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The African Union (AU) is 

committed to political, social 

and economic development 

towards human security, as 

contained in the 2004 Solemn 

Declaration on a Common 

African Defence and Security 

Policy. This is a prerequisite for 

sustainable peace and security 

on the continent. As such, the AU 

continues to promote democratic 

and accountable governance 

of the security sector as an 

essential instrument for ensuring 

sustainable peace in Africa. 

Accordingly, Security Sector 

Reform (SSR) has been 

positioned as a priority in 

Member States emerging from 

conflicts and those undergoing 

political transitions. Given the peculiarities and specific requirements of the continent’s 

security sector, the AU has developed policy frameworks to ensure African ownership of SSR 

processes as entrenched in the AU’s shared values. The (re)establishment and strengthening 

of the capacity of security institutions through comprehensive disarmament, demobilisation 

and reintegration of former combatants and SSR constitute key priority pillars of the AU Post-

Conflict Reconstruction and Development policy.

The AU Policy Framework on SSR endorsed by the 20th Ordinary Session of the Assembly 

of the Union held in January 2013 provides for a broad strategic response framework 

ranging from capacity building and strengthening of institutional structures to mobilisation of 

necessary resources to facilitate SSR processes in Africa. 

A set of AU Operational Guidance Notes (OGNs) has been developed to facilitate the 

implementation of the framework. These include: 1) Training on Security Sector Reform; 

2) Conducting Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Missions; 3) Harmonisation of 

National Security Legislation; 4) Development of Codes of Conduct for African Security 
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Institutions; 5) Gender and Security Sector Reform; 6) Handbook on African Security Sector 
Reform Good Practices; and 7) Security Sector Reform Monitoring and Evaluation.

These OGNs provide practical information to AU Member States, Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs), Regional Mechanisms (RMs) for Conflict Prevention and Management 
Resolution and other key stakeholders for the design, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation of SSR programmes in Member States.

The OGNs contribute to the coordinated approach to strengthening Africa’s capacity to 
address SSR challenges in AU Member States. 

I am therefore delighted to present these OGNs as handy tools to practitioners working 
hard to implement the provisions of the AU Policy Framework on SSR. I also encourage AU 
Member States, RECs and RMs, and civil society organisations, training institutions and 
individuals, to use them in the implementation of programmes for positive results in our 
security governance sector. 
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Purpose and Scope

This Operational Guidance Note (OGN) provides the African Union (AU) with a step by step 
guide on how to prepare for and conduct an SSR needs assessment mission (NAM). The 
annexes of the OGN include a range of tools, templates and checklists to facilitate the 
implementation of the SSR NAM. The OGN can also help to inform AU Member States and 
partners about the AU’s approach to SSR NAMs.

The OGN is primarily targeted at AU staff members involved in the preparation for and
implementation of SSR NAMs. AU Member States and partners, particularly Regional 
Economic Communities (RECs) and Regional Mechanisms (RMs), can also use this OGN 
to conduct SSR NAMs.
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Rationale

The AU Policy Framework on SSR mandates the AU Commission to develop mechanisms, 
tools and instruments for the purpose of operationalising the Framework. The AU 
Commission is tasked, inter alia, with developing guidance on SSR assessments.

An SSR needs assessment is a core element of any SSR process. The Policy Framework 
encourages a Member State that wishes to engage in SSR to carry out a needs assessment 
to enable appropriate action in respect of each element of the security sector. A Member 
State may ask the AU to conduct an SSR NAM to determine how the AU can support the 
Member State in the SSR process. AU partners may also assist Member States in conducting 
SSR NAMs. An AU-led NAM can contribute to but cannot replace a comprehensive SSR 
needs assessment process led by a Member State. 

This OGN provides guidance on conducting SSR NAMs. Elements of this OGN may also be 
used in Member State-led SSR needs assessment processes. This OGN is, however, not a 
detailed guide for such Member State-led assessment processes.
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Terms and Definitions

The following terms and definitions apply to this Operational Guidance Note:

•	 African ownership – of SSR processes includes ownership by local 
communities, national ownership by Member States, regional ownership by the 
Regional Economic Communities and Regional Mechanisms and continental  
ownership by the African Union (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 6).

•	 African Union (AU) – includes, for the purposes of SSR, the Assembly, the Peace and 
Security Council, the African Union Commission and all other relevant organs of the 
African Union (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 1).

•	 Civil society – refers to civil society organisations as defined in article 3 of the Statutes 
of the Economic, Social and Cultural Council of the African Union (ECOSOCC) (AU 
Policy Framework on SSR, par. 8).

•	 National ownership – means that an SSR process is conceived, designed, led, 
managed, coordinated, implemented, monitored and evaluated by national actors. 
National authorities also need to make substantial financial, human and other resource 
contributions to the SSR process. To be truly national, a Member State needs to include 
as many national stakeholders as possible into the SSR process (AU Policy Framework 
on SSR, par. 70).

•	 Security – a multi-dimensional concept which encompasses both the traditional state-
centric notion of the survival of the state and its protection from external aggression by 
military means, as well as the non-military notion of human security based on political, 
economic, social and environmental imperatives in addition to human rights (AU Policy 
Framework on SSR, par. 3).

•	 Security (and justice) sector – comprises individuals, groups and institutions that 
are responsible for the provision, management and oversight of security for people 
and the state, and the delivery of justice services. These include but are not limited 
to primary security institutions (such as the armed forces, the police/gendarmerie, 
and border guards), specialised intelligence and security institutions, public oversight 
and management bodies (such as the executive, the legislature, national security 
advisory bodies and anti-corruption bodies), justice and rule of law institutions (such 
as the judiciary, prisons, offices of the public prosecutor, ombudspersons, and human 
rights commissions), civil emergency units (such as search and rescue services, 
firefighting, and natural disaster management), and non-state security and justice 
bodies (such as private security companies, informal security providers, customary 
authorities, and traditional justice systems) (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 4). 
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•	 Security sector reform (SSR) – is a process by which countries formulate, re-orient 
or develop the policies, structures, and capacities of institutions and groups engaged 
in the security sector, in order to make them more effective, efficient, and responsive 
to democratic control, and to allow them to better respond to the security and justice 
challenges confronting the state and its population. Depending on the context and 
focus, SSR is sometimes expressed as security sector governance, security sector 
transformation, security sector development, security sector review, security system 
reform as well as security and justice reform (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 5). 

•	 SSR needs – refer to the reasons why security and justice institutions do not respond 
effectively to the security and justice challenges facing the state and its population. SSR 
needs include capacity deficits of both state and non-state security and justice actors as 
well as factors which undermine the ability of security and justice actors to use existing 
capacities effectively such as shortcomings in the legal and regulatory framework, 
mandate gaps or overlaps, inadequate governance and oversight structures, political 
interference in the functioning of security and justice institutions, lack of representation 
of a population group, discriminatory service provision, abuse of power, corruption, etc. 

•	 SSR needs assessment mission (NAM) – is an AU-led activity to determine how the 
•	 AU can support the SSR process in a Member State. In order to do so, the SSR NAM 
•	 aims to establish the context and the scope for SSR in the Member State, to conduct 

a preliminary identification of the SSR needs in the Member State, and to assess 
•	 options for the AU to support SSR in the Member State (AU Policy Framework on SSR, 
•	 pars. 78(b), 79(d)). 

•	 Security sector review and needs assessment – are Member State-led, consultative 
and participatory processes to facilitate analysis, planning, priority setting and 
reform in the security sector. These processes involve input from a wide range of 
stakeholders including security sector practitioners, civil society actors, community-
based organisations and traditional leaders. A needs assessment report makes 
recommendations on national security threats, capacity deficits in the security sector, 
gender issues, related issues such as transitional justice and DDR, and resources 
needed to carry out an SSR process (AU Policy Framework on SSR, pars. 23-27).



7

Operational Guidance Note Conducting Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Missions

D
Operational 
Guidance



8

Operational Guidance Note Conducting Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Missions

Operational Guidance

Reasons for conducting an SSR Needs 
Assessment Mission

A Member State that wishes to reform or develop its security sector or parts thereof should 

conduct a needs assessment to determine what is required for the security sector to 

effectively respond to the security and justice challenges facing the state and its population. 

A Member State may ask the AU to carry out an SSR NAM to assist the Member State in 

the assessment and to help the AU determine how it can support the SSR process. The AU 

Assembly of Heads of State and Governments may also task the AU Commission to carry 

out an SSR NAM [CHECK].

An AU-led SSR NAM can contribute to but cannot replace a comprehensive security sector 

review process or a consultative and participatory SSR needs assessment process led by a 

Member State. An AU-led NAM identifies the context of and scope for SSR, and provides a 

preliminary snapshot of a country’s key SSR needs to determine possible AU support to the 

SSR process. A Member State-led security sector review or needs assessment process, 

on the other hand, includes input from a wide range of national stakeholders including 

not just security sector practitioners but also civil society and other non-state actors, and 

involves broad-based consultations with these stakeholders to comprehensively identify 

the country’s SSR needs. An AU-led SSR NAM will usually be completed in a matter of 

weeks whereas a Member State-led security sector review or needs assessment process 

may take several months to complete.

General principles of an SSR NAM

The following general principles from the AU Policy Framework on SSR and relevant regional 

instruments are particularly pertinent to an SSR NAM:

•	 Multi-dimensional definition of security – In accordance with a multi-dimensional 

understanding of security, the SSR NAM should take into consideration not only the 

threats to national (state) security but also the range of security and justice challenges 

confronting the population (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 3).
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•	 Holistic understanding of the security sector – In accordance with a holistic 

understanding of the security sector, an SSR NAM should take into account the roles 

and capacities of not only state security and justice providers as well as oversight 

and management institutions, but also of relevant non-state actors involved in 

security and justice provision. This may include informal security actors and so-called 

traditional or customary justice providers (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 4). 

•	 National ownership – As with any SSR activity, for it to be effective, an SSR NAM 

should have full engagement from the government that has requested it. But national 

ownership cannot simply be equated with government ownership. To the extent 

possible therefore, within the narrow constraints of a NAM, it is also important to take 

into account the views of a broader range of national stakeholders, particularly non-

state actors such as civil society organisations, unions, academic institutions, traditional 

bodies, the local business community, and the local media. This will enhance both the 

quality and legitimacy of the NAM, and will likely also increase the support of these 

groups for SSR. The context and focus of the NAM will determine which specific actors 

should participate in the assessment (AU Policy Framework on SSR, pars. 16(c), 70). 

•	 Contextual nature – There are no one-size-fits-all approaches to SSR. SSR is shaped 

by the specific contexts (local, national and regional) in which it occurs, and to a certain 

extent also shapes these contexts. A country’s history and its current economic, 

political, cultural and institutional circumstances directly impact on SSR in terms of 

what is possible and what can be sustained over time. The international context is 

also important because SSR is often conducted with international support. The 

contextual nature of SSR affects not only the potential outcomes of an SSR NAM but 

also the methodology of the NAM itself. (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 16(e)). 

•	 Gender-sensitivity – SSR fully adheres to the principles of gender equality and women’s 

empowerment as enshrined in relevant gender instruments of the AU, the RECs and 

RMs, and Member States. A gender-sensitive SSR NAM will ensure appropriate 

levels of consultation and participation of men, women, boys and girls in the process, 

depending on the context and the focus of the NAM. Special attention will be paid to 

the security and justice challenges facing women and girls, and particularly all forms 

of sexual and gender-based violence. Women will also be integrated into the NAM 

process in an appropriate manner, whether individually as part of the NAM team and/or 

through consultations with women’s organisations or with women representatives from 

the various institutions being consulted (AU Policy Framework on SSR, pars. 16(i), 66). 

•	 Sensitivity to vulnerable groups – For SSR to respond effectively to the security 

and justice challenges confronting the entire population, NAMs should also 

seek to assess the special situation of vulnerable groups over and above those 

related to gender. In the course of an SSR NAM, particular efforts will be made to 

identify the security and justice challenges facing vulnerable groups including 
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minority populations, people with disabilities, refugees and internally-displaced 
persons, geographically-isolated communities, former combatants, and persons 
– particularly children – that were associated with armed forces or groups. 
Where appropriate, organisations representing vulnerable groups should also be 
involved in the assessment process itself (AU Policy Framework on SSR, par. 67). 

•	 Participation and coordination of partners – In addition to the AU, the Member 
State may request the involvement in the NAM of other international partners that 
have expressed an interest in supporting the SSR process. The AU itself may also seek 
to involve others partners including the United Nations, RECs/RMs, Member States or 
bilateral partners. The AU discourages the use of private military companies (PMCs) in 
SSR processes, including in NAMs. If private security companies (PSCs) are used, they 
must conform to relevant international, regional and national frameworks regulating the 
activities of PSCs. The AU and the Member State should decide jointly on the participation 
of partners in the SSR NAM. During an SSR NAM, primary responsibility for coordinating 
involved partners rests with the AU (AU Policy Framework on SSR, pars. 20, 68-69, 77-79). 

•	 Interdepartmental AU coordination and collaboration – In the course of an SSR 
NAM, coordination is important not only between the AU and other partners but also 
within the AU. Generally, the SSR Unit in the Peace and Security Department of the 
AU Commission is tasked with taking the lead in an SSR NAM. It has the responsibility 
to ensure that other relevant AU departments such as DDR, SALW Control, Political 
Affairs, and Gender Affairs are consulted and included in the SSR NAM.

The information an SSR NAM seeks 
to gather

An SSR NAM contributes to a Member State’s own needs assessment and helps the AU to 
determine how it can support the SSR process in the Member State. In order to do so, an 
SSR NAM seeks to gather three types of information:
a.	 First, the SSR NAM seeks to understand the context and scope for SSR in the 

Member State;
b.	 Second, the SSR NAM conducts a preliminary identification of the key SSR needs in 

the Member State; and
c.	 Third, the SSR NAM assesses options for the AU to support SSR in the Member State. 

 
Understanding the context and scope for SSR in the Member State – An 
understanding of context is key to determining what is possible and desirable in terms
of SSR. SSR is shaped by the specific contexts (local, national, regional and international) 
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in which it occurs, and to a certain extent also shapes these contexts. An SSR NAM 

should start with a thorough analysis of the context so that any ensuing analysis and 

recommendations adequately reflect relevant local, national, regional, and international 

specificities. Answering the following questions will help to understand the context and 

scope for SSR:

•	 Why is the Member State requesting an AU-led SSR NAM? – To start with, the 

SSR NAM should examine why the government of a Member State has requested 

the AU to conduct a NAM and what other key stakeholders expect from the NAM. 

SSR is not simply a technical activity but is an inherently political process. Depending 

on their social and political perspectives, stakeholders may be interested in different 

aspects of SSR and have different expectations about the outcomes of an SSR NAM. 

The NAM should identify these expectations and make them explicit in its findings.  

•	 What is the social, political and historical context? – A country’s history and its 

economic, political and cultural circumstances directly impact on SSR in terms of what 

is possible and what can be sustained over time. For instance, SSR challenges and 

opportunities will differ between countries that are emerging from a sustained period 

of violent conflict and countries with more stable political systems. The regional and 

international contexts are also important because SSR is often conducted with regional 

and international support. Contextual information may include the country’s social, 

geographical, economic, historical, legal and political situation, particularly as it relates 

to the security and justice challenges facing the population, as well as the state’s  

ability to provide services in these areas. Annex A provides a grid to categorise

•	 general country information. 

•	 What is the constitutional system and institutional set-up? – The legal 

arrangements that prevail in a given country (for instance, civil law vs. common 

law vs. sharia law or a combination thereof) will directly impact on an SSR process. 

Countries with a Francophone or Lusophone tradition often have a national 

gendarmerie that does not exist in Anglophone countries. The relationships between 

the security providers and the executive tend to differ in presidential and parliamentary 

systems of government. A country’s constitutional and institutional arrangements 

directly impact on the kind of SSR possible and desirable in a particular country. 

•	 What is the history of institutional changes in the security and justice sectors? – 

Over time, a country may undertake diverse activities to modify the way in which its 

security and justice institutions function, which may have both positive and negative 

consequences for accountability and effectiveness. An analysis of these changes helps 

to understand the reform objectives of various stakeholders and to identify potential 

drivers of and obstacles to SSR in the Member State.
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•	 What is the Member State’s understanding of the SSR concept and policy 

agenda? – While there is broad international agreement about the key elements of 

the SSR concept, and while the principles of international law including international 

humanitarian law and international human rights law are seen to provide a non-

negotiable framework for SSR, the SSR concept nevertheless continues to evolve 

and remains open to interpretation. SSR terminology may differ from one country to 

another. The SSR NAM should seek to find out how key stakeholders in the Member 

State understand the concept of SSR, if there are discrepancies between various 

stakeholders, and if their understanding deviates from internationally agreed standards. 

•	 What SSR process does the Member State envisage? – The SSR NAM should 

also seek to understand why a country has decided that it needs to undertake SSR, 

and what the specific issues are that it wants to address in the SSR process. Each 

country will have different objectives in mind when it sets out to reform its security 

sector, reflecting contextual differences and the government’s priorities for reform. For 

instance, one country may wish to rebuild its entire security sector from the ground up 

while another may just be seeking to enhance the effectiveness of its police service, to 

improve financial management within the defence sector, or to give civil society a larger 

role in informing security decision-making. Not only will the specific SSR objectives 

differ from one country to another but also the SSR process envisaged. Differences may 

relate to the number and type of stakeholders involved, the duration of the process, 

the level of consultation envisaged, and the body entrusted with steering the process. 

•	 What are the potential drivers of SSR in a Member State and what potential 

obstacles will it face? – The impetus for SSR in a given country may be financial, 

political, social or institutional in nature. Reforms in the security and justice sectors 

inevitably affect power relations and challenge vested interests. While certain actors 

may be committed to a reform process, others may resist it because they risk losing 

power and influence. Obstacles to SSR may arise not only because of its political 

sensitivity but also due to a lack of resources and skills to implement the process. 

Thus, in addition to assessing the degree of political will for undertaking SSR (not least 

on the part of political authorities and the security sector, the NAM should seek to 

identify key actors and constituencies who are supportive of an SSR process as well as 

the obstacles that may arise if and when it is conducted. The NAM should also seek to 

identify ways to overcome or mitigate these obstacles.

Make a preliminary identification of a Member State’s SSR needs – A need to 

undertake SSR arises when security and justice institutions do not effectively respond to 

the security and justice challenges facing the state and its population. Due to limitations in 

its scope and the time available to conduct it, an SSR NAM cannot comprehensively identify 

all the SSR needs in a Member State but should focus on a preliminary identification of the 

key needs. To do so, the SSR NAM seeks to answer two questions:
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•	 What are the key security and justice challenges confronting the state and its 

population that are not being adequately met? 
•	 The challenges confronting the state may be military or non-military in nature. 

Some of these may be external, but most will tend to be internal. The challenges 
may include more traditional threats to national security, including military invasions, 
insurgencies or coup d’états, which can target specific government institutions or 
affect the territorial integrity of the state. But there are increasingly a range of “new” 
threats which states must prepare for, including acts of local and international 
terrorism, transnational crimes, cyber- attacks, and ecological threats.

•	 The challenges facing the population are not homogeneous and may vary from 
one part of a country to another, from one social group to another, and also within 
groups. The challenges the population faces may emanate from criminal activities 
(such as robbery, assaults on women during field work, or extortion of merchants in 
a market); communal conflicts (such as disputes over property and land); and abuses 
inflicted by security and justice actors (such as illtreatment in police custody, illegal 
detention by prison authorities, or extrajudicial killings). Crucially, perceptions of 
insecurity may differ greatly from person to person within a particular context, and 
it is important to understand what they are. The key threats and challenges facing 
the state and its population which are not being adequately met should be listed in 
the SSR Needs Table provided in Annex B.

•	 Why are these security and justice challenges not being met? – In identifying a 
country’s SSR needs, the NAM should take into account the fact that in many African 
countries the population is reliant on non-state security and justice provision and that 
state actors are either often not present or, worse, pose a threat to the safety and 
security of people. The SSR needs assessment therefore needs to start by building a 
picture of which actors are involved in security and justice provision in the country in 
question before assessing their limitations on two different levels:
•	 First, in relation to the capacity deficits of both state and non-state security 

and justice institutions and actors. These capacity deficits may stem from a lack 
of adequate skills and know-how, inadequate infrastructure, lack of human and 
other resources, insufficient or inadequate equipment, insufficient budget, and 
inadequate mechanisms for collaboration with other institutions; and 

•	 Second, in relation to other factors which undermine the ability of security 

and justice actors to use existing capacities effectively. These may include 
shortcomings in the legal and regulatory framework, mandate gaps or overlaps, 
inadequate governance and oversight structures, political interference in the 
functioning of security and justice institutions, lack of representation of a population 
group, discriminatory service provision, abuse of power, corruption, etc. Often, a 
combination of various factors will be the reason why a security or justice challenge 
facing the state or the population is not being adequately met. Again, the analysis 
should not just focus on state institutions but also include non-state actors.  
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Annex B provides a simple table to list the security and justice challenges that are not being 
met adequately, the services that should be provided but are not being so to meet these 
challenges, and the reasons why these services are not provided. Time permitting, basic 
actor profiles may be filled in for each security and justice actor (see Annex C) and a more 
in-depth analysis of the reasons why the security and justice actors do not effectively meet 
the security and justice needs of the state and its population may be carried out. Annex D 
provides a tool for such a more in-depth analysis.

Assess options for the AU to support SSR in the Member State – The final area 
in which the SSR NAM seeks to gather information relates to how the AU can support the 
SSR process in the Member State. The AU support options broadly fall into two categories:

•	 AU support in designing and implementing the SSR process – The SSR NAM 
may find, for instance, that the body mandated to steer the SSR process needs 
assistance in terms or resources to become operational; that key stakeholders 
in the Member State have different understandings of what SSR means and 
how it should be conducted; or that the Member State would want to organise 
broad-based national consultations on SSR but lacks the skills to do so. In such 
instances, the AU can offer to provide training and advisory services to the Member 
State in order to build up its capacity to design and implement the SSR process.  

•	 AU technical assistance for specific SSR activities – The AU may also offer to assist 
the Member State in addressing one or more of the key SSR needs identified during 
the SSR NAM. For instance, the AU may offer to provide training on community policing 
so that the Member State police enhances its crime prevention capacities; the AU may 
offer to build the capacity of and provide advice to a parliamentary committee mandated 
to oversee the security sector; or the AU may offer to assist with the rehabilitation of 
court buildings in the Member State.
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The four stages in organising and 
conducting an SSR NAM

Organising and conducting an SSR NAM requires significant preparations and follow-up. 
The mission does not start or end with the in-country visit but consists of four stages
which entail:
i.	 Processing the SSR NAM request;
ii.	 Preparing the in-country visit and conducting background desk-based research;
iii.	 Visiting the Member State and collecting the required information; and
iv.	 Analysing the information collected, reporting on the findings, and deciding on AU 

support for SSR in the Member State.
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While an SSR NAM is not a comprehensive security sector review, organising and conducting 
an SSR NAM takes time. Experience shows that the time allocated is often insufficient to 
implement the four stages of an SSR NAM. As a result, the objectives of the NAM may not 
be achieved. If insufficient time is given, the scope of the NAM may need to be reassessed, 
additional time may need to be requested, or the timelines may need to be renegotiated.

The particularities of context and the country’s SSR objectives should be reflected in the 
scope, methodology and implementation of the SSR NAM. For instance, the expertise 
required for a NAM in a common law country will differ from the expertise needed in a 
civil law country. An insecure environment may limit the movements of a NAM team and 
the persons that can potentially be interviewed. The four stages provide guidance on how 
to organise and conduct an SSR NAM, but the approach adopted must be tailored to the 
specific context and SSR objectives of the country in question.

Organising and conducting an SSR NAM is not simply a technical activity but a politically-
delicate process. Security-related information may not be easily available due to its 
sensitivity. Certain interviews may not be accorded when requested. Some actors may be 
reluctant to speak to the NAM team without explicit authorisation from senior officials or 
may not be willing to divulge detailed information on certain issues. Other actors may take 
certain positions to promote the concerns of the constituency they represent. The team 
conducting the NAM needs to be aware of its political nature at each step of the process; 
to be well-informed about the political situation in the Member State; to reassure its 
interlocutors of its impartiality and trustworthiness; and to interact with tact and sensitivity.

Figure 1: The four stages in organising and conducting an SSR NAM
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The actual collection of information as described in section D.3 takes place during the
background desk-based research in stage II and the in-country information collection in 
stage III (see the red boxes in the figure above). The steps involved for each of the four 
stages are described in the following paragraphs:

I. Process the SSR NAM request and draft the TOR – The first stage of an SSR NAM 
consists in processing the request for a NAM and, if it is approved, drafting and getting
approval for the terms of reference (TORs) for the team that will conduct the NAM: 

•	 Develop terms of reference – The TORs describe the context, objectives, outputs, 
methodology, resource needs, team requirements, timelines, funding, and logistical 
arrangements of the SSR NAM. The TORs also determine links to other AU processes 
and related coordination mechanisms. The TORs should be developed in consultation 
with relevant AU departments, the Member State requesting the NAM, and possibly 
partners that may be involved in the NAM. A template for producing the TORs can be 

•	 found in Annex E. 

•	 Stand-alone assessment or integrated into a broader assessment? – Depending 
on the request, the SSR NAM may be carried out as a stand-alone SSR assessment 
or may be integrated into a more comprehensive assessment that also covers 
needs related to disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR), small 
arms control, human rights, transitional justice, or post-conflict development 
and peace-building more generally, in accordance with the AU PCRD policy. 

II. Prepare the visit to the Member State and conduct background desk 
research – The second stage of the SSR NAM consists of preparing the mission, 
particularly the country visit. This involves the following activities:

•	 Compose the NAM team and assign tasks to each team member – The leader and 
members of the assessment team are identified on the basis of the size and profile 
defined in the TORs:
•	 Composing a NAM team may be challenging and should be initiated as early as 

possible. Generally, the AU SSR Focal Point will participate in the team. The Member 
State that requested the SSR NAM should also be represented on the team. Ideally, 
the team will include a member who is based in the country. The use of external expert 
team members may also be considered. All team members should have experience 
of working in politically-delicate situations and of managing political sensitivities. The 
team leader should combine substantive SSR expertise with assessment experience, 
management and organisational skills and political acumen. Annex F includes a table 
with recommended skill sets for NAM team members. 

•	 The team leader assigns to each team member specific tasks for the preparatory 
and the implementation stages of the SSR NAM. For instance, it should be clear 
from the beginning who is responsible for drafting the final SSR NAM report. Annex 
G provides a template for developing a workplan for the NAM team.
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•	 Conduct a desk review – During the desk review, the NAM team begins to gather 
and analyse information on the three key areas the NAM will cover: the context and 
scope for SSR in the Member State, its SSR needs, and how the AU can support the 
SSR process when it is initiated (see subsection D.3 above). Relevant documents are 
collected and reviewed. Initial phone interviews are conducted with the authorities 
requesting the SSR NAM and other key informants to gather up-to-date political 
and other contextual information. The documents collected will include reports of 
previous assessments and surveys, public sources, reports published by civil society 
organisations, and papers prepared by academic and research institutions. Annex 
H provides a list of possible documentary sources. A list of all documents should 
be developed indicating author, title, source, and weblink, where relevant. The 
information collected should be put into the SSR Needs Table (see para. 13 above 
and Annex B) and a desk review report should be produced that will feed into the 
final SSR NAM report. The possibility of setting up a shared electronic database 
where documents can be shared among the team members should be considered. 

•	 Develop the methodology and identify sources for the in-country information 

collection – On the basis of an initial analysis of the information collected during the 
desk review, the NAM team develops the methodology for the in-country information 
collection. This involves, in particular, identifying the possible sources of information on 
the topics that will be examined. These sources of information fall into three categories:
•	 Key informants and focus groups – Population security perception surveys are not 

possible within the constraints of an SSR NAM. Generally, a NAM has to be based 
on individual interviews with key informants and focus group interviews. During 
the preparations, the team will identify individuals and groups to interview during 
the in-country stage in order to obtain the required information. It is important to 
ensure that the sample of interviewees is representative and includes members of 
the intended beneficiaries of security and justice services, including groups with 
special needs. Annex I provides examples of useful interviewees and criteria for 
selecting them. A template for an interview planner can be found in Annex J.

•	 Sites for direct observation – Direct observation is a way to collect spatial 
information that can be carried out at any location of interest such as a local market, 
a police station or a prison. Direct observation helps to cross-check and complement 
findings from interviews. During the preparations, the NAM team will identify the 
sites it would like to visit during the in-country visit if it is decided that this technique 
will add value to the NAM. 

•	 Additional documentation to be collected – The desk-based document review 
may have pointed to documents that can be accessed only in the country. The 
NAM team will make a list of the documents to be collected during the visit, and 
where they can be found.

•	 Clarify the NAM’s risks and manage expectations – In developing its methodology, 
the NAM team should seek to clarify the risks involved in conducting a NAM and 
assessing a sensitive sector. For instance, without intending to do so, the NAM team 
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may be perceived as supporting one constituency over another. Or, conducting the 

SSR NAM may raise expectations of support that cannot be met. Efforts need to 

be made to pre-empt unintended reactions and to manage unrealistic expectations. 

•	 Make logistical and security arrangements – Necessary logistical arrangements 

relate, among other things, to: travel to and from the country, entry and visa 

requirements, vaccinations, in-country accommodation, local transport, local mobile 

phones, access to internet, and cash in local currency. A security assessment has 

to be carried out and a security plan has to be developed that includes emergency 

telephone contacts, evacuation procedures and other emergency arrangements. 

Depending on the context in question, it may also be useful to develop a list 

with key cultural sensitivities. A checklist with logistical issues to consider for 

organising the in-country visit can be found in Annex K. Annex L provides a 

checklist with security issues to keep in mind during the preparations for the visit. 

•	 Develop an agenda for the in-country visit and organise team meeting – With the 

help of the Member State, the NAM team makes appointments with the interviewees 

•	 identified and arranges the on-site visits prior to arrival in the country. An agenda is 

developed. A template for an agenda of the in-country visit can be found in Annex M. 

•	 A team meeting should be held to familiarise the members with each other and with 

the mission, and to finalise the preparations for the country visit. Team members who 

cannot participate in person are called in by telephone. A reconnaissance mission may 

•	 be conducted to the country prior to the NAM commencing if this is considered useful 

•	 and feasible. 

III. Visit the Member State and collect information – The third stage comprises 

the visit to the Member State. This involves initial briefings, the in-country information 

collection process, team debriefings, and final in-country debriefings:

•	 Meet with requesting authorities and other key stakeholders – Upon arrival in the 

country, the SSR NAM should first meet with the national authorities that requested 

the mission to introduce the team and to seek additional information on the reasons 

for and context of the NAM, as well as on key SSR needs in the country. Depending 

on the context, the SSR NAM may also want to meet other key stakeholders to 

ensure their support for the mission and cooperation from their constituencies.  

•	 Task the NAM team – During the in-country information collection, the NAM gathers 

again information on the three key areas: the context and scope for SSR in the Member 

State, its SSR needs, and how the AU can support the SSR process when it is initiated 

(see subsection D.3 above). There are different ways to organise the team depending on 

the exact focus of the assessment, the size of the team, the skill sets of its members and 

the time available to conduct the assessment. Usually, interviews should be conducted 

by at least two NAM team members. Once there have been some background meetings 
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to assess the overall context, it may be useful to divide the NAM team members into 
pairs of two with a thematic focus. For instance, one pair of NAM team members may 
focus on police and other law enforcement institutions; another pair may cover civil 
society organisations; a third pair of NAM team members may focus on oversight actors. 

•	 Conduct interviews – In addition to the interviewees identified during the desk 
review, more persons to be interviewed may be identified during the country visit. 
Interviews can be carried in different ways: they can be structured or non-structured; 
they can be conducted individually or in groups; or they can be carried out in writing 
if an oral interview is not possible. Small-scale surveys with simple questionnaires 
can complement group interviews or focus group discussions, or can be used with a 
group that cannot be interviewed. Levels of literacy and cultural specificities in how 
information is shared should also be taken into account, and the team may wish to 
include visual tools, such as mapping, or capture citizens’ “stories” regarding their 
experiences of using security and justice providers. For each interview, one team 
member must be responsible for taking the notes. For general tips on conducting 
interviews see Annex N. A checklist to prepare for semistructured interviews 
can be found in Annex O. Annex P provides a short guide on organising focus 
group discussions. For advice on how to design small-scale surveys see Annex Q. 

•	 Make direct observations – Sites identified during the desk review and additional 
sites identified during the interviews are visited to observe the situation on the 
ground. Such visits should be used to conduct informal interviews with any 
people met to get their views on the context, security and justice challenges, 
actors and their capacity, and the status of service delivery. Pictures should 
be taken if the circumstances permit in order to document the situation.  

•	 Collect additional documents – The documents identified during the desk review 
are collected. In addition, documentary evidence should be sought in all interviews. 

•	 Triangulate information – Whatever data gathering methods are used, the information 
obtained should be triangulated to ensure its trustworthiness. Triangulation can be 
achieved by using multiple sources and multiple methods. Using multiple sources 
refers to multiple representatives of one type of source (e.g. interviews with several 
merchants at the main market) or to different sources of the same information (e.g. 
interviews with women, men and children about the same topic). Using multiple methods 
refers to comparing results obtained with different information collection methods. 

•	 Document information – With the information obtained, the team continues to fill 
in the SSR Needs Table (see para. 13 above and Annex B) and to complete the list of 
documents (see para. 21 above). Time and resources permitting, the team continues 
also to add to the basic actor profiles (see Annex C).



21

Operational Guidance Note Conducting Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Missions

•	 Debrief team – If feasible the NAM team should meet once a day to debrief 
on activities conducted to keep all team members informed and adjust the 
workplan if necessary. At the completion of the country visit, the team 
meets to discuss next steps, particularly the drafting of the NAM report. 

•	 Conduct final in-country debriefings – The NAM team debriefs the authorities that 
requested the SSR NAM and any other key stakeholders as appropriate. During the 
debriefing, the NAM team reports on the activities carried out, provides preliminary 
findings and recommendations, discusses next steps, and notes initial feedback given 
by the authorities.

IV. Analyse, draft the report and decide on AU support to the SSR process 
– During the fourth and final stage of the SSR NAM, the information collected is analysed, 
the final SSR NAM report is drafted, submitted, approved and distributed, key stakeholders 
are briefed on the findings contained in the report, and decisions on options for the AU
to support the SSR process are taken: 

•	 Analyse the information collected – The analysis is conducted on the basis 
of the SSR Needs Table that was completed during the desk review and the in-
country information collection process (see Annex B), the notes taken during the 
interviews, the desk review report, and the actor profiles (see Annex C). The tool 
provided in Annex D may be used for a more in-depth analysis of the SSR needs. 

•	 Draft the final SSR NAM report – The report presents the key findings of the SSR 
NAM. Detailed information is provided in annexes. The findings describe and analyse 

•	 the three key areas of information of a NAM: the context and scope for SSR in the 
•	 Member State; the key SSR needs; and AU options to support the SSR process in the 

Member State (see section D.3 above). While one NAM team member should have 
primary drafting responsibility, all team members should be available to contribute to 
writing the SSR NAM report. An outline of a final SSR NAM report can be found in 

•	 Annex R. 

•	 Submit, approve and distribute the SSR NAM report – The NAM team leader 
submits the draft report to the AU. Revisions and amendments may need to be made 
as requested. Once the report is approved it is distributed to relevant AU departments 
and the Member State authorities who requested the SSR NAM. Further revisions and 

•	 amendments may need to be incorporated. 

•	 Brief AU officials, Member State authorities and other stakeholders – Relevant AU 
departments and the Member State authorities should be orally briefed about the key 
findings and recommendations of the SSR NAM. Other stakeholders may be briefed as 
appropriate, keeping in mind the sensitivity and confidentiality of the SSR NAM.
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•	 Decide on AU support for SSR in the Member State – The process to decide on 
how the AU may offer to support SSR in the Member State will require significant 
discussions and negotiations with the Member State and within the AU. The final SSR 
NAM report will provide a basis for these negotiations and will inform the decision-
making process on AU support. The Member State authorities may also use the 
SSR NAM findings to inform their planning and preparation for the SSR process. 

•	 Constraints – Under real-world constraints, it will not be possible to fully implement all 
steps of this OGN. Moreover, the NAM team may not get all information it is looking for 
or the information required may simply not exist. In some instances, it may be necessary 
to renegotiate the scope of the SSR NAM. Generally, the principles described in this 
OGN should be respected, information should be collected in the three key areas, and 
the four stages of an SSR NAM process should be followed. The specific steps will 
have to be adapted to the context in which the NAM is occurring and the real-world 
constraints of a specific SSR NAM process.
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Annex A: PESTLE Analysis

PESTLE stands for “Political, Economic, Socio-Cultural, Technological, Legal and 
Environmental”. It is a macro-level assessment tool designed to classify the information 
gathered and to give a broad contextual understanding of the country where the SSR NAM 
is planned, through the analysis of a multiplicity of specific but interrelated indicators. The 
worksheet below can be used to apply the PESTLE analysis. In each category, key factors 
are identified and associated opportunities and threats for SSR are considered.
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Annex B: SSR Needs Table
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1.	 Basic details
	 1.1.	 Name of the actor
	 1.2.	 Contact details
		  1.2.1.	 Address
		  1.2.2.	 Important phone numbers
		  1.2.3.	 Key contacts
	 1.3.	 Insignia and symbols

2.	 Statutes, laws, and policies (enclose copies of key documents!)
	 2.1.	 Legal statutes
	 2.2.	 Relevant laws, rules and regulations
	 2.3.	 Status of implementation of laws, rules and regulations
	 2.4.	 Relevant policies and strategies

3.	 History of the actor
	 3.1.	 Date of and rationale for establishment
	 3.2.	 Role and activities in the past

4.	 Functions, activities and services
	 4.1.	 Mandated functions (reference legal sources)
	 4.2.	 Actually performed activities and services (what do they actually do?)
	 4.3.	 Services the actor should but is not providing
	 4.4.	 Reasons for these service delivery deficits (institutional, systemic, 	  
                          political…)

5.	 Leadership
	 5.1.	 Name, personal details, and contact details of key personnel
	 5.2.	 Leadership appointments: mandated and actual procedures
	 5.3.	 Informal roles and actual key players
	 5.4.	 Relationships between different leaders

6.	 Personnel
	 6.1.	 Number: mandated and (estimated) actual
	 6.2.	 Composition
		  6.2.1.	 Ethnic: mandated and (estimated) actual
		  6.2.2.	 Gender: mandated and (estimated) actual
		  6.2.3.	 Geographic: mandated and (estimated) actual
		  6.2.4.	 Religious: mandated and (estimated) actual

Annex C: Basic Actor Profile
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	 6.3.	 Personnel management system: functional or not
	 6.4.	 Payroll system: functional or not
	 6.5.	 Appointments
		  6.5.1.	 Of existing personnel: was according to legal process or not
		  6.5.2.	 Of incoming personnel: is according to legal process or not
	 6.6.	 Qualifications and training: mandated and actual
	 6.7.	 Income
		  6.7.1.	 Salary: mandated and actually paid
		  6.7.2.	 Other sources of income

7.	 Organisation
	 7.1.	 Organisational structure
		  7.1.1.	 Organisational chart: mandated and actual
		  7.1.2.	 Lines of communication: mandated and actual
	 7.2.	 Geographic distribution
		  7.2.1.	 Area of responsibility: mandated and actual
		  7.2.2.	 Locations: mandated and actual
		  7.2.3.	 Deployment of personnel: mandated and actual
	 7.3.	 Links with other actors and institutions
		  7.3.1.	 Oversight bodies: mandated and actual
		  7.3.2.	 Horizontal links with other institutions: mandated and actual

8.	 Infrastructure
	 8.1.	 Buildings (kind, number, conditions)
	 8.2.	 Physical assets (vehicles, communications, library, weapons, 
                          uniforms, etc.)

9.	 Budget
	 9.1.	 Size: mandated and actual
	 9.2.	 Funding sources: mandated and actual
	 9.3.	 Role of the actor in the budgeting process

10.	 Observations
	 10.1.	 Most important information gaps in the profile
	 10.2.	 Other observations

11.	 Sources and quality of information collected
	 11.1.	 Sources of information for this actor profile
	 11.2.	 Trustworthiness of information
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Annex D: Framework 
to Identify Reasons for 
Service Delivery Deficits

The Capacity and Integrity Framework (CIF) is a simple tool to help identify the reasons for 
inadequate service delivery in the security sector. In analysing a security or justice actor, 
the CIF distinguishes between two organisational levels (internal and external) and two 
quality levels (capacity and integrity).

The two organisational levels of an institution:
1.	 Internal: its mandate, resources, organisational structures, policies and procedures
2.	 External: its relations with other institutions

The two quality levels of an institution:
1.	 Capacity: the existing resources, structures and procedures
2.	 Integrity: respect for basic norms and values when using its capacity
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As a result, four institutional categories can be analysed for the purpose of identifying the 

reasons for inadequate service delivery:

1.	 Internal capacity refers to the institutional qualities such as mandate, the number of 

staff, their training, professional experience and competence, other resources (budget, 

infrastructure, equipment), the organisational structure, infrastructure, procedures and 

information systems.

2.	 Internal integrity relates to the respect for basic norms and values by staff (human rights, 

professional conduct, financial propriety…), as well as procedures and mechanisms 

in place to monitor and enforce respect for basic norms and values including 

disciplinary and complaint procedures, codes of conduct, budgetary accountability 

procedures, gender representation, representation of minorities, and others. 

3.	 External capacity refers to cooperation and interactions of the actor with other actors 

(e.g. within the criminal justice chain), and also to national strategies, guidance, 

management and other support provided to the actor by ministries and other institutions. 

4.	 External integrity elates to various means of formal and informal external oversight 

(parliamentary, political, independent, media…) to monitor the institution’s respect for 

basic norms and values, as well as to safeguards to prevent political interference and 

ensure independence.

The following questions correspond to the four categories of the CIF and help to identify 

the reasons why a security and justice actor does not or inadequately provide the services 

to meet the security and justice challenges of the state and its people.

1.	 Do internal capacity deficits account for the service delivery deficits? 

Please specify the kinds of internal capacity deficits that apply:

1.1.	Shortcomings in the normative framework of the actor? Please specify:

•	 Conflicting norms or omissions?

•	 Conflict between formal rules and cultural norms?

•	 Other?

 

1.2. Shortcomings in the mandate of the actor? Please specify:

•	 Is the provider responsible for delivering the service at issue? 

•	 What services could adequately respond to the threat or challenge? 

•	 To what extent, if at all is the actor actually delivering?
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1.3. Shortcomings in terms of human resources? Please specify:

•	 Inadequate staffing levels? Examine for every relevant staff category.
•	 Inadequate balance of substantive versus administrative support staff?
•	 Inadequate staffing pyramid (junior-management-leadership)?
•	 Inadequate recruitment procedures? Examine for every relevant staff category.
•	 Shortcomings in terms of skills and/or a lack of training? Identify these shortcomings 

and the related training needs for every job category.
•	 Is the problem caused by a lack of commitment or competence of the leadership?
•	 Inadequate incentives in terms of salaries and career prospects? Compare to 

average living costs.
 
1.4. Budgetary constraints or shortcomings? Please specify:

•	 Annual budget inadequate to cover the operational costs of service delivery?
•	 Inadequate budget development process?
•	 Budget does not correspond to real expenses?
•	 Running costs not covered in the budget or not provided in time? 

 
1.5. Shortcomings of equipment? List equipment available, provide numbers and indicate 
       where repairs are needed. Please specify kind of shortcomings:

•	 Insufficient equipment?
•	 Inadequate equipment?
•	 Equipment in need of repair?
•	 Maintenance problems?

 
1.6. Shortcomings of infrastructure? Prepare inventory and indicate where repairs or 
       improvements are needed.
 
1.7.  Lack of security? Please specify:

•	 Lack of security for staff, victims, witnesses, or perpetrators?
•	 Insufficient protection of forensic evidence?
•	 Are procedures, equipment, infrastructure and human resources managed in ways 

that ensure security?
 
1.8. Organisational shortcomings? Please specify:

•	 Overly complicated rules and procedures that slow down the operations or limit 
access to services?

•	 Ineffective or inefficient internal management systems (management structure, 
information systems, resource management, decision-making processes, 
performance management, etc.)?

•	 Suboptimal distribution of resources and workloads (think of work units, geographic 
and functional distribution of human resources and equipment)?
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2.	 Do external capacity deficits account for the service delivery deficits?

The nature of the cooperation arrangements between the different security and justice 
actors, for instance the actors in the criminal justice chain, impact significantly on the 
performance of its actors. Weaknesses, gaps or bottlenecks in the cooperation arrangements 
can undermine the ability of the entire system to deliver security and justice services and 
can become a source of inefficiency or abuse.

Please specify the kinds of external capacity deficits that apply:

2.1. Inadequate cooperation procedures between the actor and other security and justice 
       actors? Please specify:

•	 Lack of clarity in their respective responsibilities?
•	 Overlap of responsibilities or gaps that create legal create legal uncertainty (e.g. 

conflicting decisions, or an absence of hierarchy of norms)?
•	 Overly complicated cooperation procedures and undue legal delays?
•	 Cumbersome case tracking systems and record-keeping systems?

2.2. Lack of actual collaboration between actors? Please specify.

2.3. Ineffective or inefficient external guidance, management or other support provided by 
       relevant government actors? Please pay particular attention to:

•	 Information systems
•	 Decision processes
•	 External resources management such as budgetary or recruitment processes

3.	 Do internal integrity deficits account for the service delivery deficits? 

Please specify the kinds of internal integrity deficits that apply:

3.1. Lack of respect for basic norms and values by security and justice personnel? 
      Please specify:

•	 Inadequate professional conduct?
•	 Inadequate knowledge of relevant human rights standards?
•	 Involvement in human rights violations in the past (identify allegations)?

3.2. Inadequate rules and procedures to ensure that these norms and values are respected? 
       Please specify:

•	 Are recruitment and appointment procedures transparent and fair, and based on 
criteria such as competence, integrity and merit? Are they followed?

•	 Do codes of conduct provide clear and specific norms and values? Are 
•	 they followed?
•	 Are the disciplinary and complaint procedures fair? Do they provide protection
•	 against arbitrary decisions and include appeal mechanisms? 
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•	 Do vetting processes exist, are they effective and do they meet basic due 

•	 process standards?

•	 Do rules and procedures ensure sufficient transparency? Focus on: public access 

to trials, public reports on misconduct, public reports on budgets and expenditures, 

accessibility of procedures (fees, rights and obligations), etc.

3.3. Lack of adequate representation of one or several communities or groups? 

       Please specify:

•	 Gender

•	 Ethnicity

•	 Religion

•	 Regions, etc.

3.4. Lack of appropriate structures and mechanisms to protect the rights of minorities and 

       vulnerable groups (e.g. child-friendly policies)?

•	 Structures and mechanisms exist but are not followed?

3.5. Political or other interference in the security sector? Please categorise the type 

        and source of interference, and for every category, try to assess the frequency and the 

       consequences of these interferences:

•	 Hierarchy

•	 Peers

•	 Other actors in the security sector

4.	 Do external integrity deficits account for the service delivery deficits? 

Please specify the kinds of external integrity deficits that apply:

4.1.  Ineffective or inefficient external accountability and oversight procedures (parliamentary, 

       political, independent, informal)? Please specify and pay particular attention to:

•	 Budgetary accountability

•	 Formal procedures to independently investigate instances of alleged misconduct

•	 Procedures to hold actors politically accountable

•	 Possibilities for citizens to initiate an investigation into alleged misconduct or an 

alleged miscarriage of justice

•	 Independent oversight mechanisms such independent oversight boards, judicial 

commissions, human rights commissions, ombudsperson offices, etc.

•	 External vetting processes

•	 Oversight by media and civil society organisations

4.2. Lack of capacity and/or integrity on the part of external oversight bodies?



36

Operational Guidance Note Conducting Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Missions

4.3. External interference in the functioning of actors or directly in proceedings in the 
    security sector? Please identify and categorise the source of interference, and  

 describe the type (bribery, threats, political benefits, etc.), frequency  
    and consequences of interference:

•	 Political actors
•	 Security forces
•	 Social/religious/ethnic groups
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Needs Assessment Mission on SSR to [Insert Member State]

Terms of reference

A. Mandate
[This section presents the request to conduct an SSR needs assessment mission (NAM) 
and describes the approved AU mandate to conduct the SSR NAM.]

B. Context
[This section introduces the background of the request, succinctly describes the political, 
social and historical context, and provides generally available information on the country’s 
security sector.]

C. Purpose
[This section should provide a succinct summary of the overall purpose and the specific 
focus of the SSR NAM. Remember that an SSR NAM is a process carried out by the AU at 
the request of a Member State to determine how the AU can support the SSR process in 
the Member State. In order to do so, the SSR NAM aims to establish the context of and 
the scope for SSR in the Member State, to conduct a preliminary identification of the SSR 
needs in the Member State, and to identify AU support options to the SSR process. See 
AU Operational Guidance Note “Conducting a Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment 
Mission”, section D.3.]

D. Methodology
[This section presents an overview of the assessment methodology to be applied in the SSR 
NAM. Generally, an SSR NAM consists of four stages: process the NAM request; prepare 
the visit; collect information in the country; report findings and decide on AU support to the 
SSR process in the Member State. The information is collected during the desk review in 
the preparatory phase and during the in-country visit. The information collection methods 
include various forms of interviews, direct observation at sites of interest, and review of 
relevant documents. For detailed information on the methodology of an SSR NAM see 
AU Operational Guidance Note “Conducting a Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment 
Mission”, section D.4.]

Annex E: Template for 
Terms of Reference
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E. Outputs
[This section describes proposed oral (briefings, debriefings, etc.) and written outputs 
(reports).]

F. Links with other AU processes
[This section determines the links with other AU processes and describes related 
coordination mechanisms and tasks.]

G. NAM team
[This section describes the size of the NAM team and the profiles including tasks and 
responsibilities of all its members. The NAM team members should not only have 
substantive SSR expertise but also previous assessment experience and knowledge of the 
country. Annex F includes a table with recommended skill sets for an SSR NAM.]

H. Timelines
[This section determines the dates and duration of the preparations for the SSR NAM 
including the desk review, the country visit, and the reporting activities (stages 2, 3 and 4 
of the SSR NAM.]

I. Resources and logistics
[The section identifies the resource requirements and necessary logistical preparations for 
the SSR NAM.] 

J. Funding
[This section provides a budget for the SSR NAM and states how it is funded.]

K. Lessons learned
[This section requests the NAM team to submit feedback to the AU SSR Focal Point on the 
use of the OGN in order to learn lessons for future SSR NAMs and to enable the guidance 
note to be updated and enhanced where necessary.]

Drafted by: [name, signature, date]

Approved by: [name, signature, date]
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Annex F: Recommended 
NAM Team Skills
This table provides a generic overview of useful skills for a team conducting an SSR needs 
assessment mission. In the process of selecting team members, these generic skills have 
to be adapted to the concrete requirements of a specific context. It is not expected that 
individual team members have every one of the skills below. It is important, however, 
that the NAM team members not only have substantive SSR expertise but also previous 
assessment experience and knowledge of the country. Moreover, all team members 
should have experience of working in politically-delicate situations and of managing 
political sensitivities.

The role of the team leader is critical for the effective implementation of an SSR needs 
assessment. He or she should combine substantive SSR expertise with assessment 
experience, management and organisational skills and political acumen.
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Annex G: Template for a 
Workplan

This template can serve as model for a workplan of an SSR NAM. For each phase, all tasks 
should be listed. For each task, the following information should be filled in: the team 
member(s) responsible, the number of days to be spent on the task by each team member, 
and the working week during which the task should be completed.
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The following are possible sources of information on the SSR context, the security and 
justice challenges facing the state and its population, and on security and justice actors.

•	 Reports and other documents of the African Union, particularly of its Peace and Security 
Council (AU peace on-line)

•	 United Nations reports:
•	 Reports of the United Nations Secretary-General and United Nations Security 

Council resolutions (Security Council on-line)
•	 Consolidated Appeals Processes (CAP) (OCHA on-line)
•	 Reports and strategic frameworks of the United Nations Peacebuilding Commission 

(PBC on-line)
•	 Reports of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 

reports by special mechanisms of the Human Rights Council, and concluding 
observations of human rights treaty bodies (OHCHR on-line)

•	 United Nations Development Assistance Frameworks (UNDAF), Common Country 
Assessments (CCA) and Post-Conflict Needs Assessments (PCNA) (UNDG on-line)

•	 Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) (World Bank on-line and IMF on-line)
•	 Reports and documents by Regional Economic Communities
•	 Relevant government strategies and policies
•	 Ceasefire and peace agreements
•	 National constitution and relevant domestic laws and statutes
•	 Reports by professional associations such as a bar association
•	 Reports, statistics and databases of security and justice institutions
•	 Reports of independent national bodies such as a human rights commission, an anti-

corruption body, or an audit office
•	 Reports of national and international human rights organisations
•	 Reports of national, regional and international civil society organisations and research 

institutions that focus on politics, security and defence
•	 Medical sources such as hospital records, experiences of medical staff, and medical 

insurers if these exist for information about injury and hence about possible victims
•	 Reports by national and international think tanks and academic institutions
•	 Reports of women’s organisations and other relevant non-governmental organisations
•	 Media reports

Annex H: Possible Sources 
of Information on Context, 
Challenges and Actors
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Annex I: Criteria for 
Selecting Interviewees

Great care must be taken that the sample of interviewees is representative. Generally, the 
larger the size of the sample the better. But financial, time and human resource constraints 
usually limit the number of persons that can be reached in the course of an SSR NAM. 
Hence the key is to aim for greater representativeness rather than a plain increase in the 
number of respondents. For instance, the interviews should not be limited to the capital 
city but also take place in other regions; the sample should be drawn from all ethnic 
groups; minority and vulnerable groups should be included in the sample; not only heads of 
households but also other household members should be interviewed; and when choosing 
the sample respondents within a community or social group, they should be of different 
ages, gender and social status.

Note that senior officials may have to be interviewed first before you can get access to 
working level personnel. In some countries, it may be necessary to write formal letters 
requesting interviews with these senior officials. To save time, the letters requesting 
interviews should be written before the NAM team arrives in country. 

Key informants on the context of SSR, as well as on security and justice challenges 

facing the people

A key informant is a person with in-depth knowledge about the area of information in 
question. Representatives of civil society organisations (such as women’s organisations, 
youth groups, human rights groups and religious communities) will often be important key 
informants on security and justice challenges facing the people. Organisations that provide 
services to vulnerable groups and to victims of violence such as medical, legal welfare or 
psychological services usually also have good insight in what is happening to their client 
groups. In addition, journalists, especially those who cover crime and courts, can be a 
useful source of information and contacts.

Key informants on security and justice challenges facing the state, as well as on 

security and justice actors

Additional key informants for the identification of security and justice challenges facing 
the state and on security and justice institutions actors include representatives of these 
institutions; members of government, members of parliament, political party representatives; 
representatives of former warring factions; representatives of international organisations; 
and members of national and international non-governmental organisations, academics, 
and researchers.
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Annex J: SSR NAM 
Interview Planner
This planner helps to monitor the progress of the appointments and to keep all the contact 
details. It can easily be turned into the list of persons met for the final SSR NAM report.
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Annex K: SSR NAM 
Logistics Checklist

This checklist includes some of the logistical and administrative issues that should be kept 

in mind during the preparations for the country visit:

•	 Consider visa requirements, get visa letter, arrange visa

•	 Book flights to and from country

•	 Book accommodation

•	 Ensure health and evacuation insurance coverage

•	 Check vaccination requirements and arrange for vaccinations and other medication 

(e.g., for malaria or certificates for yellow fever vaccination)

•	 Provide first aid kit

•	 Collect life-saving information and next-of-kin information in the event of medical 

emergencies (e.g. blood-group, information related to allergies and other medical 

conditions, etc.)

•	 Check medical evacuation procedures

•	 Check security plan (see Annex L)

•	 Prepare business cards

•	 Provide laptops, adaptors and USB sticks with all resource material

•	 Provide camera

•	 Arrange airport pickup

•	 Arrange in-country transportation with local driver

•	 Arrange in-country communication, in particular mobile phones and SIM cards

•	 Arrange interpretation and translation

•	 Arrange in-country office space including internet access

•	 Arrange other in-country facilities as necessary (e.g., venue for debriefings)

•	 Make arrangements for in-country meals

•	 Arrange cash in local currency

•	 Provide expense and reimbursement sheets
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Annex L: SSR NAM 
Security Checklist

This list includes some of the security issues to be considered before, during and after the 
country visit.

•	 Pre-country visit
•	 Assess country security situation and obtain regular security updates
•	 Assess security risks
•	 Check/establish emergency evacuation procedures
•	 Establish emergency telephone contacts and procedures with team
•	 Obtain contact details of each team member and of persons authorised to receive 

confidential information about each team member
•	 Check daily phone contact procedures with team (team and AU alert scheme)
•	 Find out about in-country medical facilities
•	 Find out about security system of international actors based in the country

•	 During country visit
•	 Provide local phone numbers and hotel room numbers to all team members and 
•	 to headquarters
•	 Provide local emergency telephone numbers (medical, police, etc.)
•	 Link up with security system of international actors based in the country
•	 Provide information on traffic rules and regulations and on road safety
•	 Arrange briefing on security situation and procedures
•	 Send daily activity and security update
•	 Brief daily mobile phone check
•	 Report security incidents

•	 After country visit
•	 Conduct security debriefing with all team members
•	 Include lessons on security in the final SSR NAM report
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Agenda of the visit to [insert name of country] during the AU Needs Assessment 

Mission on SSR

From XX to [insert dates]

Draft version [Insert number of the draft], on [insert date] at [insert time]

[The agenda may change every day before and during the visit. Indicate the different 
versions of the agenda in order to avoid confusions]

[Insert weekday, date]

Annex M: Template for 
the Agenda of the SSR 
NAM Country Visit
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Annex N: General Tips for 
Conducting Interviews

The following tips help in preparing for and conducting interviews in the context of an 

SSR NAM:

1.	 General considerations

a.	 Respect the interviewee and keep in mind that you have to build a relationship 

based on mutual confidence that will last beyond the assessment. 

b.	 Be sensitive when interviewing members of vulnerable groups, especially victims 

and traumatised persons.

c.	 Keep in mind the security of those being interviewed. Their safety comes always 

first.

d.	 Conduct interviews as privately as possible, but preferably in the usual working or 

living place of the interviewee. This may give you a sense on how well things work, 

and on the level of activity.

2.	 Prepare your interviews

a.	 Who do you want to see? For how long? What information do you expect? What 

questions will you ask?

b.	 What do you want to see?

c.	 Use observations from previous interviews and site visits to prepare your questions. 

For instance, ask similar questions to different interlocutors, or pick up names of 

detainees in (long term) remand in the prison detention records and check if their 

situation is known to the police, prosecution services or the courts.

3.	 Start by explaining who you are, your mandate and background. 

4.	 Repeat your questions in different ways. There may be different answers.

5.	 Listen and avoid interrupting the interviewee, for even if s/he drifts off topic, s/he may 

share relevant information that you did not expect from her/him. Always ask if s/he has 

something to add at the end of the interview. Don’t commit to support if you don’t have 

the mandate to do so and try to manage expectations of the interviewee.

6.	 Ask to visit the site with your interviewee; meet his/her colleagues or family members.

7.	 Ask to be shown how they work or where they live.

8.	 Ask yourself if and why something is missing from the picture.

9.	 Visit multiple locations when conducting site visits. Choose both urban and rural settings. 

Visit different neighbourhoods and provinces with different socio-cultural backgrounds

10.	 If you lack time and resources to collect the necessary information, highlight in your 

report the remaining steps to complete the assessment.

11.	 If feasible, ask your interviewees if you can contact them subsequently via phone/email 

with follow up questions.
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Annex O: Checklist for 
Semi-Structured Interviews

1.	 Prepare a checklist of topics and guiding questions for discussion and record these in 
a notebook.

2.	 Get a representative sample of interviewees.
3.	 Observe proper interviewing techniques.
4.	 Use the checklist of topics and guiding questions but allow flexibility in the conversation 

so that issues can be explored as they arise.
5.	 Probe: use relevant follow-up questions as appropriate.
6.	 Ask questions that are relevant to the interviewees.
7.	 Use open-ended questions (not answerable by yes or no).
8.	 Record the important points in each interview in a notebook or, if acceptable, on a 

laptop during the interview.
9.	 Modify the checklist of topics and guiding questions as new issues arise during 
10.	 the conversation.
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Annex P: A Short Guide on 
Focus Group Interviews

Purpose

Organising a focus group can help to collect information from a small group in a systematic 
and structured format. In the context of an SSR NAM, a focus group can be a useful 
tool to explore the security and justice challenges facing a specific community or group 
and to identify issues that might not have been registered through other means of 
information collection.

As a rule, a focus group consists of 4-12 participants, and is led by a neutral moderator. 
The advantage of using focus groups over individual interviews is that it allows participants 
to benefit from comments of others to spur their own thinking about the subject at hand, 
generating views and insights that may otherwise not have been arrived at. The role of the 
moderator is to guide the discussions. These should normally be framed around a single 
and clear question. He/she is to ensure that everyone’s views are being heard and should 
try to identify areas of consensus among the participants.

Typologies

Different methodologies are used in organising focus groups. The most frequently used 
methodologies include the following:
•	 Brainstorming: this can be done by the group as a whole, or by asking each participant 
•	 individually to note down their initial thoughts, which are then later shared with and 
•	 discussed by the group (this is the so-called “nominal group technique”).  

•	 SWOT: an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats as a guiding 
methodology for a group discussion.

•	 Straw polls: this entails conducting an informal vote in order to quickly gauge opinions 
among participants.

These methodologies do not have to be strictly followed however. One could for instance 
also use two moderators instead of one. More importantly, insights derived from focus 
groups can be of even greater use if they can be “tested” or verified across different 
groups simultaneously, as well as over time at different intervals. This can help to control 
for undesired effects such as “groupthink”. 
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Great care must be taken not to mistake focus group conclusions for public opinion 
surveys. For instance, 90% agreement with statement X in a focus group setting cannot be 
translated into 90% agreement by the population as a whole. For this purpose, it would be 
better to conduct a full-scale survey.

Preparations

•	 Questions – To stimulate discussion among participants, questions asked should be 
open-ended.

•	 Moderator(s) should not only be knowledgeable on the subject matter but also be seen 
by the participants as neutral.

•	 Logistics – The venue of the focus group session should be non-contentious, easy to 
reach, and equipped with all the necessary facilities. The seats in the meeting room(s) 
should be arranged in such a way as to stimulate conversation (usually in a circle). 
Persons with identical interests or who may intimidate each other should not be seated 
next to each other.

•	 Participants should be selected so as to arrive at a representative sample of the target 
group in relation to the issue being assessed. To stimulate a frank discussion, it would 
be best if the participants do not know each other or the moderator(s), even if in 
practice this may not be easy to achieve. It is also advisable to put together participants 
of the same social class, gender or interest group to avoid people from not speaking up 
because they may feel intimidated by the presence of people with different interests. 
For instance, women will often speak more freely in all-female groups than in mixed 
gender groups.

•	 Costs and budget – Generally, focus groups are seen as an inexpensive means for 
gathering information, particularly when compared with full-fledged fieldwork. The bulk 
of the cost will relate to travel costs and accommodation for participants, renting the 
facilities (if needed) and the recruitment of moderators. To entice people to sign up, 
small honorariums or meals could be offered to participants.

Conducting a focus group

•	 Capture the findings – The best way to record the comments of participants is to capture 
the comments on video or audiotape. Obviously, permission to use such equipment 
should be obtained from participants in advance, while the camera or tape recorder and 
accessories should be located in an unobtrusive spot in the room where the discussion 
takes place. To avoid views from being missed due to a defect of the technology, note-
takers should also be present to record the statements.



51

Operational Guidance Note Conducting Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Missions

•	 Ground rules – Before the discussion starts, the moderator(s) should present the ground 
rules, explain the purpose of the exercise, and what will be done with the results. To get 
all of the participants to speak, a warm-up exercise may be carried out.

•	 Equal participation – An important role for the moderator(s) is to prevent one or a few 
participants from dominating the conversation, as well as to avoid the focus group from 
degenerating into a bitter exchange. If necessary, the moderator should draw more 
taciturn participants into the discussion with easy and open-ended questions and, in 
extreme cases, be prepared to ask dominant participants to be silent or even to leave 
the group.

•	 Conclusions – Finally, the moderator(s) should encourage the group to come to one or 
a few broad consensus-based conclusions, and should summarise these so as to get 
approval from the group. This will help all participants to feel that their contributions are 
valued and have been taken into account, and will also stimulate them to take part in a 
subsequent focus group exercise. 

•	 Duration – A single session should last between anything from 45 minutes up to three 
hours, and could include one or several breaks. 

Post-focus group analysis

•	 Views captured – Immediately following the focus group session, the moderator(s) and 
organisers should get together to evaluate the information that was expressed during 
the session.

•	 Preparing a report – Based on the evaluation and the transcripts of the session, a report 
should be put together wherein the views of all participants should be reflected, as well 
as the conclusions that were reached in the focus group(s). Quotes from individuals can 
be included, but should not be attributed.
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Small-scale surveys with simple questionnaires can complement interviews and direct 
observations. The questionnaires could be used with persons that have been interviewed, 
e.g. in a focus group process, or with an interviewee sample that cannot be interviewed.

Questionnaires can be designed in different ways:
•	 They can include open questions (“What are the greatest challenges you face in terms 

of security and justice?”) or
•	 Closed questions (“How many cases of cattle theft occurred in your community during 

the last four weeks? Please tick where appropriate: 0, 1-10, 11-20, 21-30.”). 
•	 The respondents can be asked to rank the security and justice challenges they have 

(“Of the following ten threats, which are the three greatest threats to you?”).
•	 The respondents can also be asked to score their criminal justice challenges (“On a scale 

of 1-5, what score would you give to the following ten criminal justice challenges?”).

Depending on the context and the circumstances of the SSR NAM, other survey 
methods can be used to identify the security and justice challenges of a community. 
Community members could be invited to provide written comments and drop them in 
a comment box at the municipality. A telephone survey with a sample of community 
members could be carried out. Community members could be invited to participate in an 
SMS or an online survey.

Annex Q: Designing 
Small-Scale Surveys
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Annex R: Template for 
Final SSR NAM Report

SSR Needs Assessment Mission to [Insert Member State]

Final report

Table of Content

Acronyms

A. Introduction
[This section describes the request to conduct the SSR NAM, the context of the 
request, and the AU terms of reference for the SSR NAM, particularly the mission’s purpose 
and objectives.]

B. Methodology and activities
[This section briefly describes the methodology used; the main activities conducted during 
the preparation and implementation stages of the SSR NAM; and the mission outputs. In 
particular, this section describes the following activities: document collection, interviews, 
and direct observations. The section also identifies the limitations and gaps of the SSR 
NAM. For information on the methodology of an SSR NAM see AU Operational Guidance 
Note “Conducting a Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Mission”, section D.4.]

C. Observations and findings
[This section provides an overview of the observations and findings in the first two key 
areas on which the SSR NAM sought to gather information:

1.	 Context of and scope for SSR in the Member State
2.	 Key SSR needs in the Member State
3.	 AU options to support the SSR process in the Member State

For each finding, reference is made to more detailed information in the annexes. For detailed 
information on these three key areas see AU Operational Guidance Note “Conducting a 
Security Sector Reform Needs Assessment Mission”, section D.3.]
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D. Recommendations and next steps
[This section focuses on the third key area of information and provides recommendations 
on the options the AU may provide support to SSR process in the Member State, and on 
next steps.]

E. Conclusion
[This section provides a brief summary of the recommendations, reflects on the SSR NAM 
itself, and identifies lessons to be learned for future SSR NAMs.]

F. Annexes
Annex A: Terms of Reference
Annex B: NAM Team
Annex C: Workplan
Annex D: Agenda of the In-Country Visit
Annex E: List of Persons Met
Annex F: Summaries of Interviews
Annex G: List of Documents
Annex H: Key SSR Needs Table
Annex I: Basic Actor Profiles
Annex J: Map of the Country
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END OF DOCUMENT
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