlights the importance of ensuring the reliability and 
consistency of the underlying assumptions and evidence base for 

a strategy implemented mainly by contractors.

Obviously, USAID’s M&E processes are highly complex. Figure 13 on the previous page 
brings various elements of this subsection together, depicting how the parts of USAID’s 
program cycle fit together.

State: Evolving Towards “Managing for Results” 
State began to implement its first department-wide policy on evaluation in 2012.1477 Before 
then, monitoring and evaluation was implemented on a small-scale, ad hoc basis best 
suited to projects that had already been implemented and tested in other contexts.1478 
When funding for Afghanistan reconstruction rapidly increased beginning in 2009, State 
was compelled to quickly develop procedures for monitoring and evaluating a significantly 
higher amount of funding.1479 As part of a department-wide effort to improve performance 
measurement, State issued the Managing for Results framework in 2013.1480 The framework 
was intended to guide day-to-day performance management, as well as to assist strategic 
and operational-level decision-making.1481 

In 2015, the Bureau of Budget and Planning, together with the Office of Foreign 
Assistance, published an updated framework to establish objectives against which 
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activities could be measured, and to connect resource requests and activity reviews 
to those strategic objectives.1484 The framework also included instructions for how to 
monitor and evaluate progress and results.1485 This instruction tool kit was intended 
to help program designers and implementers determine what does and does not work 
effectively, and to incorporate that information into future programs. The tool kit was 
followed by the 2015 issuance of a second evaluation policy to work “in concert with 
[State’s] evaluation guidance.”1486 State issued a new monitoring and evaluation policy 
in 2017. In addition to M&E, the policy covered program and project design. Its primary 
purpose was to “establish a clear line of sight” from strategic objectives to individual 
programs, give guidance on how to achieve them, and collect data on whether those 
efforts were working as intended.1487

The Managing for Results Framework Draws a Line from Programs to Strategy
First developed in 2013, the Managing for Results Framework is intended to connect 
strategies with the programs supporting them through rigorous monitoring and 
evaluation practices that improve outcomes and inform decision-making.1488 The goals 
of the framework are to: 

• strengthen the decision-making process on strategic priorities, programming, and 
budgeting;

• increase transparency by demonstrating how the department spends resources; and
• improve coordination within the department and with external stakeholders.1489 

MfR provides the overarching framework for State’s program and project design, as 
well as monitoring and evaluation policies.1490 During the program design stage, bureaus 
are required to align programming to strategy, create program goals that advance this 
strategy, and articulate a specific theory of change describing how program activities 
will achieve strategic goals. This theory of change is captured in a logic model that links 
program inputs and activities with desired outputs and outcomes. Cumulatively, these 
steps are intended to create a foundation against which progress can be monitored and 
evaluated.1491 On the program level, bureaus articulate how they will fulfill MfR’s steps in 
a performance management plan, which includes descriptions of performance indicators 
used to track program progress and a framework against which strategic progress can 
be assessed, among other components.1492 

Overall, the best way to think about State’s M&E system is as a rough analogue to 
USAID’s, though it is not quite as elaborate. State’s 2012 evaluation policy was modeled 
on USAID’s 2011 policy.1493 State’s performance management plans fulfill purposes 
similar to those of USAID project and activity MEL plans.1494 As State’s “Program 
Design and Performance Management Toolkit” itself states, “to encourage congruence 
and a common lexicon, concepts from the USAID Automated Directives System are 
incorporated where possible.”1495 Figure 14 on the next page summarizes key aspects 
of State’s program design and performance management cycle.
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a A regional bureau is a State of�ce responsible for a geographic area. The Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs is the regional bureau that oversees State’s work in Afghanistan, among other 
countries. By contrast, functional bureaus focus on a speci�c policy area. For example, the Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement works on issues related to drug traf�cking, 
crime, and criminal justice. Functional and regional bureaus collaborate with each other to achieve broad policy goals.

b An example of a program is the Corrections System Support Program, which supports the development of a safer, more humane and more transparent prison system in Afghanistan. This aligns 
with the Integrated Country Strategy objective of “an Afghan government that is more stable . . . and increasingly capable of performing key functions” and the INL Functional Bureau Strategy 
objective of improving the rule of law capacity of vulnerable countries.

c In essence, a theory of change is an explanation of why and how a program contributes to broad strategic goals. For example, for the Corrections System Support Program, State theorizes that 
providing training and advice to Afghan corrections of�cials will increase the managerial capacity of those of�cials. This increase in managerial capacity, in conjunction with other program 
activities like infrastructure improvement, will theoretically result in a “safe, secure, humane, and transparent corrections system.” While programs are required by policy to have theories of 
change, they are not always well-articulated or fully explained.

Source: State, “Proposed Departmental Organizational Chart,” February 2020, accessed September 1, 2020; State, “18 Foreign Affairs Manual 301.1,” Managing for Results Framework, pp. 1–3; 
State, “18 Foreign Affairs Manual 301.4,” pp. 2, 9; State, “Foreign Assistance Library,” accessed November 6, 2020; State, “Program Design and Performance Management Toolkit,” pp. 8, 30, 
37; State, “Standard Foreign Assistance Indicators,” accessed September 1, 2020, p. 1; State, “Diplomacy in Action: Department of State Evaluation Policy,” archived content, January 29, 2015, 
accessed August 31, 2020; USAID, “Performance Monitoring Indicators,” accessed September 1, 2020, p. 3; USAID, “Standard Indicators,” accessed September 1, 2020, pp. 1–2; State, 
Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs Of�ce of Afghanistan and Pakistan, “Corrections System Support Program Performance Management Plan,” June 2017, pp. 5–7; 
State, “Annual Performance Review for CSSP,” January 2019, p. 5.

STEP ONE: STRATEGIC PLANNING 
Projects must align with high level strategic goals. Within a four-year 
Joint Strategic Plan, State sets strategic direction and priorities. 
Lower-level strategy, including country strategies, must �t into that 
framework, working all the way down, through embassies, to individual 
programs.b This document is focused on macro strategy, not individual 
program management. 

STEP TWO: DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 
Given limited resources, projects must be prioritized according to 
strategic plans. Program design must account for the restrictions of 
the host country environment. Individual programs must also have an 
underlying theory of change justifying the resources used.c Monitoring 
and evaluation must be integrated throughout program design. 

STEP THREE: PROGRAM MANAGEMENT
Program management involves collecting data within 
the structure of the Managing for Results Framework. Continually 
monitoring performance indicators allows individual programs to 
adjust based on shifts in data.  

STEP FOUR: LEARNING 
Feedback is incorporated back into the strategic planning process. 
This allows ongoing projects to continually improve and informs 
future projects. 

This is a cyclical process, not a linear one. Step Four feeds back into Step One, but the process often involves 
all four elements occurring simultaneously. 
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ROAD TESTING STATE’S PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 
TOOL KIT: THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTINUALLY 
REASSESSING PROGRAMMATIC ASSUMPTIONS
To demonstrate how it is supposed to work, State’s 
“Program Design and Performance Management Toolkit” 
walks readers through a hypothetical scenario: A State 
team is attempting to design a program to reduce 
air pollution and develop clean energy policies in 
a fictional country.1496 

The hypothetical case study involves a fictitious State 
employee—Mary—who is leading the design and 
management of a $5 million project that aims to help 
fulfill U.S. government climate-change goals in the country 
of Freedonia.1497 As the tool kit details, “It is up to Mary 
and her team to determine how best to use these funds 
to address climate change,” using (as might be expected) 
“this program design and performance management 
toolkit to guide the process.”1498 On and off through the 
next 58 pages, Mary dutifully runs through each step of 
the process. After considerable analysis, Mary designs 
and implements a program intended to increase the 
capacity of Freedonia’s national government to implement 
energy regulatory frameworks and to increase the 
Freedonian public’s demand for clean energy.1499 The case 
study ends with the production of a “strategic progress 
review framework” designed to assess progress towards 
program objectives.1500

The technique of using fictional case studies can be 
helpful. However, this particular one shows how program 
design can fall victim to faulty premises. In one particular 
key step—the determination of root causes, performed 
to ensure the program is “effectively [addressing] the 
true problem”—the case study seems to suffer from 
logical fallacies.1501

Specifically, Mary performs an analysis called “The 
Five Whys” in order to track the causal chain from the 
undesirable symptom her program seeks to address (high 
rates of greenhouse-gas emissions) down to its “original 

cause.”1502 In the process, Mary makes an implicit 
analytical leap that will have significant consequences: 
After determining that the people of Freedonia “are more 
concerned about the cost of energy than its source,” Mary 
asks, “Why don’t the people of Freedonia care where their 
energy comes from?”1503 

This question ignores her just-stated conclusion: 
Freedonians do care where their energy comes from. 
Specifically, they care that it comes from the cheapest 
source.1504 Mary nevertheless determines the answer 
to her question is that “the people of Freedonia are 
unconcerned or unaware of the harmful effects of burning 
coal or the economic possibilities new businesses could 
bring to the area,” and concludes that a public awareness 
campaign should be a key aspect of her clean energy 
program.1505 She has overlooked the very real possibility 
that Freedonians are well aware of the adverse health 
effects of using coal, but choose to continue doing so 
because immediate benefits outweigh long-term costs. 
Consequently, a substantial part of $5 million will be 
spent on a public awareness campaign that may not 
actually address the core reason why Freedonians do not 
demand clean energy. 

This flaw emphasizes what the tool kit states elsewhere: 
that a program’s “theory of change . . . should be 
reviewed periodically to determine if it should be 
modified.”1506 As various parts of Chapters 2, 3 and 4 
underscore, the assumptions guiding project design 
must be continually stress-tested by M&E systems. This 
is particularly true in complex, uncertain environments 
like Afghanistan, where causal processes are not always 
well understood.
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Indicator Selection within State’s M&E System: Innumerable Metrics, Informed 
by a Few Basic Principles
State defines a performance indicator as “a particular characteristic or dimension 
used to measure intended changes.”1507 The purpose of indicators is to generate better 
program design, more useful M&E, informed learning, better choices and outcomes, 
and to “connect the dots between strategic plans and how to get there.”1508 The most 
important are the Standard Foreign Assistance Indicators.1509 Informally known as 
“F-indicators” because they are annually reported to the Office of Foreign Assistance, 
these indicators were intended to improve coordination between State and USAID by 
standardizing the administration of foreign assistance programs.1510 Partly a response 
to criticisms that the effects of U.S. foreign assistance were unclear, standard indicators 
are intended to “measure and illustrate what foreign assistance accomplishes.”1511 

The benefit of the standard indicators is that they can be combined across the 
various countries and regions in which State operates. On an annual basis, each State 

WHAT DOES A STANDARD FOREIGN ASSISTANCE INDICATOR LOOK LIKE?

Categories and Examples of Foreign Assistance Indicators

Standard Indicator Categories Standard Indicator Examples

Peace and Security (PS) indicators correspond to U.S. counterterrorism, 
counternarcotics, and stabilization goals, among others. 

• PS.4.4-1 Number of individuals who have received U.S. government supported 
cybersecurity training 

• PS.5.1-27 Number of survivors of [human] trafficking with sustainable livelihoods 

Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance (DR) indicators aim to mea-
sure U.S. rule of law initiatives and efforts to bolster civil society. 

• DR.3.1-2 Number of groups trained in conflict mediation/resolution skills or consensus 
building techniques with U.S. government assistance 

• DR.5.2-2 Number of journalists trained and supported 

Health (HL) includes indicators designed to track progress against disease 
prevention and the effects of programs intended to improve nutrition. 

• HL.2.4-1 Number of multi-drug resistant tuberculosis cases detected 
• HL.3.1-2 Number of malaria rapid diagnostic tests purchased with U.S. government funds

Education (ES) includes indicators that measure progress against both 
basic and higher education objectives. 

• ES.1-3 Number of learners in primary schools or equivalent non-school based settings 
reached with U.S. government education assistance 

• ES.2-1 Number of host country higher education institutions receiving capacity 
development support with U.S. government assistance

Economic Growth (EG) indicators track a wide array of factors ranging 
from fiscal and monetary policy to agricultural development and workforce 
development (i.e., building workforce skills to make an economy more 
competitive).

• EG.2.1-2 Average time (in hours) to trade goods along trade corridor receiving 
U.S. government assistance 

• EG.6-3 Number of individuals who complete U.S. government-assisted workforce 
development programs

Humanitarian Assistance (HA) indicators seek to measure preparedness 
for natural disasters and migration management, among other areas. 

• HA.2.1-1 Number of people trained in disaster preparedness as a result 
of U.S. government assistance 

Some Indicators Involve Data From Multiple Categories

Cross Cutting Indicators measure focus areas across program categories. This creates more data points for certain kinds of analysis. Cross Cutting Indicators measure 
performance of programs related to gender, youth and scientific development, among others. Several of these categories are described below.

Gender - To disaggregate beneficiaries by gender, most indicators measuring the “number of individuals” split the category into men and women. Some indicators include a 
separate category that accounts for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) people. Indicator DR.3.1-2 (listed above) can be broken out to account for num-
ber of women’s groups, LGBTI groups, indigenous people’s groups and religious freedom groups, all of which may have implications for gender data. The ability to disaggregate 
can facilitate analysis of how “democracy, human rights and governance” interventions are affecting different beneficiary sub-groups.

Youth - Many indicators measuring adult recipients of assistance break down the data between “age 15–29” and “age 30+” for a closer analysis of programs meant 
for younger or older people. Some indicators, including EG.6-3, can be broken down even further, creating granular age-demographic data. 

Science, Technology and Innovation/Research - Indicators that examine scientific and technological innovation can be applied to developments that happen in 
any of the six major categories. Training programs across all six areas may involve the use of new technological advancements. Measuring innovation achieved with 
U.S. government funding could cover anything from an agricultural advancement that falls under “Economic Growth” to a new social media platform that impacts 
“Democracy, Human Rights and Governance.”

Source: State, “FY 2019 Master Indicator List,” n.d., accessed September 1, 2020; State, “Standard Foreign Assistance Indicators,” n.d.

TABLE 11
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mission and bureau implementing foreign assistance aggregates standard indicators 
in a performance plan and report, intended to convey progress towards strategic 
objectives.1512 Data from the performance plan and report are then compiled in State’s 
annual performance reports submitted to the President, the Congress, and the public.1513 
Among other things, annual performance reports aggregate standard indicators in order 
to “describe progress the department is making toward the achievement of its long-
term strategic goals.”1514 However, the indicators have been criticized for their focus on 
outputs, or “what USAID and State were doing with their budgets rather than what they 
were achieving with their budgets.”1515 Table 11 on page 214 provides further detail on 
standard indicators and presents examples by programmatic category.

State’s projects (as well as USAID’s) are often measured using a combination of standard 
and custom indicators. The latter are frequently more useful for measuring the effects 
of programs tailored to a specific context. For example, one significant development 
priority in Afghanistan has been promoting community-based education, an educational 
model that delivers instruction in communities where formal schooling is unavailable.1516 
Consequently, USAID’s five-year, $70 million Afghan Children Read activity, which aims 
to build the capacity of Afghanistan’s Ministry of Education and to pilot an early-grade 
reading curricula, uses numerous custom indicators to track progress against community-
based education-related objectives.1517 Whenever possible, however, standard indicators 
generally take precedence over customized metrics.1518 For example, one indicator in trade 
programs could be the amount of time required to move goods across borders. While there 
are many potential choices for the unit of time, the standard indicators make that choice 
for program designers: the standardized unit is days.1519 

State (and, by extension, USAID) places significant emphasis on indicator selection. 
According to State’s M&E policy, “to the extent practicable, program indicators should 
be objective, practical, useful, direct, attributable, timely, and adequate.”1520 Table 12 below 
defines each of these key indicator attributes. Among other topics, chapters 2 and 3 
of this report explore USAID and State’s use of indicators—a key aspect of agencies’ 
monitoring efforts—in the context of Afghanistan reconstruction.

TABLE 12

INDICATOR SELECTION CRITERIA 

Criteria Description

Objective Indicators should unambiguously measure a single thing. Potentially subjective terminology must be clearly defined.

Practical Indicator selection should consider the feasibility of collecting a particular data point. 

Useful Indicator data points should be relevant to program needs and allow for program adjustments.

Direct Indicators should directly measure the program result. In some cases, proxy indicators may be used.

Attributable Short-term indicators that measure results directly attributable to the program should be included.

Timely
Data with an extended lag time is not useful for decision making processes. Indicators should account for the 
program’s timeline.

Adequate Monitoring plans should not include unnecessary or excess data beyond what is needed for the M&E process.

Source: State, “Program Design and Performance Management Toolkit,” March 15, 2017, pp. 43–44.
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Measures of performance 
assess task accomplishment—
for example, measuring the 
physical quality of newly 
constructed ANDSF training 
facilities. 

Measures of effectiveness 
determine activity impact—
for example, looking at 
the impact of the training 
facilities on security.

SIGAR, Stabilization: Lessons from 
the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, 
SIGAR-18-48-LL, May 2018, p. 95.

At DOD, a Patchwork of Oversight and Other Processes Has Fulfilled 
Purposes Similar to M&E, but Standardization is Emerging 
DOD traditionally has not practiced M&E of reconstruction programming in ways 
directly comparable to USAID and State. That is, until DOD’s introduction in 2017 of 
a standardized assessment, monitoring, and evaluation policy for security cooperation, 
there were no standardized DOD processes equivalent to the highly complex M&E 
systems of USAID, or even to those of State, which have trended in the direction of 
similar elaboration.1521 But DOD has traditionally used various analogous standards and 
processes that have fulfilled similar purposes.1522 In particular, DOD has generally tried 
to track both measures of performance and measures of effectiveness to determine the 
outputs, outcomes, and impact of its wide array of programs and contracts.1523

DOD’s first step towards a formal, standardized M&E policy appears to have occurred in 
2008, after M&E requirements and resources were included in DOD’s policy guidance for 
fiscal year 2008 overseas humanitarian assistance.1524 In 2011, an increased emphasis on 
assessment across DOD resulted in a prototype M&E handbook developed by the RAND 
Corporation to guide the assessment of military humanitarian assistance.1525 Eventually, 
DOD released its aforementioned AM&E policy for security cooperation—but as a result 
of pressure from the Congress, not internal pressure, according to one knowledgeable 
observer.1526

DOD’s 2017 Assessment, Monitoring, and Evaluation Policy Introduced  
Possibilities for Standardization and Greater Rigor 
The 2017 National Defense Authorization Act required DOD to establish an AM&E 
process for security cooperation programs, which would include public summaries 
of evaluations and an annual report to the Congress documenting lessons learned and 
best practices.1527 In response, DOD issued an AM&E policy for security cooperation 
in January 2017.1528 It defined the goal of AM&E as determining return on investment, 
identifying and improving or eliminating ineffective initiatives, providing credible 
oversight information, increasing understanding of which security cooperation methods 
work and why, and applying lessons learned to inform future security cooperation 
resources and policy decisions.1529 These goals are similar to M&E as practiced by State 
and USAID.

The new policy required DOD to:
• Develop an initiative design document that specifies measurable, attainable, relevant, 

and time-bound objectives to guide all security cooperation initiatives and to help 
ensure the program is effectively implemented;1530 

• Develop a performance management plan for the security cooperation initiative, 
which includes a logic framework that maps program goals and objectives to the 
activities necessary to achieve desired effects; and1531 

• Conduct independent evaluations of significant security-cooperation initiatives 
to determine their relevance, effectiveness, and sustainability.1532 
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Congressional pressure on DOD to institutionalize monitoring and evaluation 
continued.1533 The 2019 NDAA directed DOD to allocate at least $6 million towards 
AM&E of security-cooperation activities.1534 Moreover, the act made 50 percent of 
defense-wide operation and maintenance spending contingent on DOD’s submission 
to the Congress of “a description of the activities planned for fiscal year 2019 for the 
evaluation of security cooperation programs” and a description of how DOD planned 
to organize and provide training in order to fulfill the intent of the AM&E requirement 
established two years before in the 2017 NDAA.1535 As the same knowledgeable 
observer commented, “It seemed like Congress didn’t believe that DOD was moving 
fast enough.”1536 According to DOD, it is “actively implementing a global program 
of AM&E,” and, since fiscal year 2019, has spent $20 million on AM&E annually.1537

How DOD Conceptualizes Assessment, Monitoring, and Evaluation in Doctrine 
and Policy
While DOD doctrine is not technically policy, it contains procedures and describes 
processes that can be thought of as “policy-like,” particularly in relation to M&E. The 
aspects of doctrine that are described here illuminate M&E-like frameworks that DOD 
has used in Afghanistan and other contingency environments that existed before the 
release of its 2017 AM&E policy.

Assessment Determines Progress Towards Operational Goals
According to one of DOD’s numerous definitions, assessment is the “determination 
of progress toward accomplishing a task, creating a condition, or achieving an 
objective.”1538 The most significant form is operation assessment—the primary 
process through which the U.S. military determines how to conduct a campaign, and 
then measures progress against campaign objectives. In Afghanistan, the concept of 
assessment encompassed not just traditional warfighting activities, but also non-combat 
reconstruction activities.1539 Operation assessments are flexible in their conduct and can 
be tailored to each commander’s goals and decision-making style.1540

Operation assessment procedures are detailed in the doctrine that guides DOD’s 
planning process—that is, how the organization defines goals and designs strategies to 
achieve them. Ideally, planning begins with the definition of specific national strategic 
objectives and military end states around which actions and resources are focused.1541 
After goals and strategies are determined, doctrine requires that commanders monitor 
their operating environment and assess progress toward desired objectives, as well as 
assess the effectiveness of operations in obtaining desired end states.1542 To perform this 
assessment, a commander’s staff notes changes in the operating environment, identifies 
and analyzes risks and opportunities, and formally provides recommendations on 
courses of action.1543 In theory, the commander will then use this information to adjust 
plans in order to make successful accomplishment of the mission more likely.1544 

In addition to operation assessments, there are also “independent assessments”: 
DOD commissions third parties such as RAND and CNA to determine the effects 
of DOD programs or efforts, ranging from how development projects funded through 
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the Commander’s Emergency Response Program contributed to counterinsurgency 
objectives to how DOD’s train, advise, and assist efforts should focus on strengthening 
the ANDSF.1545 Independent assessments bear some similarity to USAID and State 
evaluations, in that they are advanced analytic exercises measuring and evaluating the 
effects of DOD programs or efforts, and are conducted by third parties.1546 However, 
such assessments are sometimes more expansive than USAID or State evaluations, 
which generally look retroactively at the effects of discrete projects or programs. For 
example, DOD-funded independent assessments of the ANDSF examined a wide array 
of factors, including the ANDSF’s strength, structure, posture, and ability to provide 
adequate security. Analysis of the latter involved forward-looking estimates of insurgent 
actions and future levels of security.1547

DOD Has Used Monitoring to Determine Whether Contractors Are Performing 
Required Tasks
DOD has defined monitoring as “a continuous process designed to provide regular 
feedback on the extent to which expected outputs and outcomes are being achieved 
to inform decisions or corrective actions.”1548 DOD defines the goal of monitoring as 
measuring “the direct and near-term consequences of initiative activities” in order to 
“to validate the theory of change throughout implementation and an early indication 
of the likelihood that expected results will be attained.”1549 

However, this definition comes from the 2017 AM&E policy, and does not represent 
how DOD conceived of monitoring for most of Afghanistan’s reconstruction.1550 That 
is more accurately captured in DOD contracting doctrine, which describes monitoring 
as a process by which post-contract award oversight and performance monitoring 
are directly tied to the Federal Acquisition Regulation-based contract administration 
process—which emphasizes whether contracted work is executed on time, within 
budget, and to standard.1551 

According to DOD, monitoring begins as a collaborative process between contractors 
and DOD. Contractors propose a plan for quality assurance, management, and reporting 
requirements to DOD.1552 When agreed upon, these reporting requirements, known as a 
contract data requirements list, are submitted to the contracting officer’s representative 
and are distributed from there to other stakeholders, such as the contracting officer, the 
program office, and the agency requesting projects or programs.1553 Commanders and 
their staff are responsible for assessing the readiness impacts of contracted services, 
for ensuring there is a sufficient number of contracting officer’s representatives to 
conduct proper oversight, and for taking action to address major concerns about 
programming.1554 Although DOD contracting doctrine states that the positive effects of 
monitoring can be hard to detect and that even good monitoring practices do not assure 
success, it argues that without proper command involvement and post-contract award 
oversight, the commander’s staff is likely to experience higher operational costs and 
increased risks to forces and the military mission.1555 As Chapter 4 describes, because 
of its importance to reconstruction, contracting in Afghanistan eventually became 
“commander’s business.”
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Evaluation Is Intended to Produce Learning and to Prompt Adaptation
Like other agencies, DOD conceptualizes “evaluation” primarily as a learning process, by 
which information collected either specifically for evaluation or through prior monitoring 
is used to determine whether and why (or why not) a program created its intended effects. 
As with monitoring, DOD has traditionally lacked a formal evaluation system. Instead, 
DOD has evolved its own measures and processes to evaluate programs—though they are 
less codified than those at State or USAID. For example, as previously mentioned, DOD 
formally defines two different categories of indicators: measures of performance focus on 
task accomplishment (for instance, whether mentoring of the Afghan National Defense 
and Security Forces is occurring as scheduled), and measures of effectiveness focus 
on results (for example, looking at how mentoring is affecting the combat capabilities 
of Afghan troops).1556 While these formal indicator categories can be used to guide 
evaluation-like exercises, there is no DOD parallel for the extent of department-wide 
standardization that exists at State and USAID—in other words, no lengthy standard 
indicator list from which to select metrics and assess progress. 

But lack of standardization does not mean that forms of evaluation did not occur even 
before the release of DOD’s 2017 AM&E policy for security cooperation. Contract 
management reviews for instance, are roughly analogous to an evaluation of a portfolio 
of contracts. They allow commanders or relevant stakeholders to review all the 
contracts under their authority and maintain, modify, or eliminate them as needed 
in light of campaign goals and current strategy.1557 Evaluation of this sort is typically 
a commander-centric process.1558

DOD’s AM&E policy requires DOD to conduct evaluations of significant security cooperation 
initiatives.1559 The policy defines evaluation as “the systematic collection and analysis 
of information . . . about the characteristics and outcomes of an ongoing or completed 
initiative, and its design, implementation, and results.”1560 According to the instruction, 
evaluations have a wide range of goals, including determining the “relevance, value, 
effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, and impact” of programs in order to improve 
effectiveness and inform future plans, programs, and activities.1561 The instruction 
specifically separates evaluation from assessment and monitoring, due to its focus on 
“documenting the achievement of outcomes and results” and the value of U.S. investment.1562 

Although the stated objective of these evaluations is to “measure the effectiveness and 
impact” of certain initiatives, DOD does not believe that impact evaluations are possible 
within the context of security cooperation, as impact is too difficult to ascertain. 
Specifically, DOD has stated that it does not consider the use of counterfactuals 
(necessary for assessing impact) to be a feasible methodological strategy. DOD has 
reported that it plans to “conduct only performance evaluations of security cooperation 
initiatives” and does not plan to conduct impact evaluations.1563 

While the AM&E policy offers elaborate guidance on evaluation, similar to monitoring, this 
policy is relatively new, limited to the security cooperation sector, and does not represent 
how evaluation has been practiced for most of DOD’s participation in Afghanistan 
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reconstruction. DOD contracting doctrine offers a more representative framework for  
how evaluation has been conceived of and practiced. Within doctrine, “assessing contract 
execution readiness impact and determining future need” serves as an M&E analogue.1564 
Through this process, the command staff is responsible for analyzing the effectiveness and 
efficiency of contracted supply or services and their impact on force readiness through 
normal command readiness assessments and reporting processes, with the ultimate 
goal of evaluating a program’s impact and value. This process is designed to be ongoing, 
to ensure that contracting support is matched to changing mission requirements.1565 

Contracting doctrine shows that DOD takes the broader effects of contract work 
into account, stating that operational contract support is “especially important” in 
counterinsurgency and stability activities.1566 “Contracted support can have a direct 
strategic impact on civil aspects of the operation,” it adds, and commanders can use 
operational contract support “to provide a positive economic and social impact on the 
local populace.”1567 This link between contracting and local community effects—a core 
tenet of counterinsurgency theory—assumes that contracting can be used to “build the 
local economy, promote goodwill with the local population, and contribute to long-
term . . . economic growth and stability.”1568 To ensure contracting is creating desired 
effects, DOD doctrine stresses that “all major contract actions must be synchronized, 
monitored, de-conflicted, and, most importantly, measured.” Contracting doctrine 
also emphasizes the importance of understanding which actors are benefitting from 
contracting actions, and ensuring that U.S. contracting dollars “are properly aligned 
to mission objectives.”1569

Overall, M&E at DOD is best thought of as an emerging discipline likely to become more 
formalized and standardized over time. But that does not mean, even before the release 
of its 2017 AM&E policy for security cooperation, that DOD has not engaged in M&E 
or attempted to hold itself accountable to standards of measurement and assessment 
similar in spirit and sometimes in form to those employed by State and USAID. Without 
an M&E policy for the majority of Afghanistan reconstruction, DOD’s M&E standards 
and practices varied widely. Chapter 4 examines their effectiveness using illustrative 
case studies of high-dollar programs and contracts.

Appendix Summary
This appendix described how the overarching authorities, guidance, and policies on 
contracting and monitoring and evaluation are intended to work, noting some of the 
differences between agencies according to their mission and function. Among the 
agencies, USAID has what is unambiguously the most elaborate M&E system, within 
which M&E is intended to emanate from, and wrap around, strategy. DOD, where M&E 
is not yet widely standardized, represents the opposite end of the spectrum. State, which 
over time has adopted many of the processes of USAID, sits between the two. 

Although much of the information presented in this appendix is too granular for the 
body of the report, it provides a comprehensive baseline against which the actual 
practice of M&E is assessed throughout. 
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APPENDIX C: USAID COUNTRY DEVELOPMENT 
COOPERATION STRATEGY EVIDENCE GRADES

TABLE 13

COUNTRY DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION STRATEGY EVIDENCE GRADES

Sentence Grade Source Evidence Cited Contradictory Context Further flaws

“The struggle to find a job can lead to economic marginalization 
and instability, which, in turn, makes one susceptible to violent 
extremism” (p. 13).

D

Brookings Institution, 
“How do Education and 
Unemployment Affect 
Support for Violent 
Extremism?” 2017.

The source document provides some evidence that 
relative deprivation (the absence of opportunities relative 
to expectations) in the job market can drive radicalization 
(p. 3).

However, the source also says that “previous empirical work has failed to demonstrate any 
link between unemployment and radicalization” (p. 1), and that “there is also no consen-
sus on the relationship between education and violent extremism” (p. 3). Furthermore, the 
data does not include Afghanistan (p. 5).

The Mercy Corps source, which is also used to support the CDCS, states 
that “being employed was not significantly associated with either a willing-
ness to engage in or support violence against the state,” and that “[more] 
business connections significantly increased the probability of being willing 
to use violence to fight an unfair law or state decision” (p. 20).

“Another driver of extremism among youth is poor social status; 
evidence shows that improving young Afghans’ sense of respect in 
their communities appears to lower their risk of supporting violent 
groups and causes” (p. 13).

D
MercyCorps, “Does Youth 
Employment Built Stability?” 
2015.

 The document states, “Higher respect within the com-
munity was the only social factor found to be positively 
associated with a decrease in support for political 
violence” (p. 21).

The cited sentence is cherry-picked from a paragraph that states, “The analysis finds little evi-
dence that social outcomes can decrease support for political violence” (p. 21). The study also 
states, “Personal confidence, number of friends, and identifying as an Afghan were found to be 
highly significant and perversely associated with propensity towards political violence” (p. 23). 
The analysis makes no claims of causation, restricting itself to noting correlations (p. 21).

N/A

“All development objectives are designed to contribute to the 
stability, and ultimately, increased self-reliance of Afghanistan 
because they address key drivers of conflict that have enabled 
the Taliban to make gains, including corruption, unemployment, 
and a lack of government legitimacy. Achieving these objectives 
will help create the conditions necessary for peace” (p. 26).

B

Stephen J. Hadley, Andrew 
Wilder, and Scott Worden,
“Four steps to winning peace 
in Afghanistan,” Washington 
Post, 2017.

Policy experts specializing in Afghanistan make this claim 
directly (electronic p. 2).

Apart from their own status as “experts” who held meetings with various stakeholders, 
no outside evidence is presented to support the claims made.

According to the Mercy Corps source: “No relationship was found between 
confidence in Afghan institutions—including the national, provincial, and 
local government—and [respondents’] propensity towards political violence” 
(p. 26).

“Economic growth is constrained by crippling government bureau-
cracy and trade policies, poor infrastructure, and infant industries 
that lack the enabling environment to grow” (p. 28).

A

SIGAR, Private Sector 
Development and Economic 
Growth: Lessons from the U.S. 
Experience in Afghanistan, 
2018.

Research supports each of these conclusions  
(p. 3, pp 165–166).

N/A N/A

“Increasing international trade and connectivity will accelerate 
private sector-driven and export-led economic growth because 
it provides business access to more inputs and information and 
technology, increasing their efficiency and productivity” (p. 29).

D 

World Trade Organization, 
“The WTO can stimulate 
economic growth and 
employment.”

The source states, “Trade can also be a catalyst for greater 
efficiency and productivity. This is because companies 
have access to a wide range of high-quality, affordable 
inputs . . . Access to technology and quality inputs 
can boost innovation and creativity in the workplace” 
(electronic p. 1).

The statement is qualified by adding that “competition from imports can put producers 
under pressure and lead them to lay off workers,” and “the impact of competition from 
foreign producers varies . . . across countries” (electronic p. 1). 

The source is too general to apply to Afghanistan without deeper analysis.

“Trade also promotes investment, which is key to growth” 
(p. 29).

B

Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan Ministry of 
Industry and Commerce, 
“Afghanistan’s National Export 
Strategy 2018–2022: Peace 
through Prosperity, Prosperity 
through Trade,” 2018.

The document states, “trade facilitation . . . stimulates 
private sector development, regional integration and 
investment attraction” (p. 2). 

The source also notes that, with respect to Afghanistan specifically, “Trade is not a 
panacea and there are complex considerations.” Those considerations include a need to 
account “for the ever-present scourge of corruption and security challenges” (pp. 10–12).

N/A

“In-depth analysis of the trade barriers reveals that Afghan 
exporters are at a significant disadvantage when compared to 
regional counterparts due to the high cost and time of cross 
border trade, as well as unfavorable regulations as reflected in 
the Roadmap’s low Trade openness score” (p. 30).

B

Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan Ministry of 
Industry and Commerce, 
“Afghanistan’s National Export 
Strategy 2018–2022: Peace 
through Prosperity, Prosperity 
through Trade,” 2018.

The document states, “In-depth analysis of the trade 
barriers reveals that Afghan exporters are at a significant 
disadvantage when compared to regional counterparts 
due to the high cost and time of cross-border trade as 
well as unfavorable regulations” (p. 1).

The source presents relevant analysis (pp. 59–65). However, the statement is pulled 
almost verbatim from the source. This gives the impression that it was USAID that 
conducted the “in-depth analysis” rather than the authors of the cited export strategy. 
Additionally, the source discusses the significant contextual challenges mentioned above.

N/A

“Improving Afghanistan’s infrastructure through targeted 
investments with the private sector will help to connect the region 
and increase international trade” (p. 30).

B

Asian Development Bank, 
“Afghanistan Transport 
Sector Master Plan Update 
(2017–2036),” 2017.

The Plan states, “Infrastructure constitutes an obstacle 
to trade facilitation,” (p. xii) and that, “the high cost 
of transport logistics reduces the country’s trade 
competitiveness” (p. 19).

However, the Plan also argues that, “procedures at BCPs [border crossing points] often 
disrupt trade more severely than BCP facilities and infrastructure,” (p. xii) and recom-
mends extensive government programming instead of just private sector investment 
(p. 36).

N/A

A 2018 World Bank report entitled “Jobs from Agriculture 
in Afghanistan” estimated that interventions in value chains such 
as livestock and high-value crops created 34,847 new jobs in 
2017, and that “Developing agriculture value chains is key to 
raising productivity and supporting job creation in Afghanistan” 
(p. 32).

B
World Bank, “Jobs from 
Agriculture in Afghanistan,” 
2018.

This source states, “Development of agricultural value 
chains is key to raising productivity and supporting job 
creation in agriculture,” (p. 2) and presents tables showing 
that tens of thousands of jobs were created through 
various interventions (pp. 89–97).

The number 34,847 does not appear in the report. It is possible that the number is deriv-
ative of various employment generation figures presented in the report. However, if that is 
the case, it is unclear how the figure was calculated.

N/A
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TABLE 13

COUNTRY DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION STRATEGY EVIDENCE GRADES

Sentence Grade Source Evidence Cited Contradictory Context Further flaws

“The struggle to find a job can lead to economic marginalization 
and instability, which, in turn, makes one susceptible to violent 
extremism” (p. 13).

D

Brookings Institution, 
“How do Education and 
Unemployment Affect 
Support for Violent 
Extremism?” 2017.

The source document provides some evidence that 
relative deprivation (the absence of opportunities relative 
to expectations) in the job market can drive radicalization 
(p. 3).

However, the source also says that “previous empirical work has failed to demonstrate any 
link between unemployment and radicalization” (p. 1), and that “there is also no consen-
sus on the relationship between education and violent extremism” (p. 3). Furthermore, the 
data does not include Afghanistan (p. 5).

The Mercy Corps source, which is also used to support the CDCS, states 
that “being employed was not significantly associated with either a willing-
ness to engage in or support violence against the state,” and that “[more] 
business connections significantly increased the probability of being willing 
to use violence to fight an unfair law or state decision” (p. 20).

“Another driver of extremism among youth is poor social status; 
evidence shows that improving young Afghans’ sense of respect in 
their communities appears to lower their risk of supporting violent 
groups and causes” (p. 13).

D
MercyCorps, “Does Youth 
Employment Built Stability?” 
2015.

 The document states, “Higher respect within the com-
munity was the only social factor found to be positively 
associated with a decrease in support for political 
violence” (p. 21).

The cited sentence is cherry-picked from a paragraph that states, “The analysis finds little evi-
dence that social outcomes can decrease support for political violence” (p. 21). The study also 
states, “Personal confidence, number of friends, and identifying as an Afghan were found to be 
highly significant and perversely associated with propensity towards political violence” (p. 23). 
The analysis makes no claims of causation, restricting itself to noting correlations (p. 21).

N/A

“All development objectives are designed to contribute to the 
stability, and ultimately, increased self-reliance of Afghanistan 
because they address key drivers of conflict that have enabled 
the Taliban to make gains, including corruption, unemployment, 
and a lack of government legitimacy. Achieving these objectives 
will help create the conditions necessary for peace” (p. 26).

B

Stephen J. Hadley, Andrew 
Wilder, and Scott Worden,
“Four steps to winning peace 
in Afghanistan,” Washington 
Post, 2017.

Policy experts specializing in Afghanistan make this claim 
directly (electronic p. 2).

Apart from their own status as “experts” who held meetings with various stakeholders, 
no outside evidence is presented to support the claims made.

According to the Mercy Corps source: “No relationship was found between 
confidence in Afghan institutions—including the national, provincial, and 
local government—and [respondents’] propensity towards political violence” 
(p. 26).

“Economic growth is constrained by crippling government bureau-
cracy and trade policies, poor infrastructure, and infant industries 
that lack the enabling environment to grow” (p. 28).

A

SIGAR, Private Sector 
Development and Economic 
Growth: Lessons from the U.S. 
Experience in Afghanistan, 
2018.

Research supports each of these conclusions  
(p. 3, pp 165–166).

N/A N/A

“Increasing international trade and connectivity will accelerate 
private sector-driven and export-led economic growth because 
it provides business access to more inputs and information and 
technology, increasing their efficiency and productivity” (p. 29).

D 

World Trade Organization, 
“The WTO can stimulate 
economic growth and 
employment.”

The source states, “Trade can also be a catalyst for greater 
efficiency and productivity. This is because companies 
have access to a wide range of high-quality, affordable 
inputs . . . Access to technology and quality inputs 
can boost innovation and creativity in the workplace” 
(electronic p. 1).

The statement is qualified by adding that “competition from imports can put producers 
under pressure and lead them to lay off workers,” and “the impact of competition from 
foreign producers varies . . . across countries” (electronic p. 1). 

The source is too general to apply to Afghanistan without deeper analysis.

“Trade also promotes investment, which is key to growth” 
(p. 29).

B

Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan Ministry of 
Industry and Commerce, 
“Afghanistan’s National Export 
Strategy 2018–2022: Peace 
through Prosperity, Prosperity 
through Trade,” 2018.

The document states, “trade facilitation . . . stimulates 
private sector development, regional integration and 
investment attraction” (p. 2). 

The source also notes that, with respect to Afghanistan specifically, “Trade is not a 
panacea and there are complex considerations.” Those considerations include a need to 
account “for the ever-present scourge of corruption and security challenges” (pp. 10–12).

N/A

“In-depth analysis of the trade barriers reveals that Afghan 
exporters are at a significant disadvantage when compared to 
regional counterparts due to the high cost and time of cross 
border trade, as well as unfavorable regulations as reflected in 
the Roadmap’s low Trade openness score” (p. 30).

B

Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan Ministry of 
Industry and Commerce, 
“Afghanistan’s National Export 
Strategy 2018–2022: Peace 
through Prosperity, Prosperity 
through Trade,” 2018.

The document states, “In-depth analysis of the trade 
barriers reveals that Afghan exporters are at a significant 
disadvantage when compared to regional counterparts 
due to the high cost and time of cross-border trade as 
well as unfavorable regulations” (p. 1).

The source presents relevant analysis (pp. 59–65). However, the statement is pulled 
almost verbatim from the source. This gives the impression that it was USAID that 
conducted the “in-depth analysis” rather than the authors of the cited export strategy. 
Additionally, the source discusses the significant contextual challenges mentioned above.

N/A

“Improving Afghanistan’s infrastructure through targeted 
investments with the private sector will help to connect the region 
and increase international trade” (p. 30).

B

Asian Development Bank, 
“Afghanistan Transport 
Sector Master Plan Update 
(2017–2036),” 2017.

The Plan states, “Infrastructure constitutes an obstacle 
to trade facilitation,” (p. xii) and that, “the high cost 
of transport logistics reduces the country’s trade 
competitiveness” (p. 19).

However, the Plan also argues that, “procedures at BCPs [border crossing points] often 
disrupt trade more severely than BCP facilities and infrastructure,” (p. xii) and recom-
mends extensive government programming instead of just private sector investment 
(p. 36).

N/A

A 2018 World Bank report entitled “Jobs from Agriculture 
in Afghanistan” estimated that interventions in value chains such 
as livestock and high-value crops created 34,847 new jobs in 
2017, and that “Developing agriculture value chains is key to 
raising productivity and supporting job creation in Afghanistan” 
(p. 32).

B
World Bank, “Jobs from 
Agriculture in Afghanistan,” 
2018.

This source states, “Development of agricultural value 
chains is key to raising productivity and supporting job 
creation in agriculture,” (p. 2) and presents tables showing 
that tens of thousands of jobs were created through 
various interventions (pp. 89–97).

The number 34,847 does not appear in the report. It is possible that the number is deriv-
ative of various employment generation figures presented in the report. However, if that is 
the case, it is unclear how the figure was calculated.

N/A

Continued on the following page
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Sentence Grade Source Evidence Cited Contradictory Context Further flaws

“Studies also show that economic growth is positively 
associated with job creation” (p. 35).

A

The Donor Committee for 
Enterprise Development, 
“Link between economic 
growth and employment.”

The source document argues, “Empirical studies highlight 
that economic growth tends to be positively associated 
with job creation,” and includes links to relevant academic 
studies (electronic p. 1).

N/A N/A

“Corruption also severely impedes economic growth and 
development progress, affecting the credibility of the government 
and fueling widespread resentment” (p. 52).

C
Integrity Watch Afghanistan, 
“National Corruption Survey,” 
2016.

“The document states, “Corruption also retards 
investment, making it a significant drag on the economy,” 
(p. 1) and that “more than 70% of respondents said that 
corruption is now worse than it was two years ago” (p. 1).

Polling data is presented out of context, and the executive summary to which the strategy 
cites provides no supporting data for the link between corruption and investment (though 
such a link is plausible).

N/A

Source: SIGAR analysis of USAID, “Afghanistan Country Development Cooperation Strategy FY 2019–2023,” September, 2018, pp. 13, 26, 28–30, 32, 35, 52; SIGAR analysis of Kartika Bhatia and 
Hafez Ghanem, “How do Education and Unemployment Affect Support for Violent Extremism? Evidence from Eight Arab Countries,” Global Economy and Development Working Paper 102, Brookings 
Institution, March 22, 2017, pp. 1, 3, 5; SIGAR analysis of MercyCorps, “Does Youth Employment Build Stability? Evidence from an Impact Evaluation of Vocational Training in Afghanistan,” 
January 2015, pp. 20–21, 23, 26; SIGAR analysis of Stephen J. Hadley, Andrew Wilder, and Scott Worden, “Four steps to winning peace in Afghanistan,” Washington Post, April 27, 2017, p. 2; 
SIGAR analysis of SIGAR, Private Sector Development and Economic Growth: Lessons from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, SIGAR-18-38-LL, April 2018, pp. 3, 165–166; SIGAR analysis of 
World Trade Organization, “The WTO can … stimulate economic growth and employment,” accessed August 12, 2020; SIGAR analysis of Islamic Republic of Afghanistan Ministry of Industry and 
Commerce, “Afghanistan’s National Export Strategy 2018–2022: Peace through Prosperity, Prosperity through Trade,” 2018, pp. 1–2, 7, 10–12, 59–65; SIGAR analysis of Asian Development Bank, 
“Afghanistan Transport Sector Master Plan Update (2017–2036),” 2017, pp. xii, 19, 35–36; SIGAR analysis of Leao, Izabela, Mansur Ahmed, and Anuja Kar, “Jobs from Agriculture in Afghanistan,” 
World Bank Group, 2018, pp. 2, 89–97; SIGAR analysis of The Donor Committee for Enterprise Development, “Link between economic growth and employment,” accessed August 12, 2020; SIGAR 
analysis of Integrity Watch Afghanistan, “National Corruption Survey,” December 2016, p. 1.
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Sentence Grade Source Evidence Cited Contradictory Context Further flaws

“Studies also show that economic growth is positively 
associated with job creation” (p. 35).

A

The Donor Committee for 
Enterprise Development, 
“Link between economic 
growth and employment.”

The source document argues, “Empirical studies highlight 
that economic growth tends to be positively associated 
with job creation,” and includes links to relevant academic 
studies (electronic p. 1).

N/A N/A

“Corruption also severely impedes economic growth and 
development progress, affecting the credibility of the government 
and fueling widespread resentment” (p. 52).

C
Integrity Watch Afghanistan, 
“National Corruption Survey,” 
2016.

“The document states, “Corruption also retards 
investment, making it a significant drag on the economy,” 
(p. 1) and that “more than 70% of respondents said that 
corruption is now worse than it was two years ago” (p. 1).

Polling data is presented out of context, and the executive summary to which the strategy 
cites provides no supporting data for the link between corruption and investment (though 
such a link is plausible).

N/A
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APPENDIX D: ACRONYMS

Acronym Definition

ADS Automated Directives System

AIF Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund

AM&E Assessment, monitoring, and evaluation

ANDSF Afghan National Defense and Security Forces

ARTF Afghanistan Reconstruction Trust Fund

ASOM Afghanistan Source Operations Management program

AUAF American University of Afghanistan

CDCS Country Development Cooperation Strategy 

CERP Commander's Emergency Response Program

COIN Counterinsurgency

CSSP Corrections System Support Program

CSTC-A Combined Security Transition Command – Afghanistan

DABS Da Afghanistan Breshna Sherkat

DFID UK Department for International Development

DOD U.S. Department of Defense

FAR Federal Acquisition Regulation

GAO U.S. Government Accountability Office

IDEA-NEW Incentives Driving Economic Alternatives for the North, East, and West program

IHSAN Initiative for Hygiene, Sanitation, and Nutrition

INL Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (State)

ISAF International Security Assistance Force

IWA Integrity Watch Afghanistan

LOTFA Law and Order Trust Fund for Afghanistan

M&E Monitoring and evaluation

MEL Monitoring, evaluation, and learning

MfR Managing for Results framework

MISTI Measuring Impacts of Stabilization Initiatives program

NDAA National Defense Authorization Act

NGO Nongovernmental organization

OED Office of Education (USAID)

OMB U.S. Office of Management and Budget

PRM Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (State)

PTEC Power Transmission Expansion and Connectivity project

SHAHAR Strong Hubs for Afghan Hope and Resilience project

SIGACT Significant activity

SIGAR Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction

SIV Special Immigrant Visa program

Continued on the next page



MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF RECONSTRUCTION CONTRACTING 

JULY 2021  |  225

Acronym Definition

SUPPORT Services under Program and Project Offices for Results Tracking project

USAID U.S. Agency for International Development

WTO World Trade Organization
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ENDNOTES

 1.  USAID, “Country Development Cooperation Strategy FY 2019–2023,” September 2018, p. 26. 
 2.  USAID, “ADS Chapter 201 Program Cycle Operational Policy,” July 23, 2020, p. 128; USAID, “Criteria to 

Ensure the Quality of the Evaluation Report: A Mandatory Reference for ADS Chapter 201,” September 7, 
2016, p. 1.

 3.  State, “Program Design and Performance Management Toolkit,” March 15, 2017, p. 58.
 4.  State, “Department of State Program and Project Design, Monitoring, and Evaluation Policy,” November 2017, 

p. 6. 
 5.  SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2021, p. 31.
 6.  As used in this report, “contracts” refers to contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements. Consequently, the 

term “contractors” refers to both actual contractors and to nongovernmental organizations that implement-
ed projects awarded under grants or cooperative agreements. “Nongovernmental organizations” excludes 
multilateral institutions like the World Bank and the United Nations. Total spending on contracts, grants, 
and cooperative agreements directly managed by DOD, State, and USAID is at least $36.4 billion. This 
includes approximately $20.6 billion obligated by DOD, approximately $11.9 billion disbursed by USAID, 
and approximately $4.0 billion obligated by State. The significant difference between total appropriations 
for reconstruction and total spending on contracts is due primarily to the gap between total security 
appropriations ($88.3 billion, as of March 31, 2021) and confirmed DOD spending on contracts. As SIGAR 
reported in 2015, accounting idiosyncrasies arising from intradepartmental transfers make it difficult to 
track total spending on DOD’s reconstruction contracts after the transfers occur. For example, a significant 
portion of Afghanistan Security Forces Fund (ASFF) monies have been transferred to the Defense Security 
Cooperation Agency (DSCA) to be executed as Foreign Military Sales (FMS) funding. According to DOD, 
once ASFF funds are transferred to DSCA for FMS execution, the funds are no longer tracked as ASFF 
funding. Additionally, there are gaps in DOD data for reconstruction funds spent on contracts prior to 2010. 
For DOD’s and State’s total spending on contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements, this report relied ex-
clusively on two SIGAR special projects published in 2014 and 2015 that reported cumulative obligations on 
contracts for State and DOD, respectively. USAID was the only agency whose financial data was conducive 
to a comprehensive, updated analysis of spending on contracts, grants, and cooperative agreements. For 
that, this report relies on USAID spending data transmitted to SIGAR for its April 30, 2021 quarterly report 
to the Congress. SIGAR, Department of Defense Spending on Afghanistan Reconstruction: Contracts 
Comprised $21 Billion of $66 Billion in Total Appropriations, 2002–May 2014, SIGAR-15-40-SP, March 
2015, pp. 5, 8–9; SIGAR, Department of State Assistance to Afghanistan: $4 Billion Obligated Between 
2002 and 2013, SIGAR-14-49-SP, April 2014, pp. 5, 7; SIGAR analysis of USAID, response to SIGAR quarterly 
report data call, April 13, 2021; SIGAR, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2021, p. 31. 

 7.  SIGAR, Afghan Air Force: DOD Met the Initial Date for Fielding UH-60 Helicopters, but the Program 
Is at Risk of Not Having Enough Trained Pilots or the Capability to Maintain Future UH-60s, SIGAR-
19-18-AR, January 2019; SIGAR, Afghanistan National Defense and Security Forces: DOD Lacks 
Performance Data to Assess, Monitor, and Evaluate Advisors Assigned to the Ministries of Defense and 
Interior, SIGAR-19-03-AR, October 2018; SIGAR, Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund: Agencies Have Not 
Assessed Whether Six Projects That Began in Fiscal Year 2011, Worth about $400 Million, Achieved 
Counterinsurgency Objectives and Can Be Sustained, SIGAR-18-10-AR, October 2017; USAID Office 
of Inspector General, “Audit of USAID/Afghanistan’s Assistance in Building Afghanistan by Developing 
Enterprises Program,” Audit Report No. F-306-16-002-P, March 14, 2016. 

 8.  Although numerous reports underscore the problems created by contracting, many of those reports also 
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The National Defense Authorization Act for FY 2008 (P.L. 110-181)  
established the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan 
Reconstruction (SIGAR). 

SIGAR’s oversight mission, as defined by the legislation, is to provide for the 
independent and objective 
• conduct and supervision of audits and investigations relating to the programs  

and operations funded with amounts appropriated or otherwise made available 
for the reconstruction of Afghanistan.

• leadership and coordination of, and recommendations on, policies designed 
to promote economy, efficiency, and effectiveness in the administration of the 
programs and operations, and to prevent and detect waste, fraud, and abuse  
in such programs and operations.

• means of keeping the Secretary of State and the Secretary of Defense fully  
and currently informed about problems and deficiencies relating to the 
administration of such programs and operation and the necessity for and 
progress on corrective action. 

Afghanistan reconstruction includes any major contract, grant, agreement,  
or other funding mechanism entered into by any department or agency of the  
U.S. government that involves the use of amounts appropriated or otherwise made 
available for the reconstruction of Afghanistan. 

Source: P.L. 110-181, “National Defense Authorization Act for FY 2008,” 1/28/2008.



SIGAR
SPECIAL INSPECTOR GENERAL
FOR AFGHANISTAN RECONSTRUCTION

2530 Crystal Drive
Arlington, VA 22202

www.sigar.mil

WASTE,  FRAUD, OR ABUSE MAY BE REPORTED TO SIGAR’S HOTLINE

By phone: Afghanistan
Cell: 0700107300
DSN: 318-237-3912 ext. 7303
All voicemail is in Dari, Pashto, and English.

By phone: United States
Toll-free: 866-329-8893
DSN: 312-664-0378
All voicemail is in English and answered during business hours.

By fax: 703-601-4065
By email: sigar.hotline@mail.mil
By web submission: www.sigar.mil/investigations/hotline/report-fraud.aspx
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