
 
 

 

 

 

Conducting Lesson 

Identification for 

Justice and Security 

Reform Programmes 
 

 

 

 

 

Methodological Note 

Patrick Hagan and Antoine Hanin 

25.01.2017 

  



 

2 
 

 

1. Purpose of this note 
An important process issue for justice and security sector reform is the collection of evidence of good 

(and bad) practices as demonstrated in one context, and then extracting the key lessons, and 

presenting them such that they can positively influence other programmes. At the centre of such 

processes is the methods used to identify the lessons and collect the relevant evidence regarding 

them. A robust process for Lesson Identification involves the deployment of a team of personnel with 

relevant expertise to assess a programme or mission with the aim of finding what we would do 

differently next time and what we would do the same. The purpose is to directly observe the 

evidence that demonstrates specific lessons, and capture any new learning in sufficient detail such 

that it can be used to inform future programming.  

There are several reasons to resource and conduct formal lesson identification processes, with a visit 

to the field location concerned. Firstly the quality of data collected is significantly better when done 

directly from the field. Opinions on what has worked or not are often held without much reference 

to the evidence base. It is much easier to assess and fact check evidence of the outcomes achieved 

when you can directly observe them during a field visit. 

Secondly visiting the field location is the most direct and simple method of gaining some 

understanding of the specific context that the programme has operated within. Understanding of the 

context is vital to interpreting lessons and extracting what could usefully be generalised from this 

situation into others. 

These types of exercises are usually attempting to identify “good practices”. They are basically 

concrete experiences that worked very well in a particular context. Usually good practices are 

innovative, they make a difference, they have a sustainable effect and they serve as a model for 

replicating and adapting initiatives elsewhere. 

Lesson identification represents a critical phase of a Lesson Learning System, in that it ensures the 

quality, clarity and relevance of the examples that are identified. It ensures that the Lessons Learning 

System is provided with useable, relevant and actionable good (and bad) practices, which can then 

be disseminated to key stakeholders, and successfully influence programmatic approaches to 

improve the overall effectiveness of the organisations reform activities.   

2. Overall approach of the methodology 
The methodology proposed is based on three main phases (summarized in the figure below and 

explained in details here after): 

- The first phase (preferably implemented before the field mission) aims at building a 

framework for the study in order to help the team to collect the data in a structured manner 

and on specific research questions (RQ).  

- The second phase is the collection of data, through different means/tools (mainly, but not 

only, during the field mission).  
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- The third phase (usually implemented after the field mission) is the analysis of the data 

collected, the formulation of the lessons Identified, the description, if any, of good practices, 

and the formulation of learning recommendations.  

 

3. Practical steps of the methodology 
Step 1: Research the context of the support: It is important for the whole team to have a grounded 

understanding of the context that has influenced the programme prior to identifying lessons, as 

contextual influences can have a significant impact on the key questions, interpreting the lessons, 

and understanding how such lessons could be applied to other contexts.   

Researching the context describes the process of understanding the general background of the 

support, including the incentives for designing the support, the needs identified at the time, and the 

political support it has from the host country and partner organisations/donor1. It provides the 

geographical and temporal scope (start and end dates, any amendments in the timeline), the budget 

(committed/engaged, contracted to date), the main objective(s), expected results, the main 

activities, the main stakeholders (donor, implementing actors, direct beneficiaries, indirect 

beneficiaries) and the main implementation modality. 

While it is ideal for all members of the team to already have strong country, organisation, and 

programme experience, it is typically the case that not all team members will have all. To mitigate 

this, the first step of the lessons identification serves to support a common understanding of context, 

                                                           
1
 Tools such as PESTLE analysis may be useful guides here. 
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and ensure that the team is broadly familiar with the key contextual issues before it starts the field 

mission.  

Step 2: Understand the programmes theory of change: Drawing lessons from programme activities 

requires a clear understanding of the theory that links the activities undertaken to the intended 

outcomes. The programmes theory of change helps the lesson team understand why decisions were 

made, and how the programme assigned its resources and decided upon approaches2. While ideally 

this theory of change will be clearly articulated in the programmes guiding documents, in many cases 

the lessons team will have to construct it themselves as they analyse the programme documents.  

This step helps the team to capture the progress of the support according to the desired effects. It 

helps structuring and focusing the research questions and the data collection on the intended 

changes the support was aiming to achieve. It can also help understand the successful or 

unsuccessful support by identifying what stage of the programme cycle the lessons is most relevant 

for. 

Step 3: Draft the research questions (RQ): These questions are at the core of the methodology. The 

answers to these questions will enable the team to draft lessons learned and good practices. The 

guiding RQ should to be drafted by the team before the field mission.  

It is important to limit the range of questions, and to focus each on an issue of operational or 

strategic importance to the mission or organisation. Clearly defining a limited set of key questions 

enables the lessons team to focus their attention and collect more detailed information. As a general 

rule no more than ten RQ should be drafted, and the issues of each RQ should be unpacked through 

the formulation of sub-questions. They should focus at the key issues at stake (usually identified in 

the ToR).  

A simple method to help select RQ is to consider what key organisational questions exist relating to 

the phases of the programme cycle (Assessment, Design, Implementation, Monitoring and 

Evaluation), the aid effectiveness criteria (Relevance, Effectiveness, Efficiency, Sustainability, Impact), 

and the key characteristics of effective Justice & Security Sector Reform (Local Ownership, 

Accountability, Holistic, Political, Technical).  

The RQ will guide the team during their data collection on the relevant issues at stake for the study; 

they will allow gathering information in a structured and consistent manner, i.e. each expert can 

carry out its own interviews but should thrive to ask question according to the agreed RQ; they will 

allow you to build your lessons identified on strong and structured evidence. Indeed, the data 

collected will allow you to substantiate your sub-questions and the answers to the RQ. 

It is important to involve all team members in the definition of the RQ and sub-questions. The team 

members will indeed have to collect information according to the RQ and sub-questions and 

therefore need to understand them and have them well in mind while conducting interviews. 

The RQ can look at, for example, the extent to which the support has produced the desired effects 

and why (or why not). It can also focus on the level of ownership and sustainability of the effects 

                                                           
2
 ISSAT Guidance on Theory of Change can be found at:  

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Learn/Resource-Library/Tools/Top-10-Tips-Series   

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Learn/Resource-Library/Tools/Top-10-Tips-Series
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produced thanks to the support. Other RQ can look at the extent to which the internal procedures of 

the support and/or the external implementers of the support were adequate for reaching the desired 

effects. The answers to these questions should provide the team with evidence for identified lessons. 

Step 4: Collect the data: The central process of lesson development is to visit the mission to identify 

potential lessons, and collect data to enable analysis and validation. Most of the data will be 

collected in the field, but some data can also be collected before and after the field mission.  

The most useful tools for this exercise are documents analysis, interviews, focus groups (with main 

beneficiaries) and direct observations (in situ). Guided by the RQ the team focus analysis and 

discussion around the key issues, and build to enable adequate identification of lessons.  

The process of collecting data on a lesson has three broad phases:  

- Initial opinion scoping;  

- Identify and clarify probable lessons;  

- Collection of evidence to validate and detail lessons. 

Initial interviews and focus groups should start by a semi-structured scoping of opinions on good and 

bad practices for the RQ categories. A guided discussion of what the key staff members and 

stakeholder perceived to be the most important lessons provides the team with an understanding of 

what is perceived to be most significant within the programme. Having initially scoped a range of 

potential lessons, each should then be interrogated further. The team should attempt to ensure that 

they fully understand each lesson and the context surrounding it, discuss its interpretation and 

alternative interpretations, and identify the data required to validate the lesson. Follow on 

interviews and focus groups are then used to confirm, describe, modify or reject the initial proposed 

lessons. Where possible lessons should be justified with available monitoring evidence (qualitative 

and quantitative), and the outcomes observed directly if possible. 

During this step, the data collected should be stored in a structured manner under each RQ and sub-

questions, so that anyone from the team can understand it and exploit it for the next steps. A 

template to do so can be agreed among the team and used by everyone throughout the process of 

collecting data. 

Step 5: Discuss and confirm initial impressions about lessons with key field stakeholders: By the 

end of the field visit be able to provide the programme staff with an initial impression of the lessons 

you plan on identifying. These should be discussed with the key stakeholders to validate that your 

interpretation is aligned with theirs, discuss and debate any differences and potentially identify 

further relevant data. It is also vital to do this to repay the programme staff who have contributed 

their time to this process, and to demonstrate respect for their expertise.  

Step 6: Analyse the data collect for each RQ: the RQ should form the initial structure for analysis of 

the provisional lessons identified, and the data regarding each, as the RQ structure will then link the 

field evidence back to the strategic/operational issues that guided the lesson identification process. 

The justification of the answer can then be explained afterwards. 
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Lessons should be linked to RQ, but not all RQ may have valid lessons identified in a specific process. 

It is also possible that some clear and relevant lessons emerge during the identification process, that 

do not fit neatly under any of the RQ.  

Step 7: Formulate the lessons identified: On the basis of the answers to the RQ, you can extract 

some lessons identified that will be justified by the data and analysis you will have done in step 5.  

Ideally, the answers should be straight forward, to the point and explained in a concise manner. Each 

lesson identified should describe the lesson in a way that makes clear its relevance and how it can be 

applied in other contexts: 

- Lesson 

- Context 

- Recommendation 

- Evidence 

Recommendations are proposals made by the team to improve the support. Recommendations are 

linked to the lessons identified and good practices. They are clustered and prioritized. They are 

addressed to the main stakeholders, i.e. units/departments of the management team, donor or 

beneficiary. They need to be constructive, operational and feasible. 

Step 8: Refine, finalise and where possible identify specific good and bad practices: Good practices 

are usually some aspects of the support that the team consider as innovative, they make a 

difference, they have a sustainable effect and they serve as a model for replicating and adapting 

initiatives elsewhere. Remember that there might not be any good practices coming out of the 

support you are analysing. 

 

 


