5 years of building child marriage
free communities
Insights from an external evaluation
Her
Choice
is
an
alliance
of
four
Netherlands-based
organisations: Stichting Kinderpostzegels Nederland, The Hunger Project,
International Child Development Initiatives (ICDI) and the University of
Amsterdam. Over the past five years these organizations combined their
efforts through the Her Choice programme. Together with 27 partner
organisations they worked to combat child marriage in ten countries in Africa and
Asia: Bangladesh, Benin, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana, Mali, Nepal, Pakistan,
Senegal and Uganda. Her Choice is part of the SRHR partnership of the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs (MFA).The programme has come to an end and it is thus time
for a final evaluation. An extensive internal evaluation was done by the University
of Amsterdam. The Alliance commissioned Avance-Impact to undertake the
external End of term evaluation.

In the external evaluation we zoomed in on the following topics:

Relationship between internal and external evaluation
We have taken care to ensure that this external evaluation is tailored to
complement the internal evaluation. We highly recommend reading the
UvA impact evaluation as well for a full overview of the impact of the
programme. The report can be downloaded here.
A methodology based on secondary sources
The external evaluation is 99% based on secondary sources.
We used research done by the UvA, programme documents, studies
etc. We received a plethora of documents from the Alliance. Over 70 files.
Ranging from communication material, to raw data of focus groups with
the partners.
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Relevance // To what extent was the programme relevant from the
perspective of MFA and the perspective of the needs of the target
populations?

We collected a limited amount of primary data using two methods:
1. Two focus groups were conducted with partners in December 2020 to
validate first findings and insights.
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Effectiveness // To what extent were the targets that were set by
the programme achieved? And which factors were key in achieving
them?

2. A short (voluntary) survey was disseminated among the partners to gain
additional information on key subjects which were not sufficiently
addressed in the available documentation.
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Sustainability // How has the programme sought to ensure
sustainability of (intermediate) outcomes and impacts? How did
capacity building play a role in the sustainability of the outcomes?
And what are the partners’ perspectives regarding the sustainability
of the programme?

Key findings
The key findings for each of the evaluation subjects are shared on the
following pages.
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Relevance // A highly relevant programme

Relevance is in the eye of the beholder. We therefore explored the relevance of the Her Choice
programme from three different angles. 1) a top-down angle using MFA’s policy framework as
the lens, 2) the urgency of the issue by reflecting on its prevalence and 3) the drivers and
needs of the population as a final lens. Through each of these lenses the programme shows a
high level of relevance.
MFA lens - A near perfect fit with MFA’s SRHR policy
The Her Choice programme addresses all four SRHR results areas of MFA’s SRHR policy
framework, whereas the ministry expected HCs’ efforts to at a minimum specifically contribute
to two results areas. Both in theory and in practice. The work of the alliance aligns most
strongly with results area 1 concerning young people. The Her Choice programme is thus highly
relevant from the perspective of MFA’s SRHR policy.
Urgency lens - Addressing a severe and prevalent issue
Child marriage is a severe issue that clearly merits solving. The Her Choice alliance has chosen
to work on solving this issue in ten countries in Asia and Africa. The prevalence of child
marriage in these countries is diverse, but generally quite high. In Ghana, the country with the
lowest prevalence, still 1 in 5 girls is married before they are 18. The alliance thus seems to work
on a relevant issue in relevant countries.
Drivers and needs lens - A holistic approach to address a complex phenomenon
Child marriage is a complex phenomenon with a multitude of underlying drivers. The Her
Choice alliance has gone through extensive steps to properly map and contextualize the diverse
factors that drive the practice. The holistic programmatic approach that was chosen by Her
Choice responds to this complexity and ensures that core drivers are addressed. Several
strategies are used to address key drivers such as poverty, religion and social/gender norms.
The holistic approach chosen seems very relevant for addressing the core drivers of child
marriage.
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Effectiveness // Outcome and impact targets
generally achieved – mixed results on output targets

In our evaluation we focus specifically on the output and outcome targets that were set throughout
the programme and whether they were reached. It is thus more a reflection of the way that the
programme’s impact was managed then a reflection of the overall effectiveness of the programme.
For the two impact level indicators that had targets and were measured at end line, the targets
were reached or nearly reached in the majority of the programme countries. Outcome level targets
were set after the baseline study was finished. These targets have generally been reached in the
majority of the countries. There are two notable exceptions for the indicators concerning the single
girls that feel that they can oppose FGM, and girls visiting SRHR services. Reaching the targets for
these outcomes proved difficult in the majority of countries. Notably, for strategy four no outcome
level targets were set. It is not clear why these targets were not set.
Targets at intermediate level were only set for one indicator and achieved by the majority of
countries. Not setting targets for the other intermediate outcomes seems to be a missed
opportunity. Targets at this level would have been useful for actively managing for more impact
throughout the implementation of the programme.
Output targets were set yearly in collaboration with the partners. Output targets related the
strategies working to increase girls’ control in decision-making (1,2,3) were most easily reached
throughout the duration of the programme. For the most of these indicators the majority of
countries was able to do so. The output targets that were set for the strategies concerning greater
decision-making space for girls within communities (4,5,6) proved more difficult to reach. A smaller
share of the countries was able to regularly reach the targets that they had set for themselves.
Target setting at output level seems to have been quite ambitious. We see for example multiple
moments where targets were not met the first year by a long shot and the targets in subsequently
being increased the next year. For future programming it would be relevant to work on more realistic
output target setting.
The theory of change on the next page shows what share of the programme countries was able to
reach which targets set. The colours provide an insight in the % of countries that were
able to achieve the targets.

Theory of Change

Alliance strategies play into key facilitating factors
Four facilitating factors were selected by partners as being key for the effectiveness of
the programme:
1. Involvement of the community, including boys and men (82,3%)
2. Exchange of knowledge and experience between partners nationally (56,1%)
3. Involvement of traditional/religious leaders (53,7%)
4. Involvement of (local) authorities (51,2%)
These factors neatly correspond with the strategies/approach of the alliance. Each of
these factors was to an extent included in the set-up of the programme from the start.
Particularly for the involvement boys and men we see that the alliance reflected upon
this factor around the mid-term and subsequently harnessed it with greater intent and
intensity.
Key drivers of child marriage as inhibiting factors
Three inhibiting factors were selected by partners as being key for the effectiveness of
the programme:
1. Deep rooted traditions
2. Poverty, illiteracy and other social economic issues
3. Insufficient budget
Particularly the first two inhibiting factors were also identified by the programme as key
drivers of child marriage. The programme is set up to address these factors, but
nevertheless addressing these complex causes remains difficult.
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Sustainability // Cautious optimism for the
sustainability of the programme

The Her Choice Alliance integrated several sustainability focused tactics in their approach. The
investment in the capacity of the partner organizations made it possible to implement these
tactics in practice.
Strong investment in sustainability
The Her Choice alliance has employed multiple tactics to ensure the sustainability of both the
programme’s approach and outcomes.
Key elements of the sustainability approach were:
1. A shared ownership of the programme. Not a top-down approach, but rather a close
collaboration with strong national partners which leads to an embedded approach.
2. A shared ownership of the outcomes, where not only girls are responsible for the changes, but
the entire community is involved.
3. A holistic approach, which (potentially) mitigates some of the diverse drivers that may lead
to a reversal of the achieved outcomes.
Capacity building key for sustainability
For two key Her Choice’ sustainability tactics, namely the holistic approach and a shared
responsibility for the outcomes, capacity building was a crucial element for success.
Some partners had a limited comprehension of the importance of a holistic approach for a
complex theme such as child marriage. Let alone experience in implementing such a holistic
programme. Capacity building helped the team both realize the importance of such an
approach and implement specific elements.
Helping communities take responsibility for the change was also a new process for some
partners. The trainings helped them, not only bring their message across more forcefully, but
truly mobilize the community to take their own actions towards change.

Cautious optimism
Partners recognize that steps have been set throughout the
programme to ensure sustainability. Creating sustainable
change in such a complex and deep-rooted issue takes time,
but they are cautiously optimistic. They are least optimistic
of the sustainability of the change realized in boys and
young men. The limited time spent working with them is an
important cause of this lack of optimism. Partners do see
that the effects of Corona may hamper the longterm outcomes of the programme.
Partners recognize that, even though the programme comes
to an end, work remains to be done. The majority of the
partners will continue the work in some form. Their efforts
are often unfortunately limited due to a lack of means.

Process level recommendations
The following recommendations concern the monitoring process and
implementation of the Her Choice programme. These
recommendations are particularly relevant for the alliance members
and partners in their future endeavours but may also be relevant for
other organizations.
1. Set more realistic output targets by reflecting on the achievements
of the previous year.
2. Set targets and monitor progress at intermediate outcome level.
This level is closer to your sphere of control and insight at this level
provides you with more opportunities to improve your approach during
implementation.
3. Replace and refine dropped indicators throughout programme
implementation. This is important from a results management
perspective.
4. To further validate your strategic framework, ensure that you set
targets for all relevant strategies.
5. Capacity building played an important role for the implementation
of the sustainability strategy of the Her Choice programme. Where
possible and relevant invest in capacity building and continue working
with the partners whose capacity was strengthened.

Good practices
The following four good practices were distilled from the Her Choice
programme. These good practices are relevant for any organization
or alliance that works to address child marriage.
1. The holistic approach employed by the Her Choice Alliance was
crucial for the relevance, effectiveness and sustainability of the
programme. For future programmes it is relevant to follow their
example by addressing child marriage in a holistic way; strengthening
girls themselves, but also referral mechanisms and targeting the
significant adults around girls: parents, teachers, community and
religious leaders, health workers and authorities
2. Continuously monitor contextual changes and assumptions
underlying your strategy, to effectively address developing drivers and
mitigate inhibiting factors.
3. Ensure that male community members participate in an active
way from the start of the programme. As we’ve learned from the Her
Choice programme, their role is crucial for change.
4. Consider including more than one partner in each country. When it
comes to linking and learning in the Her Choice programme, national
level collaboration was very highly appreciated.
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