
TOP 10 TIPS SERIES 1

2016

for Security and Justice Sector Reform

Developed by DCAF–ISSAT

TOP 10

SERIES
TIPS



TOP 10 TIPS SERIES 2

Core Objectives
2

Fundamental Approach
1

EFFECTIVENESS ACCOUNTABILITY

Essential Dimensions
3

HOLISTIC

POLITICAL

TECHNICAL

LOCAL
OWNERSHIP

STATE

NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY

HUMAN RIGHTS

CROSS CUTTING ISSUES

FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

ETC.

GENDER

SECURITY AND JUSTICE NEEDS

PEOPLE

C
U

S
T

O
M

A
R

Y
 S

EC
U

R
IT

Y
 P

R
O

V
ID

ER
S

C
O

U
R

T
S

P
R

O
S

EC
U

T
O

R
S

P
O

LI
C

E

D
EF

EN
C

E

P
R

IV
A

T
E 

S
EC

U
R

IT
Y

 C
O

M
PA

N
IE

S

IN
T

EL
LI

G
EN

C
E

ET
C

.

EX
EC

U
T

IV
E 

A
N

D
PA

R
LI

A
M

EN
TA

R
Y

 O
V

ER
S

IG
H

T

P
U

B
LI

C
 O

V
ER

S
IG

H
T

The Characteristics of SSR

Cross-cutting issues in reform



TOP 10 TIPS SERIES 3

Contents

How to be a good SSR advisor when working with national actors       4

Ten tips for tackling corruption           6

How to think about corruption when working with national and local actors      8

Ten tips for police internal oversight           10

Ten tips to improve international donor coordination, for SSR donor personnel in the field     12

Ten tips on criminal justice system development         14

Ten Theory of Change (ToC) tips for SSR          16

Ten Tips for Increasing Political Engagement for SSR         19

Top Ten Tips for Sustainable SSR Programming         21

Principles in Practice            24

 



TOP 10 TIPS SERIES 4

How to be a good SSR advisor when 
working with national actors1

For the past 15 years I have Found myselF In a number oF countrIes, mostly African, 
working as an advisor to ministers, senior government officials and chiefs of 
defence. My work has spanned across national infrastructure development, defence 
transformation, conflict prevention and a variety of SSR initiatives.

When I first started as an advisor I quickly realized that to be effective (and survive) 
I would have to build relationships and networks, and at the same time cope with 
the challenges of planning transformation pathways forward within politically and 
culturally sensitive contexts. So, the tips offered here have been gathered from 
personal experience, best practice, and seeing at first hand the common challenges 
faced by new advisors on the ground who aren’t sure where to start! 

The tips below are elaborated on in ISSAT’s Operational Guidance Note ‘The 
Security and Justice Sector Reform Advisor’.

1 Get to know your principal national counterpart and interlocutors 
on both a personal and professional level. Build trust and 
confidence at every opportunity.  

2 Seek to provide solutions and options rather than problems and 
obstacles. Become a valuable source of experience, expertise and 
knowledge.  

3 Spend the early weeks and months of your assignment proactively 
building networks. Then extend your networks.  
 

4 Do not seek the limelight or recognition. Promote success for your 
national counterparts.  
 

5 Deliver advice in its proper context and at the right level.  
Seek to be consistent and maintain confidentiality.  
 

By: Gordon Hughes
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How to be a good SSR advisor when working 
with national actors (Continued) 

USEFUL LINKS: 

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Share/Blogs/
ISSAT-Blog/Ten-Tips-How-to-
be-a-good-SSR-Adviser-when-
working-with-national-actors
 
http://issat.dcaf.ch/Learn/Re-
source-Library2/Operational-Guid-
ance-Notes/Implementation/
ISSAT-Programme-Implementa-
tion-OGN-The-Security-and-Jus-
tice-Sector-Reform-Advisor
 
http://issat.dcaf.ch/
Learn/E-Learning/Funda-
mentals-of-Strategic-Advis-
ing-in-Reform-Environments

6 Be sensitive to culture and traditions. Listen actively. This may mean 
that you do not offer advice without a request during the first few 
months of your assignment.  

7 Do what is right for your Host Government and beware of 
responding too quickly to the call for rapid results from your own 
Government.  

8 Be flexible. Identify and respond to new windows of opportunity. 
 
 
 

9 Get close to the point of delivery and decision making. Co-locate 
with your national counterpart if possible.  
 

10 Maintain continuity in the delivery of advice. A rapid turn-over of 
advisers can lead to “advising fatigue” by national actors. For tour 
lengths – longer is better. The minimum should be one year; two 
years is about right.
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Ten tips for tackling corruption2

hIgh-level and low-level corruptIon not only hInders the State and security sector’s 
ability to operate at both effective and accountable level, but negatively impacts the 
public’s trust and perception of the security sector. While few contest the importance 
of addressing corruption, it is often regarded as a secondary priority for governments 
and institutions, who tend to seek more technical reforms. 

Donors frequently struggle with the political nature and politically sensitivities that 
are commonly associated with attempts to curb corruption. In order to overcome 
some of the challenges that SSR practitioners are likely to experience regarding 
this phenomenon, ISSAT’s SSR practitioners have developed Ten Tips for Tackling 
Corruption. These tips are drawn from ISSAT experience in the field and aim to help 
further translate policy into good practice. 

1 Take time to understand the nature of corruption (form and causes) 
and the political will to address it. 
 

2 Ensure that donors, multilaterals and international NGOs are not 
engaging in corruption (see the Transparency International Defence 
Corruption project). 
 

3  SSR programmes should support measures to ensure that service 
providers are paid their salaries. 
 

4  Consideration should be given also to the welfare of service 
providers and their families. 
 

5  Encourage merit-based promotions and advanced training. 
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Ten tips for tackling corruption (Continued)
  

USEFUL LINKS: 

Fighting Corruption in Security 
Sector Reform (USIP, 2010)
 
Tackling Corruption at 
the Systemic Level Dennis 
Blease, blog, ISSAT 2011
 
Unpacking the Concept of 
Corruption and it effects on SSR 
Programmes - Forum, ISSAT 2013. 
 
 Anti-corruption measures in 
Security Sector Reform: necessary 
and achievable - open Society
 
Corruption as a threat to stability 
and peace – Transparency 
International, 2014. 
 
Corruption: Lessons from 
the international mission in 
Afghanistan – Transparency 
International. 2015
 
Police Corruption – video - USIP

6  Ensure service providers understand the legal framework within 
which they work, codes of conduct and the repercussions of 
breaking them. 

7  Develop internal accountability mechanisms (e.g. internal 
inspectorates) and ensure they are given the necessary resources. 
 

8  Develop external citizen review boards. 
 
 

9  Raise awareness of procurement amongst the population:  
they are often unaware. 
 

10 Tackle high and low corruption simultaneously. 
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How to think about corruption 
when working with national and 
local actors

3

transparency InternatIonal’s deFence and securIty programme (TI-DSP) has been 
working for the past seven years with defence and security forces, assisting them 
proactively to address and tackle corruption. Our experience is that nations, 
militaries and security forces are remarkably open to discussing corruption 
once you have made it clear that your objectives are to improve the capability of 
the organisation, not to damage it, and to focus on constructive measures not 
punishment. Here are ten top tips from our experience:

1 Make it clear in all your conversations that whilst corruption is a 
damaging, dangerous phenomenon, your presence and purpose is 
about developing constructive solutions in this particular context. 

2 Tell people that corruption is a systemic issue, not a personal one. 
It thus has to be tackled by changing behaviours, processes and 
controls across the whole system. Doing this in a preventive way is 
more powerful and long lasting than through prosecutions.

3 Find a few senior influential people who will give the message that 
tackling corruption is a central part of the reform process and that 
they fully support it. In particular, you want them to say or make 
it clear that it is permissible for their staff to talk openly about the 
topic. Taking ownership of the anti-corruption effort is crucial.

4 Take it slowly, and talk to a lot to people without any action plan. 
It takes time for people to realise that it is a systemic problem, 
that it is not about punishment, and that it is only rarely about 
procurement fraud.

5 Allow people to have their own views of what corruption is. It is a 
multicomponent word, and everyone will give different weights to 
different elements, including some that will not be on your radar. 

By: Nicholas Seymour, Transparency International
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How to think about corruption when working 
with national and local actors (Continued) 

USEFUL LINKS: 

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Share/
Blogs/ISSAT-Blog/Ten-Tips-
How-to-think-about-corrup-
tion-when-working-with-na-
tional-and-local-actors

6 Nonetheless, carry with you a template typology that shows 
on one page the different sorts of corruption activity that you 
can encounter in defence and security environments (see 
TI-DSP, “Building Integrity and Reducing Corruption in Defence 
and Security: 20 Practical Reforms”, p. 10). This page is very 
self-explanatory and gets people interested and talking very easily. 
Convene small groups to talk about the subject and identify priority, 
practical areas for reform.

7 Be humble when your national and local colleagues talk about 
corruption in ‘the west’. It is plentiful, and nowhere more than 
in relations between developed country support for developing 
countries in aid and conflict environments. You too are part of a 
frequently corrupt system.

8 Don’t let the ‘myth’ that corruption cannot be tackled pass without 
challenge. There are lots of countries that have made big progress 
in talking corruption, starting with Singapore, and going through 
countries like Malaysia and Georgia. Post conflict countries like 
Colombia, Serbia, Liberia and Rwanda similarly have made huge 
progress, even if the present situation is far from satisfactory.

9 Reform in the military and Defence Ministry can act as a beacon 
for reforms across the rest of government. It is both realistic and 
inspiring for defence to be in the lead on such reforms. 

10 Be positive! It’s a serious subject, but people hugely welcome a 
sense that this is a soluble problem, and to hear of cases where 
measures have helped improve the situation elsewhere. 
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Ten tips for police internal 
oversight4

Internal oversIght oF a polIce servIce Is key to ensuring its smooth functioning. It also 
meets the criteria of accountability, a key characteristic of security sector reform 
(SSR). SSR aims to not only improve the effectiveness of security and justice services, 
but also to enhance their accountability and good governance. 

Given the central role of the police in service provision to the population, its direct 
interaction with the public and the powers that are typically conferred to the police, 
it is vital to ensure that police officers adhere to high standards of quality and 
behaviour in their work. Internal oversight can help ensure that these standards are 
met, thereby preventing inappropriate behaviour or practices, abuse of power and 
corruption. Ideally, the work of an internal oversight body should be complemented 
by independent external oversight mechanisms. Our purpose here is to focus 
specifically on the internal oversight of a police service. Through a wide-range of 
experiences in this field, ISSAT has been able to closely examine and support a variety 
of reform processes focusing on the issue of internal oversight. 

Internal oversight is a sensitive topic since it can lead to the questioning of certain 
practices that are deeply rooted within the traditions and culture of the police. 
Improving internal mechanisms to monitor peers, identify abusive behaviour of 
police officers, including the most high-ranking, is not an easy task. Willingness to 
undertake such reforms must come from the highest level of hierarchy. Integrity and 
professionalism are core values that are essential to effective internal oversight. Real 
guarantees for the protection of those engaged in internal oversight and genuine 
authority are also required if any serious reform is to occur. 

1 Ensure clear legal definition of the body that will lead the process of 
internal oversight and clearly define its roles and responsibilities. 
 

2 Vest the inspectorate’s personnel with the legal authority to conduct 
judicial investigation. 
 

3 Clarify the exact powers of the inspectorate within the overall chain 
of internal oversight of the police service in question. 
 

By: Antoine Hanin
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Ten tips for police internal oversight 
(Continued) 

USEFUL LINKS: 

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Share/
Blogs/ISSAT-Blog/10-tips-for-
police-internal-oversight

4 Grant inspectorate personnel the right to independently deal with 
any case that falls within their authority. 
 

5 Provide the inspectorate the ability to make independent decisions 
related to oversight, without disregarding ministerial guidelines. 
 

6 Provide the inspectorate a high level of operational autonomy, 
while ensuring the protection of its staff. 
 

7 Ensure that staff appointments are based on objective criteria. 
 
 

8 Ensure that the staff who are appointed have clean records. 
 
 

9 Grant inspectorate staff direct access to the persons who are 
dissatisfied with the functioning of the police. 
 

10 Develop the inspectorate’s capacity to collaborate with all other 
national oversight bodies responsible for ensuring the proper 
functioning of state services. 



TOP 10 TIPS SERIES 12

Ten tips to improve international 
donor coordination, for SSR donor 
personnel in the field

5

1 Attend all donor (international cooperation partner) coordination 
meetings, no matter how dull or in what language the meeting is 
held (take along a translator if necessary).  

2  Participate actively in international coordination meetings when 
appropriate, and use meetings to share information about your 
strategic objectives and the programmes and activities you support. 

3  Publish and distribute regular reports about the progress of your 
programme and the activities you support. Distribute reports to 
all colleagues in the international community, not only to your 
headquarters and the national actors.

4  Respond to all correspondence from other donor/international 
partners.  
 

By: Janine Rauch

one oF Issat’s member countrIes sent a new staFF member to manage their SSR 
assistance programme in a post-conflict African country. Like many programme 
managers, he’s new to SSR and to the international development game. One thing 
he’s been battling with is putting into practice the principle of ‘international donor 
co-ordination’ in the field. He’s not sure how open to be with his colleagues in other 
donor programmes supporting SSR, not sure whether the problems he’s facing are 
shared by his colleagues in other embassies or projects, not sure whether he’s met all 
the international actors involved in supporting SSR, not sure that he’s being invited to 
all the relevant meetings. 

He sometimes gets conflicting instructions from his Capital: some days, he’s told to 
make sure he is coordinating with donor X, and some days he’s told to make sure that 
his own country’s flag is clearly planted over a certain area of SSR support, to establish 
his country’s reputation as the ‘lead donor’ irrespective of what his colleagues in other 
donor-funded SSR support programmes are doing. His predicament inspired this list of 
very simple tips for field staff engaged in supporting SSR programmes:
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Ten tips to improve international donor 
coordination, for SSR donor personnel in  
the field (Continued)

 

USEFUL LINKS: 

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Share/Blogs/
ISSAT-Blog/10-Tips-to-improve-
donor-coordination-in-the-field

5  Agree to meet all assessment and review teams sent by other 
international partners to the country in which you work.  
(You will want your international colleagues to do the same for you, 
some day). 

6  Use the local media (in the country in which you work) to share 
information about your strategy and the activities you support.  
Both national and international actors receive local media. 

7 Ask other international actors to review and to make inputs into the 
design of your programme; and take their views seriously; as you do 
with the views of national actors. 

8  When identifying other international actors with whom to build 
relationships, remember to consider non-OECD countries, 
international NGO’s, International Financial Institutions, and 
multilateral bodies including regional organisations. Check with 
your local counterparts which other international actors they see 
and work with.

9  Insist that all international actors engage meaningfully, regularly 
and openly with the national SSR actors, and set a good example by 
doing this yourself. 

10  Support and encourage your Capital to improve their coordination 
with other donors too, so that improved coordination does not only 
happen in the field.  Share information generously with colleagues 
in your capital. 
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Ten tips on criminal justice system 
development6

crImInal JustIce system (cJs) development Is a complIcated and complex endeavour 
to undertake. Rather than being a single, unified sector, it is more sensible to 
understand it as a series of related and mutually dependent systems composed of a 
number of different agencies and institutions, each of which has its own rationales, 
work cultures, and formal and informal principles. As a result, each body responds to 
a distinctive set of incentives and develops at its own, separate pace, although one 
that needs to be integrated into and is reliant on the greater whole. Strengthening 
one link in the CJS chain in isolation merely creates pressures and fractures 
elsewhere. With this understanding comes the need to embrace the complexity of 
working across multiple institutions and at multiple levels. 

There is no magic bullet to delivering a more effective and more accountable criminal 
justice system; long term engagement, well targeted political influence, flexible 
programming and resilience to set-backs are all needed if sustainable impact is to be 
achieved. But since I’ve been asked, here are ten tips that may assist in developing 
the criminal justice sector.

1 Make sure you understand the complexity of the CJS and the 
complicated but essential relationships between the various actors. 
It’s far more complicated than just ‘cops, courts and corrections’.  
If you can’t identify at least ten different institutions, you’ve not 
done your homework.

2 Work across all the identified institutions, seeking opportunities 
to strengthen existing linkages and improve communication, 
coordination and mutual trust between all the agencies involved. 
Remember: horizontal linkages good, isolated vertical capacity 
building bad!

3  Do not focus on the CJS institutions in isolation of the people who 
use their services, e.g. victims & accused persons. By just working 
with the institutions there is a danger of producing a supply driven 
solution, which may be no solution at all.

4  Use civil society and other non-government groups to ensure 
approaches are relevant and meet the needs of everyone. 
Relationships are complex and dynamic and need continual 
assessment.

By: Piet Biesheuvel
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Ten tips on criminal justice system 
development (Continued) 

USEFUL LINKS: 

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Share/Blogs/
ISSAT-Blog/Ten-Tips-for-Crimi-
nal-Justice-System-Development

5  Coordination meetings involving all actors, including court users, 
need to be established. They can deal with specific isolated CJS 
problems or operate at a higher and more strategic level. 

6  Identify blockages within the CJS – either through examination 
of individual cases or by reviewing prisoners held on remand in 
custody. Justice delayed is justice denied – now is your chance to 
put this right! 

7 Help to establish a process that supports cross CJS record keeping 
and allows case tracking to become normalised. This doesn’t 
necessarily involve computers – planks of wood and box files work 
very well too. 

8  Make sure your innovative solutions to improving the CJS don’t 
have unintended consequences. Be sure you know what your end 
objectives are: reducing case-back logs and prison decongestion 
would be positive results you may wish to aim for.

9  Oversight of the CJS is complicated because it involves so 
many institutions, many with different lines of governance and 
accountability. But ensuring that the system is transparent and is 
accountable for its performance and behaviour is critical. Consider 
how oversight may be managed in a more coordinated manner.

10  Top-tip! Remember, that in many parts of the world, and 
particularly in sub-Sahara Africa, the vast majority of people 
access security and justice through traditional, customary or other 
non-state means, and wouldn’t dream of using the established CJS. 
Therefore tips 1 to 9 however well delivered may make no impact at 
all on ordinary citizens lives if non-state actors are not considered. 
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Ten Theory of Change (ToC) tips 
for SSR7

theory oF change (toc) Is more than Just the latest kId on the block of cooperation 
jargon. When it comes to SSR support, ToC can be used effectively in several ways.
ToC emerged from two kinds of thought: evaluation theory and practice, and 
participatory social action. Theories of Change are used most often in three 
ways: a) as a planning tool in the programme cycle to make explicit assumptions 
connecting activities, outputs and outcomes; b) as a way of thinking about how a 
project is expected to work; and c) as an approach to understanding of how change 
happens. In combining these three purposes, ToC not only can help us in monitoring 
and evaluation, but could also lead to more learning and continuous adaptation, 
discovering a path as we go along in a complex system, if we use ToC as an evolving 
tool. In SSR support, we can link those three purposes to the three dimensions of 
SSR: technical, holistic, political. ToC can help us to reflect on how power dynamics 
change in practice, a crucial element of any SSR programme. ToC should underline 
the political nature of SSR support, as SSR processes affect power relations, income 
and privileges.

Similarly, ToC can be used at different levels of intervention: At the individual level, 
it involves attitudes and perceptions; at the organisational level it makes explicit 
changing structures and relationships; at the socio-political level, it may be aimed 
at management and oversight strategies. A tool, such as the Capacity Integrity and 
Sustainability Framework (CIS), often used in SSR support highlights these levels 
addressed in a ToC. This is also particularly relevant, as any ToC should be grounded 
in a context analysis, which could include the CIS and allow for the participation of a 
wide range of stakeholders.

1  theory oF change stands For a hypothesIs – how we thInk our 
programmes work and why and how we thInk certaIn actIons produce 
desIred change. It allows us to identify the intermediate steps on the 
way to achieving a specific outcome. We all have implicit ideas of 
how our programmes are working. In making these ideas explicit, 
we can develop a shared idea and test them.

2 a robust dIscussIon durIng development oF the theory oF change 
can reveal our assumptIons, and help to IdentIFy gaps and unmet 
needs. The development of the ToC will benefit from a participatory 
approach, which includes a range of actors. By using a participatory 
process for the Theory of Change, we ensure that different 
perspectives and perceptions are taken into consideration. This 
makes it more likely that assumptions will be identified and 
addressed, linking the theory with a stronger representation of how 
change could occur.

By: Kai Schäfer



TOP 10 TIPS SERIES 17

Ten Theory of Change (ToC) tips for SSR 
(Continued) 

3 theory oF change should be context specIFIc, and thereFore be 
lInked to a robust conFlIct analysIs. We need to understand and 
engage with complexity, taking into account a multitude of actors, 
the interconnection of different levels as well as unpredictability 
of a given situation. As each situation has both continuities and 
differences with other contexts, a valid theory of change describing 
how effects can be achieved can only be created in reference to the 
specifics of the current context. In line with the New Deal, conflict 
analysis should be done together with the host nation in the spirit of 
local ownership.

4 the key questIon In a theory oF change Is: “what kInd oF change do 
we want”? Creating a Theory of Change is not a simple undertaking, 
as understanding how programme activities link with the desired 
changes in the behaviour of security forces is a complicated 
problem. As such it is helpful to remain focused on the purpose of 
the process, which is to help target the programme at the change 
we are trying to achieve. The theory, and the programme which it is 
created for, are vehicles to bring about change.

5 Focus on the socIo-polItIcal level when attemptIng to change 
behavIour. The intention of a Theory of Change is to change 
behaviour. At the socio-political level, this has implications for the 
social order and social relations, particularly with regard to access 
to power and resources.

6 wIthIn a proJect cycle, theory oF change should be consIstently 
used, From the desIgn, through ImplementatIon, monItorIng, and 
evaluatIon. The accuracy of a Theory of Change is only relevant if 
the theory has an impact on how the programme is delivered. As 
the core justification for all the actions of a programme, it should 
inform all aspects of how it is delivered, and assessed. This will 
allow collecting credible evidence for the different phases of the 
programme cycle.

7 buIldIng yearly re-analysIs oF the theory oF change can help a 
programme address the contInuIng relevance oF theIr theory, and 
help IdentIFy monItorIng gaps. It is important to build reassessment 
of the Theory of Change into the programme’s cycle. By setting out a 
regular discussion and analysis of the theory a programme provides 
itself with the opportunity to consider the extent to which they are 
achieving their aims, the extent to which they have the information 
to know how well they are progressing, and what the evidence 
collected suggests about the accuracy of the theory. 
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Ten Theory of Change (ToC) tips for SSR 
(Continued) 

USEFUL LINKS: 

Rogers, P. J. (2008), Using 
programme theory to evalu-
ate complicated and complex 
aspects of interventions, 
Evaluation, 14(1), 29-48. 
 
Woodrow, P. & Oatley, N. (2013), 
Practical Approaches to The-
ories of Change in Conflict, 
Security & Justice Programmes 
- Part I: What They Are, Different 
Types, How to Develop and Use 
Them, London: Department for 
International Development.
 
Woodrow, P., & Chigas, D. 
(2008), Demystifying Im-
pacts in Evaluation Practice, 
New Routes, 13(3), 19-22.
 
Swisspeace, Theories of 
Change in Fragile Contexts 
Training, Basel, Switzerland 

8 theorIes oF change that are adapted throughout the process can 
help to ensure InstItutIonal learnIng. Learning is a key concept of 
Theory of Change. The purpose of the theory is both to understand 
what actions link to what outcomes, but also to identify when 
the hypothesis is incorrect so that the programme can change 
to address the problem.  It is important to identify potentially 
challenging aspects, if the programme is to be able to adapt and 
change to achieve the desired outcome.

9 wIth qualItatIve and quantItatIve IndIcators For the IntermedIate 
steps, you deFIne the change you want as well as what you measure 
rIght From the outset oF the process. Indicators that set out a 
monitoring system help to pin down change and link the Theory 
of Change with other processes of the programme cycle. Tailoring 
indicators to the context is thereby crucial.

10 theorIes oF change wIth theIr graphIc representatIon can be used 
For monItorIng, but also For communIcatIng eFFectIvely. Visualisation 
of a Theory of Change also facilitates communication among the 
different stakeholders involved in the process (donors, practitioners, 
and partners) as it traces a process. It tells a story about change, 
which can be easier to articulate to people without SSR expertise. 
Finally it can allow a programme to explain how components, 
which may appear disparate, are linked into a network designed to 
achieve greater effects.

Activities and 
outputs

Define and promote 
international
SSR/SSG norms
(values, policies,
laws, practices, etc.)

Broad awareness of
international norms

Legal and policy
framework

Executive, legislative,
judicial and civil
society oversight

More e ective,
e icient, inclusive,
gender-sensitive and
transparent

More accountable 
and responsive to
democratic governance

More responsive to the
needs of the people
and state

More respectful of
human rights and the
rule of law

Transparent 
processes,reporting 
and communications

Cohesion and
coordination 
between levels and 
institutions in the 
system

Sector and
institutional
architectures

Shared vision for
change based on
international norms

Practical, e ective and 
locally owned process
and infrastructure for
change

Motivation and
commitment to
change

Capacity to change

Human, financial and
material resources

Build and support
capacity to adopt
SSR/SSG norms

Develop supporting
knowledge products

Etc.

Enabling 
environment and 
e�ective process 
for change

E�ective laws 
and architecture

Enhanced
capabilities

Reinforced motivation and commitment

Improved
performance 
and behaviour

Enhanced human
security and justice

and increased
human rights 

protection as a 
foundation for

sustainable peace
and development

SSR / SSG THEORY OF CHANGE
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Ten Tips for Increasing Political 
Engagement for SSR8

I oFten FInd myselF sayIng at workshops and conFerences on ssr, that there are two things 
people need to know about SSR. Firstly, that it is political, and secondly, that it is political (polite 
laughter usually follows). I then go on to explain that SSR is political firstly in the Host Nation—
not least because SSR programmes can touch on the very core of power arrangements, and 
therefore creates winners and potential spoilers. Secondly, and equally importantly, it is political 
at home in the Donor Nation—in part because an SSR programme will be subject to the whims of 
political spending when the appetite for risk is low. 

I hear many practitioners bemoan the ‘lack of political will’ in a Host Nation (rarely in the Donor 
Nation it seems), as if this gives an appropriate excuse for why a programme is not advancing 
at the pace hoped for.  However, there is always political will, it is much more a matter of where 
that political will is directed, and how it can be incentivised to enable effective and accountable 
reform of the security sector. It is not easy to do so, and requires a broad ‘insurance policy’ to 
manage the many risks associated with SSR programmes. It is for this reason, among others, 
that the third principle – the first two being local ownership and effectiveness and accountability 
– of a security sector reform approach is itself composed of three dimensions: political, technical 
and holistic. (I can already hear the sighs of resignation at reading the word ‘holistic’ – how is it 
possible to do everything encompassed in holistic? I hear you ask.)

It is difficult to be completely holistic – but it is possible to take a more balanced approach that 
is conflict sensitive and manages risk better. In response to the dilemma of how to improve 
political engagement, de-risk single track approaches, and incentivise political will, a number of 
the following tips were put forward at a workshop not so long ago, which we have rounded up 
here to 10.

1 don’t subcontract the polItIcs oF ssr – it requires long term engagement and 
confidence building from trusted partners both at home in the donor nation, 
and with the host nation. Aid contractors cannot be expected to hold the same 
political relationship, nor share the intended political end goals.

2 buIld polItIcal wIll across three interlocking spheres: 
 
a. Within the Host Nation 
b. Domestically in the supporting Donor Nation 
c. Internationally with other supporting nations, and regional bodies 
 
particularly in order to work on joint assessments, identify and manage gaps 
and potential spoilers, as well as to provide mutual support when needed. 
Communication of progress will be crucial across all three spheres to keep all 
stakeholders engaged.

By: Thammy Evans
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Ten Tips for increasing Political Engament 
for SSR (Continued) 

3 wIthIn a host natIon, work across several levels oF polItIcal engagement: 
a. Government institutions 
b. Security and justice providers – both state and non-state 
c. Other public bodies and civil society organisations 
d. Media, think tanks and academia 
 
If this can’t be done within the programme, then consider working with other 
supportive nations and bodies (see point two above).

4 ensure the programme buIlds resIlIence to uphold community needs when 
political winds changes, to ensure sustainability when donor support draws 
down, and by harnessing local capacity at a pace that builds on their strengths.

5 IdentIFy drIvers oF change within patronage politics  – a power/interest 
mapping of stakeholders, both local and regional/international, can help with 
this..

6 search out entry poInts at the right rung of the right ladder – where there 
is a balance of willingness and traction, options for conditionality (i.e. ensure 
that train and equip or infrastructure programme don’t end up a freebie 
without bridging to accountability), and makes good use of potential capacity. 
Understanding the local context is key in this regard.

7 balance the desIre to achIeve political institutional goals with the need to 
provide tangible service delivery to citizens.

8 take a stand not a sIde – supporting the political process in a country, and 
needing to be a reliable partner, does not mean needing to abandon principles 
when counterparts veer away from the interests of the programme. This will 
require having enough room to manoeuvre both at home and in the partner 
country to be able to apply leverage where necessary, or to condition further 
progress. A regularly revised risk assessment and mitigation strategy can 
help to manage upcoming issues.

9 use a mIx oF polItIcal dIplomacy and publIc statements and agreements, 
depending on the state and confidence of bilateral and regional relations.

10 buIld multIple platForms For dIalogue, space for consensus building, and 
options beyond violent conflict which will strengthen a positive political 
process.

Further details and examples of how these tips have been conducted in practice can 
be found on our Principles in Practice page on Political Engagement.
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Top Ten Tips for Sustainable SSR 
Programming9

securIty sector reForm Focuses on the securIty oF the cItIzens and the state. The objective of 
SSR is twofold: reinforcing the capacity of the entire security sector together with strengthening 
its accountability, responsibility and integrity. In many countries this process touches the 
power bases of the political elites and in nearly every country this process is linked to emotions 
of nationalism and pride. In order to be sustainable the SSR process should be locally and 
nationally owned, meaning the process should be managed and supported by the state and 
non-state actors concerned, being either providers of security or oversight and management 
bodies. 

SSR is all about changing attitude and behaviour, based on mutually accepted norms and 
values. Sustainability of the SSR-process has been reached once the state and non-state 
actors engaged in the SSR process behave accordingly to internationally agreed principles of 
good governance, human rights, gender, parliamentary oversight etc. Supporting these kinds 
of change processes, while respecting premises such as ownership, needs time. Developing 
sustainable outcomes will not occur overnight.
 
These Top Ten Tips for Sustainable SSR Programming are based on many years advising and 
supporting the implementation of SSR programming in reforming countries. The importance 
of these tips will not be the same in all SSR process. The context, the challenges, the culture, 
the political support etc. will differ from one country to another, from one moment to another – 
please keep this in mind.

1 respect ownershIp and all its consequences. Ownership is crucial to 
sustainability. In post-conflict/ fragile settings ownership is a progressive 
process. It will lead to changes in tasks, responsibilities, and management 
structures and even in the amount of parties involved. The contents of the 
SSR programme and its structure should be subordinate to consequences 
of respect to the principle of ownership. Contents and structure should be 
flexible. Ownership should not become a victim of timelines and demands for 
visible results. 
 
The more inclusive a SSR programme becomes or is the more sustainable the 
program will be. Aside from the issue of addressing the issue of insecurity for 
women and girls, a gender responsive programme will be more credible, more 
respected, and so, more legitimate certainly in the eyes of the women and girls 
but also in the eyes of those who are already convinced that treating women 
and girls in an equal way is the best way forward.

By: Alwin van den Boogaard
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Top Ten Tips for Sustainable SSR 
Programming (Continued) 

2 start small and stay FlexIble. One needs time to learn the context, to 
understand challenges, to explain, to discuss, to convince, to create agents 
of change, to identify spoilers and to deal with resistance.  Starting small 
will provide opportunities to understand the context and to identify the real 
underlying problems. SSR is a process of change that goes deep within the 
society. It will frighten people, it will cause resistance. Discussing, convincing 
is part of the process. There is a need to build a relationship based on mutual 
trust and credibility. Once this has been realized gradually the SSR-process can 
run deeper. 
 
SSR is not linear. Windows of opportunity will present themselves unexpectedly 
and during an unknown period. In order to be able to profit from these 
opportunities the program should be flexible and be able to analyse and react 
rapidly. Mandates to decide should be held at the lowest level possible while 
at the same time communication with the higher levels should be maintained. 
Flexibility of a programme will provide means to exploit successes.

3 be gender responsIve. SSR is about security for all, which must include women 
and young girls whose security needs, experiences and perspectives are 
different than those from men and young boys. Gender responsiveness is not 
only needed in order to create equal conditions but gender responsiveness will 
increase credibility, legitimacy and support to the program and therefore will 
increase ownership and sustainability. The discussion around gender which, 
in several fragile and post-conflict countries, is gaining ground can serve also 
as an opening towards the other principles of good governance of the security 
sector.

4 traIn, buIld and equIp should Incorporate accountabIlIty and governance. 
From the beginning onwards SSR-programmes should introduce elements of 
good governance. Even projects which belong to the “train, build and equip”- 
approach can and should contain these normative elements if they can hope 
to contribute to sustained changes. If this is done in a consistent way good 
governance will become a logical part of every project.

5 keep a balance between reInForcIng capacIty and strengthenIng accountabIlIty/ 
oversIght and IntegrIty. Credibility and legitimacy of an SSR-program will 
be gained once the program leads to positive changes in behaviour and 
attitude. Behaviour of the members of the security forces largely influences the 
appreciation of the people. It is easier to understand and accept that there is 
lack of effectiveness of security forces due to the lack of means than to accept 
insecurity because well-equipped security forces misbehave. 
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Top Ten Tips for Sustainable SSR 
Programming (Continued) 

6 use ongoIng or proposed local approaches. Home-grown ideas and proposals 
provide more credible and legitimate solutions. Whenever present and 
possible they should be used. These ideas can be used as a point of entry for 
other elements of SSR.

7 respect the context and take It Into account. Understanding the context, 
the culture, the underlying roots of conflict are a recurring activity. It is a 
real challenge to get to the bottom of the context, but building sustainable 
solutions depends on an accurate understanding of the local issues and 
dynamics. Building respectful relationships with your local partners and being 
open to different views will ease the process of understanding the context. 

8 accept the polItIcal dImensIon oF ssr. Accept that SSR is a political process 
and act accordingly. Without political support for the aims of the programme, 
any outcomes achieved will be abandoned rapidly once the funding is finished. 
The political dimension of SSR is part of daily life of all members of the 
SSR-program and beyond. Relations with and between politicians should be 
built and maintained at all levels. High level political relations are also a kind of 
investment for survival of the SSR-program in difficult times of setbacks. 

9  create support In the donor country. SSR is a highly political endeavour within 
the donor country. Donor concerns can derail a programme well before its 
end, resulting in minimal effectiveness and poor sustainability of outcomes. In 
order to reduce the political vulnerability of SSR within the donor country there 
is a need to gain political support (e.g. parliament) or support of parts of the 
society (e.g. NGO’s). These platforms of support can be used in difficult times 
for the SSR process. 

10 tIme Is an enabler. Time is not the main criterion for success, there are others. 
Time is needed to be able to advance without damaging ownership and 
without reducing the probability of sustainability. Time moves the conflict 
further away, and allows power relations between and within local stakeholder 
groups to adjust, enabling sustainable settlements that SSR can reinforce.
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For further guidance on what works in SSR, please see the DCAF-ISSAT Principles 
in Practice webpages. Principles in Practice is a growing compendium of good 
practice lessons and advice on specific areas of security and justice sector 
reform, as well as examples and further resources. 

The current pages are on:
• Local Ownership
• National Security Strategies
• Donor and Cross-Government Coordination
• Political Engagement 

Upcoming pages include:
• Sustainability
• Customary Justice
• Balancing Effectiveness and Accountability

PRINCIPLES IN PRACTICE

Principles in Practice can be found at:

http://issat.dcaf.ch/Learn/SSR-in-Practice/Principles-in-Practice 

Check-in regularly for updates to lessons and examples.


