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Policy 
pointers
Responses to COVID-19 
demonstrate that 
governments can act 
decisively and rapidly 
based on scientific and 
evaluative evidence; this 
show of political will offers 
lessons for improving 
policy responses to the 
climate crisis. 

Governments can use 
evaluations to integrate 
complex evidence into 
decision making and plan 
according to different 
scenarios, enabling better 
policy design for uncertain 
futures.

Using evaluations and 
learning allows 
policymakers to make 
sense of changing 
contexts, avoid unintended 
consequences and adapt 
interventions as they occur. 

Evaluations can generate 
recommendations and 
engagement that support 
large-scale behaviour 
change, which is critical to 
respond to climate risks 
and progress the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals.

The climate crisis: four ways 
evaluations can strengthen 
policymaking  
The handling of the COVID-19 crisis has shown that governments can take 
prompt evidence-based actions to protect people, livelihoods and the economy. 
The political will to implement drastic policies during the pandemic provides a 
benchmark for progressive actions to accelerate and strengthen responses to 
another crisis: climate change. Governments must learn from the policy gaps 
exposed by COVID-19 to establish better processes for using science and 
evidence. Applying evaluation approaches throughout policy cycles, from 
planning to implementation, can achieve systematic, integrated responses to 
climate policy; policies capable of considering different scenarios and 
absorbing complex evidence. Evaluations can also promote accountability and 
learning to identify socially just solutions and transformational approaches to 
addressing climate change. This briefing outlines four key ways in which 
evaluations can accelerate progress towards effective climate policy.

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic hit the world on 
an unprecedented scale. Within weeks, countries 
adopted entirely new international and national 
policies to address the crisis, including closing 
borders, banning non-essential travel and 
quarantining entire populations. The costly 
actions taken in response to the pandemic show 
that governments are able to enact prompt and 
drastic evidence-based actions across sectors to 
mitigate public health threats and save lives. 

As countries continue to manage the ongoing 
impacts of COVID-19, governments are also 
preparing their next set of policies for building 
more resilient societies; policies that not only 
address future global health emergencies but are 
also aligned with the ongoing climate crisis. While 
evidence of climate change abounds, the political 
and social accountability needed to drive 

accelerated responses to the crisis has failed to 
materialise. Most governments are yet to propose 
(let alone implement) innovative and effective 
policies to build more resilient societies and 
systems that can better anticipate, adapt to and 
recover from shocks and changes in a fair and 
equitable manner. 

The pandemic has highlighted the role of — and 
gaps in — the use of science to support difficult 
policy choices in times of crisis. It has also 
emphasised the importance of global, national and 
localised evidence in shaping policies that can best 
address varied challenges in different contexts. 
While good practices for evaluations are well-
established in theory, integration of these practices 
and lessons in policy cycles remains rare and is 
usually project-based. As the world designs new 
policies and processes to help rebuild healthier and 
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more resilient societies, we explore four ways in 
which evaluations can support this process to 
accelerate progress in addressing the climate crisis 
and supporting sustainable development in general. 

Integrate different 
approaches to 
produce evidence 
in complex 
settings  
Climate change affects all 
sectors of society; 
responses must address 
not just the environment 
but also poverty, 

livelihoods, health, food security and other factors. 
Additionally, climate programmes must be 
designed to affect outcomes over generations, 
adding to their complexity. To make sense of all 
this, policymakers must use a range of evaluation 
methods, integrating different types of data and 
using multiple methodologies. Evaluations can 
shed light on the processes by which outcomes 
are attained and provide an understanding of 
results achieved, beyond just the measurement of 
indicators and targets. This helps to point to 
solutions that are relevant to the specific situation 
and more likely to be sustainable.

Evaluations that assess the effectiveness of 
interventions and policies can help identify good 
practices and lessons learned from past mistakes, 
showing us what works, how and for whom within 
certain circumstances.1 This knowledge is critical 
to designing effective new interventions. Yet 
because crises tend to unfold in unpredictable 
ways, previous data and experiences are only one 
of many evidence sources that should inform 
future policy. Policymakers must integrate 
evaluation approaches that look back, as well as 
predictive (or anticipatory) ones, into plans for 
climate interventions, to help anticipate shocks 
and pre-empt their impacts. 

Within evaluation processes, various approaches 
can be used to conceptualise and explore what 
the future may look like.2 Conceptual models, 
such as theories of change, can help anticipate 
how an intervention will play out from input to 
impact. With ongoing monitoring, this approach 
can help anticipate risks, plan for appropriate 
strategies and identify when interventions lead to 
unexpected outcomes. 

Mechanistic models, such as global climate 
model simulations, can help policymakers predict 
how socio-ecological systems would respond to 
new circumstances and design policies 
accordingly.3 This includes, for example, predicting 
habitat loss and sea level rise according to 
different emission trajectories. 

All anticipatory approaches come with a degree of 
uncertainty and policymakers should be aware that 
policies should not be based on a single prediction 
of the future. Ensuring that scenarios form part of 
intervention design and assessment, along with 
related adaptation and mitigation strategies, is an 
important step in planning for the climate crisis.4  

Individual behaviour is another important element 
for national and local authorities to factor in when 
designing policies to mitigate and adapt to the 
climate crisis. Empirical data showing how people 
anticipate changing according to different 
scenarios, or more sophisticated agent-based 
models5 (which can capture the behaviour of 
individuals within an environment), are especially 
useful to demonstrate the potential impacts of 
different policy decisions.6 Expert knowledge  
is another important evidence source that  
must be integrated into evaluations of the best 
options during crises, especially when limited 
evidence is available. 

Improve policy coherence  
and cooperation across scales  
and sectors
Planning interventions to address global crises is 
challenging because actions and impacts go 
beyond national boundaries and affect all sectors. 
For example, a country’s decision to open or close 
borders during the pandemic can affect 
neighbouring countries’ public health, economy 
and mobility. Similarly, climate action (or inaction) 
in one country affects global levels of emissions. 
While policies remain primarily bound within a 
country or sector, evaluations help make regional 
and global cooperation possible by providing 
common metrics and guidelines for incorporating 
climate in a systematic approach.7  

Effective implementation of strategies across all 
sectors depends on policy coherence and 
cooperation at all levels of society and across 
sectors. This is why evaluating whether the 
impacts of different policies are together 
reinforcing, neutralising or even negatively 
affecting their intended results is key.8 This type 
of evaluation can help assess the predicted 
impacts of policies across different groups and 
sectors, and determine how we can achieve 
win-win situations and multiple benefits, for 
example meeting targets for both mitigation and 
adaptation (see Box 1). Another example would 
be renewable energy: by providing both a low 
carbon and low pollution solution to energy 
needs, this intervention contributes to better 
health and to resilient livelihoods.

Evaluations can also point out the trade-offs 
between different places, people and time. For 
example, policies aimed at improving food 

Evaluations can play a key 
role in designing what 
resilient societies look like, 
by providing spaces to 
understand complexity, 
learn and adapt better
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security for populations in the face of climate 
change can lead to adverse effects for 
biodiversity in the short- and long-term. An 
appropriate policy to increase food supply would 
need to balance agricultural expansion or 
intensification with the potential risks of 
increased deforestation or of biodiversity loss. 
Governments must evaluate trade-offs in impacts 
specific to the socio-ecological environment that 
the policy seeks to target.9  

As we address issues critical to climate change, 
policymakers must also ensure that climate 
interventions are aligned with national and 
regional development priorities.10 Recognising 
and addressing trade-offs between sectors is 
particularly relevant for progressing and 
evaluating the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), in line with the universality principle of 
Agenda 2030: ‘all countries have a responsibility 
to address global problems, their responsibility 
should reflect their level of contribution to the 
problem and their capacity to contribute’. To meet 
this expectation, providing coherent responses to 
the climate crisis entails systematically accounting 
for climate risks and uncertainties across sectors 
(see Box 2).  

Promote flexible policies and 
learning for sustainable solutions
The COVID-19 crisis has shown that governments 
can successfully implement socially unpopular 
measures for a certain period in the interest of 
public wellbeing. However, having the buy-in of a 
critical mass is also necessary for sustainable and 
resilient solutions. Governments must engage with 
the public to understand their experiences and 
reflections on climate evidence. More systematic 
and inclusive use of evaluations, and of their results, 
can make climate evidence more accessible to the 
public and help develop policy solutions that are 
better targeted at people’s daily realities. 

Given the extent of changes required to stabilise 
the global climate, policymakers must engage with 
all levels of society to design resilient and 
sustainable policies. While top-down policies often 
fail to accurately capture what works on the ground 
and for whom, evaluations can highlight success 
factors and challenges across different contexts 
and help identify transformational results. 
Governments can address this by engaging key 
and representative stakeholder groups in 
evaluations that catalyse learning from previous 
experiences. Engaging different groups to interpret 
evidence on what is working helps to create 
long-term appropriate solutions to adapt and 
transform our environments and behaviours, while 
increasing the transparency of the policy process.11 
This has already been applied in Finland: the 
government used participatory workshops, 

Box 1. Why evaluate mitigation and adaptation 
policies together?
Countries, policymakers and practitioners use two core strategies to address 
climate change: mitigation and adaptation.14 They are currently treated as 
two separate policy types within international negotiations and financing 
mechanisms, yet robust actions under both strategies are necessary to 
tackle the climate crisis. Effective climate planning must integrate and 
evaluate mutual benefits and trade-offs of both strategies at the design 
stage to be successful, while also considering the effect on sustainable 
development priorities.15  

Evaluations can assess the performance and approaches of both mitigation 
and adaptation strategies, towards specified outcomes, simultaneously. For 
example, the Mitigation Action Plans & Scenarios programme (MAPS; 
http://mapsprogramme.org) uses evaluation tools and methods including 
‘probabilistic models’ (based on the theory of probability and multicriteria 
decision analysis, or ‘MCDA’). These approaches can assess multiple, 
conflicting criteria to develop climate change mitigation policies that also 
focus on adaptation through economic development and poverty alleviation.16 
MAPS originated in South Africa and now supports government-mandated 
processes in Brazil, Chile, Colombia and Peru. 

Box 2. Example from Latin America — Costa Rica’s 
evaluation of climate and biodiversity funding
Over the last decade, Costa Rica has received considerable international 
assistance for climate change mitigation, adaptation and biodiversity 
conservation, supporting the country’s pursuit of a low-carbon green 
development agenda. As part of its National Evaluation Agenda, Costa Rica is 
currently evaluating its management of the overseas development aid and 
whether the funding has met its objectives. 

The exercise, one of the few country-led evaluations of overseas development 
aid in Latin America, is being led by Costa Rica’s Ministry for Planning and 
Economic Policy (Mideplan) with the involvement of the Ministry of Environment 
and Energy. The evaluation is supported by DEval, the German Institute for 
Development Evaluation, via its FOCELAC project.17  

As a first step, Mideplan created a comprehensive database of interventions 
funded by international donors on biodiversity and climate change. This provided 
a detailed cross-sectoral overview, facilitating the inclusion of sectoral 
representatives in the evaluation’s technical steering committee. In light of 
COVID-19-related travel restrictions, the steering committee asked the 
consulting team to identify and adopt novel methods for data gathering. These 
included online focus groups and virtual meetings, adapted interview techniques 
and digital surveys, working with two skilled local evaluators to limit travel.

Costa Rica’s evaluation aims to share learnings and practices across Latin 
American countries on approaches for analysing and improving how funding 
for climate change, biodiversity and the wider SDGs are allocated. With this 
aim in mind, a parallel learning process (the ‘systematisation’ approach18) has 
been set up. This multi-stakeholder engagement approach aims to extract 
lessons from ongoing learning experiences and use them to:

	• Inform evaluations and policies as they are developed 

	• Generate collective evidence

	• Enhance governance mechanisms through which limited cooperation  
funds are channelled.  

http://mapsprogramme.org
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advisory groups and interviews to engage with 
different stakeholders and understand their varying 
interests across a range of policy solutions related 
to national sustainable development priorities.10 

Planning for engagement and learning moments 
is critical; this informs new actions and evidence 
that can then be incorporated into rapid 
responses to unexpected events and crises. This 
process enables adaptive management, an 
approach in which iterative decision making taken 
in the face of uncertainty is monitored, assessed 
and reviewed for learning, to adapt and improve 
interventions over time. Evaluations such as 
multicriteria decision analysis can also help move 
from firefighting responses to systematically 
structuring adaptation processes to assess new 
elements of a crisis. They allow interventions and 
stakeholders to adapt as situations occur, making 
sense of changing contexts and avoiding 
unintended consequences. 

Help identify opportunities for 
socially just transformation  
Like the pandemic, the climate crisis exacerbates 
inequalities between and within communities, 
countries and regions.12 But while the impacts of 
climate change are increasingly felt by the most 
vulnerable people and communities, their voices 
are the least heard in high level policy dialogues. 
To achieve the targets set by SDG13 (action on 
climate change), climate policy responses must 
achieve ambitious mitigation and adaptation goals 
in equitable ways. This will challenge current 
social dynamics.

Robust evaluations can help promote mutual 
accountability, from policymakers and local 
stakeholders, in terms of how they fulfil their roles 
in achieving climate and development outcomes. 

Evaluations must include multiple evidence types 
if they are to support a fair judgement of the value 
of the policy or intervention being assessed. In this 
sense, evaluations can help to clearly define and 
assess ‘what good means’ based on the ethos of 
the original objectives. For example, climate 
actions and their related evaluation systems can 
follow the principles embedded in the Paris 
Agreement, such as being participatory and 
transparent.13 In pursuit of coherence between 
agendas, climate policies should adhere to the 
values entrenched in sustainable development’s 
Agenda 2030, such as universality.6

Conclusion
Evaluations can play a key role in designing what 
resilient societies look like, by providing spaces to 
understand complexity, learn and adapt better. 
Embedding evaluative processes is also critical to 
maintain or introduce adaptive management in 
policy planning; this approach helps to adjust 
interventions to new shocks and crises. Going 
forward, policymakers can use evidence-based 
processes and evaluations to collectively reflect 
on opportunities for global societal transformation 
and shape a new era of human interactions. The 
proactive use of evaluations can generate 
recommendations and engagement to support 
large-scale behaviour change to respond to 
climate risks and make progress across the SDGs.
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