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Radicalization and its prevention have increasingly become the subject of public debate in academia and in the
political arena. The impact of prevention efforts is subject to public scrutiny – not only because these efforts, if
successful, contribute to the common good, but also because many countries have increased public spending on
prevention based on this justification. Evaluations can analyze impact and effectiveness and thereby advance
knowledge about how prevention operates within different social contexts and what kind of outcomes it pro-
duces. However, there are significant challenges to developing a robust basis of evidence in the field of Prevent-
ing Violent Extremism (PVE). On the one hand, practitioners and scholars debate the notion of “evidence-based
approaches”, e.g. with regard to methods of data collection or appropriate evaluation designs, while some funda -
mentally question the concept itself. On the other hand, expectations regarding the capability and feasibility of
outcome evaluations are often inflated and incompatible with real-world conditions in PVE practice. This article
addresses some of the challenges that researchers face when conducting outcome evaluations in the field of PVE
and it suggests pragmatic solutions. It sheds light on the state of evaluation in PVE, focusing on the German
context, and gives recommendations pertaining to the commissioning, planning, implementation and utilization
of (outcome) evaluations.

Keywords: radicalization, extremism, prevention, evaluation, evidence-based

The topic of preventing political and religious extrem-
ism has been experiencing a boom in the last years.
The UN Secretary-General presented his “Plan of Ac-
tion  to  Prevent  Violent  Extremism”  in  early  2016
(United Nations 2015) and multiple UN entities have
been working on this issue for a number of years.1 A

1 See, e.g., http+s://en.unesco.org/+reventing-violent-extrem-
ism; http+s://www.und+.org/content/und+/en/home/demo-

“High-Level Expert Group on Radicalisation” was set
up by the EU Commission in 2017 and completed its
work in mid-2018, recognizing “the valuable work al-
ready done,  and the  achievements  of  EU initiatives
such as the Radicalisation Awareness Network”. Of 28
EU member states (at the time of  writing),  23 have

cratic-governance-and-+eacebuilding/+reventing-violent-ex-
tremism.html; 28 February 2019.

https://en.unesco.org/preventing-violent-extremism;%20https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/democratic-governance-and-peacebuilding/preventing-violent-extremism.html
https://en.unesco.org/preventing-violent-extremism;%20https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/democratic-governance-and-peacebuilding/preventing-violent-extremism.html
https://en.unesco.org/preventing-violent-extremism;%20https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/democratic-governance-and-peacebuilding/preventing-violent-extremism.html
https://en.unesco.org/preventing-violent-extremism;%20https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/democratic-governance-and-peacebuilding/preventing-violent-extremism.html
https://en.unesco.org/preventing-violent-extremism;%20https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/democratic-governance-and-peacebuilding/preventing-violent-extremism.html
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some sort of national prevention or counterterrorism
strategy, and many states list more than one initia-
tive.2 In Germany, the so-called “National Prevention
Program against Islamist Extremism” (NPP) as well as
a  federal  program  aimed  at  promoting  democracy
(“Demokratie leben!” – “Live Democracy!”) both saw
substantial increases in funding in the last two years
(bpb 2018; BMFSFJ n.d.). With increased public spend-
ing, pressure has also been rising to demonstrate the
effectiveness of such programs. Referring to the na-
tional plans of action for preventing violent extrem-
ism, the UN report states that “effective monitoring
and evaluation mechanisms for these plans are essen-
tial  to ensuring that policies are having the desired
impact”  (United  Nations  2015,  13)  –  leading  us  di-
rectly into the main topic of this paper. 

An evaluation, in principle, can target all possible as-
pects of a project, such as its prerequisites, underlying
concepts, processes and outcomes. This paper focuses
on evaluations that investigate the possible outcomes
or effects of  interventions.  It  focuses  largely  on the
context of Germany, aiming to give researchers, prac-
titioners  and  policy-makers  from  other  countries
unique insights into this national case. Our aim is to
enable a comparative perspective that will enrich the
international  debate  on  challenges,  potentials  and
limitations of evaluating the prevention of violent ex-
tremism.

As  demonstrated  by  the  plethora  of  actors  and
agencies involved and projects funded under this la-
bel, the “Prevention of Violent Extremism” (PVE)3 en-
compasses a wide range of different approaches. The
German  PVE  landscape,  in  particular,  is  broad  in
scope,  ranging  from  socio-pedagogical  and  educa-
tional initiatives for promoting democracy to exit and
deradicalization  programs.4 While  this  diversity  is

2 http+s://ec.euro+a.eu/home-affeairs/what-we-do/networks/
radicalisation_awareness_network/ran-and-member-states/
re+ository_en; 28 February 2019.
3 There are a number of terms and labels used to describe 
diffeerent effeorts directed against radicalization and extrem-
ism (see section 1) with varying connotations. Acknowledg-
ing this heterogeneity, this +a+er, for the sake of sim+licity, 
uses the term “PVE” interchangeably with “+revention of 
radicalization” to refer to any such effeorts com+rehensively.
4 For an English review of the German PVE infrastructure 
(for Islamist extremism), see Said and Fouad (2018). For an 
overview in German (for right-wing, left--wing and Islamist 
extremism), see Gruber and Lützinger (2017).

seen as advantageous (Unger 2016; Nordbruch 2017),
experts also deem it problematic given that the enor-
mous variety of measures is based on a rather indis-
tinct concept of prevention (Greuel 2018). This diver-
sity  also presents a  challenge when evaluating PVE
projects as evaluations must remain flexible in terms
of their approaches and they must be adapted to their
object of inquiry, i.e. the respective prevention activ-
ity. This point is reflected in the abundance of differ-
ent approaches and methods applied in the context of
evaluations. 

Even when focusing only on outcome evaluations as
one of the many types, a broad array of possible eval-
uation approaches and methods remains. Selecting an
appropriate methodological approach allows social re-
searchers to design evaluations that are flexible, tai-
lored to the object of investigation and topic-specific.
At the same time, however, this plurality of methods
often gives  rise to disputes  among professionals  re-
garding the suitability of certain research and evalua-
tion methods. This particularly applies to the context
of  outcome evaluations  and the related debate  sur-
rounding  “evidence-based”  approaches.  Even  given
identical  research  objectives,  different  positions  can
lead to greatly differing decisions as to which meth-
ods and quality standards are to be applied and, ulti-
mately, also to divergent results.

The following sections critically address the concept
of evidence-based approaches and shed light on the
state of evaluation  of PVE in Germany. Section one
begins by defining the central concepts related to this
field: radicalization, prevention (of radicalization), “ev-
idence-based” approaches and evaluation. Section two
presents the debate surrounding evidence-based ap-
proaches that has influenced the PVE evaluation envi-
ronment  in  Germany.  Section  three  offers  insights
into the German evaluation landscape for the preven-
tion of right-wing extremism as well  as Islamist ex-
tremism.  Section  four  then  turns  to  specific  ap-
proaches for evaluating effectiveness using qualitative
and quantitative research methods. We also look into
the logic model and the realist approach and highlight
possibilities for combining qualitative with quantita-
tive data that can be used to identify potential impact
mechanisms.  Section  five  addresses  the  question  of
determining  uniform  quality  standards  for  evalua-

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/ran-and-member-states/repository_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/ran-and-member-states/repository_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/ran-and-member-states/repository_en
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tions.  In  closing,  section  six  offers  practical  recom-
mendations that are meant to help “establish a sup-
porting culture of evaluation that combines commit-
ment,  certain  scientific  standards,  transparency  and
also a culture of accepting mistakes” (El-Mafaalani et
al. 2016, 27).5 One way of promoting this would be to
more clearly articulate evaluation mandates and to re-
alistically examine whether the conditions for an out-
come evaluation are actually met: evaluations that are
not tailored to their object of investigation may go on
to do more harm than good for the involved actors. 

1 Defining the Core Concepts
As the central concepts used in the present article are
already addressed in detail  in  this  volume  by Abay
Gaspar et al. (2020) and Baaken et al. (2020), we will
only discuss them briefly here to illustrate their inter-
dependencies. 

1.1 Radicalization
The widespread use of the term radicalization within
public  discourse  might  suggest  that  we are  dealing
with a functional concept with clear boundaries and
no need for further clarification. However, this is far
from being the case. Radicalization is a fundamentally
disputed concept marked by a lack of consensus re-
garding several of its components. This includes the
question of what should be categorized as “radical”,
how to define the beginning and end of radicalization
processes, and to what extent a willingness to use vio-
lence or its actual use are an inevitable consequence
of radicalization (Abay Gaspar et al. 2020;  Neumann
2017b, 43;  Schmid 2013,  5).  This is  relevant for PVE
projects  and  the  corresponding  evaluations  as  the
concept’s indeterminacy has to be considered within
both project design and evaluation research. A defini-
tion of the object of prevention that is plausible, ap-
propriate  and precise  with  regard  to  the  project  in
question must be ensured. Only once this conceptual
groundwork has been established will we be able to
clarify what should be prevented or reduced. Based on
this  premise,  evaluators  can  determine  if  and  how
preventive measures (might) bring about positive im-
pacts (Kiefer 2017; Kober 2017).

5 All quotes from German sources have been translated by 
the authors.

Following the argumentation of Pisoiu et al. (2020)
and Baaken et al. (2020), radicalization, as addressed
in  this  paper,  is  understood  as  a  social  process
through which an individual or a group of individuals
adopt extremist views.6 With regard to the areas of
right-wing and religious extremism,7 extremist views
may include positions that oppose the principles of an
open and pluralist society and/or those that deny cer-
tain groups equality (due to their ethnic background
or beliefs).8 Although the legitimation of  or  willing-
ness to employ violence may accompany radicaliza-
tion, the actual application of violence is just one of
its many manifestations (Pisoiu et al. 2020, 1; Frindte
et al. 2016, 3).

When radicalization is  understood as a process,  it
follows that there are various points of contact – at
different  levels  and points  in  time –  for  preventing
radicalization, removing individuals from a radicalized
environment, or jointly working towards their deradi-
calization (Biene et al. 2015, 9). Which point of access
one  ultimately  chooses  depends  on  the  respective
case, context and the availability of resources. Ideally,
this should already be reflected upon in the program
development phase as well as in the implementation
phase,  drawing on the research  expertise generated
through program monitoring. In terms of evaluating
PVE  projects,  this  highlights  the  necessity  to  con-
stantly reflect on the suitability of one’s course of ac-
tion in light of the specific situation and context.

1.2 Preventing Radicalization
CVE/PVE is an umbrella term for strategies and ap-
proaches that aim to prevent or mitigate radicaliza-
tion and/or extremism. This terminology varies in the
details.  The Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe speaks  of  “Preventing Terrorism and

6 For the +ur+ose of this +a+er, we thus adhere to a nar-
rower understanding of radicalization than that used by 
other authors such as Abay Gas+ar et al. (2020). 
7 Due to the s+arse amount of existing research and +reven-
tion +rojects on left--wing militancy, as well as a lack of cor-
res+onding evaluations, we have excluded this area from 
this +a+er.
8 This understanding – according to which radicalization 
refers to an increase in the extremist views and +otential ac-
tions outlined above, and not in radicality – is borrowed 
from Queent (2016) and Pfahl-Traughber (2015). For more on 
the questionable connection between radicality and radical-
ization, see Schmid (2013, 3).
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Countering  Violent  Extremism  and  Radicalization
that Lead to Terrorism” (OSCE 2014) while the Ameri-
can debate uses the term Countering Violent Extrem-
ism (CVE). In the context of the United Nations, the
commonly used term is Preventing Violent Extremism
(PVE) (see Frazer and Nünlist 2015; Neumann 2017a).
While there are minor conceptual differences among
the respective strategies described by these terms, at
the operational level, prevention work targeting radi-
calization is well established among international ac-
tors.

Approaches to prevention differ in the point in time
at which they are carried out and in their target popu-
lation.  In  this  context,  the  terminology  of  primary,
secondary  and tertiary  prevention  (Caplan  1964)  as
well as universal, selective and indicated prevention is
commonly applied (Gordon 1983).9 Moreover, all three
types of prevention can target single persons individu-
ally or take a systemic approach addressing individu-
als and their social environment (Perrez 1998).

Primary  or  universal  prevention  targets  a  broader
population and attempts to counteract undesired de-
velopments at an early stage, in a fundamental man-
ner. Secondary or selective prevention addresses indi-
viduals or groups of individuals that already exhibit
initial  signs  of  problematic  developments  or  are
deemed to be “at risk”. Thus, the aim here is to pre-
vent the process of radicalization from evolving. This
is supplemented by training courses for professionals
potentially working with vulnerable individuals. Ter-
tiary or indicated prevention addresses people among
whom the targeted problem has already fully devel-
oped,  aiming  to  prevent  recurrences  or  relapses.
Strictly speaking, tertiary or indicated prevention de-
scribes a reactive measure tackling problems that are
already manifest.  Despite this  terminological vague-
ness,  demobilization and deradicalization are gener-

9 Even though the conce+ts are not identical, for the sake of 
sim+licity, we use the terms universal/+rimary, selective/sec-
ondary and indicated/tertiary +revention interchangeably in
this +a+er, falling into line with a wide-s+read understand-
ing of these conce+ts (also see Trautmann und Zick 2016, 7; 
Ceylan and Kiefer 2018). The diffeerence between the two 
conce+ts lies in the fact that, with the designations univer-
sal/selective/indicated, Gordon refers to the target grou+ 
while Ca+lan, using the designations +rimary/secondary/
tertiary, distinguishes +revention measures based on the 
+oint in time at which they occur (also see Greuel 2018).

ally allocated to the area of tertiary or indicated pre-
vention.

Tertiary or indicated approaches to PVE, ideal-typi-
cally,  can  be  subdivided  into  demobilization,  disen-
gagement and deradicalization.  The aim of  demobi-
lization work is to get an individual involved in an ex-
tremist environment to refrain from committing (fur-
ther)  crimes,  renounce  violence  and withdraw from
that environment (Ceylan and Kiefer 2018,  73) – al-
though the last point is not a necessary condition for
disengagement or demobilization (Neumann 2013, 8;
Köhler 2015). The key feature of these approaches is
that they focus on the behavioral level.

Deradicalization work, on the other hand, addresses
the level of attitudes. Its objective, depending on the
approach, is not only to extract the individual from an
extremist group or to get him or her to renounce vio-
lence but also for them to reject extremist attitudes
(also see Baaken et  al.  2020).  This entails  reflecting
upon one’s individual  needs,  conflictual family con-
stellations, right-wing extremist or Jihadist ideologies,
personal identities shaped by these, and the possibil-
ity of social (re)integration into non-extremist milieus.
Along with educational and social-work interventions,
such individual casework may also include psycholog-
ical interventions (Sischka 2018). Demobilization work
can be understood as one step on the path towards
cognitive deradicalization (Baaken et al. 2020, 5).

1.3 Evaluation and Evidence-Based Prevention of 

Radicalization
The attribute “evidence-based” suggests that a (scien-
tifically)  verifiable  interdependency  should  exist  be-
tween an intervention and the desired prevention goal
(e.g., avoiding an undesired situation or the reduction
of risk factors).

Theory, research, evaluation and the practical imple-
mentation of the respective findings together pave the
way towards evidence-based prevention of radicaliza-
tion.10 In  this  context,  evidence-based  means  that
measures aimed at preventing social problems are de-
veloped,  implemented  and evaluated  on  a  scientific
basis (Beelmann 2017, 14–15). Accordingly, along with
theoretical  and  empirical  basic  research  into  the

10 For debates about the conce+t of evidence, see section 2 of
this article.
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causes of social problems (in this case: radicalization),
evaluations also constitute a fixed component of evi-
dence-oriented prevention approaches.

The meaning of “evidence-based” beyond this defi-
nition and the question of which criteria must be met
remains contested (see, e.g., Bullock and Tilley 2009;
Brown et al. 2018; DeGEval 2018). Three broad posi-
tions  can be  identified within this  controversial  de-
bate. The first only assigns the status of “evidence” to
results derived from evaluation studies using random-
ized control groups (randomized controlled trial, RCT)
and excludes all other methods for generating knowl-
edge. Running contrary to this view, the second posi-
tion fundamentally rejects control-group studies as a
suitable way of generating evidence. Finally, situated
in between these two poles, there are numerous nu-
anced positions that dismiss the dogmatic conception
of “evidence-based” and instead look for pragmatic al-
ternatives,  e.g.,  by  employing  mixed-methods  ap-
proaches and triangulating evidence from qualitative
and quantitative sources (see e.g. Beelmann 2011; de
la Chaux, Kober, and Moussa Nabo 2018; Pawson and
Tilley 2004).

The present paper cannot provide a comprehensive
overview of the various forms of evaluation and we in-
stead focus on one of its variations: outcome evalua-
tions, also called effectiveness evaluations or impact
evaluations.11 These are closely connected to the fre-
quently  articulated  demand  for  an  evidenced-based
approach to prevention. By focusing on this topic, we
do not, however, intend to obscure the fact that other
forms of evaluation play an equally important role for
the  development  and quality  assurance  of  PVE ap-
proaches. This includes, e.g., ex-ante evaluations con-
ducted prior to the implementation of an intervention
for  the  sake  of  supporting  program  development,
process evaluations conducted during implementation
with a consulting function, and systematic reviews of
various evaluation studies. These types of evaluations
11 For the +ur+ose of this +a+er, we use these terms inter-
changeably, although they are sometimes used to refer to 
diffeerent ty+es of results-oriented evaluations. “Outcome” 
seems to be the broadest term, while “im+act” oft-en refers 
to longer-term results of a +rogram and “effeectiveness” 
sometimes s+ecifically addresses the extent to which effeects 
have been achieved. However, the use of these terms is by 
no means consistent across evaluation research and +ractice
(see, e.g., Chen 2015; Schalock 2001; Salabarría-Peña, A+t, 
and Walsh 2007).

can also be a meaningful addition to an outcome eval-
uation (e.g., Widmer, Beywl, and Fabian 2009).

2 The Debate Around Evidence-Based 

Approaches in Germany 
The conversation in Germany surrounding the effects
of approaches to PVE is embedded in two intercon-
nected social trends. For the context of religious ex-
tremism,  in  particular,  there  has  been  a  noticeable
trend towards “securitizing” the debate in relation to
prevention, demobilization and deradicalization.12 This
mirrors trends in the domestic PVE strategies of other
countries  as  well  as  in  international  development
work, in which the danger of securitizing PVE efforts
has  also  been  criticized  (see  e.g. Anderlini,  Rosand,
and Holmes 2019, 12;  Mastroe 2016,  58; Attree n.d.).
The relatively recent phenomenon of Jihadist suicide
bombings generally invokes a greater sense of insecu-
rity among broad segments of society than do right-
wing terror attacks, thereby giving rise to a political
discourse that increasingly makes PVE a matter of in-
ternal security.  Consequently,  PVE measures are in-
creasingly being assessed based on national security
standards,  which,  according  to  the  critics,  subjects
them to demands that are neither realistic nor appro-
priate to the nature of the work (Schuhmacher 2018a).
The second trend has been towards “evidence-based
approaches” (cf.  Baruch et al.  2018;  Commission for
Countering  Extremism  2019:  8),  complicating  this
matter further. Given the role extremism plays in pub-
lic perceptions of  security,13 PVE efforts are granted
utmost political  priority.  Consequently,  the question
of “what works” is also posed with more vehemence.
As such, according to a narrow perspective marked by
a desire for (internal) security, an effective prevention
program is supposed to prevent terror attacks. From a
professional perspective, it seems self-evident that the
total number of attacks or the number of individuals
listed as a threat to national security cannot serve as
a realistic measure for judging the effectiveness of sin-
gle prevention projects,  many of which have educa-
tional aims. Regardless, large segments of the public

12 For an overview of more recent develo+ments, see Biene 
et al. (2016).
13 http+s://www.ruv.de/+resse/aengste-der-deutschen/
grafiken-die-aengste-der-deutschen; 6 June2018.

https://www.ruv.de/presse/aengste-der-deutschen/grafiken-die-aengste-der-deutschen
https://www.ruv.de/presse/aengste-der-deutschen/grafiken-die-aengste-der-deutschen
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and even many policy-makers often do not accept the
claim made by experts that there are no easy answers
to the question of “what works?”.

Against the backdrop of  expectations for easy an-
swers, many practitioners in Germany view undiffer-
entiated  demands  for  “evidence-basing”  to  be  pre-
sumptuous and obtrusive. Instead, they call for confi-
dence in the years of practical experience held in their
area of  expertise as  well  as  in  research findings  on
radicalization processes. They deem it to be inappro-
priate  and  problematic  to  demand  (supposedly)  ex-
plicit evidence of effectiveness by all means. In con-
trast, others find such an evidence-based approach to
be a suitable means for the results-oriented develop-
ment and dissemination of successful approaches to
prevention  and  for  allocating  resources  more  effi-
ciently. At the same time, (demands for) evaluations
can serve as effective leverage for questioning or rein-
forcing the legitimacy of prevention programs vis-à-
vis political actors. Here,  the research community is
responsible  for  providing  convincing,  differentiated
answers  to  questions  of  effectiveness  that  can  help
steer this debate in a fair and objective manner.

3 The State of PVE Evaluation in Germany
Following these insights into the debate surrounding
evidence  that  influences  the  PVE  evaluation  land-
scape in Germany and potentially elsewhere, we now
turn to concrete examples from the field. While we fo-
cus on some of the developments and current activi-
ties  in  the  German  context,  these,  of  course,  have
been and are influenced by developments at the inter-
national level.

Some  of  the  decisive  international  milestones  in
evaluation research include the request by the United
States Congress to produce a report about the effec-
tiveness of crime prevention programs. The so-called
Sherman  Report  (Sherman  et  al.  1998)  also  signifi-
cantly  influenced  the  prevention  field  in  Germany
and contributed to the establishment of the evidence-
based paradigm.14 Today, the main focus of this strat-
egy  is  to  develop  quality  standards  for  evaluations
and  program  planning,  meta  analyses  and  reviews
(e.g., the systematic reviews by the Campbell Collabo-
14 For a more com+rehensive overview of the develo+ment of
evaluation research internationally and in Germany, see 
Coester (2018). 

ration)15 as well as identify best-practice models and
disseminate them via the corresponding databases.16

One of the pioneers of the evidence-based approach
in  Germany  was  the  State  Prevention  Council  of
Lower Saxony (Landespräventionsrat Niedersachsen),
which spread this concept among policy-makers and
practitioners by issuing the Beccaria Standards17 and
the “Green List of Prevention” database (Grüne Liste
Prävention).18

The evidenced-based approach is  also increasingly
being  adopted  within  the  field  of  PVE  (Lindekilde
2012). The Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN),19

founded by the European Commission in 2012, seeks
and develops best practices in this field across Europe.
In 2015, Madriaza and Ponsot (2015) published one of
the few reviews about international approaches to the
prevention  of  radicalization  processes,  Christmann
(2012) compared evaluated approaches in the context
of  Great  Britain,  and  Litmanovitz  et  al.  (2017)  pre-
sented the first  systematic review for the Campbell
Collaboration about the risk factors of radicalization
with inferences for prevention. Toolkits for conducting
(outcome) evaluations in PVE are also becoming in-
creasingly  available  –  such  as  the  RAND  Corpora-
tion’s Program Evaluation Toolkit for Countering Vio-
lent  Extremism  (Helmus  et  al.  2017)  or  the  Online
Evaluation Toolkit of the EU research consortium IM-
PACT Europe20.

For Europe, in particular, the possibilities of compar-
ing, transferring and determining the success of spe-
cific approaches between countries and cultures are of
great interest, and evaluations serve as an important
basis for this purpose. The following section assesses
the various evaluation activities in Germany.

15 http+s://www.cam+bellcollaboration.org; 2 May 2018.
16 E.g., http+://www.blue+rints+rograms.com; 2 May 2018.
17 http+s://www.beccaria.de/nano.cms/de/Beccaria_Stan-
dards1; 6 July 2018.
18 http+://www.gruene-liste-+raevention.de/nano.cms/daten-
bank/information; 6 July 2018.
19 http+s://ec.euro+a.eu/home-affeairs/what-we-do/networks/
radicalisation_awareness_network_en; 16 A+ril 2018.
20 http+://im+acteuro+e.eu; 7 A+ril 2018.

https://www.campbellcollaboration.org/
http://impacteurope.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network_en
http://www.gruene-liste-praevention.de/nano.cms/datenbank/information
http://www.gruene-liste-praevention.de/nano.cms/datenbank/information
https://www.beccaria.de/nano.cms/de/Beccaria_Standards1
https://www.beccaria.de/nano.cms/de/Beccaria_Standards1
http://www.blueprintsprograms.com/
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3.1 Evaluations in the Prevention of Right-Wing 

Extremism 
Strategies  for  evaluation  have  been  the  subject  of
much debate in the PVE field in Germany in recent
years  (see  Lynen  von  Berg  and  Roth  2003;  Strobl,
Lobermeier, and Heitmeyer 2012). The approaches un-
derlying such evaluations have been just as diverse as
the programs implemented at the national, state and
regional levels. The present section focuses on some of
the federal programs launched by the German Federal
Ministry  of  Family  Affairs,  Senior  Citizens,  Women
and Youth (BMFSFJ)  and the German Federal  Min-
istry of the Interior, Building and Community (BMI). 

The first large-scale federal program following Ger-
man reunification – the “Action Program against Ag-
gression and Violence” (Aktionsprogramm gegen Ag-
gression und Gewalt, AgAG) – already included fund-
ing for monitoring and evaluation. The program pro-
moted  124  projects  in  focus  regions  across  eastern
Germany between 1992 and 1996.  It should be noted,
however, that this was not purely a prevention pro-
gram but  one  that  also  pursued  infrastructure-pro-
moting objectives  in  the  states  of  former  East  Ger-
many. Accordingly, as Möller (2003) has pointed out,
the evaluation (Bohn and Münchmeier 1997) also fo-
cused  on  infrastructural  effects  rather  than  on  the
concrete program impacts related to reducing violence
and aggression.  To  Möller,  rising  numbers  in  right-
wing extremist violence and group membership at the
time  “clearly  deny  any  resounding  and  sustainable
effects of the AgAG on the reduction of extremism”
(2003, 28).

Between 2001 and 2014, multiple large-scale federal
programs were implemented that aimed at promoting
democracy and tolerance and preventing right-wing
extremism and xenophobia. They funded thousands of
initiatives, projects and interventions and employed a
range of different evaluative approaches and evalua-
tors, mirroring the variety of prevention approaches,
formats and subject areas represented. 

One example is the evaluation of two of those fed-
eral programs21 carried out by the German Youth In-

21 “Vielfalt Tut Gut. Jugend für Vielfalt, Toleranz und Demo-
kratie” (“Diversity Is Good. Youth for Diversity, Tolerance 
and Democracy”) and “kom+etent. für Demokratie – Bera-
tungsnetzwerke gegen Rechtsextremismus” (“com+etent. for
Democracy – Counseling Networks Against Right-wing Ex-

stitute (DJI) (Bischoff et al. 2011). They used a mixture
of methods ranging from document analyses to gath-
ering monitoring data and surveying external experts
(external  perspective)  as  well  as  experts  involved  in
the project (internal perspective). They also conducted
an outcome evaluation based on a quasi-experimental
longitudinal design including before-and-after surveys
of the target group of a model project. Using the re-
sults of the program evaluation, the evaluators were
able to provide input for adjustments during program
implementation  (process  evaluation)  as  well  as  give
recommendations  for  further  developing  both  pro-
grams (Bischoff et al. 2011). The current programs by
both ministries22 also include a monitoring and evalu-
ation component.

When looking at the federal programs in Germany,
the  sheer  diversity  and  complexity  of  the  field  be-
comes evident. These national programs aimed at pro-
moting democracy and preventing radicalization, vio-
lence and prejudice are designed, first of all, to estab-
lish the necessary structures as well as to develop and
test educational  approaches,  points of  access to the
target  groups  and  possibilities  for  cooperation.  As
such, the success of these programs as an object of
evaluation is  not  primarily  defined by,  for  instance,
the broad reduction of prejudice (let alone terror at-
tacks); instead, they are judged by their capacity to
develop  approaches  for  promoting  democracy  and
preventing  radicalization,  which  can  be  transferred
into  existing  child  and youth  welfare  structures,  as
well as corresponding structures at the federal, state
and municipal levels. This entails questions as to the
tasks and the function of evaluations: What, exactly,
are  they  supposed  to  investigate?  What  criteria
should be used to measure success or failure? Which
causalities or cause-effect relationships are assumed?
(How) can the results of educational work be observed
in the biographies of children and adolescents?

tremism”)
22 For more information (in German) on the model +rojects 
under the BMFSFJ +rogram “Demokratie leben!” addressing 
far-right extremism as well as religious extremism, see 
Birtsch et al. (2016).
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3.2 Evaluation in the Prevention of Religious 

Extremism
The prevention of religious extremism as an occupa-
tional  field in  Germany emerged relatively  recently.
Consequently, few evaluation studies in this field exist
to date. Without aiming to be exhaustive, this section
introduces a few of the evaluations that are currently
available.

In 2017, a report was released about the work of the
“Advice  Centre  on  Radicalisation”  (Beratungsstelle
Radikalisierung) under the German Office for Migra-
tion and Refugees (BAMF) and its  four civil  society
counseling partners at the federal level.23 This report is
not an outcome evaluation but rather a process and
network analysis as well as an evaluation of the logi-
cal framework structuring the work of the partner or-
ganizations (Uhlmann 2017, 11). One of the main find-
ings is that, while the counseling field is becoming in-
creasingly professionalized – e.g., by developing a sys-
tem of standards within the context of this very eval-
uation – further systematization of “standards, indica-
tors of deradicalization and metrics to measure suc-
cess”  (Uhlmann  2017,  52)  is  necessary.  The  report
points out that only once these conditions are present
will a comprehensive impact analysis of the counsel-
ing work be possible.

The evaluation of the Hessen counseling center of
the “Violence Prevention Network (VPN)”  was pub-
lished at the beginning of 2018. The stated aim of this
formative evaluation was to “expand knowledge about
the target groups of individuals at risk of radicaliza-
tion  as  well  as  already  radicalized  individuals”  and
identify  “promising  possibilities  for  triggering  and
supporting  disengagement  processes”  (Möller  and
Neuscheler 2018, 4). Among other things, this evalua-
tion  also  contributed  to  further  professionalization:
evaluators and those being evaluated worked together
to create  a  system of  objectives  that  facilitates  the
identification and verification of impacts (Möller and
Neuscheler 2018, 12). 

23 These four Local Partners are the Hayat counseling center,
located at ZDK Gesellschaft- Demokratische Kultur gGmbH,
the Grenzgänger counseling network located at IFAK e.V., 
the kitab counseling center located at Verein zur Förderung 
akze+tierender Jugendarbeit e.V. (Vaja) and the Violence Pre-
vention Network e.V.

Focusing on conceptual and structural aspects, the
evaluation of “Legato” – a counseling center in Ham-
burg with an explicitly systemic approach – was pub-
lished in November 2018 (Schuhmacher 2018b).  The
evaluation decidedly excluded “the question of effects
on the target group” due to a lack of resources and
pre-conditions that would make it possible to examine
such effects. However, it did identify specific outputs
(e.g., which kinds of activities were developed) as well
as  impacts  concerning  the  target  groups  that  were
reached or the quality of network structures.

One of the few evaluations that explicitly assess im-
pact is that of the KOMPASS counseling center, also
run by VPN (Schroer-Hippel  2018).  Although it  em-
phasizes that the impact assessment should be viewed
with caution and that it is based on preliminary crite-
ria, the evaluation takes a courageous and important
step  in  developing  such  criteria  in  the  first  place.
Combining quantitative and qualitative data, the eval-
uators  also focus  on key impact  factors  influencing
the success of counseling work.

At the time of writing, further evaluations  of coun-
seling centers and other PVE programs are either be-
ing  conducted  or  planned.  Thus,  over  the  next  few
years, we can expect to see a successive expansion of
the knowledge base about the structural and process
logics as well as the effectiveness of prevention, demo-
bilization and deradicalization practice in the area of
religious extremism in Germany.

3.3 Interim Conclusion
Despite these generally flourishing evaluation activi-
ties, the PVE field in Germany still suffers from a lack
of knowledge-based strategies. This owes to the per-
sistent  scarcity  of  relevant  evaluations,  despite  ad-
vances that have been made and the positive exam-
ples that exist (see sections 3.1. and 3.2.). Another is-
sue  is  a  lack  of  transparency,  as  evaluation  results
sometimes remain unpublished.24

The debates surrounding monitoring and evaluation
of federal,  state and regional projects in the area of

24 It should be noted that full trans+arency can im+ede 
building a relationshi+ of trust between evaluators and the 
evaluated. Ultimately, unlimited trans+arency may, in turn, 
lead to non-trans+arency if, for exam+le, those being evalu-
ated only re+ort their own achievements out of a fear of 
their mistakes and diffeiculties being +ublished.
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PVE and democracy promotion in Germany also re-
flect the predominant intra-academic paradigms and
controversies.  The  protagonists  of  evidence-oriented
research based on statistical, control-group studies, in
particular,  complain  of  the  lack  of  relevant  studies
measured  on  the  basis  of  the  concomitant  criteria.
Frindte and Preiser come to the conclusion that nu-
merous projects rest on a “hitherto unstable founda-
tion. Their effectiveness has often neither been theo-
retically grounded nor empirically verified” (2007, 35).

The German Federal  Criminal  Police Office (BKA)
conducted a survey of 721 PVE projects in the areas of
right-wing  extremism,  left-wing  extremism  and  Is-
lamism implemented in 2014/2015. With regard to the
question of evaluation, the authors conclude that “the
existing information about evaluation activities must
be  described  as  extremely  scanty  in  terms  of  both
quantity and quality” (Lützinger and Gruber 2017, 20).
This survey also provides important insights on how
different actors conceive of evaluation. It becomes evi-
dent that, among practitioners, evaluation research is
repeatedly met with partially justified skepticism as
to the objectivity, utility, informative value and feasi-
bility of evaluation studies. 

Other studies echo these conclusions. Summarizing
the prevention programs targeting Islamist radicaliza-
tion that are offered and implemented in Germany,
Trautmann, Kahl, and Zick (2017, 3) state that: “The
positive effects are often difficult to measure and the
evaluation approach is sometimes met with sensitivi-
ties on the part of the actors. In some areas, there is a
lack of sufficient  activities or the quality is question-
able”. In a review of evaluations in the context of pre-
venting Islamist extremism, Kober (2017, 233) reaches
the following conclusion: “It is therefore not possible
to identify any studies or evaluation reports in Ger-
many that allow statistically sound statements, using
quantitative and/or qualitative methods, on the effec-
tiveness of measures or projects aimed at preventing
religious radicalization”.

Despite this  somewhat deficient  state of  research,
one clear trend is a move towards more knowledge-
based  prevention  practice.  The  more  recent  evalua-
tions mentioned in section 3.2 bear witness to this de-
velopment. The idea of advancing knowledge- and ev-
idence-based approaches is also firmly established in

the current “National Prevention Program against Is-
lamist Extremism”25 with the aim of  “increasing the
effectiveness of extremism prevention” (5).  Germany
is  able  to  rely  on  effective  research  structures  and
thereby satisfies a core prerequisite for addressing so-
cial issues using knowledge- and evidence-based ap-
proaches and for conducting evaluations that are ap-
propriate to their target object.

4 Approaches to Outcome Evaluations

Even for experts in the field, the spectrum of different
evaluation approaches  seems  difficult  to  manage at
times.  The term evaluation tends to be used exces-
sively (Döring and Bortz 2016,  978),  without a clear
idea as to who evaluates what or whom, which crite-
ria are applied, with which research interest the eval-
uation  is  conducted,  or  which  research  methods
should be used. 

There are no blueprints for investigating the impacts
of PVE approaches. The prototype for effectiveness re-
search, i.e., an experiment with an experimental and a
control group, is not always applicable to the investi-
gation of  social  programs. As a result,  experts from
various  disciplines  are  searching  for  alternative  ap-
proaches to determine the effects generated by “com-
plex  intervention  programs  in  prevention”  (Robert
Koch Institute 2012; see also Baruch et al. 2018; Gielen
2015). The problem in itself is not a new one. A study
by the Bertelsmann Foundation published in 2004 ti-
tled  “Evaluating  Civic  Education  –  Can  Impact  be
Measured?” addresses the questions of “[...] whether
one  can  capture,  let  alone  ‘measure’,  such  complex
processes of change” (Uhl,  Ulrich,  and Wenzel 2004,
9–10) and Pawson and Tilley developed their realist
approach precisely in response to this problem (He-
witt, Sims, and Harris 2012, 253).

In  order  to  conduct  an  outcome  evaluation,  one
needs a collection of  observable characteristics  that
the program aims to influence (so-called indicators).
According to Köhler, “the possibility of comparing the
set objectives with the program organization and the
results that are ultimately achieved is what makes an
evaluation possible in the first place” (2016, 25). How

25 http+s://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/
veroeffeentlichungen/themen/sicherheit/+raeventions+ro-
gramm-islamismus.+df?__blob=+ublicationFile&v=2; 1 
March 2019.

https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/veroeffentlichungen/themen/sicherheit/praeventionsprogramm-islamismus.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/veroeffentlichungen/themen/sicherheit/praeventionsprogramm-islamismus.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/veroeffentlichungen/themen/sicherheit/praeventionsprogramm-islamismus.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
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can one determine whether a program or an interven-
tion has  successfully  prevented  radicalization or  re-
versed  respective  developments?  It  is  obvious  that
there is no single standardized indicator that may be
applied to the entire spectrum of CVE/PVE programs
without limitations. 

Specifically  in  the  area  of  deradicalization,  four
rough target categories are being discussed: “demobi-
lization”,  “exiting”,  “integration”  and  “stabilization”
(Neumann 2013; Köhler 2015). The first step is the re-
nunciation of political violence and the last step en-
tails  complete  deradicalization  at  the  cognitive  and
the affective level. It follows that prevention work (in
this case more precisely: deradicalization work) can be
deemed successful when it manages – through inten-
sive case counseling – to help an individual shift from
a higher to a lower level of radicalization.

These  target  categories  can  serve  as  a  valuable
source of orientation in the area of tertiary prevention
and the evaluation thereof; however, they are not suit-
able  for  prevention  measures  that  enter  at  a  much
earlier stage in the process of radicalization. For pri-
mary prevention, in his publication on “Fundamentals
for  Development-Oriented  Prevention  of  Right-wing
Extremism”, Beelmann (2017) specifies reducing struc-
tures of prejudice as a goal.  To this  end, he recom-
mends  educational  approaches  such  as  anti-racism
programs,  diversity  training  and  various  measures
from the area of prejudice prevention. A comprehen-
sive amount of research has already been conducted
on some of these approaches, including validated in-
dicators that make tailored evaluations possible.

The selection and operationalization of appropriate
criteria of success is a crucial step for every outcome
evaluation.  These  criteria  should  be  specified  and
carefully coordinated by the respective actors on the
basis of concretely defined objectives before the mea-
sure is implemented in order to ensure beneficial re-
sults, particularly with regard to the specific research
interest of the evaluation. Once the actors have deter-
mined which change processes are to be investigated
more closely in the course of an evaluation, they can
address the question of the study’s practical research
approach.

The following  sections  describe  some of  the  most
well-known  approaches  and  methods  that  can  be

used in outcome evaluations.  These descriptions are
meant to allow the reader to observe how results are
generated in an evaluation process, which conclusions
can (or cannot) be drawn from them, what their scope
of applicability is, and how robust they are. We first
focus on the two main paradigms of (quasi-) experi-
mental and qualitative studies and then address two
approaches that do not focus on one specific method
of data collection but provide a general framework for
generating insights about the effects and mechanisms
of social interventions.

4.1 (Quasi-)Experimental Studies and Field Tests
The objective of an experimental study is to prove a
causal  connection  between  a  cause  and  an  effect.
Within academic research, this approach is often con-
sidered to be the “silver bullet to knowledge” (Döring
and Bortz 2016, 194) since, under ideal conditions, it
eliminates  all  potential  interfering factors  that  may
influence the result. In its most rudimentary form (the
so-called  black-box  evaluation),  this  kind  of  experi-
ment  merely  proves  whether  the  investigated  pro-
gram is effective; it does not provide any further in-
sights into why, how or for whom it works. As this is
generally not a satisfying result, there are numerous
variations of experimental  studies (e.g.,  factorial  de-
signs, Döring and Bortz 2016, 194) that can generate
differentiated  results  by  comparing  variations  of  a
program among multiple groups of participants. Na-
gin  and  Sampson  (2019)  speak  about  “measuring
counterfactual worlds that matter most to Social Sci-
ence and Policy”.

One critical disadvantage of experimental studies is
the lack of generalizability of their results. Unless ap-
propriate sampling strategies, such as those used in
representative  population  surveys,  are  employed
when selecting participants,  the results  will  only be
valid for the small group of participants investigated
in  the  experiment.  Options  for  compensating  this
shortcoming are provided by large-scale field experi-
ments (Eisner et al. 2012), longitudinal or panel stud-
ies and “natural experiments” in which the differences
between the experimental and the control group arise
through natural circumstances. For the area of PVE,
and especially in socio-pedagogical interventions, the
applicability  of  RCTs  is  often  limited  due  to  small



IJCV: Vol. 14(2)/2020
Nehlsen, Biene, Coester, Greuel, Milbradt, Armborst: Evident and Effeective? 11

sample sizes, non-standardized interventions and eth-
ical concerns (see below). As a result, evaluations of-
ten take a qualitative approach. 

4.2 Qualitative Evaluation Studies
Qualitative studies generally approach their object of
investigation based on a different conception of im-
pact. Essentially, they seek to understand social real-
ity (including “effects”) as a consequence of commu-
nicative and interactive processes. As such, they take
as their object of analysis the perspectives of the ac-
tors, their actions (including the embedded evaluative
moments),  and the underlying  structures  and rules.
These are captured using empirical surveys as well as
through the reconstruction of discourses and patterns
of interpretation, action and judgement (see von Kar-
dorff 2017, 244; Flick 2006). Although concepts such as
“evidence” and “effect” are not generally rejected, the
qualitative paradigm critically reflects on them. Kelle
(2006, 129–130) points out that standardized evalua-
tion designs are not capable of methodologically cap-
turing the unintended side effects and surprising im-
pacts that are typical for social processes. He thus ad-
vocates for impact evaluations that are qualitatively
oriented and open to various causalities. This is im-
portant  since “every causal  analysis  of  social  action
must  take into account that  actors  operate  in  local
contexts,  according  to  rules,  and  based  on  existing
knowledge  that  researchers  are  unaware  of  at  first
sight and that these actors often pursue their objec-
tives in ways that the researchers cannot anticipate”
(Kelle 2006: 133).

In the area of PVE, a standardized survey could as-
cribe the effects of an anti-aggression training to the
content of such training programs – however, a par-
tially standardized interview with the participants of
the  program,  conducted  additionally,  might  reveal
that the relationship work that took place between the
vulnerable adolescents  and the social  worker before
and after the actual training sessions turned out to be
the  real  reason  for  the  observed  effects.  A  simple
black-box evaluation would not be able to recognize
this connection and could therefore lead to erroneous
conclusions.

In addition, there are field-specific reasons that may
call  for  the  application  of  qualitative  methods.  The

conditions for quasi-experimental effectiveness evalu-
ations are often absent in socio-pedagogical settings
and they are also not easy to create. These settings are
instead characterized by a high degree of context de-
pendency and individual problem situations while the
approaches and interventions closely relate to the re-
spective personal and social environment (Lebenswel-

ten). 
The evaluation design is partially independent of the

type  of  data  collected  (statistical  or  qualitative).  In
this context, Lösel (2008) recommends combining the
respective advantages of qualitative and quantitative
methods  of  evaluation,  highlighting  the  fact  that
many studies do so as a matter of course: “An experi-
mental  design does  not  necessarily  imply statistical
analysis (Shadish et al. 2002). [...] Even the pioneer of
evaluation  recommended  combining  qualitative-
ethnographic methods with the rigorous criteria of ex-
periments  (Campbell  1979)” (Lösel  2008,  153).  The
logic model and  realist evaluation are two evaluation
approaches that endorse the combined use of qualita-
tive and quantitative methods for data collection and
analysis  in  order  to gain  insights  about  the  impact
mechanisms of the investigated programs.

4.3 The Logic Model

Evaluations employing the logic model focus on the
characteristics and processes, as well as the structural
parameters,  through  which  a  prevention  program
seeks to make its impact:

There is agreement on the fact that the focus should no
longer be exclusively on process or structural quality but
rather that the evaluation of educational work should
also refer to the quality of results, to summative aspects,
while also considering impacts, effects and goal attain-
ment.  [...]  This  demand,  however,  cannot  obscure  the
fact that the question of how and for what purpose, i.e.,
especially, in what way educational work can be evalu-
ated appropriately  has  not  been adequately  answered
[...].  Even the sometimes inflationary use  of the term
evidence-basing, cannot hide this. (Yngborn and Hoops
2018, 349)

The fundamental assumption of the logic model is
“that programs and projects pursue specific objectives
on the basis of certain framework conditions and re-
sources as well as through certain activities planned
on this basis” (Klingelhöfer 2007, 38). Accordingly, in
the course of modeling, the activities comprising an
intervention,  the  existing  framework  conditions,  re-
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sources, and objectives are identified and put in rela-
tion to each other.

For the context  of  outcome evaluations,  this  program
theory proves  interesting insofar  that  the outcomes –
meaning  the  objectives  achieved  in  the  program  and
their connection to the activities carried out by the pro-
gram – are no longer merely observable as effects but
they also become visible within the program theory and
can  be  investigated  in  an  evaluation.  (Yngborn  and
Hoops 2018, 352)

Especially given the diverse range of available mea-
sures in  PVE,  spanning various disciplines  and con-
texts, the focus of an outcome evaluation must lie on
the impact mechanisms rooted in the concept of a pro-
gram. What (presumably) brought about the change
and which mechanisms are triggered by certain activi-
ties?  This  implies  that  the  theoretical  assumptions
about  such  mechanisms  underlying  a  program  are
made explicit and known to the evaluators and that as
many contextual  factors  as  possible  have  been  col-
lected and taken into account.  This  includes asking
practitioners about their own assumptions regarding
the intervention, the conceptual design, the processes,
mechanisms  and  impacts.  In  this  sense,  the  logic
model is a means through which researchers may in-
corporate perspectives from the field.

Logic  models  can  uncover  the  (assumed)  impact
mechanisms of  a  program and thereby help the in-
volved  experts  attain  a  “microscopic  view”  and  an
“overview  of  change  processes”  within  the  target
group (Yngborn and Hoops 2018, 363). In order to op-
erationalize the different components of a logic model
and, e.g., identify outputs and outcomes, a variety of
qualitative  and  quantitative  methods  can  be  used.
This approach therefore appears quite promising for
evaluations in the area of PVE.26

4.4 Realist Evaluation
Another approach for investigating the impact mech-
anisms of social interventions is the realist evaluation
(or realistic evaluation) (Pawson and Tilley 1997; 2004).
Its creators, the sociologists Ray Pawson and Nicholas
Tilley, see it as an obligation of the social sciences to
do their part in solving social problems by producing
knowledge  about  the  impacts  of  social  programs.
However, consistent with many other critics, Pawson

26 For more on the logic model, also see WKKF (1998), Wyattp 
Knowlton and Philli+s (2009) and Beywl et al. (2007).

and Tilley were perturbed by the fact that the discus-
sion around building a basis of evidence for social and
prevention programs almost exclusively considered re-
sults  from  RCT  studies  (Hewitt,  Sims,  and  Harris
2012). Tilley describes how an intervention against do-
mestic  violence  in  the  United  States  that  has  been
evaluated  multiple  times  (using  randomized  control
groups) reduced the risk of a relapse into domestic vi-
olence among the arrested perpetrators in some cities,
while it led to increased domestic violence recidivism
in others (Tilley 2010; Sherman, Schmidt, and Rogan
1992). This observation – that repeated evaluations of
the same intervention in different places can generate
apparently contradictory results – constitutes the ba-
sic  idea  of  the  realist  evaluation.  Instead of  merely
asking “if something works”, the focus of this investi-
gation  is:  “What  works  for  whom in  what  circum-
stances and in what respects, and how?” (Pawson and
Tilley 2004, 2)

Realist evaluations focus on examining the effects of
social programs, thereby making them well suited for
evaluating PVE interventions without being subject to
the  restrictive  prerequisites  of  RCT studies  and the
limits of their results.

The objective of any realist evaluation is to identify
the (presumed) causal mechanisms of a social inter-
vention and to empirically test the conditions under
which  these  mechanisms  do  or  do  not  take  effect.
Based on these findings, researchers are able to derive
generalizable  assertions  about  functional  constella-
tions of program contents,  target group characteris-
tics and the socio-cultural context. Rather than taking
an intervention or program (e.g.,  the counseling ser-
vice of a certain organization) as the object of analy-
sis,  it  is  the  concrete  methods,  resources  and other
characteristic features of the intervention that are an-
alyzed. Accordingly, the evaluation results do not pro-
vide a blanket statement about whether the counsel-
ing services provided by organization X were success-
ful or not, but rather identify which specific elements
of the program, in combination with other influencing
factors,  have  had  an  impact  (or  not)  on  different
groups of clients. “Mechanisms are the engine” (Paw-
son  and  Tilley  2004,  18)  for  influencing  social  pro-
cesses. Realist evaluations aim to uncover which con-
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ditions must convalesce for a program to be able to
achieve its desired effects.

Applying this understanding of program impact to
the area of PVE would entail a systematic investiga-
tion  of  the  mechanisms  that  lead  to  the  intended
changes. Even though the field is marked by a vast di-
versity of individual interventions targeted at an even
larger diversity of clients and circumstances, it is rea-
sonable  to  assume  that  there  are  recurring  impact
mechanisms. Identifying these patterns would be one
element of evidence-based PVE.

We are unable to provide a comprehensive guide for
carrying out a realist evaluation here.27 At the same
time,  we do not wish to overlook the fact that this
type of evaluation requires considerable expertise on
the part of the evaluators. The core of such an investi-
gation  lies  in  the  empirical  testing  of  hypotheses
based on qualitative and quantitative data. 

Figure 1 depicts the four typical steps of  a realist
evaluation: as every intervention aims for some kind
of change, it is usually also based on a more or less

27 For a short overview, see Hewittp, Sims, and Harris (2012) 
and Westhor+ (2014); for the original text, see Pawson and 
Tilley (1997).

clearly formulated program theory and an assumption
as to why and by what means the intervention should
lead to the intended change (theory of change).  It is
the evaluator’s task – ideally in cooperation with the
designers as well as the implementers of the interven-
tion – to transform these assumptions about an inter-
vention’s impact into testable hypotheses.

Formulating and testing hypotheses lies at the core
of  realist  evaluations,  and it  requires  the  collection
and analysis of suitable qualitative and/or quantita-
tive data (Hewitt, Sims, and Harris 2012, 253). The hy-
potheses must be formulated and the data selected in
such a way that allows for a possible rejection of the
hypotheses based on the data. By comparing different
sub-groups, realist evaluations are able to generate “a
nuanced  outcome  pattern  of  successes  and  failures
within and across interventions” (Pawson and Tilley
2004, 11).

Figure 1: The four phases of realist evaluation

Source: Adapted from Pawson and Tilley (2004, 24).
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Importantly, the results from a realist evaluation are
not  the be-all  and end-all  of  the matter  – they are
merely provisional. They signify a momentary gain of
knowledge that should be re-examined from time to
time through additional evaluation cycles. This allows
for  findings  to  become  consolidated  in  relation  to
questions typically asked in the context of an (impact)
evaluation (see Table 1).

Evaluations modelled on the realist evaluation open
up new possibilities in the, at times, deadlocked de-
bate surrounding evidence-based approaches and the
impact of PVE (Gielen 2017).28 It has also enriched the
discourse in other areas of policy-making and practice
and uncovered new opportunities for action.

5 “Studies have proven that...” – The Reliability 

and Validity of Evaluation Studies
In order for an evaluation to deliver reliable findings, a
range of prerequisites must be met when it comes to
data collection and analysis. In most cases, it is not
possible for every single prerequisite to be fulfilled in
equal measure, meaning that restrictions are unavoid-
able. 

This  section addresses  possible  starting  points  for
ensuring the quality of evaluations. This type of ex-
pert assessment can help the target audience of evalu-
ation findings, (e.g.,  practitioners, policy-makers and
researchers) determine how reliable and robust the re-
sults of a study actually are.

This assessment is crucial for a number of reasons.
Firstly, compliance with certain standards is meant to
ensure that an evaluation contains what is expected
of it: a valid, relevant and appropriate assessment of a
social intervention. Secondly, although no evaluation

28 Also see the descri+tion of the 21st Annual Conference of 
the German Association for Evaluation (DeGEval e.V.): 
http+s://www.degeval.org/veranstaltungen/jahrestagungen/
dresden-2018; 14 June 2018.

is  perfect,  high-quality  studies  can identify  and ex-
clude a whole series  of  possible  “technical  bias[es]”
(Parkhurst 2017, 7) from the outset. Technical biases
can go unnoticed and lead to systematic distortions of
the results  and,  ultimately,  misguided recommenda-
tions and decisions. Thirdly, in both quantitative and
qualitative  studies,  quality  criteria  offer  a  reference
point that can help ensure the integrity of the results.
Robust findings are more difficult to refute, whereas
studies with avoidable weaknesses are susceptible to
being “torn apart” by critics. 

Considering the enormous influence that  research
and evaluation data can have on political processes, it
becomes evident just how important it is to be able to
reliably  assess  their  robustness.  “Assessing  the
(methodological) quality of evaluation studies is indis-
pensable if one aims to arrive at a rational and well-
reflected  decision  regarding  support  measures  and
prevention  programs”  (Beelmann and Hercher  2016,
98).

In  this  context,  the  same principle  applies  to  the
(outcome-based) evaluation of a preventive interven-
tion as to the intervention itself: without a clear and
precise  designation  of  the  objectives  and  related
methods,  there  will  be  no  reference  point  for  their
evaluation.  A  deradicalization  project  that  does  not
specify the concrete aspects of (de)radicalization that
it seeks to influence, and by which means, cannot be
meaningfully evaluated with regard to its impacts. In
the  same sense,  one  can  only  assess  the quality  of
evaluation studies  in  reference to the  respective  re-
search interest in combination with the methodology
applied.

Evaluations must always be based on their object of
inquiry,  meaning that  the research interest  and the
target  object  should  inform  the  selection  of  the
methodology, and not vice versa. As such, within eval-
uation research, practically any method of empirical

Table 1: Selection of possible questions to and answers by a realist evaluation 

The policy questions The realist response

Did that intervention work? It depends (in what respects?)

Should we fund X rather than Y? Check first to see if they are commensurable

The pilot was great, should we go large? No, play only to its strengths

(Pawson and Tilley 2004, 21)

https://www.degeval.org/veranstaltungen/jahrestagungen/dresden-2018
https://www.degeval.org/veranstaltungen/jahrestagungen/dresden-2018
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social research may come into play. At the same time,
however, this certainly desirable plurality of methods
may, at times, complicate the assessment of the aca-
demic  robustness  of  evaluation  studies.  Researchers
from all disciplines disagree over the appropriateness
of standardized systems for assessing research find-
ings and the purposes for which they should be ap-
plied in the first place. A handful of methodological
and  professional  quality  standards  have  emerged
from  philosophical,  epistemological,  methodological
and methodical debates.

The Joint Committee on Standards for Educational
Evaluation (JCSEE) published a set of standards for
program  evaluation  used  in  the  United  States  and
Canada29 that consists of five categories: Utility, Feasi-
bility, Propriety, Accuracy, and Accountability. In Ger-
many,  the  German  Association  for  Evaluation
(DeGEval  e.V.)  developed  a  catalog  of  professional
standards based on the JCSEE through an elaborate
consultation process with its members.30 These criteria
serve as a model for planning and implementing eval-
uation studies and, at the same time, they serve as a
benchmark  for  assessing  the  findings  of  concluded
evaluations. They claim to be valid “across policy ar-
eas” (DeGEval 2017, 26) and “independent of the con-
crete evaluation approach employed” (DeGEval 2017,
28).

Along with these general professional standards for
evaluations,  there  are  also  standards  for  research
methodology. The accuracy and reliability of the re-
sults  and  conclusions  from  evaluation  studies  ulti-
mately depend on the degree to which the researchers
have abided by the rules of data collection and analy-
sis. There are separate systems for this kind of assess-
ment, including the Maryland Scientific Methods Scale

(SMS) (Sherman et  al.  1998;  Farrington et  al.  2002).
Beelmann and Hercher (2016) have expanded the SMS
by adding supplementary characteristics  relevant to
the context of evaluations, such as the generalizability
of findings and the operationalization of variables for
measuring success.

For the area of quantitative research, there is a rela-
tively high degree of consensus among experts as to

29 http+s://jcsee.org/+rogram/; 29 June 2020
30 http+s://www.degeval.org/degeval-standards-alt/archiv/re-
visions+rozess; 2 May 2018.

which factors  influence  the quality  of  data  and re-
sults. Criteria such as internal, external and construct
validity, reliability, and sampling errors, to name only
a few, can be identified by appropriately trained ex-
perts  without  much  room  for  interpretation  and
judged accordingly.

For qualitative studies, there is, of course, a greater
amount of leeway for assessment using quality crite-
ria, such as inter-subjective verifiability. Some qualita-
tive researchers have come up with recommendations
for  “standards  for  non-standardized  research”  (Flick
2014, 416; Steinke 1999), while others find this to be
fundamentally  problematic  (Hannes  and  Pearson
2011, 27). One commonly held view claims that stan-
dardized requirements  for  the  quality  of  qualitative
research compromise its diversity and ways of think-
ing and ultimately lead to the opposite of what they
actually  aim  to  achieve  (Sandelowski  and  Barroso
2006, 134–137). 

Broad agreement does exist among the various lines
of qualitative research as to the general importance of
quality  standards  within  qualitative  research  (Tracy
2010).  With reference to the  Cochrane Qualitative &

Implementation Method Group, a German “Handbook
for Research Methods and Evaluation” speaks of “over
one hundred different  criteria  catalogs”  and asserts
that “a standardized canon of core criteria capable of
achieving  consensus  has  not  been  created  to  date”
(Döring and Bortz 2016, 107).

Generally, the analysis of qualitative data is based
on interpretive  paradigms  and various  methods  are
applied. As such, the diversity of quality standards to
a large extent reflects the existing demand for con-
text-appropriate  research.  At  the  same  time,  this
poses significant challenges for qualitative evaluation
research in terms of the respective justification of the
results. 

6 Conclusions and Recommendations
This article has offered insights into the state of eval-
uation of PVE in Germany, outlining some of the chal-
lenges and debates that characterize this field. While
some  aspects  are  certainly  specific  to  the  German
context, other elements reflect situations also found
internationally. While the following recommendations
mainly stem from the authors’  analysis  and experi-

https://jcsee.org/program/
https://www.degeval.org/degeval-standards-alt/archiv/revisionsprozess
https://www.degeval.org/degeval-standards-alt/archiv/revisionsprozess
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ence of the circumstances in Germany, they should be
at least partially relevant to practitioners, policy-mak-
ers,  donors  and  researchers  in  other  parts  of  the
world, as well.

Clearly formulate evaluation tasks
Mandates  that  are not  clearly defined can result  in
poor evaluations.  As such,  the client commissioning
an evaluation (usually policy-makers, donors or prac-
titioners themselves)  should clearly articulate which
type of evaluation they are requesting and what they
intend to find out. Simply commissioning an “evalua-
tion”  is  akin to  requesting “something  to eat”  at  a
restaurant.

Avoid automatisms
For the area of PVE, there is not simply a need for
“more evaluation” but  rather for  more  good evalua-
tions.  Therefore,  if  donors and policy-makers decide
to  make  evaluation  an  obligatory  component  of  a
project or program, they should bear in mind the fact
that this comes with certain requirements. Outcome
evaluations are only meaningful under certain precon-
ditions. Firstly, the conceptual framework of the inter-
vention needs to precisely define the target object, the
prevention  objectives  and  the  project  logic  (impact
mechanisms).  If  this  is  lacking,  conducting  an  out-
come evaluation may end up doing more harm than
good for the involved actors. Secondly, all participants
need to agree on the research interest of the evalua-
tion. Thirdly, the donor must allocate sufficient finan-
cial resources to enable an evaluation suitable for its
target  object  (benchmark:  ten  percent  of  the  re-
quested funding amount). 

Patience 
Quick results  should neither be expected in preven-
tion work nor  in  its  evaluation.  Measures  aimed at
prevention, disengagement and deradicalization gen-
erally entail medium- and long-term socio-pedagogi-
cal processes as well as individual casework over sev-
eral  years.  As  such,  donors  should  plan  prevention
programs and evaluations with a long-term orienta-
tion as well as allocate sufficient financial resources. A
hasty evaluation (e.g., at the end of the project period)

does not benefit anyone and can frustrate the actors
involved.

Ensure access to all of the relevant data
The quality of an evaluation study largely depends on
the data being analyzed. Project leaders should make
relevant  project  data  available  for  the  evaluation
while  considering  all  applicable  requirements  (e.g.,
data protection regulations). The decisive data needed
for carrying out the evaluation are often only avail-
able once the project has concluded and financing has
run out. Donors should therefore provide funding for
evaluations running parallel to the respective program
and beyond the end of the intervention period in or-
der to ensure that all relevant project data are consid-
ered and that long-term impacts can be observed.

Plurality of methods
Determining the empirical methods most suitable for
an evaluation depends on the specific research inter-
est and the object of the evaluation – there is no one-
size-fits-all solution for evaluating PVE measures. Re-
searchers should choose the evaluation approach and
the methods that are most appropriate for the object
of  inquiry  and  the  context,  considering  the  entire
available repertoire. 

Obligation to deliver and collect
For efficient knowledge transfer to occur, researchers,
policy-makers and practitioners are each respectively
under an obligation to deliver and collect. Researchers
need to deliver the findings from evaluation studies in
a way that is appropriate for the target audience and
specifically identifies their added value. At the same
time, policy-makers, donors and practitioners have a
responsibility  to  collect,  i.e.  proactively  request,  the
knowledge they need.
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