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Executive Summary
This rapid evidence assessment (REA) draws on the findings of the systematic evidence map that was
produced by the Africa Centre for Evidence (ACE) team on ecosystem services and poverty reduction
in sub-Saharan Africa, from funding from the Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation Programme
(ESPA) (Erasmus, Tannous & Langer 2017). The REA forms part of a set of four outputs that
interrogate specific aspects of the evidence base identified through the evidence map. The focus of
this REA is on the decision-tools used in studies that probe ecosystems services and poverty
reduction in sub-Saharan Africa.
We mined the search results generated in the searches for the systematic evidence map to identify a
structured sample of reports/papers to enable us to address the question: To what extent have
ecosystem service decision-making tools in sub-Saharan Africa incorporated multi-dimensional
understandings of poverty, local knowledge, and policy-relevance? We also looked at ESPA-funded
research outputs.
We included thirteen studies from the general literature, and fourteen ESPA-funded outputs that
look at decision-making tools for ecosystem services and poverty reduction in sub-Saharan Africa.
These studies provide a snapshot across the literature. We report on studies in the two groupings of
general literature and ESPA-funded outputs in terms of their consideration for:
i) multi-dimensional understandings of poverty,
ii) indigenous / local knowledge systems, and
iii) policy-relevance.

Overall findings from our snapshot of primary studies
The conclusion from our snapshot of decision-making tools within the general literature is that
multi-dimensional understanding of poverty is not sufficiently considered; and the same can be said
about ESPA-funded literature.
Regarding local knowledge, our conclusion from this snapshot of decision-tools within the general
literature is that local knowledge was not taken into account. For ESPA-funded research the picture
is slightly more positive, but our conclusion remains that this literature on decision-tools does not
take into account local knowledges.
The picture in relation to the policy-relevance of decision-tools in both the general and ESPA
literature appears more positive than the snapshots described above on both multi-dimensional
poverty and local knowledge. However, there are still sizable gaps in the consideration of relevant
policies when these decision-tools are described and discussed.
Overall then the findings from our snapshots suggest that studies on decision-making tools related
to ecosystem services and poverty reduction in sub-Saharan African largely fails in its consideration
of multi-dimensional understandings of poverty, and of local knowledge. The consideration of policy
contexts and relevance is a little higher, but still not consistent.
When reading our conclusions, the limitations of this study should be kept in mind. In terms of the
included research, this REA is limited to reporting what is contained within the available reports. In
particular regarding the nature of a REA (see Gough et al 2017), we have sampled from the available
literature, and not sought a comprehensive picture, and have not critically appraised the literature
that we have included.
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1. Background
1.1. Ecosystem services and poverty reduction in sub-Saharan Africa
The Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation Programme (ESPA) defines ecosystems as “a dynamic
complex of plant, animal and microorganism communities and their non-living environment
interacting as a functional unit” (ESPA 2017). The continuous flow and sustainable supply of multiple
ecosystem services are fundamental to maintaining life and achieve quality of life (MEA 2005).
Ecosystem services allow the 1.2 billion people in Africa to function physiologically and culturally,
and to derive social and economic benefit from them. De Groot et al (2010) indicate estimations
“that ecosystem services and other non-marketed goods account for between 47% and 89% of the
so-called ‘GDP of the poor’.”
When referring to ecosystem services, this Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA) is guided by the
definition provided by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and referenced in
the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA) (2005), namely that ecosystem services is “the
benefits that humans obtain from ecosystems” (Dudley 2008). In an economic extension of the MEA,
the Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) defines ecosystem services as “the direct and
indirect contributions of ecosystems to human well-being” (De Groot et al 2010). ESPA (2017)
defines ecosystem services as “the final point in the delivery chain from ecosystems that are used by
people for material goods, such as food or fuel, or for non-material goods such as climate regulation,
cultural benefits or flood prevention. Material and non-material goods have values which can be
measured in monetary or in non-monetary terms (e.g., health status and cultural appreciation).”
Other definitions remain with the idea of benefits, services, goods, value, positive contribution or
utility to humans from ecosystems (Costanza et al 1997; Fisher et al 2009; Wangai et al 2016). In its
definition, ecosystem services has poverty reduction embedded within its conceptualisation as
benefits to humans, and conservation efforts are then linked to human welfare (Fisher et al 2009;
Fisher et al 2011; IPBES 2010; MEA 2005).
The Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) uses a conceptual
framework that identifies three elements in the interaction between human societies and nature,
namely nature, nature’s benefits to humans, and good quality of life (Pascual et al 2017:7). The
middle element of nature’s contributions to people resonates with ecosystem services, and is
defined “as all the positive contributions, or benefits, and occasionally negative contributions, losses
or detriments, that people obtain from nature” (Pascual et al 2017:9). This second part is sometimes
forgotten in ecosystem services discussions. So-called ecosystem ‘disservices’ (such as poor
drainage, pest and disease outbreaks, or air pollution) can result from environmental degradation
through overexploitation, pollution and mismanagement, but also from frequent resource
management conflicts, political instability, and poverty and inequality, to name just some (Wangai et
al 2016:227).
If we consider the natural environment as the source of these services, services would be provided,
for example, by marine (oceans), freshwater (deltas, lakes, dams and rivers), and terrestrial
(grassland, savannah, deserts, woodlands and forests) sources. These ecological structures,
processes and ecological functions (such as filtering of soils) directly or indirectly provide humans
with a service (such as flood protection), benefit (such as health) and value (Potschin and HainesYoung 2011). The MEA (2005) classified various ecosystems services as provisioning services (e.g.,
fresh water), regulating services (e.g., climate regulation), cultural services (e.g., aesthetic or
recreational experiences), and supporting services (e.g., nutrient cycling).
According to Wingai et al (2016:234), the first study on ecosystem services in Africa was in 2005 in
South Africa (van Jaarsveld et al 2005), followed by a publication in 2006 on Kenya (Cohen et al
1

2006) and then on ecosystem services in Tanzania (Mwampamba 2007). Studies on ecosystem
services in sub-Saharan Africa have continued to be strong in these countries (Wingai et al
2016:234).

1.2. The context of this rapid evidence appraisal
This rapid evidence appraisal (REA) draws on the findings of a systematic evidence map (Erasmus,
Tannous & Langer 2017) that the wider team has produced. This REA then forms part of a set of four
outputs that interrogate specific aspects of the evidence base identified through the evidence map.
Two REAs synthesise the evidence on particular priority issues for eco-system services for poverty
alleviation in sub-Saharan Africa: on marine resources management (Van Rooyen and Tannous 2017)
and on protected areas (Erasmus and Langer 2017). Two further REAs explore methodological
aspects of ESPA research: this one focuses on decision-tools and the other on research methods
(Van Rooyen et al. 2017).
Currently, decision-makers make use of a range of approaches and tools to manage ecosystems. For
instance, a recent review of ecosystem services literature (Martinez-Harms et al 2015) assessed the
extent to which various ecosystem services assessments integrated a five core-step approach to
decisions made in managing ecosystem services. Another example of a tool that decision-makers
have at their disposal with which to manage ecosystem services is the Artificial Intelligence for
Ecosystem Services (ARIES) tool.
This REA therefore mines the search results generated in the searches for the systematic evidence
map to identify a structured sample of reports to enable us to address the question: To what extent
have ecosystem service decision-making tools in sub-Saharan Africa incorporated multi-dimensional
understandings of poverty, local knowledge, and policy-relevance?

1.3. Objective of this rapid evidence appraisal
This REA aims to summarise the extent to which decision-tools take account of the realities of multidimensional poverty, of local / indigenous1 knowledge, and of policy contexts. To this end we set out
to:
1) Provide a structured snapshot of current decision-tools in relation to these three key dimensions;
and
2) Reflect on this structured overview of current research methods in the field, and on ESPA’s own
contributions to our understanding of decision-tools, to draw out lessons for future work in this
area.
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See Appendix 6.1 for a brief discussion on terminology regarding local and indigenous knowledge.
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2. Methodology
2.1 Systematic review approach
REAs are part of a family of methodologies for research synthesis that include systematic reviews
and evidence maps (Gough et al 2017). REAs, as the name entails, present an approach to rapidly
review the available evidence-base on a given question and are usually conducted over a period of a
few months. They follow the main steps of research synthesis methodologies, namely:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.

Setting the research scope and designing inclusion criteria for primary reports;
Systematic searching for research reports and screening for inclusion;
Extracting data (although not always critical appraisal) of included reports; and
Synthesising reports’ findings.

REAs thereby allow us to generate research findings that are based on a body of evidence rather
than on individual reports. Their underlying methodology facilitates a structured, transparent, and
replicable process to transform the results of individual reports into a synthesis that is more than the
sum of its parts. That is, REAs allow us to identify patterns and results based on the totality of
evidence and accumulated body of knowledge. Given their short timeframe, REAs usually answer
narrow review questions and scale back on the most labour-intensive aspects of the review process
such as: searching multiple databases; double-screening and coding; full descriptive data extraction;
and strengths of the evidence and recommendation assessments. REAs provide a quicker approach
to systematic reviewing without compromising on the core principles of research synthesis.
Our REA is based on our prior evidence map of research on the links between ecosystem services
and multi-dimensional poverty alleviation in sub-Saharan Africa (Erasmus et al 2017). This evidence
map presents an exhaustive account of all research evidence evaluating the effects of different
interventions targeting the link between ecosystem services and poverty reduction in sub-Saharan
Africa. Our REA zooms in on one particular sub-set of literature identified as part of this evidence
map, examining the decision-tools used in ESPA research in sub-Saharan Africa. Below, we outline
the specific approach employed in this REA.

1.2 Search strategy, screening and inclusion criteria for identification of
relevant reports
Our search strategy to identify relevant reports for our REA is based on a prior evidence map of all
available research evidence on the links between ecosystem services and poverty alleviation in subSaharan-Africa (Erasmus, Tannous & Langer 2017).
In total, for that evidence map, we screened 9699 reports. When identifying reports for inclusion in
the map, any decision-tools were marked for consideration in this REA. This identified a total of 354
reports that mentioned decision-tools. These were then considered for this REA and included papers
if they described decision-tools relevant to ecosystems services and poverty reduction that had been
developed for and / or implemented within sub-Saharan Africa. Of the 354, 93 were identified as
potentially relevant to this REA, of which we collected the full texts of the 25 of the most recent
reports (2015 – 2017). These were read and coded, and any that proved irrelevant when reading the
full text were excluded, leaving thirteen final includes from the general literature.
This process was repeated to identify ESPA-funded research of relevance, drawing on the complete
list of ESPA-funded outputs. Eighteen reports of decision-tools (n=18) were sampled from the ESPA
reports. The selection criteria for the reports to be included was that they had to be in sub-Saharan
Africa, or have a case study in sub-Saharan Africa, where reports were done in different countries.
3

The sampling targeted reports that were published within the last five years (2012 – 2017). Not all
reports were reviewed as this REA was interested in providing a snapshot of the literature on
decision-tools and frameworks, and not a comprehensive review. As such, reports were included if
they described the tools/ frameworks and how useful they were towards formulating and informing
policy. Of the 18 identified reports, four were eliminated when we reviewed the full texts as they did
not meet the inclusion criteria. The final includes from this batch were fourteen reports (n=14).
These two sets of included reports are reported in separate tables, and similarities and differences
between them are noted.

1.3 Data extraction and appraisal
Included reports were then subject to a data extraction process. We developed a structured
extraction tool for coding reports’ key characteristics related to their consideration of:
iv) Multi-dimensional understandings of poverty;
v) Local knowledge systems; and
vi) Policy-relevance.
This tool was developed in partnership with colleagues from the Southern African Social Policy
Research Institute (SASPRI) with input from experts in each of the three areas above. In particular,
our government colleagues stressed the value of research and decision-tools that refer to specific
policies and make recommendations relevant to these policies. The full tool is provided in the
Appendix, with accompanying notes explaining its development and use. Data extraction was
conducted on paper and recorded in Excel by two reviewers with discussion between reviewers
taking place in case of uncertainties. A third reviewer was available to resolve any discrepancies.

1.4 Evidence synthesis
For this REA our synthesis is visual in the form of colour-coded grids for each of the three key
dimensions assessed (multi-dimensional poverty, local knowledge, and policy-relevance). General
research reports and ESPA-funded research were coded and reported in separate grids. Together
these provide a snapshot of the literature rather than being comprehensive. None-the-less the
structured summary provided within the grids enable us to make a number of key points about the
available literature.
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3. Findings from our REA
3.1 Included literature


From the general literature

Initially, there were 22 reports of decision-tools that were included in this snapshot. Of these, nine
were excluded when full texts were screened as on closer examination they were not infact about
decision-tools in Africa. The remaining 13 reports of decision-tools are summarised in Table 1 below
and full references for all included studies are listed in the appendices of this report.
In reviewing these 13 reports, it is important to recognise that these were not selected to be an
exhaustive list of decision-tools, but to provide a snapshot across the available literature. Out of the
13 included reports, the majority of them (n=12) provided the name of the tool they were
describing.
Table 1: The 13 included reports of decision-tools from the general literature

Authors
Bizikova et al, 2014
Chaudhury et al, 2016
Cockburn, 2016
de Vos, 2016
Erikson et al, 2015
Gatti, 2016

Decision-tool discussed
Normative Scenario Approach
Participatory Social Return on Investment
Durban Research Action Partnership Framework
Resilience Framework
Participatory Diagnosis Framework
Human Development Index & Living Planet Index

Hamman et al, 2016
Kisingo et al, 2016
Knuppe et al, 2016
Mwongera et al, 2017
Onyango et al, 2016
Simane et al, 2016
World Bank, 2015

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
Not indicated
Management and Transition Framework
Climate Smart Agriculture-Rapid Appraisal
Systems Model/Approach
Livelihood Vulnerability Index
Fisheries Performance Indicators



From reports of decision-tools identified from the ESPA-funded research

We identified 14 reports within the ESPA-funded research, describing a wide range of decision-tools.
(See the appendices for references of all included studies.) Some papers reviewed two or more tools
(see Table 2). Out of the 14 reports, two did not provide the name of decision-tool under
consideration. A total of twenty-five tools, frameworks and models were covered in these reports.
Ten reports focused on single tools, while the remaining four (n=4), had multiple tools. For example,
the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) was discussed alone
(Diaz et al, 2015) and in a report reviewing multiple frameworks. The Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment (MEA) and The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) were part of two
multiple reviews.
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Table 2: The eleven included reports of decision-tools from the general literature on ecosystem services

Report

Decision-tool(s) discussed

Bagstad et al, 2013
Daw et al, 2016
Diaz et al, 2015
Ferdinando et al, 2014
Fisher et al, 2013

Service Path Attribution Networks
Not indicated
IPBES
Artificial Intelligence for Ecosystem Services
Environmental Entitlements
Framework for Ecosystem Services Provision
MEA
Political Ecology
Resilience
Sustainable Livelihoods
The Social Assessment of Protected Areas
TEEB
Vulnerability
Soil and Water Assessment Tool
Cellular Automata
Markov Chain Model
Cultural Ecosystem Service Framework
Environmental Virtual Observations
‘Evidence’ for policy: epidemiological process based models
Ducks and rice: an empirical pattern-based model
People’s models: local cultural practices and understandings
The macro-ecology of Ebola risk – pattern-based models
Local cultural models – understanding social and ecological dynamics

Francesconi et al, 2016
Ghosh et al, 2017
Hirons et al, 2016
Karpouzoglou et al, 2016
Leach et al, 2013

Lo Iacono et al, 2016
Oteros-Rozas et al, 2015
Pandeya et al, 2016

Author proposes a unified mathematical model
Participatory Scenario Planning
MEA
TEEB
IPBES

Schreckenberg et al, 2016

Proposed equity framework

3.2 Recognition of the multi-dimensional nature of poverty


From the general literature

Nearly of the included general reports (6/13) did not acknowledge poverty as multi-dimensional (see
Table 3). Of the five that did acknowledge poverty as multi-dimensional, only two did so in a
thorough manner (highlighted in green in Table 3). The other three merely mentioned multidimensional poverty at the outset (highlighted in orange in Table 3). None of the included reports
provided a clear definition of poverty for consideration in the decision-tool. As a result, none of the
tools could be linked to a specific poverty definition. None of the included reports considered a
counterfactual to enable the tool to inform how poverty levels might have changed in the absence of
the ecosystem service. Our conclusion here is that decision-tools for informing decisions on
ecosystem services and poverty reduction do not sufficiently consider multi-dimensional
understandings of poverty.
6

Table 3: Multi-dimensional poverty within the decision-tools from the general literature
Authors
Poverty as multiPoverty definition
Tools link to
dimensional
provided
poverty
definition
Bizikova et al, 2014
Yes, but only at the
No
No
outset
Chaudhury et al, 2016
No
No
No

Counterfactual

No
No

Cockburn, 2016

No

No

No

No

de Vos, 2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

Gatti, 2016

Yes, but only at the
outset
Yes, but only at the
outset
Yes, throughout

No

No

No

Hamman et al, 2016

Yes, throughout

No

No

No

Kisingo et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

Knuppe et al, 2016

No

No

No

Mwongera et al, 2017

Yes, but only at the
outset
No

No

No

No

Onyango et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

Simane et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

World Bank, 2015

Yes, but only at the
outset

No

No

No

Erikson et al, 2015



From reports of decision-tools identified from the ESPA-funded research

Of the 14 reports of decision-tools from within the ESPA-funded literature, eight did not
acknowledge poverty as multi-dimensional, while four (n=4) acknowledged this at the outset only.
Only two reports (Daw et al 2016; Fisher et al 2013) considered the decision-tool in the context of
multi-dimensional poverty in a thorough way, with only one of these (Fisher et al 2013) providing a
definition of the same. None of the reports had counterfactuals, nor findings linked to a poverty
definition. As with the more general literature on decision-tools, this snapshot of the ESPA-funded
literature suggests multi-dimensional understandings of poverty are not commonly incorporated
into decision-tools or the literature about them.
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Table 4: Multi-dimensional poverty within the decision-tools from the ESPA-funded literature
Authors
Poverty as multiPoverty
Findings link to
dimensional
definition
poverty
definition
Bagstad et al, 2013
No
No
No

Counterfactual

No

Daw et al, 2016

Yes, throughout

No

No

No

Diaz et al, 2015

No

No

No

No

No

No

Fisher et al, 2013

Yes, but only at the
outset
Yes, but only at the
outset
Yes, throughout

Yes, very clear

No

No

Francesconi et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

Ghosh et al 2017

No

No

No

No

Hirons et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

Karpouzoglou et al, 2016

No

No

No

Leach et al 2013

Yes, but only at the
outset
No

No

No

No

Lo Iacono et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

Oteros-Rozas et al, 2015

No

No

No

Pandeya et al, 2016

Yes, but only at the
outset
No

No

No

No

Schreckenberg et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

Ferdinando et al, 2014

3.3 Consideration of local knowledge in the literature on decision-tools


From the general literature

From our set of 13 reports from the general literature describing decision-tools, six of the reports did
not take into account the views of local people (see Table 5). There were six reports that considered
the views of local people in a thorough manner, and one additional one that did so in a superficial
manner. These reports made use of face-to-face interviews, surveys, as well as several participatory
processes to make sure that the views of local people were taken into account. None of the 13
reports describe the specific integration of local people’s views into the design, implementation,
analysis, write-up or dissemination of the decision-tool(s) described. There is no information as to
whether ethical clearance was obtained for any of these reports.
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Table 5: Consideration of local knowledge in the decision-tools described in the general literature
Authors
Local's views Design Implement Analysis Write- Dissemi
Ethical
ation
up
nation
clearance
Bizikova et al, 2014

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Cockburn, 2016

Yes, but
rather
superficially
Yes, in a
thorough
manner
No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

de Vos, 2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Erikson et al, 2015

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Gatti, 2016

Yes, in a
thorough
manner
No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Hamman et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Kisingo et al, 2016

Yes, in a
thorough
manner
Yes, in a
thorough
manner
Yes, in a
thorough
manner
No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Yes, in a
thorough
manner
No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Chaudhury et al, 2016

Knuppe et al, 2016

Mwongera et al, 2017

Onyango et al, 2016
Simane et al 2016

World Bank 2015

Our conclusion from this snapshot for decision-tools within the general literature is that local
knowledge was not taken into account.



From reports of decision-tools identified from the ESPA-funded research

Of the 14 ESPA-funded research reports that describe decision-tools, four reports considered local
people’s opinions of the decision-tools (see Table 6). This was in the form of surveys, interviews and
focus group discussions. Oteros-Rozas et al (2015) was the only study amongst these three reports
that included local participants in the design, implementation and analysis stages. The remaining
reports did not consider local knowledge at all.
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Table 6: Consideration of indigenous/local knowledge in the decision-tools described in the ESPA-funded
research
Authors
Local's views
Design Implement Analysis
WriteDissemin
ation
up
ation

Ethical
clearance

Bagstad et al, 2013

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Daw et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Diaz et al, 2015

Yes, in a thorough
manner

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Ferdinando et al, 2014

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Fisher et al, 2013

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Francesconi et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Ghosh et al 2017

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Hirons et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Karpouzoglou et al,
2016
Leach et al 2013

Yes, in a thorough
manner
No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Lo Iacono et al, 2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Oteros-Rozas et al,
2015
Pandeya et al, 2016

Yes, in a thorough
manner
No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Not specified

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

Schreckenberg et al,
2016

Yes, in a thorough
manner

No

No

No

No

No

Not specified

The picture here is slightly more positive than the one from our snapshot of the general literature,
but our conclusion remains that literature on decision-tools does not take into account local
knowledges.

3.4 Policy-relevance of decision-tools


From the general literature

Of the 13 reports of decision-tools included in our snapshot from the general literature, the majority
of the reports (n=10) included a review of current policy arrangements in relation to the decisiontools described (see Table 7). Three did not. Four of the reports took the views of policy-/decisionmakers into account in the design and use of the decision-tool a thorough way. One further report
mentioned taking decision-makers’ views into account, but this appears to have been relatively
superficial. The majority of the reports (n=8) did not take into account the views of the policy/decision-makers at all. There was only one report that described explicit involvement of decisionmakers in the design of the decision-tools. De Vos (2016) was the only report that did not make any
recommendations at all. Six of the included reports made recommendations but did not engage with
current policy. Six further reports made recommendations and explained how these might improve
upon current policy arrangements.
The picture in relation to the policy-relevance of decision-tools appears more positive than the
snapshots described above on both multi-dimensional poverty and local knowledge. However, there
are still sizable gaps in the consideration of relevant policies when these decision-tools are described
and discussed.
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Table 7: Consideration of policy-relevance in the decision-tools described in the general literature
Authors
Current Decision-makers’
Design Implementation
Analysis
Write-up
policy
views
review
Bizikova et al,
Yes
Yes, but rather
No
No
No
No
2014
superficially
Chaudhury et
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
al, 2016
Cockburn,
Yes
Yes, in a thorough
Yes
No
No
No
2016
way
de Vos, 2016
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
Erikson et al,
2015
Gatti, 2016

No

Dissemination

Recommendations

No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how
these improve upon current policy arrangements
Yes makes recommendations, and explains how
these improve upon current policy arrangements
Yes makes recommendations, and explains how
these improve upon current policy arrangements
No

No
No
No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes, in a thorough
way
No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how
these improve upon current policy arrangements
Yes makes recommendations, and explains how
these improve upon current policy arrangements

No

No

No

No

No

Hamman et al,
2016

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement
with current policy

Kisingo et al,
2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement
with current policy

Knuppe et al,
2016

Yes

Yes, in a thorough
way

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how
these improve upon current policy arrangements

Mwongera et
al, 2017

Yes

Yes, in a thorough
way

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement
with current policy

Onyango et al,
2016

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement
with current policy

Simane et al
2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement
with current policy

World Bank
2015

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement
with current policy
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From reports of decision-tools identified from the ESPA-funded research

Eight of our eleven sampled ESPA-funded reports made reference to current policies, while three did
not provide an indication of current policy reviews (see Table 8). Eight reports did not consider the
views of decision-makers, while three reports took into account policy-makers’ views. Oteros-Rozas
et al (2015) was the only report that described how stakeholders were involved in the design,
implementation, and analysis of the decision-tool. In terms of recommendations, six reports
explained how to improve current policy while the remaining five had recommendations that were
not linked to the current policies.
As with the more general literature, the picture in relation to the policy-relevance of decision-tools
appears more positive here than the overviews described above on both multi-dimensional poverty
and local knowledge. However, there are still sizable gaps in the consideration of relevant policies
when these decision-tools are described and discussed.
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Table 8: Consideration of policy-relevance in the decision-tools described in the ESPA-funded research
Current policy DecisionDesign Implementation
Analysis
Write-up
Authors
review
makers' views

Dissemination

Recommendations

Bagstad et al,
2013

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements

Daw et al, 2016

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Diaz et al, 2015

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Ferdinando et al,
2014

Yes

Yes, in a
thorough way

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements
Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement with
current policy
Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements

Fisher et al, 2013

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements

Francesconi et al,
2016
Ghosh et al 2017

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements
Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement with
current policy

Hirons et al, 2016

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Karpouzoglou et
al, 2016

No

Yes, in a
thorough way

No

No

No

No

No

Leach et al 2013

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements

Lo Iacono et al,
2016

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement with
current policy

Oteros-Rozas et
al, 2015
Pandeya et al,
2016
Schreckenberg et
al, 2016

Yes

Yes, in a
thorough way
No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Yes, in a
thorough way

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement with
current policy
Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements
Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements

Yes
Yes

Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement with
current policy
Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these
improve upon current policy arrangements
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4. Conclusion
4.1. Overview of findings
As the overview of the findings from this REA in Table 9 illustrates, the literature largely fails in its
consideration of multi-dimensional understandings of poverty, and of local knowledge. The
consideration of policy contexts and relevance is a little higher, but still not consistent.
Table 9: Overview of the literature on decision-tools from our snapshots of the reports
Multi-dimensional
Local knowledge
Policy-relevance
Authors
poverty

Snapshot of general
literature
ESPA-funded research

Low levels of
consideration

Low levels of
consideration

Medium levels of consideration

Low levels of
consideration

Low levels of
consideration

Medium levels of consideration

This suggests that both future decision-tools and the literature about them should pay close
attention to all three dimensions. When discussing the emerging findings of this work with
government colleagues, they particularly stressed the importance of relating this work to specific
policies and policy options. Without this close adherence to their contexts, research about
ecosystems services and tools for decision-makers fall short. Grêt-Regamey and colleagues (2017)
acknowledge that the integration of the concepts of ecosystem servcies into decision-making has
remained a challenge. They identify a solid understanding of decision-making processes as
necessary.

4.2. Limitations of this study
When reading the findings and conclusions, the following limitations of this study should be kept in
mind. These limitations arise from the nature of a rapid evidence assessment, as well as of the
included primary research. In terms of the included research, this REA is limited to reporting what is
contained within the available reports.
In terms of the research process followed in this REA, our research is subject to common limitations
when rapidly reviewing a body of evidence (Gough et al 2017). In particular, we have sampled from
the available literature, and not sought a comprehensive picture, and have not critically appraised
the literature that we have included.
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6. Appendices
6.1 Data extraction tool
A. Does the paper acknowledge that poverty is multi-dimensional?
i)

Does the paper acknowledge that poverty is multi-dimensional?
 Yes, throughout
 Yes, but only at the outset
 No
 Other _________________________________________________________

ii)

Does the paper provide a clear definition of how (for this purpose) poverty has been defined
and measured?
 Yes, very clear
 Yes, but not very clear
 No
 Other _________________________________________________________

iii)

Are the findings in the paper about poverty reduction linked to that definition?
 Yes
 Only partly
 No
 Other __________________________________________________________

iv)

Did the study / reports consider a counterfactual?
 Yes
 No
 Other ___________________________________________________________

B. Does this paper take into account local knowledge?
i)

Did the study/reports take into account the views of local people (on the relevant issue)?
 Yes, in a thorough manner
 Yes, but rather superficially
 No (go to Biii)
 Other ___________________________________________________________

ii)

Were local people involved in the design and/or implementation and/or analysis and/or
write-up and/or dissemination stages of the study/reports?
Design?
 Yes
 No
Implementation?
 Yes
 No
Analysis?
 Yes
 No
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Write-up?
 Yes
 No
Dissemination?
 Yes
 No
iii)

Did the authors of the paper obtain ethical clearance?
 Yes
 Not applicable
 Not specified
 Other ___________________________________________________________

C. Is this paper policy relevant?
i)

Does this paper include a review of current policy arrangements (for the relevant issue and
relevant area)?
 Yes
 No
 Other ____________________________________________________________

ii)

Did the study/reports take into account the views of policy- / decision-makers (on the
relevant issue)?
 Yes, in a thorough way
 Yes, but rather superficially
 No
 Other ____________________________________________________________

iii)

Were policy- / decision-makers involved in the design and/or implementation and/or
analysis and/or write-up and/or dissemination stages of the study/reports?
Design?
 Yes
 No
Implementation?
 Yes
 No
Analysis?
 Yes
 No
Write-up?
 Yes
 No
Dissemination?
 Yes
 No
19

iv)

Does the paper make policy recommendations (and does it elaborate on how these improve
upon current policy arrangements)?
 Yes makes recommendations, and explains how these improve upon current policy
arrangements
 Yes makes recommendations, but no engagement with current policy
 No
 Other ____________________________________________________________

Accompanying notes for the data extraction tool
It is recommended that these notes should be read before attempting to answer the questions. In
addition, the ESPA website contains a clearly written and well-referenced six-page briefing note
about poverty, including two pages on “the multiple dimensions of poverty” (Suich 2012). This
document should be read before answering the questions in Section A. See also the section below,
for a description of what is meant by local knowledge.
The questions have been drafted in such a way that they could be applicable to a range of document
types, from a research report to a journal article. Documents are referred to generally in the
questions as ‘papers’, but this is not intended to imply that the questions should be limited to a
focus on journal articles.
The questions have also been drafted in such a way that they should be applicable to the write-up of
a single study or to a synthesis of multiple reports. In the case of papers that focus on a single study,
the question would apply equally to the paper itself or the study about which the paper has been
written. However, this blurring cannot be accommodated in the case of papers that draw upon
multiple reports. The questions have therefore been drafted in such a way that it should be clear
whether the question refers to the paper itself or to the study/reports that are written about within
the paper.
Inevitably the extent of detailed information that can be elicited by asking just three or four
questions about an issue will be limited, and the questions may seem overly simplistic, particularly
to a specialist in the field. However, they are an attempt to get to the heart of the matter of an issue.
As part of the process of drafting the questions, it became immediately apparent that the wording of
the possible answers was just as important as the wording of questions themselves, in terms of
determining what information a question would elicit. As such, this section contains not only the
proposed questions and accompanying notes, but also the proposed possible answers.
The following notes elaborate on the purpose of each question.
Question Ai. The purpose of this question is to ascertain the extent to which the paper considers the
multi-dimensionality of poverty. There are many ways in which poverty and deprivation have been
conceptualised and articulated in a multi-dimensional way, and there is an extensive literature on
the subject in the fields of Development Reports, Economics, and Sociology, though they do not
necessarily overlap. For example, the sociologist Townsend articulated the concept of multiple
deprivation as follows: “People can be said to be deprived if they lack the types of diet, clothing,
housing, household facilities and fuel and environmental, educational, working and social conditions,
activities and facilities which are customary or at least widely encouraged and approved in the
societies to which they belong.” (Townsend 1987:125); in turn, poverty can be defined as the lack of
resources to avoid such deprivations (Townsend 1979). Thus, some authors may refer to multiple
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deprivation and others to multi-dimensional poverty; some authors may distinguish between
‘poverty’ and ‘deprivation’ as concepts, while some may use the words interchangeably. As a
consequence, the ‘consideration of multi-dimensionality’ need not be constrained to or equated
solely with reference to recent economics literature (e.g., Alkire and Foster 2011). The intention is
not to categorise which of the many approaches are taken, but rather more simply to identify that
the paper acknowledges the multi-dimensionality of poverty. It may do so in a rigorous way (‘Yes,
throughout’) – and indeed ESPA-funded researchers are required to consider the multidimensionality of poverty in their research (Suich 2012:4). However, in some cases it may only be
considered in a perfunctory way in the literature review section at the outset of the paper, after
which point the paper just focuses narrowly on income or consumption-based poverty (in which
case the answer would be ‘Yes, but only at the outset’). That having been said, a paper may
acknowledge the multi-dimensionality of poverty at the outset and then focus on just one aspect or
dimension (for example of housing deprivation or material deprivation) – in this instance it would
still be appropriate to answer ‘Yes, throughout’, so long as the authors do not imply that the findings
pertain to all dimensions of poverty.
Question Aii. This question is intended to elicit information on how explicitly poverty has been
defined and measured in the paper. The ESPA framework defines poverty as the “the deprivation of
wellbeing” (Fisher et al 2014:35), with wellbeing having five components of “basic material for a
good life; security; health; good social relations; and freedom of choice and action” (Fisher et al
2014:35; MEA 2005). Somewhat more concretely (and in part echoing Townsend), the ESPA
conceptual framework document on poverty defines poverty as “a lack of, or inability to achieve, a
socially acceptable standard of living, or the possession of insufficient resources to meet basic
needs.” (ESPA 2017). This definition can encompass a host of definitions of poverty, and
appropriately so. However, if poverty has not been defined clearly, or if the way in which it has been
measured has not been clearly articulated, then any assertions as to whether poverty has been
alleviated or not will be rather meaningless, and so will compromise the relevance of the findings.
Suich (2012:4) observes that the definition of poverty involves value judgements, and furthermore
“The way poverty is understood heavily influences the way it is measured, which in turn, impacts on
the way problems are understood and solutions devised”. The ESPA literature also encourages a
distinction between poverty reduction and poverty prevention when considering poverty alleviation
(Fisher et al 2013). The possible answers to this question are broad and kept to a minimum as they
would otherwise splinter into too many possible permutations depending on the definitions or
methods used (Alcock 2006).
Question Aiii. This question explores how rigorously the authors of the paper have retained their
definition of poverty when the findings are presented. Given the many ways in which poverty can be
conceptualised, defined and measured, it is unlikely that any study would provide a definitive and
exhaustive account of the extent of poverty reduction. Also, the authors of the paper may choose to
distance themselves from trying to measure a quantifiable effect or impact on poverty (e.g., Roe et
al 2014), and others may distinguish between direct and indirect impacts and outcomes (Suich et al
2015). Nevertheless, there does need to be a line of continuity between how poverty has been
defined at the outset of the paper, and the presentation and discussion of the findings. There also
needs to be an appreciation of the difference between an observable relationship and a causal link
(Suich et al 2015).
Question Aiv. Poverty reduction is different from ‘impact’ as defined by ESPA (the demonstrable
effect of improving the lives of the world’s poor) as – particularly in quantitative reports - it should
also take into account a counterfactual. A counterfactual helps to unpack whether people’s lives
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would have improved - or specifically whether poverty would have reduced – anyway, or whether it
can be attributed to the intervention. For example, if the number of jobs increased in an area, is this
attributable to the intervention or rather to a general rise in employment that has occurred in this
area but also in other areas that did not have the intervention? There are ways in which this ‘internal
validity’ can be measured statistically (see, for example, Ravallion 2008), but at the very least the
paper needs to demonstrate that the authors are aware of the issue.
Question Bi. The possible answers to this question are kept to a minimum, and are very broad as
there are many ways in which indigenous/local knowledge(s) could be taken into account on the
relevant issue. The question sets centre-stage the appreciation that there are “multiple domains and
types of knowledges, with differing logics and epistemologies” (Agrawal 1995:31). It serves as a
screening question for Bii which is not applicable if the paper has not in any way taken into account
local knowledge(s) or “intellectual heritages” (Green 2012).
Question Bii. This question attempts to unpick the extent to “productive terms of engagement”
have been sought (Brosius 2004), and in particular whether mutual learning or two-way
communication has taken place between the authors of the paper and local people. Specifically, it
asks about whether there has been any co-design, co-production and co-assessment (e.g., it may be
that a study only treats local people as subjects of a study (in which case the answer to Bi would be
‘yes’ but the answer to all the questions in Bii would be ‘no’).
Question Biii. When researchers undertake primary research that is funded by a UK research council
it is necessary to obtain ethical approval / clearance prior to starting fieldwork. The ESRC stipulates
that a full ethical review may potentially be required in cases where there are “International
partners or research undertaken outside of the UK where there may be issues of local practice”
(ESRC 2015:10). In such instances, issues of ‘local customs’ may need to be considered (ESRC
2015:39). NERC requires funded organisations to “Respect cultural differences”, to “Reach
conclusions based on best scientific and professional practice, having considered all views” and to
“Weigh any possible adverse impacts of proposed work against the expected benefits, while
considering the economic, social and environmental dimensions” (NERC 2017:1). As such, question
Biii will reveal the extent to which ethical issues have been considered (if applicable), not only by the
researchers/authors themselves but by an oversight organisation within their institution.
Question Ci. This question seeks to capture whether the paper takes into account the policy context,
which is a precondition (among many others) for being policy relevant (Bogenschneider and Corbett
2010). The paper should at a minimum demonstrate awareness of the international, regional and
national policies (depending on the geographical focus of the paper) that pertain to the subject
matter of the paper.
Questions Cii and Ciii These questions are the same as Bi and Bii, but focus on the involvement of
policy- /decision-makers.
Question Civ. This question is intended to provide information on the extent to which the paper
contains policy recommendations, and situates those recommendations within the context of
current policy arrangements.
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