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1. Introduction 

There has been a strong rise in the number and size of payment for environmental services 

programmes in the world (Ezzine-de-Blas 2016), and this number is set to increase further as countries 

start to increase their funding for climate change mitigation activities (United Nations Framework 

Convention Climat Change, UNFCCC, 2018). There are payments for environmental services as 

diverse as watershed management, marine resources management and biodiversity management, in 

addition to forest management. This research focuses on forest management, as here payment for 

environmental services is now in vogue and donors are channelling hundreds of millions of dollars 

into these programmes via, for instance, the World Bank’s Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, and the 

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) programmes of the United 

Nations (Bayrak and Marafa 2016).   

This article contributes to two strands of literature. Firstly, it contributes to the literature on the 

effectiveness of climate change mitigation programming, notably the effectiveness of payment for 

environmental services (PES). Whereas there is quite some literature on whether PES programmes 

achieve their intended effects (Duchelle, Simonet, Sunderlin, Wunder 2018), this research focuses on 

the unintended effects of these PES programmes. While in the broader development studies literature 

these unintended effects are regularly ignored, they can have a major impact on both intended effects 

in the long run and other broader development objectives (Koch and Schulpen 2018). The second 

strand of literature to which this research contributes is the literature on the management of unintended 

effects. Though there is a nascent focus on unintended effects in the development and international 

relations literature (Burlyuk and Noutcheva 2019), little attention is paid to how organizations aim to 

mitigate unintended effects (Koch and Burlyuk 2019).  

International civil society organizations have lambasted the PES approaches in the area of 

forest management, notably the REDD+ programme. The REDD+ programme is the first global 

programme to use a PES approach. New organizations have sprung up, such as the REDD-Monitor. 

Organizations such as the REDD-Monitor (2011) argue, amongst other things, that REDD+ 

programmes contribute unintentionally to (carbon) accumulation by dispossession, as indigenous 

groups rarely have title deeds and are hence not adequately compensated by these types of programme, 

while their access to their forest is reduced. These organizations have popular backing, and climate 

march demonstrators are regularly seen holding ‘No-REDD’ posters. This research aims to contribute 

to insights into how the effectiveness of PES programmes can be enhanced, notably by reducing 

unintended negative effects. Therefore, the three research questions that guide our research are: (1) 

What are the unintended effects of PES programmes in the area of forest management? (2) Are 

organizations dealing with these unintended effects and?  (3) What is preventing organizations to 

adapt better to unintended effects? 

The structure of this article is as follows. Firstly, a theoretical background is provided on the 

key concepts of this article, notably unintended effects and their management (section 2). Secondly, an 

overview of the methods used for this research is presented (section 3). Thirdly, the results of the 

systematic literature review are described and clustered into five types: (1) motivation crowding 

effects; (2) marginalization effects; (3) leakage effects; (4) migration effects and (5) conflict effects 

(section 4). Subsequently, the article offers an analysis of how organizations that are funding and 

rolling out these types of programme are dealing with these five types of unintended effects (section 

5). The paper concludes by discussing the findings of this research. It aims to highlight the potential 

underlying mechanisms that contribute to explain why unintended effects are being dealt with the way 

they are. In the conclusion, both academics and practitioners are provided with suggestions for better 

consideration of unintended effects in PES programming. 

 

2. Theoretical background on (management of) unintended effects  

The term ‘unintended consequences’ was first coined by the sociological functionalist school. In this 

school of thought, an unintended consequence refers to a particular effect of purposive action which is 

different from what was wanted at the moment of carrying out the act, the desire for which was the 
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reason for carrying it out (Baert 1991). This definition is also used in this research. There are at least 

seven ways of classifying unintended effects (Koch and Kinsbergen 2018), yet two elements are of 

particular importance for this research as they impact the management of these effects (which are of 

key importance for our second research question on how organizations aim to manage the effects): the 

degree of anticipation and the degree of avoidability of these effects. 

2.1 Unintended but anticipated ? 

One misconception about unintended consequences is that they are unforeseen, unanticipated, yet this 

is often not the case: consequences that are not intended by the actor might very well be anticipated. 

However, because those consequences are deemed to be of less impact or low probability (or both), 

the programme is executed regardless, or in such a way as to minimize unintended negative 

consequences. De Zwart (2015) argues that these unintended consequences are not a consequence of 

what Merton (1936: 901) calls “ignorance or error”, but a result of protracted deliberations on 

intervention dilemmas. A first step for organizations to manage unintended effects is to ensure that 

they anticipate potential unintended effects.  

One school of thought, complexity or system thinkers, has serious doubts about the degree to 

which unintended effects can be anticipated. They argue that there is a multitude of interconnections, 

non-linearities, multi-dimensionalities and unpredictabilities that interact with external interventions. 

These complexities render it difficult to understand the potential ambiguous effects of external 

interventions in integrated systems (Brusset, Coning, Hughes,. 2016). In our analysis of how 

organizations manage unintended effects, we are hence first analysing the degree to which the 

unintended effects were actually anticipated. 

2.2 Unintended yet avoidable? 

Even if organizations were to succeed in anticipating unintended effects, there is a serious theoretical 

debate as to whether unintended anticipated effects can actually be avoided. Again, this debate pitches 

the more development management-oriented thinkers against the complexity thinkers, or the “planners 

vs the searchers” (Easterly 2006, p.1). The literature that builds on Merton (the ‘planners’) suggests 

that unintended effects could be avoided by more thoughtful planning and better monitoring and 

adaptation.  

Thinkers—the ‘searchers’, who are more inspired by complexity thinking—argue, for the 

same reasons that the unintended effects are often unanticipated, that unintended effects are often so-

called double effects (de Zwart 2015). Double effects are akin to collateral damage in the military 

sense: while the interveners can do their utmost to minimize them, there will be always a second 

effect: hence the term ‘double effect.’ This is unavoidable.  

One group of authors does not take the avoidability or unavoidabilty of unintended effects as a 

given (Morell 2010: 25, 45). In the second part of this research, which focuses on the management of 

unintended effects, we will also revert to the question of whether results are (considered) avoidable. 

Unavoidable effects cannot be managed, but avoidable effects can: therefore classifying effects along 

this line is also relevant to answer our main research question.  

2.3 Managing unintended effects: bounded policy learning 

If unintended effects are foreseeable and avoidable, the question is: will organizations actually adapt 

their programming to unintended effects. Will organizations ‘draw lessons’?  

This article builds on the line of thought that drawing lessons with respect to unintended 

effects takes place within certain clear limits or boundaries (cf. Koch and Burlyuk 2019). Until now, a 

clear theoretical overview of these potential boundaries to policy learning is largely missing, and this 

article proposes a more comprehensive approach to bounded lesson learning. Authors are currently 

focusing on specific limits to learning, but have been less convincing in providing an encompassing 

taxonomy for these limits. While some authors have focused on technical issues, such as a lack of 

information that prevents lesson learning (e.g. Eising 2000), others have focused on political barriers 

(e.g. Radaelli 2009), and still others have emphasized ideological obstacles (e.g. Sabatier 1988). This 
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article therefore aims to contribute to a comprehensive nomenclature for the bounded policy learning 

concept. This article hypothesizes that there are at least three types of impediment that hamper 

drawing lessons: technical, political and ideological.  

Technical obstacles are those barriers formed mostly by incomplete information. The bounded 

rationality literature from the economics discipline provides backing for this by highlighting the 

cognitive limits of human beings’ and organizations’ ability to process information (e.g. Eising 2000). 

Better measurement techniques and better organized feedback loops could enhance policy learning in 

this tradition. 

Political limitations to policy learning are those obstacles that result from organizational 

pressures and institutionalized interests. Learning is used to maintain a specific regulatory policy 

paradigm, and not necessarily because there is a desire to deliver optimal solutions. Therefore, 

Radaelli (2009) argues that learning is limited by political imperatives. If policy learning implies that 

certain organizational or political interests will be undermined, these potential lessons will be 

discarded. 

Ideological barriers are different from technical and political barriers as they are the result of 

deeply ingrained values that contribute to tunnel vision. Sabatier (1988: 150) argues that the main 

obstacles to learning are ideological, as he stipulates that “acknowledging failure and learning from it 

would entail fundamental rethinking of core and ideological values, which is unlikely”. People and 

organizations unknowingly employ perceptual filters which prevent them from internalizing 

information indicating policy failure.  

In the second part of the research on the management of unintended effects, we contribute to a 

better understanding of the boundaries to policy learning by systematically applying the nomenclature 

developed for this research to unintended effects of PES programming. Our hypothesis is that no one 

of the boundaries prevails, but they can all exist simultaneously. Understanding the limits to learning 

is pivotal, as it will indicate whether there is a likelihood that these barriers to learning can be 

overcome. 

3 Methodology 

As explained in the introduction, this research has used three main research methods to gather 

information on its main research question: a structured literature review, systematic policy document 

analysis and key stakeholder interviews. The three methods provided complementary information and 

allowed the possibility to triangulate findings. 

3.1 Structured literature review 

The systematic literature review was done through an elaborate keyword search.  To increase the 

relevance and coherence of the analysis, the following inclusion criteria were used: (1) the publication 

had to concern primary research; (2) the publication had to analyse at least one unintended effect; (3) 

the publication had to focus on unintended effects which had already taken place and were not a 

prediction; (4) the publication had to concern PES schemes in low- and middle-income countries 

(LMIC)1 only; and (5) the publication had to be relevant for forest conservation PES. More details on 

the methodology for the structured literature review can be found in annex D.  

3.2 Policy document review 

The literature review of mostly academic analyses yielded results from individual PES projects in 

LMIC countries across the globe. Although the first local PES projects were started in the 1990s, 

global initiatives to reduce deforestation gained traction in the first decade of the 2000s. In 2008, 

REDD+ was launched by the United Nations. The next step of this research is to analyse if and how 

REDD+ as a global initiative has taken stock of the negative effects of earlier PES projects. To this 

                                                           
1 See Organisation for Economic Development Cooperation list of Official Development Assistance recipients: 
http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-
standards/DAC_List_ODA_Recipients2018to2020_flows_En.pdf  

http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/DAC_List_ODA_Recipients2018to2020_flows_En.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/DAC_List_ODA_Recipients2018to2020_flows_En.pdf
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effect, a document review was executed of the two main global programmes that implement REDD+: 

the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) of the World Bank and the Green Climate Fund (GCF). 

After a quick scan of the available documentation, an analysis was done of the documents that engage 

with unintended effects. These included, when available, safeguard policies, indigenous peoples 

policies, environmental and social standards, funding proposal templates, and independent evaluations. 

Furthermore, as both the FCPF and the GCF have now signed their first contracts with countries 

receiving results-based payments, the available documentation for the countries that were most 

advanced in their implementation was also analysed (notably the Democratic Republic of Congo 

(DRC) and Mozambique for the FCPF; and Ecuador for the GCF). This included strategic 

environmental and social assessments, environmental and social management frameworks, 

assessments of REDD readiness, and progress reports. An overview of the consulted literature can be 

found in Appendix B. 

3.3 Key informants: interviews 

Ten semi-structured key informant interviews were subsequently held with a variety of stakeholders, 

each lasting between 40 minutes and 1.5 hours. These sought firstly to confirm the findings of the 

literature and document reviews, and to gain first-hand information on how unintended effects are 

anticipated and managed, and what difficulties are encountered in these processes. Secondly, the key 

informant interviews shed light on the boundaries to policy learning. Interviews were held with staff at 

the FCPF and GCF, as well as an independent researcher on REDD+ in the DRC, a professor on land 

use systems, and policy staff at the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Agriculture, 

Nature and Food Quality. For more details on the key informants, please consult Appendix C.  

4 Literature review findings: unintended effects of PES are manifold 

The literature search led to a total of 57 documents (see Appendix A for an overview of all 

documents). These included 48 journal articles, five working papers and four doctoral dissertations. 

We distinguished whether unintended effects were found in the target population (i.e. 

participants in PES schemes or targeted forests) or outside the target group. This is relevant, as 

monitoring activities initially may just look for results or effects in the target population. Effects found 

outside the target population are eminently relevant to see what additional monitoring criteria could be 

useful for PES designers and implementers. In total, 41 effects were found in target groups and six 

effects in other groups. Ten studies found effects in both groups.  

On the basis of the documents found, we categorized the effects in four thematic areas: 1) 

motivation: whether participation in PES programmes changed participants’ intrinsic motivation to 

engage in environmental conservation; 2) marginalization, as PES is mostly availably to landowners 

only, potentially denying poorer people any potential benefits of the scheme; 3) leakage: whether PES 

and increased conservation activities in one region led to decreased conservation activities or simply 

more deforestation in other areas; and 4) conflict: for example, over property rights, land use rights 

and other issues of who has access to what. See Table 1 for an overview of the effects found per 

thematic area. Some studies dealt with multiple effects and are thus counted twice. 

Table 1. Frequency table of encountered unintended effects of PES programming in literature review 

Effect # Studies 

Motivation crowding 17 

Marginalization 

- Indigenous peoples 

- Conflict 

14 

13 

5 



7 
 

Leakage 8 

Migration 6 

Total 63 

 

4.1 Motivation crowding 

A total of seventeen studies found unintended effects related to motivation crowding. Research on 

motivation crowding effects is rooted in behavioural sciences/behavioural economics and aims to 

establish a relationship between economic incentives and social preferences. By issuing rewards and 

punishments, PES programmes can alter community members’ intrinsic motivation (Bowles 2012). 

This could be attributed to “(i) putting a price on conservation effort, (ii) signalling bad faith in 

villagers’ intentions, and (iii) reducing individual autonomy” (Andrews 2018: 101). As mentioned, 

motivation crowding effects were found in both target groups and non-target groups, but were 

mostly searched for in target groups. 

Six articles found that the monetary incentive of a PES programme altered participants’ 

intrinsic motivation to engage in forest conservation. Participants’ moral and altruistic basis for forest 

protection was found to be (partially) replaced by the desire for incentives. This raises questions 

regarding the sustainability and long-term effects of PES programmes (Isyaku 2017). Moreover, one 

study found a positive relationship between the length of the programme and the decrease of 

utilitarian/monetary reasons to participate, as well as an increase in intrinsic reasons (García-Amado 

2013). This is interesting to take into account in the programme planning phase. Motivation seems to 

shift towards the utilitarian side, moreover, depending on the amount of the payments received 

(Asbjornsen 2014). This is relevant, as another study found that for 52 per cent of participants, their 

prime reason for participation was their motivation to contribute to forest conservation (González and 

Maritza 2014).  

The study by Apízar et al. (2017) asserted that imbalances in motivation are in fact a root of 

ineffective, or less effective, PES. PES schemes tend to include those who are already motivated to 

contribute to environmental conservation, but fail to include the big polluters. Additional efforts to 

include big polluters led to a decrease in motivation among those who were already positively 

contributing (Apízar et al. 2017). Other findings, putting PES projects into a wider social perspective, 

suggest that payments help raise participation in conservation projects where people are otherwise 

uninterested, but that participation in communal tasks can be high irrespective of the incentive if social 

norms favouring participation are present. In Tanzania, high individual payments did not undermine 

participation, although they appeared to reduce people's satisfaction from the task relative to when 

there is no payment (Kerr 2012). In Mexico, group payments made through village authorities yielded 

lower participation where people distrusted leaders (Kerr 2012). 

4.2 Marginalization 

A total of fourteen documents analysed general marginalization-related effects. Such effects 

incorporated a number of issues, including food insecurity, exclusion of customary institutions, lack of 

livelihood alternatives, reinforcement of existing social differences, eroding of community 

organization, undermining of traditional farming practices, and perpetuating inequalities in resource 

access. These effects do not seem to be confined to a specific region, but were found in a wide variety 

of countries including Mexico, Ecuador, Bolivia, Tanzania, Kenya, Vietnam, the Philippines and 

Indonesia. 

Land tenure issues were found in multiple studies, as PES schemes tended to focus on 

landowners as their main participants, excluding poorer households from any benefits through the 

scheme. Issues with land rights were found in various countries, where projects risk being exclusive of 

the rural poor and sometimes specifically of women (Vardhan 2017) and thus, in terms of their 

poverty alleviation goals, do not reach those who need them most. Lansing (2014) suggests that efforts 
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to include the local poor can be effective but have to be cognizant of the barriers to participation for 

smallholders, which can vastly differ between, and even within, countries. These barriers can be 

procedural (fair inclusion in political processes), distributional (equal sharing of costs and benefits, 

burdens and rights) and contextual (power dynamics and access to information), as shown by Vardhan 

and Catacutan (2017) in their analysis of gender and social equity in PES in five countries in southern 

Africa and southeast Asia.  

4.2.1 Marginalization: indigenous peoples 

Negative effects on indigenous peoples (IPs) are a form of marginalization that deserves extra 

attention. Indigenous populations are widely thought to be at risk of discrimination through PES 

programmes. One of the main sources of discrimination is arguably the issue of land rights, as 

indigenous populations often do not recognize individual claims to land but take care of it collectively. 

Without attention to this issue in the design phase, a programme risks discrimination against people 

who can play a crucial role in the conservation of forests (Cotula 2009). In the early days of PES and 

before REDD+ started, authors warned that PES programmes could risk violations of customary land 

and property rights, unequal and unfair cost-bearing of indigenous peoples for forest protection, land 

conflicts and conflicts among indigenous peoples over acceptance or rejection of PES schemes, 

increased state control over forests and exclusionary models of forest conservation, among others 

(Griffiths 2007). Likewise, Mayers warn that PES programmes could to more harm than good if social 

justice is not brought centre stage (Mayers 2006). 

A number of studies have confirmed these hypotheses: we found a total of thirteen studies 

substantiating how IPs are marginalized or discriminated against as a result of PES programmes.  

One of the most common causes of marginalization of indigenous peoples lies in tenure insecurity—

more specifically, the inability or unwillingness of governments to recognize and protect communal 

land rights, as many indigenous peoples do not wish to individualize tenure rights. In Mexico, 

moreover, by agreeing to conservation measures that restrict the use of ancestral agricultural land and 

prohibit hunting, food security has decreased, causing a dependence on external food supplies (Ibarra 

2011). In Ecuador, REDD+ was found to be at odds with IPs’ plans for the protection and 

consolidation of their traditional territories, which are threatened by illegal logging and mining, oil 

extraction, and inclusion within national parks (Erazo 2013). 

Authors also criticize the PES approach to conventional prosperity, arguing that this does not 

resonate with local perceptions of ecological sustainability, (social) welfare (Pokorny 2013) and 

environmental justice (Martin 2014). Other causes of discrimination are more practical: a survey 

among indigenous populations in Ecuador showed that more than half of the respondents did not know 

their community was receiving incentives in exchange for their participation, or how these incentives 

were communally managed. Although over half of the respondents knew their community was 

receiving benefits, about the same number of people did not see any of these benefits reaching their 

families (Krause 2013). Some communities felt pressured to participate, albeit involuntarily, as a result 

of top-down power play (de Francisco 2014). 

4.2.2 Marginalization: social tensions and conflict 

A total of six studies noted that PES schemes have caused social conflict and irregularities. Sometimes 

these were related to land tenure issues, as mentioned above; in Mesoamerica (Guatemala, Nicaragua, 

Mexico, Belize), unclarities regarding property rights and social tensions around access to forest 

resources caused conflicts among participants and nonparticipants (Corbera 2007). In China, social 

tensions were also rooted in tenure rights and led to significant delays in programme implementation 

(Gong 2010). In Ecuador, conflicts concerned the financial management system and benefit-sharing 

mechanism of the project (Krause 2013).  

Sikor and Cầm researched the relationship between REDD+ and social conflicts in Vietnam. 

Taking a forest justice approach to analysing matters of conflict over forest and ideas of what just 

forest management would look like, they found that such local discussions are very difficult to 

translate into coherent PES policies on the international level (Sikor 2016). Mahanty et al. (2013) also 

found that claims to forest carbon were complicated by ambiguities and complexities surrounding 

rights to forest land. Claims to forest carbon arguably emerge from a contested property arena in 

which knowledge, institutions and power relations all play a role. Affirmative actions to include 
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vulnerable populations have not always yielded better results, however, such as in Nepal, where social 

tensions emerged regardless (Saito-Jensen 2014).  

4.3 Leakage 

Eight studies found leakage effects as a result of PES projects. Leakage can be defined as “the 

unintended decrease or increase in greenhouse gasses benefits outside of an intervention boundary 

that is either directly or indirectly attributable to the intervention implemented within those 

boundaries” (Atmadja 2012: 313). According to this definition, leakage can be both direct and 

indirect. Direct leakage is emissions increase caused by project activities—for example, when 

logging is banned from one area and as a result increases in a neighbouring area. Such direct leakage 

can also occur inside project boundaries: for example, when deforestation rates increase on other lands 

that belong to PES recipients. Indirect leakage can happen when loggers banned from an area switch 

to different activities that are also polluting, such as mining. Another form of indirect leakage 

happens through market mechanisms: where there are high levels of programme participation, general 

wealth effects result in increased demand, or supply reduces because of limitations on the amount of 

land available for agriculture (Alix-Garcia 2012). Studies conducted in Panama, Bolivia, Indonesia, 

Malawi and Mexico found at least one type of leakage. Conditions decreasing leakage include a large 

price elasticity of agricultural products; small amounts of land initially indicated for sustainable tree 

products; small amounts of land taken away from agricultural production; an exchange of land for 

labour; the voluntary nature of participation; and strong social capacity through NGOs and community 

investments around protected forests. 

4.4 Migration 

Seven studies found negative effects of PES programmes on people’s ability to live and work on their 

land, resulting in out-migration. Interestingly, four of these seven studies were conducted in China. 

Démurger and Wan (2012) found that a sloping land conversion programme had a profound effect on 

labour migration in rural China, where young, male and ethnic Hui individuals were more likely to be 

impacted by the programme. Overall, migration probability increased by 17.5 percent for participants 

versus non-participants. Also Zhang, Song and Chen (2018) found cropland abandonment and an 

increase of out-migration to cities as a result of two PES programmes in China. Interestingly, however, 

outward migration was found to decrease poverty, as migrants sent remittances back home. Other 

migration effects were found in Mexico and Lesotho. In Mexico, dietary diversity, agricultural 

practices, household economies and livelihoods were negatively affected by the preservation scheme, 

resulting in a de facto displacement of people from their communal lands (Ibarra 2011). In Lesotho, a 

project allegedly caused the displacement of thousands of people; the destruction of thousands of 

hectares of arable and grazing land; and the destruction of valuable communal assets. The payments 

through the compensation scheme were found to be both inappropriate and inadequate (Mwangi 

2007).  

Just one study found increased in-migration as a result of PES: in the Lac Mai Ndombe 

province in the DRC, one of the overlooked unintended effects of a PES programme was increased in-

migration as a result of higher agricultural productivity (one of the objectives of the programme) 

(Gauthier 2018). 

This literature review has shown that numerous unintended consequences in a wide variety of 

geographical locations have resulted from PES programmes and are thus a factor to be taken into 

consideration in REDD+. However, it is debatable whether the term ‘unintended consequences’ 

depicts the complete picture accurately. According to a fund manager at the FCPF at the World Bank, 

these effects are by now all well known, and are mitigated and minimized to the best extent possible: 

as such, if present they are still unintended, but anticipated (interview 2). The next section of this 

paper analyses whether this is actually likely to be the case, and whether the effects distinguished in 

the literature review are in fact anticipated, mitigated and learned from by REDD+ implementers. 
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5 Findings: boundaries to learning—technical, political and ideological 

The most important way in which the funds seek to mitigate unintended consequences is through 

developing safeguards and monitoring them. These safeguards were agreed by the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 2011 and aim to mitigate and minimize 

social and environmental risks and harm (UNFCCC 2011). All REDD+ funds have taken these as a 

starting point and built upon them to address a wide variety of risks (World Bank Group 2017). 

Below, per effect (as identified in the literature review), the ways of anticipating, monitoring and 

learning from these risks are outlined and analysed. 

5.1. Motivation crowding: ideological constraints to learning 

Of all the effects, motivation crowding is the least noted in policy documents. Motivation crowding is 

the object of neither safeguards nor of any official guidance, although in the programme design phase 

applicants do have to think through how to prevent reversal at the end of the programme, which could 

include reversal caused by motivation crowding (UNFCCC 2011: art. 2f; GCF 2017; World Bank BIO 

Carbon Fund 2017). There is no further specification of motivation crowding in the policy and 

programme documentation. However, according to interviewees, it is in fact a well-known risk that is 

being managed in various ways, and lies at the core of the programme design rather than in 

monitoring. According to one interviewee from the World Bank (interview 1), the structure of the 

benefit-sharing mechanism2 mitigates this risk by having as its core aim to help landowners 

sustainably decrease the pressure on forest lands. This is done not only through financial incentives, 

but most importantly through capacity building and knowledge sharing. The carbon payments are “the 

icing on the cake”, but are arguably “too small to have to have an influence on motivation; they are a 

long way from being sufficient to sustain a family” (interview). Hence, PES programmes assume that 

landowners or communities do have an intrinsic motivation to work towards sustainably using their 

land, as they benefit from that achievement in the long term (interview). 

The FCPF realizes that the risk of motivation crowding will increase with short programmes, 

as they will less likely reach a level of development than can be sustained by the participants 

themselves (interview 1). In addition, an issue that relates to motivation crowding is that programmes 

do not reward those who have already taken action on either individual/community or state levels. The 

FCPF fund manager calls this a perverse consequence: with good behaviour not being rewarded (i.e. 

on the country level, emissions might already be lowered and difficult to reduce further), you also risk 

motivation crowding. Although the World Bank is well aware of this issue, it is very difficult to 

manage (interview 2). 

Despite the efforts to manage this effect, it is questionable whether it is possible to completely 

nullify its risk in a system that has at its core the commodification of natural resources and rewarding 

those who engage in stewardship. Arguably, motivation crowding is a so-called double effect (Zwart 

2015): these are unavoidable, often unintended but anticipated, and negative. Zwart asserts that double 

effects are akin to collateral damage in conflict, where achieving the end goal justifies the means and 

infliction of a certain amount of harm or loss. This also suggests that boundaries to learning from these 

effects are rooted in the ideological base of PES and REDD+. As long as the neoliberal, rewards-based 

nature of these programmes does not change, motivation crowding will likely be a consequence to be 

reckoned with. 

5.2. Marginalization: political boundaries to learning 

All the reviewed programmes have a safeguarding system in place that aims to prevent 

marginalization more than any other effect, as arguably any form of social or environmental 

                                                           
2 Benefit sharing can be understood as “allocating, administering, and providing benefits to multiple actors for 
certain activities or results through some form of positive incentive, opportunity, payment, rent/profit, or other 
compensation—whether financial or non-monetary” (Hite 2015: 1). In REDD+, this concerns the way in which the 
benefits of sustainable forest management are understood and shared by communities, governments and other 
stakeholders alike. 
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disadvantaging of an individual or group is a form of marginalization. As such, marginalization is the 

most noted risk in the policy documents of all funds. As marginalization can occur in a wide variety of 

forms, all funds have paid attention to preventing and mitigating such effects. In doing so, they have 

taken the UNFCCC safeguards as a starting point and developed additional mitigation measures for 

social and environmental harm done through the programme. The UNFCCC safeguards include 

“Respect for the knowledge and rights of indigenous peoples and members of local communities” and 

“The full and effective participation of relevant stakeholders” (UNFCCC 2011: 4 & 13). The World 

Bank added safeguards on access to information, indigenous peoples and natural habitats, among 

others (World Bank FCPF 2013). The GCF is in the process of developing additional safeguards, 

which should include labour and working conditions, cultural heritage, and communal health and 

safety, according to the internal documentation of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

5.2.1. Indigenous peoples 

As mentioned, IPs’ rights are accounted for in the safeguarding policies of all programmes. In 

addition, the GCF adopted an Indigenous Peoples’ Policy in 2018, informed by submissions of 105 

indigenous peoples’ organizations and support groups. The FCPF, moreover, has an indigenous 

peoples’ dialogue process and a capacity building programme for IPs and civil society more broadly 

(FCPF n.d.). The governance structure of the FCPF also includes both civil society and IPs, who hold 

observer status and attend stakeholder consultation meetings. Furthermore, country programmes need 

to have regular stakeholder consultation meetings: generally, their attitude towards REDD+ has 

become more positive over the years (Riamit 2019). However, funds do need to be kept on their toes 

when it concerns land rights and marginalization occurring because of unclarity, inconsistencies or 

unfairness regarding who has a legitimate claim to a particular piece of land, for example. Although 

the FCPF requires a land tenure analysis pre-programme, including a plan for mitigating problems, 

IPs’ organizations have been very critical in the past and will likely continue to be so when they think 

their rights and livelihoods are at stake (Reed 2011). 

5.2.2. Conflict 

The funds are aware that conflicts can result from poor management of a programme, and try to 

anticipate this in the programme design. The FCPF is very well aware that when a public space is 

privatized, its value increases, and people will try to profit from it at the expense of others. The FCPF 

tries to tackle this through participatory forest management, where both the responsibility and the 

benefits of preserving forests are shared equally among a variety of stakeholders. In addition, the 

Feedback and Grievance Redress Mechanism should compensate for any form of marginalization 

through the programme, and in particular for conflicts that have not been adequately anticipated. This 

is a requirement for any national or sub-national REDD+ programme and is part of the methodological 

framework (FCPF Methodological Framework: criterion 26). The GCF also has a grievance 

mechanism, as laid out in the environmental and social policy (GCF 2018). 

Although the effects mentioned above are different in nature, they are managed through one 

process, so we analyse this process only once. According to a fund manager at the World Bank, one of 

the goals of the first phase of REDD+ (REDD readiness) has indeed been to detect unintended 

consequences and to design and implement policies to address them. As such, now that the first 

contracts for results-based payments have been signed, an extensive system is in place from the start to 

minimize the risks of unintended consequences. Although the proposal of a country for results-based 

payments through REDD+ starts with a strategy to reduce GHG emissions, this has to be accompanied 

by a country-tailored risk section, benefit-sharing plan, strategic environmental and social assessment, 

environmental and social management framework, and grievance redress mechanism. These 

documents undergo various quality checks by the World Bank, donors and a technical advisory panel 

(interviews 2 and 3). When a country does not follow the safeguarding requirements, it is in breach of 

the contract. In case of minor issues, requests for improvement can be made. In a worst case scenario, 

the funds can decide to cancel the contract; however, the implementation of REDD+ is in such a 

premature stage that this cannot yet be evaluated. In addition, the structure of results-based payments 

is another incentive for countries to comply with the contract: when results are not achieved, no 

payments are made (interviews 3 and 4). 
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At the same time, according to some informants, there is a fundamental difference of opinion 

as to whether a programme should even start when there is still some risk of unintended effects, or 

whether all risks should be completely mitigated before the start (interviews 1, 6 and 7). The question 

is whether the latter is possible at all, with programmes engaging with tens of thousands of people. At 

the end of the day, when a programme does achieve the planned reduction in carbon emissions and 

doesn’t achieve substantial poverty alleviation goals, one might still call it successful (interview 1). 

This is confirmed by an informant at Wageningen University, who asserts that precisely because 

REDD+ was borne out of the climate agenda, its climate goals will always prevail over unintended 

social consequences. When PES projects, such as some implemented by NGOs, take social and 

poverty reduction goals as their main objective, barely any effect is seen on forest levels (interview 7). 

This suggests a political boundary to policy learning, as from a donor’s perspective, too, the main 

emphasis will be on the climate objective of REDD+, and some unintended social consequences are 

practically unavoidable. 

Moreover, several informants confirm a level of spending pressure within the funds, 

particularly with bilateral donors who want to show results to their parliaments and constituencies 

(interviews 1, 2, 3, 6 and 7). However, they are also clear that the funds do not want to risk 

reputational damage because of this. Implementing a programme at the expense of the people who 

should benefit from it would undermine the entire programme, and is thus a risk the World Bank is not 

willing to take (interview 2). This issue was not recognized by a GCF informant (interview 4), but did 

become apparent in almost all other interviews. This issue of spending pressure suggests a political 

boundary to policy learning, where it is not only the donors who decide what they want to spend their 

money on, but also their relative electorates pressuring them to see results in the climate area, and less 

so in the area of social safeguards (interview 7). 

5.3. Leakage: technical boundaries to learning 

Leakage is recognized as a risk of REDD+ and is included in the UNFCCC safeguards, wherein 

parties should promote and support “actions to reduce displacement of emissions” (UNFCCC 2011: 

2g). Indeed, the FCPF Carbon Fund’s methodological framework requires emission reduction 

programmes to be designed and implemented to prevent and minimize potential displacement.3 The 

risk of leakage must be assessed and labelled as high, medium or low, and risk mitigation strategies 

must be identified, prioritizing key sources of leakage. The programme must show implementation of 

this strategy and is invited to report on changes and lessons learned from the mitigation efforts (World 

Bank FCPF 2016: section 3.5). Likewise, the BioCarbon Fund Initiative for Sustainable Forest 

Landscapes (a similar program to the FCPF) and GCF require a risk assessment for leakage as part of 

their programme document templates (World Bank BIO Carbon Fund 2017). 

The BIO-CF, however, recognizes the difficulty of measuring leakage, as mentioned in an 

early programme evaluation study which proposes the simplification of leakage assessment (World 

Bank BIO Carbon Fund 2011). This is confirmed by an interviewee, who holds that it is very difficult, 

time-consuming and thus costly to validate that leakage is linked to a project, in particular when 

projects are not nationwide, which has been the case for many projects in the past (interview 1). 

Regardless of measuring leakage as part of the project, countries’ reporting requirements under the 

Paris Agreement will show whether there is an overall increase or reduction in emissions. Although 

this will not lay bare any causal relationships, trends will be visible. As such, under the FCPF, leakage 

does not have to be measured, although the risks must still be assessed in the programme design. In 

addition, the fund has the goal to implement programmes nationwide and on a jurisdictional level, 

which makes leakage easier to detect. This is also the preference of bilateral donors. However, this is 

not yet feasible in all countries (interview 1). 

The aim to scale up PES to country-level REDD+ is confirmed by an informant from the 

Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, who also asserts that this will allow the 

detection and thus better mitigation of leakage. In addition, because REDD+ works with results-based 

payments, there will be a strong incentive for countries to keep leakage to a minimum or make sure 

overall forestation targets are met regardless (interviews 3, 4 and 6). In addition, deforestation on a 

                                                           
3 Leakage is called displacement in some of the policy literature. 
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national basis is much easier to detect—for example, through satellite images of the area (interview 7). 

Hence, the boundaries to policy learning as regards leakage seem to be mostly technical.  

5.4. Migration: technical boundaries to learning 

Migration, and particularly involuntary resettlement, is recognized as an unintended consequence of 

REDD+ by both the GCF (2018) and the World Bank (2017). The Green Climate Fund asserts that 

GCF-financed activities will avoid or minimize the need for involuntary resettlement. When this 

cannot be avoided, a resettlement action plan must be negotiated in consultation with those affected. 

The resettlement policy framework should specify guidelines on how to deal with resettlement (GCF 

2018). The FCPF environmental and social policies also aim to mitigate social or economic impacts 

from land acquisition or restrictions on land use by providing compensation for loss of assets and 

assistance to displaced persons to restore and improve their livelihoods and living standards (World 

Bank Group 2017). 

This is confirmed by the interviewees, who furthermore explain that the land tenure 

assessment that is obligatory before each programme starts identifies whether migration is a risk that 

should be taken into account. At this stage, the strategy to mitigate this risk also has to be outlined on 

the basis of the social and environmental framework. “It must be taken into account, however, that 

REDD+ consists of big programmes that try to work with tens of thousands of people. There will 

always be a few who will not agree with your plans. The question then becomes whether you will 

negotiate until every single individual is on board, or whether you prioritize achieving results and start 

the programme nonetheless, with the risk of disappointing some and the hope of increasing traction” 

(interview 1).  

Interviewees further assert that it is difficult to ascertain exactly what causes migration and 

whether this is a direct consequence of PES or REDD+. In Costa Rica, for example, the children of 

farmers moved to the cities as they did not want a future working the land. Their parents, who were 

left behind, saw a decrease in capacity to work the land. When a PES was started up, this was a way 

for the older farmers to maintain some income for land they would not be able to work anyway. As 

such, in this case, the migration came before the programme (interview 1). Interviewees indeed point 

towards the difficulty and costliness of finding out whether both inward and outward migration are a 

direct consequence of PES or REDD+. The capacity needed to find this out through household surveys 

or other intensive research methods is significant, and will reduce the amount of capacity and 

resources that can be dedicated to achieving the primary goals of REDD+ (interviews 1, 2, 3 and 7). In 

essence, therefore, these difficulties regarding the management of migration effects point towards a 

technical limit to policy learning. 

6 Discussion  

This section will engage with the limitations to this research. On the basis of these limitations, 

recommendations will be made for future research that aims to engage with the unintended 

consequences of payment for environmental services programmes, or the boundaries to policy learning 

in international institutions including REDD+. Subsequently, we will assess the internal and external 

validity of this research. 

Some limitations to this research should be noted. Firstly, the literature review was biased 

towards negative unintended effects, not taking into account the neutral or positive unintended effects 

of PES. This may provide a skewed overview of the unintended effects of PES programmes in 

general; however, the negative effects were more relevant for the research objective of this paper, 

which is policy learning. Secondly, the results of the literature review were not assessed or ranked for 

quality, but were merely used to provide a general overview of negative unintended effects. Thirdly, 

the number of interviewees could have been expanded. Also, no fieldwork was done to engage first-

hand with the unintended consequences and their mitigation strategies. 

Hence, for future research we would recommend diversifying the pool of interviewees and 

engaging in fieldwork to get to the bottom of which unintended effects are present in REDD+ and how 

these are viewed by various stakeholders—for example, through participatory action research. In 

addition, we engaged with REDD+ policymakers and implementers in a very early stage: the 
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programmes are still being rolled out. Future research can focus more on how REDD+ is actually 

implemented and what unintended consequences are found some years after implementation. 

As regards the internal validity of this research, arguably the boundaries between the different types of 

unintended effects that we identified are somewhat artificial. For example, marginalization effects 

come in a wide variety of forms, but we chose to cluster them into one group because they are all 

managed through the same mechanisms (the social and environmental safeguards system). Also, the 

boundaries of the limits to policy learning are somewhat artificial and generalized; however, they 

serve to explain the phenomenon of limits to learning, as well as the degree to which they can be 

overcome, and are useful to this end.  

A problem regarding external validity is the fact that we are translating negative consequences 

of PES programmes to the international REDD+ programme: it is possible that the effects found are 

very typical for a specific location or group and not necessarily generalizable at international policy 

level. In addition, we have identified limits to policy learning that are specific to international funds 

that implement REDD+. Caution must be taken when transferring our conclusions to other policy 

fields. 

7 Conclusion 

Let us return to the protestors with their ‘No-REDD’ signs. We identify a host of unintended effects of 

PES programmes and notice that mitigation strategies have only been partially successful in managing 

them. Does this mean that we support the protestors? On the basis of this research, we cannot reach 

such a conclusion, as we have only studied the unintended effects and not the intended effects. We 

have mapped only one side of the equation and so cannot determine if the costs outweigh the benefits. 

We can, however, provide clarity on the question of whether we think the costs are unnecessarily high 

and could be reduced. 

It is clear that international organizations have learned from the past and have developed 

measures to reduce some of the unintended effects. We found that learning has taken place especially 

in respect of negative unintended effects in the social realm (dubbed ‘marginalization’ in our 

research). Part of this learning is the result of active lobbying by advocacy groups, who are also found 

to have been effective in stimulating policy learning in other domains (Koch and Burlyuk 2019). Most 

of the learning was codified in safeguarding policies, but to determine if these safeguards are really 

upheld, continuous monitoring is needed. 

Yet substantial barriers to learning are also identified in this research. These barriers are 

technical, political and ideological. While we think that some of the boundaries can be overcome, this 

is less likely to happen for some others. 

We have concerns about the possibility that international organizations will overcome the 

political and ideological constraints to learning. Political constraints to learning (such as spending 

pressures) have been well documented in the past (e.g. Easterly, 2001), and our research suggests that 

they might continue to plague international cooperation efforts. Also ideological constraints to 

learning—e.g. a strong belief that market- and monetary-driven solutions are the best solutions—

cannot be overcome easily. Changes in these underlying core beliefs change slowly over time and are 

entwined with broader societal changes. 

To end on a positive note, we are optimistic about the technical constraints identified. The 

constraints that prevent proper measurements (and mitigation) in the field of leakage and migration 

effects are mostly technical. If the organizations expand investments in this monitoring area, a clearer 

picture could emerge into the effective long-term effects of these PES programmes. With projected 

rises in funding for PES programmes, increased investments in enhancing measurement capacities in 

these (cross-boundary) unintended effects are warranted. If there are advocacy groups, be they donors, 

journalists or civil society activists that push for it, these technical boundaries might be overcome, 

especially with improved and more readily available high-tech monitoring solutions. 
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