
Introduction 
The establishment of a safe, stable and secure environment has become seen as a necessary 

precondition for the success of development activities. As such, security sector reform (SSR) has 

become a vital instrument in fulfilling that precondition where deemed necessary. Acknowledging 

the need for systemic reform, SSR mandates have also at times become more encompassing, aiming 

at sustained and comprehensive change of assisted security sectors which in itself entails substantial 

as well as sustained, long-term and mutual commitments from the international community.  

This development has presented international partners with methodological problems both in 

practical and conceptual terms to which adequate answers have proven lacking. 

Given the scope and political complexities of SSR interventions taking place in challenging contexts, 

establishing causal links between inputs and outputs and outcomes is not always a clear-cut exercise. 

On the other hand, precisely the increasing scope and frequency of SSR mandates begs the question 

of clarity in what SSR interventions actually aim to achieve thus leading to the need for specific tools 

and instruments. Such tools however are few and far between. 

 

Simultaneously, developments in rhetoric have led to the identification of SSR’s primary objectives 

(at least as ISSAT sees them): effectiveness and accountability. Given the establishment of these 

objectives, methodological precision and conceptual clarity are no mere practicalities either. Clarity 

both in process and end goals has in fact become a principle that in normative terms should 

permeate the implementation of SSR.  

The guidance below on baseline studies or assessments is but one part of an overall Methodology 

(with capital ‘M’) that aims to address this gap. Next to other types of assessments, baseline studies 

or assessments aim to provide a snapshot of key indicators against which change will be measured.  

A major challenge in this area was the lack of any standard guidance or lessons learnt on this 

particular subject. Much of the guidance below was put together on the basis of scattered evidence 

such as individual examples of baseline studies in the security or justice sector or guidance on the 

subject from different sectors. This however only serves to highlight the need for specific guidance in 

the field of SSR. 

 Another major challenge related to the identification of relevant substance and data collection 

methods, in particular on the issue of benchmarking. Though guidance does exist on this subject 

(such as UNDP’s Rule of Law Indicators), it remains challenging how to assess that ‘a safe, stable and 

secure environment’ has been established, even in cases where specific outputs have been delivered 

upon. This guidance does not seek to provide an exhaustive list of indicators, but rather aims to 

explore what makes a good indicator in this specific field and tries to provide examples in this vein. 

Baseline Assessments/Studies 
In the literature reviewed, a “baseline” refers to measurements of key conditions (indicators) before 

a project begins, from which change and progress can be assessed.  



Why conduct a Baseline Study? 

Baseline data help to set achievable and realistic indicator targets for each level of result in a 

project’s design, and then determine and adjust progress towards these targets and their respective 

results.    

1. Planning: The baseline will help establish and concretize objectives as well as the type of 

support needed. It may also identify specific activities which will accomplish these objectives. 

This will necessitate identifying locally perceived resources as well as needs and problems as 

defined by local stakeholders. 

2. Monitoring: The information gathered can be used during the implementation process to 

monitor progress and make any necessary changes.  

3. Evaluation: Because baselines use programme or project-specific benchmarks and indicators, 

the data can then be used to assess the achievement of the outcomes and impact of a 

program. 

The following steps below should be considered as initial considerations, either to be taken 

sequentially or in parallel depending on the circumstances. 

Is a Baseline Study necessary, and if so what kind? 

Before embarking on a baseline study, it is first important to determine whether one is really 

required, and if so, what purpose and scope it should have.  

Despite their crucial function to subsequent stages and processes of programme management, 

baseline studies should not be considered indispensable.  Context is an important determinant in 

assessing whether or not a baseline assessment is even needed in the first place.  

Environmental factors, such as the availability or quality of preliminary data or sufficient funding, 

may determine decisions with regards to the need or feasibility of conducting a baseline study. 

Theories of change or evaluations on prior interventions in the same area can provide useful 

information which may have an influence on at least the scope of a hypothetical baseline 

assessment.  

When to conduct a Baseline Study and why? 

BEFORE THE PROJECT STARTS – Generally, baseline assessments should be undertaken after the 

sector and project area has been defined but before the actual intervention is initiated. 

Once the intervention has already been initiated, project or programme activities will (or should) 

start to have an effect on the specific variables that they are supposed to change. On the other hand, 

baselines should not be established before it is decided what intervention activities will take place 

and what change they mean to put into effect.  In that sense, Theories of Change for instance should 

precede baselines though once established the latter can clarify the former.  

AFTER THE PROJECT STARTS – Although it is recommended that baseline studies should be 

conducted before interventions start, it should be noted that, for many interventions, there is a delay 

between output delivery activities and their measurable effect on outcome performance indicators. 

In some specific cases, in politically unstable environments for example, interventions may also have 

to be implemented before or even during the conduct of a baseline study. When transitioning from 

stabilisation environments, UN peacekeeping missions may have established Quick Impact Projects 



(QIPs) that could still be running to ensure that basic justice and security services are delivered while 

baseline studies for broader interventions are conducted.   

On the other hand, lack of awareness of the importance of baseline data, a lack of financial resources 

or limited technical expertise may also cause delays in the implementation of baseline studies. Even 

when management is aware of the need for a baseline study, administrative procedures (for 

example, recruiting and training M&E staff, purchasing computers, or commissioning consultants) 

can also shift timeframes.  

Nevertheless, baseline studies still provide an accurate estimate of pre-operation conditions even 

after the operation has begun, as long as the outcome performance indicators have not yet been 

affected. However, this time lag varies from a few days to a few months, according to the type of 

operation and the environment in which it is being implemented. It remains important for those 

commissioning a baseline study as well the project team to take possible factors that could affect the 

timeframe of a baseline study into account as early as possible. 

Who conducts a Baseline Study? 

Team composition is a project-specific matter but a key consideration when putting a team together 

is local ownership. Typically, the project is managed by the project team itself but active participatory 

involvement by local stakeholders during the process can boost ownership and relevance of baseline 

studies. Whoever is in the team, it remains essential to determine as early as possible who will 

lead/coordinate the team (Point of Contact) and subsequently to clearly communicate this 

appointment to all identified stakeholders.  

It is recommendable that the evaluation team (or at least for instance the Team Lead) either 

conducts the baseline study itself or at least actively participate during some phases, in particular 

during Step 2 (see below). This would allow continuity throughout the cycle as the evaluation team 

becomes well acquainted with this specific intervention. Simultaneously, it would also reduce fatigue 

and build trust among the target population. 

How to plan and conduct a Baseline Study 

Below you will find tables representing basic steps for constructing a baseline assessment.  

It should be borne in mind that: 

• These steps are merely illustrative of the ‘ideal’ baseline study and that as such not all 

baseline studies need to follow this trajectory. The specific circumstances and context within 

which baseline studies are created, may vary significantly. The guidance below should not be 

interpreted in any other sense than what it is: ‘mere’ guidance.  

• Though these steps are presented sequentially, in reality, the steps listed below may in 

reality overlap or even take place in a different order. The context of specific interventions 

will determine the actual sequence and possible overlaps. 

Some of steps below will need additional  

 

 



1. IDENTIFY THE PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE BASELINE STUDY 
  

As discussed, the overall purpose of a baseline is to measure key conditions (indicators) before a 

project begins, which can then be used to monitor and evaluate the project’s progress. However, 

it is important to refine the purpose and scope of the baseline study. 

 

o Discuss and provide clear justification with stakeholders for the baseline study. It is 
essential to determine and communicate with all stakeholders about the perceived purpose 
as well as timeline and necessary resources for conducting a baseline study. This also 
includes explaining the utility of conducting a study to ensure that no duplication exists. 
Stakeholders may object to conducting a baseline study for various reasons. This stage 
should allow for the necessary leeway to consider: 

• the overall need for baseline data. 

• and once demand has been identified, the overall scope and purpose of the baseline 
study. 
 

o Identify key stakeholders and target audiences. Stakeholders and beneficiaries need to be 
identified as soon as possible to determine who to involve in the process and tentatively at 
what stage. This will also boost efficiency and effectiveness during the design and 
implementation stages of the intervention. 

• Generally, in post-conflict settings, many interventions are taking undertaken by 
different organisations. This may lead to duplication as different baseline studies are 
being conducted in the same geographic/focus area. Target groups and local 
populations may suffer due to fatigue, possibly leading to reduced ownership. It is 
important in that sense to, if possible, coordinate or collaborate the conduct of 
baseline studies. Joint baseline studies can also have the added benefit of improved 
efficiency and effectiveness by effectuating cost-sharing agreements, pooling of 
resources and expertise etc.  
 

o Identify any baseline requirements. Donors, implementing and/or partner organisations 
may require creating a baseline study and have specific requirements or regulations in 
terms of content, process etc. Local governments may for instance also have specific rules 
which may have to be taken into account. Local police departments may require officers to 
sign confidentiality agreements, the terms of which may impact what questions to ask and 
which to avoid. 
 

o Identify the timing. The timing of a baseline study needs to be determined as early as 
possible.  This will help ensure a timely warning of stakeholders and the target audience, 
apart from facilitating the overall planning and implementation process. Much will depend 
on the context and circumstances which in itself have an influence on the scope of the 
baseline study. For example: will the data be collected before or during project start-up (see 
above)? 
 

o Identify geographic and demographic focus. Who and what localities will be included in the 
study? This is an important consideration to estimate the time and means necessary to carry 
on. 
 

o Identify budget. A crucial determinant for the possibilities of baseline studies remains the 
budget. Has funding been made available and how (project-based, core funding)? How 
much is available or could be made available for the baseline study? 



 
o Identify crucial contextual/political events. Key events such as elections, public holidays,  

etc. will need to be identified to ensure that the baseline study reaches its target audience 
in good order. 

  

2. PLAN FOR DATA COLLECTION (METHODOLOGY) AND 
MANAGEMENT 

 

As already discussed, the overall purpose of a baseline is to obtain reliable and useful data prior to 

a project start, which can then be used to monitor and evaluate the project. However, it is 

important to refine the purpose and scope of the baseline study. 

 

o Identify what is to exactly be measured. Identify the baseline indicators and assumptions 
from the project design and refer to any other relevant M&E planning tools. Baseline studies 
typically concentrate on higher level indicators – e.g. outcome rather than output indicators 
that focus on changes in knowledge, attitudes, and practice (behaviour). 
 

o Determine the appropriate data sources and methods for the baseline indicators. This will 
vary according to the project context, which includes the types of indicators, the baseline 
scope (discussed above), and the available budget and resources. Thought to determining 
these data source should already be given in stage 1 before being delineated in stage 2. 

 

• Secondary data. Before setting out, the availability of existing baseline date already 
collected by the project team and organisation, or other 
organisations/institutions/agencies. This can save considerable time and resources. 
However, whatever the secondary source, it is critical to ensure that it is reliable 
and relevant. Examples of secondary data for baseline measurements include 
administrative records, census and survey data from government agencies, studies 
from NGOs and donors, university research studies, media sources, financial market 
data, etc. With regards to SSR, specific types of resources provided by international 
and national specialised entities will contain valuable information on the country-
specific aspects of reforms.  

• Triangulate – mix methods and sources.  It is good practice to triangulate or mix 
sources and/or methods of data collection. For example, secondary and primary 
data can be used intermittently to complement and confirm data accuracy and 
precision. A mixed methods approach combining both qualitative and quantitative 
methods can assure that ; for instance, qualitative research that is conducted first to 
inform the development of a quantitative survey. The rule of thumb is not to 
overburden the data collection process and resultant data – only what is necessary 
and sufficient to accurately measure the baseline indicators. 

• Determine the sampling requirements. A sample is a subset of a whole population 
selected to study and draw conclusions about the population as a whole. Sampling 
(the process of selecting a sample) occurs whether the data uses random 
(probability) samples for quantitative methods such as a survey, or purposeful (non-
random) samples for qualitative methods, such as interviews or focus groups. 

• Prepare and pilot the data collection tools. It is important to carefully prepare data 
collection tools and guidance so that baseline indicators will be consistently and 
reliable measured among data collectors in different locations and at different 
times. This is critical for the comparability of the data, which is a primary function of 



conducting a baseline. It is also extremely important to pre-test the data collection 
tools to ensure they are linguistically and culturally appropriate. Management 
procedures and formats should be designed according to the project’s needs, size 
and complexity, and is often part of an organization’s overall data management 
system. 

• Prepare for data management. Data management should be timely and secure, and 
in a format that is practical and user-friendly. Poorly managed data wastes time, 
money and resources; lost or incorrectly recorded data affects not only the quality 
and reliability of the data but also all the time and resources invested in its analysis 
and use. Data management includes consideration to data format, organization, 
availability, security, technology, and quality control. 

• Ensure data disaggregation by gender and other appropriate demographic 
characteristics. It is essential that data collection and management tools 
disaggregate demographic for key population characteristics, including gender, age, 
and any other relevant socioeconomic, ethnic, religious characteristics. It is critical 
to measure the baseline situation of potentially marginalized populations to assess 
their degree of participation, access to services, and empowerment. Planning for 
this in the during data collection/management will allow such important 
characteristics to be examined and reported on during the data analysis. 

• Prepare for the target population. It is necessary to properly inform and gain 
permission from the target communities prior to conducting a baseline (e.g. 
community leaders, elders) – this may occur earlier when initially consulting with 
the key stakeholders. Later, during the actual data collection, it is necessary to 
individually inform and gain consent from baseline participants – (this should be 
built into the data collection tools/guidance, discussed above). Not only is this 
ethically responsible, it also ensures that the baseline study respects local customs, 
culture, and dignity of human subjects in the study. 

 

3. PLAN FOR DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Data analysis is the process of converting collected (raw) data into usable information. It is 
important to have a clear  plan for data analysis, which should account for the purpose, timing, 
methods, and people responsible for the data  analysis. Key elements of data analysis include: 

o Identify what is to exactly be measured. Identify the baseline indicators and assumptions 
from the project design and refer to any other relevant M&E planning tools. Baseline studies 
typically concentrate on higher level indicators – e.g. outcome rather than output indicators 
that focus on changes in knowledge, attitudes, and practice (behaviour). 

• Identify the purpose for analysis. What and how data is analysed will be largely 
determined by the specific project indicators, and ultimately adequately capturing 
the pre-project conditions for later comparison and assessment of the project. 

• Plan for timely data analysis. Accurate information is of little value if it is not timely. 
Depending on the methods involved, it is important to plan for efficient data 
analysis so baseline values can inform realistic target setting of the baseline 
indicators. It may be necessary to compromise between speed, frequency and 
accuracy. Timeliness can be largely enhanced with effective use of data 
management and analysis technology, such as digital data collection using mobile 
phones that utilize the internet to transfer data for efficient analysis. 

• Determine the appropriate data collection methods and tools. As with the data 
collection, it is important that the data analysis methods and tools can be replicated 
in a consistent and reliable manner by different people and at different times for 



the comparability of the data. Therefore, it is useful to clarify this in a data analysis 
plan/guidance, which includes data preparation, the actual analysis, data validation 
and presentation. Related, it is important to pre-test the data analysis methods to 
assess accuracy and amount of time needed. 

 

4. PLAN FOR INFORMATION REPORTING AND UTILISATION 

 

Reporting of the baseline data plays a critical role in how the data is immediately put to use to 
inform and motivate project implementation, and how it is later put to use to compare with 
future measurements of the baseline indicators. It  is important to remember that reporting can 
be done in different formats according to audience and purpose: 

o Written baseline report. The baseline report is the end-product of the baseline study. The 
format and content will be specific to the particular project and baseline indicators being 
reported on. For example, statistical survey data may have a different presentation format 
(e.g. pie charts or graphs) than narrative data obtained from observation and interviews. It 
is important that the report is complete, concise, and well-structured so that it is accessible 
and user-friendly. It is worth noting that a baseline study does not typically include 
recommendations; it may inform recommendations in an evaluative study, but its primary 
focus is on findings and conclusions.  
 

o Baseline report dissemination. This can be a strategic decision that can help build 
recognition and support for the project, and frame expectations among stakeholders. It also 
upholds transparency and accountability. How the report is disseminated can raise 
awareness, and generate further discussion and feedback. Typical outlets for written report 
dissemination include email, websites, and delivery of printed report. 
 

o Oral presentation of findings. In addition to the written report, it is advisable to have an 
oral debrief and presentation from the baseline study team. In some cases, a validation 
workshop may have to be held including local and other stakeholders such as 
representatives from local government and civil society; international community etc. This 
helps to check accuracy of data, confirm findings, and provides additional input and 
impressions to inform future actions/recommendations. Furthermore, it keeps stakeholders 
informed, reinforcing transparency, building ownership, and supporting organizational 
learning. 
 

o Beneficiary communication. It is important to follow-up and communicate the baseline 
findings to the target population, especially those directly involved in the study. Baseline 
studies with regards to the delivery of justice and security services can include key findings 
in crime perception or the quality of services rendered. Target populations have a right to 
know such findings given the potential impact on daily life.  Formats for communicating the 
baseline findings should be appropriate to the target population; examples include 
community meetings (especially for illiterate populations), summaries on notice boards 
using visuals, information pamphlets or devoted sections in the local newspaper, radio 
spots, websites, etc. A critical reminder with beneficiary communication is that it should be 
“two way,” meaning that it is not enough to just inform the target population of the 
findings, but to meaningfully engage them and listen to their responses and perspectives. 
This can be an important strategy to build stakeholder understanding, frame expectations, 
and encourage ownership in a comprehensive sense and support for the project. For 
instance, if community members discuss starting conditions prior to a project, it can 
motivate their participation in the project, and their input can result in innovative, 



sustainable solutions to future programming. 

 

5. PLAN FOR HUMAN RESOURCES AND CAPACITY-BUILDING 

 

The usefulness of a baseline study depends on the competence of those doing the data collection 
analysis, and reporting. 

o Identify the baseline study manager. First and foremost, it is important to identify the 
person who will take the lead in managing the baseline study. Typically it is someone from 
the project team. However, it is important to remember that the manager delegates and 
ensures that people follow through and the study is completed to the ToR/schedule. 
 

o Assess the project team’s capacity to conduct the baseline study. This will largely depend 
on the scope and complexity of the baselines study, and the project team members’ 
experience and expertise. Accurate data collection is important, and both qualitative and 
quantitative data collection and analysis requires a degree of expertise. For example, 
conducting a household survey requires experience with random sampling, questionnaire 
development, proper enumeration, statistical analysis, and report writing. Such skills are not 
beyond a project team, and ample guidance is available, but it is critical that data collection 
is reliable if it is to be useful. 
 

o Determine the extent of local participation. Participation of local stakeholders in the 
baseline data collection and analysis can be empowering, building capacity and ownership 
to support project implementation and sustainability. It can also be more culturally and 
linguistically appropriate, while saving money and time compared with using the project 
staff or hiring external consultants. On the other hand, the use of local people could require 
more time and cost to train and manage them, and it can jeopardize the quality of data and 
analysis due to local bias. It is also dependent on the capacity of local people, who may not 
be able to afford the time to be trained and participate in the baseline study. 
 

o Determine the extent of outside expertise. Outside specialists are usually employed for 
technical expertise, objectivity and credibility, to save time and/or as a donor requirement. 
It is important to anticipate this need early, and to incorporate it into the baseline study ToR 
(discussed above) with ample time to commission external expertise. There are a range of 
consultants that specialize in baseline studies/surveys, and sometimes it may be possible to 
utilize local university students/professors or NGO staff. 
 

o Define roles and responsibilities. Whether the baseline study is to be internally, externally, 
or a combination of both, it is important to clearly identify who will be responsible for the 
various parts of the study. It is recommended that this is done as part of an M&E Plan, 
involving the project evaluation team. Key responsibilities include the development of data 
collection and analysis methods and tools, enumerator training, data collection, data 
analysis, report writing and sharing, etc. It can be helpful to refer to any M&E plan that may 
have been developed identifying key responsibilities and scheduling. 
 

o Plan for any capacity building requirements. Once roles and responsibilities have been 
determined, it is important to plan for any specific training requirements. Oftentimes, this 
includes enumerator or data collection training for field work. It can also include specialised 
training for targeted individuals, such as sampling methods, survey development, statistical 
analysis and use of statistical software programs, etc. Training can involve employing an 
outside trainer, sending individuals to training workshops, online or academic courses, etc. 



However capacity building needs are met, it is critical that baseline team members are 
competent to collect and analyse data in a reliable manner, according to specified methods. 

 

6. PREPARE THE BUDGET FOR THE BASELINE STUDY 

 

As noted in Step 1 above, it is best to determine and plan for the budget early on to 1) determine 
what is within the financial capacity of the study and 2) best ensure adequate funding is available. 
Following are key considerations for budget planning after the baseline study is considered in 
more detail through the above planning steps. 

o Itemize the baseline study budget. This includes: 1) human resources such as staffing, any 
external expertise, training/capacity building, translation, data entry, etc., and 2) capital 
costs such as equipment, ravel and accommodation, computer and software, printing, 
publication, dissemination, etc. It is best to prepare a spread sheet clearly itemising 
baselines expenses, following any format requirements form the implementing 
organisation/donor. It is recommended to provide any narrative necessary to justify each 
budget items.  
 

o Incorporate baseline costs into the project budget. It is better to include baseline costs as 
part of the project overall budget, rather than as part of the organisation’s overhead. This 
helps to ensure the true cost of the project is reflected and secured in the budget, rather 
than later suggesting inefficiencies or poor planning. 
 

o Check any donor budget requirements and contributions. If the baseline study is required 
by the donor or implementing organization, determine whether equivalent is provided. If 
multiple funding sources are utilized, ensure that the budget is broken down by donor 
source, and identify any additional cost not covered. 
 

o Plan for contingency costs. Unexpected costs may arise during the baseline study, such as 
the need for additional data collection/analysis to verify findings. Although budget planning 
seeks to avoid such risks, unexpected expenses do arise and it is better to be prepared. 
 

 


