
A P R I L  2 0 1 6

T H E   E E S   N E W S L E T T E R

A R T I C L E S  –  N E W S  –  E V E N T S

WWW.EUROPEANEVALUATION.ORG

Dear EES members and friends,

Inspired by the focus of this Connections 
issue on evaluation in the United Nations 
system this letter seeks to raise two topics 
that may merit further discussion and follow-
up action. 

The first concentrates on the potential 
value added by the United Nations Evalua-
tion Group (UNEG) not only within the UN 
system but more broadly in United Nations 
member countries and particularly in Eu-
rope. Specifically, I wonder whether evalua-
tion societies in Europe (including EES) could 
do more to promote the values and ideals 
of the United Nations, including a human-
rights-based approach in evaluation. 

My day-to-day job at the Finnish Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs is to ensure that we 
have a development evaluation system that 
ensures independent, credible and useful 
evaluations. For a relatively small evaluation 
unit like ours, international evaluation norms 
and standards have been the most important 
resource for the development of our evalua-
tion function. We have over many years sys-
tematically benchmarked our system against 
the OECD-DAC norms and standards. This 
has given us valuable guidance on where our 

challenges are, and where to focus our own 
capacity building efforts. 

Finland’s development policy has traditionally 
emphasized the promotion of human rights, 
particularly in the area of promoting gender 
equality and women’s rights. In this area we 
have made full use of the tools developed by 
UNEG. The guidance on “Integrating Human 
Rights and Gender Equality in Evaluation” 
has been helpful in providing evaluation prac-
titioners with hands-on and implementable 
ideas on how to commission and conduct 
evaluations that can make a difference. 

Shouldn’t this approach be adopted by all Eu-
ropean countries? Gender equality and social 
equity need strengthening in Europe as in 
other parts of the world and closer coopera-
tion between the UN evaluation system and 
European evaluation societies may help to 
unleash the transformative power of evalu-
ation throughout the European continent. 
What mechanisms and initiatives would be 
needed to trigger such a development as Eu-
ropean countries pursue the implementation 
of the universal Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs)? 

My second topic is best introduced by asking 
a simple question to UN system evaluation 
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colleagues: why is it so hard for UN agencies 
to “Work as One”? Would the new impetus 
of the SDGs and the call for more intensive 
evaluation capacity development efforts at 
the country and thematic levels provide an 
opportunity for a new start? We all know 
the “One UN” slogan that has served as 
a major driver for UN reform. In the field of 
evaluation UNEG has a strong and important 
coordinating role when it comes to norms 

and standards, and to monitoring UN wide 
progress. A lot has been achieved. The most 
difficult step, however, has not been taken, 
i.e. the giant leap that would be needed to 
implement and evaluate together. 

Established institutions, power structures, 
and practices are not easy to change. But 
many UN evaluation offices are becoming 
active in support of evaluation capacity de-

velopment efforts at country level. There are 
also innovative initiatives that seek to amplify 
the voices of all stakeholders in the public 
sector, civil society and parliaments.

Wouldn’t tackling the country-led evaluation 
challenges raised by the SDGs be one way of 
inducing greater momentum behind the “UN 
as One” vision? 
 n

In 1951, Professor Walter Sharp published an 
article about the role of the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO) in a post-World War II 
context of fragile international relationships 
and growing tensions between the East and 
the West (Sharp, 1951). A number of his 
arguments regarding UNESCO’s mission as 
a multilateral institution – e.g. nurturing an 
intercultural understanding among Mem-
ber States – are as relevant today as they 
were then. Sharp’s evaluative assessment of 
UNESCO can be considered as one of the 
first ‘evaluations’ of a United Nations (UN) 
organization at the corporate level 1. 

In the late seventies the Joint Inspection 
Unit (JIU) carried out a succinct assess-
ment of the state of evaluation in the UN 
(JIU, 1977). Evaluation in the UN in that 
period could best be characterized as an 
‘infant industry’. Evaluations were mostly 
implemented in an ad hoc manner without 
much guidance or support in terms of or-
ganizational structure, procedures or staff 
capacities. Most (of the then existing) UN 
organizations started experimenting with 
evaluations in the 1960 – 70s. Some even had 
a rudimentary evaluation framework in place 
from the very start of their operations (e.g. 

UNIDO). UNDP and WHO and a few other 
organizations were frontrunners in terms of 
developing dedicated evaluation structures 
and processes, which were primarily focused 
on the project level.

Gradually, the UN moved forward toward 
institutionalization of the evaluation function. 
In 1984, the Inter-Agency Working Group on 
Evaluation was established. By the turn of the 
century this led to the establishment of the 
United Nations Evaluation Group (UNEG), 
a voluntary network bringing together the 
evaluation functions of UN Secretariat 
departments, funds, programs, specialized 
agencies, regional commissions and others. 
The establishment of UNEG provided a big 
boost to the formalization and harmoniza-
tion of evaluation functions and practices 
across the UN system. Among other things, 
UNEG developed norms and standards for 
evaluation in the UN; guidance on evalua-
tion policies, processes, methodologies and 
practices; and a platform for information 
exchange among UNEG members. 

In the first contribution to this Special Issue, 
Marco Segone discusses the role of UNEG at 
the dawn of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, presenting a case for more 

cooperation among the international net-
works and partnerships for evaluation. 

The subsequent three contributions discuss 
cross-cutting evaluation challenges in the 
UN. Michael Bamberger, acknowledging some 
of the specificities of evaluation in the UN 
system, identifies five sets of challenges that 
UN evaluation units should address. One of 
these concerns evaluation in the context of 
the recently adopted Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. The fact that many evaluations 
are confined to a short-term and project-
bound perspective is unhelpful. Among other 
things, there is a need for evaluations that 
adopt a long-term and systemic perspective 
to illuminate the contributions of UN policy 
interventions to the attainment of the SDG 
targets.

Next, Sukai Prom-Jackson and George Bart-
siotas of the JIU present an analysis of the 
maturity of the evaluation function in the UN 
system. In stark contrast with the analysis 
presented in the 1977 JIU report, most UN 
organizations now have a firmly institutional-
ized central evaluation function. Yet many 
challenges remain. For example, the majority 
of evaluations conducted in the UN system 
are decentralized evaluations which are not 
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directly under the control and management 
of the central evaluation function. While 
corporate evaluations (which are under the 
control of the latter) are embedded in clear 
frameworks of evaluation planning, design, 
implementation and follow-up and supported 
by qualified staff, more often than not this is 
not the case for decentralized evaluations.

A final cross-cutting UN perspective comes 
from Robert Stryk. He discusses recent work 
conducted in the framework of UNEG on 
evaluation use. This joint exercise, with the 
participation of several UNEG members, 
identified six (expected) patterns of evalu-
ation use in the UN. The challenge lies in 
identifying under what conditions it is more 
or less likely that these patterns unfold as 
expected. Readers may wish to read this 
contribution and the previous one in tandem 
with Indran Naidoo’s interesting perspective 
on independence of evaluation in the UN, 
which was published in the February issue of 
Connections.

The second part of the Special Issue com-
prises three contributions presenting UN 
agency-specific experiences of evaluation. 
Oscar Garcia, Ashwani Muthoo and Fabrizio 
Felloni discuss the approach and findings of 
a recent evaluation of the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development’s (IFAD) sup-
port to rural development in fragile states 
and situations. Particularly interesting are 
the delineation challenges faced by the 
evaluation, as the evaluand covers a range of 

interventions in different types of situations 
of fragility. The evaluation is based on a com-
prehensive mixed methods approach that 
combines portfolio-level evaluative analysis 
with case studies. 

A set of evaluations of UNESCO’s standard-
setting work in culture is the subject of 
Barbara Torggler’s contribution. The UN plays 
an important role in setting international 
standards for different policy fields. Yet, in 
contrast to other areas of work, the evalua-
tion community has struggled with develop-
ing adequate approaches. This contribution 
helpfully discusses some of the complex 
issues that evaluations need to address in 
the context of UNESCO’s culture conven-
tions. The contribution also provides some 
pertinent points on evaluation use in an 
international stakeholder community that is 
not so familiar with evaluation. 

Finally, Juha Uitto discusses the challenges and 
opportunities for evaluating interventions 
aimed at influencing the global environment 
(e.g. biodiversity, climate change, interna-
tional waters) from the perspective of the 
Global Environment Facility (GEF). Envi-
ronmental change processes and the human 
agency-environment nexus are inherently 
complex, requiring methodological designs 
that go beyond conventional approaches. 
The contribution clearly demonstrates the 
need for methodological innovation, using 
the example of a recent GEF impact evalu-
ation. Employing a multi-level, multi-method 

approach – combining such methods as 
remote sensing, statistical counterfactual 
analysis, qualitative case studies, and several 
other methods – the evaluation was able to 
capture the contribution of GEF support to 
biodiversity conservation.

This Special Issue of Connections is not in-
tended to present the reader with a compre-
hensive picture of evaluation in the UN. For 
example, it lacks discussion of evaluation in 
the context of the UN’s political, humanitar-
ian and peace-building work. Yet, the cross-
cutting and agency-specific perspectives on 
evaluation that this issue provides should 
inform readers about the diversity and vital-
ity of evaluation practices in the UN. Since 
Sharp (1951), evaluation in the UN has come 
a long way. However, as shown in this Special 
Issue, evaluation as a function and a field 
of practice needs to constantly adapt and 
evolve in line with the challenges presented 
by the fast-paced and increasingly intercon-
nected world that we live in.
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2015 was a historic year. It was officially 
designated as the International Year of 
Evaluation (EvalYear). This prompted a global 
movement spanning from the UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki-Moon to emerging evalu-
ators. Moreover, the new 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development was launched by 
192 Heads of State at the UN Sustainable 
Development Summit in New York in Sep-
tember 2015. 

The new 2030 Agenda encapsulates the Sus-
tainable Development Goals. It constitutes 
a universal and transformative agenda for the 
next fifteen years that is relevant not only for 
developing countries but also for developed 
nations and regions, including Europe. The 
new global goals focus on people, the planet, 
prosperity, peace and partnership. They 
highlight the importance of gender equality, 
social justice and equity, and promise that no 
one, especially the most vulnerable, will be 
left behind. 

How then will the world realize the goals of 
a people-centered agenda for sustainable and 
equitable development? What do we need to 
know? What do we need to do differently 
and better? The world’s nations and their 
citizens need to own these questions and 
their answers. This is a key element in a new 
paradigm of accountability, national owner-
ship, partnerships, and transparency. People 
have a right to know about and participate 
in the decisions and actions which affect 
them. “Meeting people’s right to evidence” 
emerges as a rallying cry for policy makers 
and citizens alike. 

Evaluation can play a transformational role 
here. How do we know if policies and pro-
grams are effective and, most importantly, 
are reaching the most disadvantaged com-
munities, families and individuals: women 
and men, girls and boys? How do we know 
if public money is being used efficiently and 
wisely? What is working and not working, 
and why? Evaluation can generate the evi-
dence to answer these and many other ques-

tions of public interest. But it is important 
that governments and citizens have access 
to such evidence, and use it to inform public 
debates and decisions and to resist harmful 
or wasteful actions and interventions. To 
help provide such evidence and promote its 
use, most UN entities have an evaluation of-
fice. Yet, working alone, these units cannot 
realize the full potential of evaluation and 
evaluation evidence.

This is where UNEG – the United Nations 
Evaluation Group – comes in. As a profes-
sional network, linking evaluation offices 
across 47 different UN entities, it sets qual-
ity standards, provides professional support 
and amplifies the voices of UN evaluators in 
their various organizations (UNEG, 2016). 
This in turn enables evaluation offices in the 
different United Nations entities to provide 
strategic and meaningful contributions to the 
global community, the United Nations sys-
tem, and their own organizations. In this way 
UNEG helps the United Nations to sharpen 
and strengthen its relevance, efficiency and 
effectiveness through appropriate and well-
informed decisions. 

For these reasons, UNEG works for a strong 
United Nations system-wide mechanism 
which will provide evidence of what works 
and what does not work in system-wide 
initiatives, including UN reform and system-
wide action on gender equality. UNEG 
supports each member, no matter its size, 
resources and capacities, to ensure that UN 
evaluation functions provide credible and 
reliable evaluation evidence to inform and 
strengthen the UN, in both development 
and humanitarian contexts; in stable as well 
as fragile countries; and, ultimately, for all the 
world’s people.

Of course UNEG cannot do this alone. The 
same goes for the UN that UNEG serves, as 
well as individual governments. As the UN 
Secretary General stated in his “The Road to 
Dignity by 2030” report: “The new agenda 
must become part of the contract between 

people, including civil society and responsible 
business, and their governments – national 
and local” (UN, 2014). The emerging para-
digm requires global alliances and partner-
ships to build tomorrow’s world. 

This is why UNEG is engaging with a wide 
range of stakeholders, united under the ban-
ner of EvalPartners and EvalGender+, a global 
partnership to strengthen national capacities 
for equity-focused and gender-responsive 
evaluation. EvalPartners and EvalGender+ 
bring together Voluntary Organizations for 
Professional Evaluation (including the EES), 
parliamentarians, policy makers, United 
Nations agencies, multilateral banks, private 
foundations and civil society organizations. 

The goal is to strengthen capacities in 
countries to generate good quality evidence 
to inform their own national development 
strategies. And UNEG is a key member, 
committed to make a difference – as already 
demonstrated by its successful advocacy of 
including evaluation in the 2030 Agenda ap-
proved by the UN General Assembly. 

In a nutshell, UNEG serves the UN in build-
ing a world that works: that is, a world free 
of poverty, discrimination and gender in-
equalities; a world of peace, social justice and 
respect for the environment. Within the UN 
system and beyond, UNEG in collaboration 
with its partners will continue to reaffirm 
and strengthen the role of evaluation toward 
achieving these ambitious goals.
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In addition to the wide range of method-
ological and real-world economic, political 
and organizational challenges that all evalu-
ation departments face (Bamberger et al., 
2012), UN evaluation offices must address 
challenges resulting from the broad nature 
of their mandates and the fact that they are 
asked to address the most severe problems 
facing the developing world. I identify five big 
challenges. Unfortunately, space does not 
permit a review of the significant advances 
that are being made in most of these areas. 
In particular, the widespread endorsement of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
has already stimulated a great deal of excit-
ing and important work in areas such as Big 
Data, equity, and gender equality (to name 
only three) as well as a rethinking of broader 
evaluation strategies. 

A first set of challenges concerns the develop-
ment and implementation of an evaluation 
framework for the SDGs. The evaluation of 
the SDGs introduces unique challenges. 
The focus on sustainability presents two 
new dimensions. Sustainability requires that 
the evaluation must cover a much longer 
period of time as many programs have an 
expected lifetime of 5 – 10 years or more, 
and sustainability should be assessed over 
this whole period. Also, while conventional 
evaluations are based on pre-test – post-test 
designs using data that measure events that 
have already taken place, addressing sustain-
ability requires looking into the future and 
estimate the likelihood that a program will 
continue to operate and to deliver benefits 
and services. Currently, many evaluations 
are funded under a project modality and 
when the project ends evaluation funding is 
also terminated. This provides a challenge 
for collecting ongoing data to assess sustain-
ability over time.

Sustainability also requires multi-sectoral 
analysis as programs do not operate in 
a vacuum. For example, the sustainability of 
health programs depends on what is hap-
pening in education, food and nutrition, 

women’s rights and transportation – among 
others. A challenge for SDG evaluations is 
to find time to distill the lessons from the 
huge number of evaluations relating to the 
Millennium Development Goals in time to 
be able to build on these lessons, both suc-
cesses and failures, for the SDG evaluations. 
Another major challenge is to develop an 
integrated evaluation design, data collection 
and analysis for the 17 SDGs and developing 
standardized indicators that permit cross-
country comparisons while capturing the 
unique features of each country.

A second set of challenges concerns the need to 
respond to the increasing demands to address 
equity, social justice and gender equality issues. 
While significant progress has been made on 
all of these issues, none have been adequately 
mainstreamed into evaluation practice. With 
respect to gender, almost all development 
agencies now have gender policies and gender 
action plans and most have guidelines on how 
to incorporate gender into their evaluations. 
However, often attention to gender tends 
to decline as the project cycle progresses. 
So while gender is frequently addressed at 
the earlier diagnostic stage, and perhaps in 
project design, attention is weaker in proj-
ect implementation and often even weaker 
in project evaluation. While most agencies 
recognize this, even if they do not fully ad-
dress differences between women and men, 
very few agencies have made much progress 
on the more complex issues concerning 
the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
communities. Equity has received increased 
attention in recent years, but many agencies 
still focus on aggregate statistics concerning, 
for example, the proportion of children not 
attending school or the proportion of the 
population below the poverty line; but it 
has proved more difficult to recognize that 
the gap between the rich and poor may be 
increasing (even while aggregate statistics 
improve) or to distinguish between poverty 
and destitution. So often the situation of the 
bottom, say 20 per cent, is not adequately 
addressed (Bamberger & Segone, 2011).

A third challenge concerns the inability of many 
evaluations to adequately identify and address 
unintended outcomes. Work on gender pro-
vides many examples where programs to 
promote women’s economic and social em-
powerment, for example through providing 
access to mobile phones or small business 
development support, can increase domes-
tic violence from men who feel threatened. 
While these negative outcomes are well 
understood in the gender community, they 
are often not captured in many evaluations, 
particularly the large number of rapid evalu-
ations where consultants only have time to 
meet with women who have benefited from 
the programs, and often do not have time or 
the incentive to dig deeper into the darker 
side. 

Most evaluations are designed to assess the 
extent to which programs have achieved 
their intended outcomes and many widely 
used evaluation designs are unable to iden-
tify even very serious unintended outcomes. 
This criticism also applies to many of the sup-
posedly more “rigorous” evaluations such as 
randomized control trials which are designed 
to focus narrowly on statistically significant 
differences between treatment and control 
groups on specific program (intended) out-
comes (not unintended outcomes). Many 
results-based monitoring and evaluation 
systems are also subject to this criticism. Un-
fortunately, experience suggests that many 
agencies are content with receiving positive 
evaluations of their programs and some 
even discourage evaluators from seeking to 
identify or report unintended, and frequently 
negative, outcomes.

Fourth, evaluation offices are only just begin-
ning to address the fact that the increasing 
complexity of development interventions poses 
significant challenges to conventional evaluation 
approaches. Most agencies have not yet de-
veloped frameworks either to clearly define 
the extent to which their programs and the 
contexts in which they operate can be con-
sidered complex, and even less to the devel-

SPECIAL EVALUATION CHALLENGES FACING UN AGENCIES  
IN THE AGE OF THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS, 
COMPLEXITY AND BIG DATA
Michael Bamberger

A P R I L  2 0 1 65



opment of complexity-responsive evaluation 
designs (see Bamberger et al., 2016).

Finally, evaluators are only just beginning to 
recognize the substantial implications of the 
world of Big Data for the evaluation profes-
sion. While the importance of Big Data has 
grown dramatically over the past five years 
(UN Global Pulse, 2012) much less attention 
has been given to integrating Big Data into 
program monitoring and evaluation (Letouzé 
et al., 2016). A major challenge for the SDG 
evaluation strategies will be to recognize and 
harness the power of Big Data. One example 
concerns the need to develop dynamic inte-
grated data platforms to permit comparabil-
ity across different sectors.

Conventional approaches to data platforms 
involve working with well-defined indicators 
based on surveys or government statistics 
that are well-understood and relatively 
stable. However, the integration of Big Data 
involves a fundamentally different approach 

where large numbers of rapidly changing in-
dicators, whose quality cannot be controlled, 
but which have tremendous potential value, 
must be integrated into the data platforms. 
For example, how to integrate indicators 
from Twitter on food security which change 
daily and whose quality and representativity 
is difficult to assess, with carefully designed 
and implemented national food surveys 
which are very detailed and statistically 
representative, but where the information is 
many months out of date by the time it is 
published?

Addressing these challenges requires a con-
certed effort by UN evaluation offices in 
tandem with the broader development 
(evaluation) community.
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The United Nations is at a crossroads and 
should consider major transformations to 
strengthen its leadership role in global gov-
ernance, enhance transparency and account-
ability for results, and demonstrate its added 
value. Evaluation is a critical oversight mech-
anism that would help the UN to undertake 
these necessary transformations. Building on 
its distinguishing feature of critical inquiry, 
it could play a key role in helping the UN 
system account for its results (intended or 
unintended) and understand whether it is 
doing the right things, doing things right, as 
well as the sustainability of its activities and 
results. Moreover, evaluation would help 
the UN understand where its comparative 
added value and strategic significance lie and 
how to get there.

In 2014, the Joint Inspection Unit (JIU) con-
ducted a study to assess the extent to which 
the evaluation function in the UN system is 
able to perform these roles. It also looked 

at the factors affecting the capacity and per-
formance of the evaluation function. Finally, 
it examined the readiness and adaptability of 
the function to respond to emerging changes 
and challenges, including the implications for 
evaluation of the Post-2015 development 
agenda.

The study sought to contribute to ongoing 
efforts across the system to strengthen the 
capacity of the evaluation function in meeting 
professional standards, and more generally in 
enhancing the value of the United Nations 
system in the world. The report fed into the 
2015 International Year of Evaluation, the 
implementation of the UNEG strategy on 
evaluation, as well as the imperatives of the 
post-2015 development agenda. 

The study covered 28 UN system organiza-
tions: Funds and Programs, Specialized Agen-
cies, special technical entities, and entities 
from the UN Secretariat. The methodology 

relied principally on a self-assessment exer-
cise conducted by each UN system organiza-
tion, which was validated and triangulated 
with additional evidence from an elaborate 
desk study and semi-structured interviews 
with representatives from the different UN 
system organizations. 

More specifically, the approach used in the 
study relied upon: (i) a validated standardized 
assessment framework articulated to the 
United Nations Evaluation Group norms and 
standards for evaluation and for institutional 
development; and (ii) an assessment of the 
maturity of the evaluation function. Regard-
ing the latter, the study distinguished be-
tween five levels of maturity, whereby each 
maturity level corresponds to an aggregate 
rating on a number of criteria, supported 
by detailed semantic scales (for the detailed 
approach see JIU, 2014). Finally, the method-
ological approach relied on the principles of 
holism (the whole is more than the sum of 
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the parts), and non-summativity (no system 
is stronger than its weakest link).

The report focuses mainly on the central 
evaluation functions of the 28 entities, which 
support corporate-level policy and strategic 
decision-making. It also provides a rapid 
review of decentralized evaluation functions, 

which are generally embedded in program 
and operational units throughout the United 
Nations system, supporting line management 
decision-making.

The report found that central evaluation 
functions in the 28 organizations have signifi-
cantly evolved over time, generally becoming 

more efficient and providing better quality 
evaluation services. However, the level of 
commitment to evaluation across the United 
Nations system is not commensurate with 
the growing demand and importance of the 
function. Moreover, very few organizations 
have clearly defined institutional frameworks 
for decentralized evaluations. Figure 1 re-

Figure 1. Overall level of maturity of the central evaluation function for 28 JIU participating organizations.

Cluster IV Cluster III Cluster II Cluster I

Level 1

ITU
UNOPS
UPU
UNWTO

Level 2

ICAO
UNHCR
IMO
WMO
UNRWA

Level 3

FAO
IAEA
UNEP
UNAIDS
UNODC
WIPO

Level 4

UNDP

Level 5

Transitioning
to Level 3

ITC
WHO
UNCTAD
UN-HABITAT

Transitioning
to Level 4

ILO
WFP
UN Woman
UNIDO
UNICEF
UN OIOS
UNFPA
UNESCO

Small Medium Large
Organization Grade Organization Grade Organization Grade

Stand alone UNODC 5.2 ILO 6.7 WFP 6.7
UNIDO 6.4 UNEP 5.8 UNDP 7.1
UN Women 6.4 UNFPA 6 UNICEF 6.3
UN-Habitat 4.2 FAO 5.9

Co-located/ 
with management

ITC 4.9 UNAIDS 5.3 UNHCR 3.8
UNCTAD 4.4

Co-located 
with oversight/
audit

IMO 3.7 UNESCO 6.1 UN-OIOS 6.2
WMO 3.5 UNRWA 3.4 WHO 4.7
ICAO 3.9 WIPO 5.2

IAEA 5.9

Table 1. Level of maturity of the evaluation function by size of the organization, overall annual budget and the location of the central evaluation function.

3.0 – 4.9 =Below average and low 5.0 – 6.0 = Average 6.1 – 8.0 = Above average and high

A P R I L  2 0 1 67



ports the aggregate results of the compara-
tive assessment of the level of maturity of the 
central evaluation functions of the 28 organi-
zations covered by the study. 

In most cases the level of maturity is influenced 
by the size of the organization, the resources 
committed to evaluation, and the structural 
location of the function. The latter dimension 
is illustrated in Table 1. As shown in the table, 
there is a weak association between maturity 
and size. In addition, there is a weak associa-
tion between the location of the central evalu-
ation function and the level of maturity.

The report presents a number of recommen-
dations to improve the evaluation function in 
the United Nations system. They include, 
inter alia:
• the need for organizations to deal with 

systemic constraints associated with the 
function being under-resourced and over-

stretched and, therefore, unprepared to 
respond to emerging demands;

• the need for organizations to be more 
strategic in positioning the function to play 
a greater role as an agent of change and 
in balancing priorities between account-
ability and the development of a learning 
organization; and

• the need for organizations to think in 
terms of the UN system as a whole and 
on how they can work in an integrated 
fashion. 

The evaluation also calls for more openness 
to restructuring the evaluation function to 
support change and transformation in to-
day’s world, including:
• enhanced strategic linkages between the 

central evaluation function and decentral-
ized evaluation; 

• more joint evaluations, more system-wide 
evaluations of operational activities for 

development, and more common mecha-
nisms for quality assurance;

• enhanced linkages with national evaluation 
systems and support for national evalua-
tion capacity development. 

Finally, with respect to decentralized evalu-
ation functions, the report calls for a dedi-
cated effort, a clear institutional framework, 
and more resources to further clarify and 
improve the role and contribution of decen-
tralized evaluations to learning and account-
ability in the UN system. 
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All evaluations are undertaken to be used. 
Indeed, Patton (1997, in Herbert 2014, p.389) 
claims that evaluations that are not used, 
regardless of their quality, tend to be consid-
ered failures. The United Nations Evaluation 
Group (UNEG) in its 2014 - 2019 Strategy 
recognized the importance of use of evalua-
tions and defined the second strategic objec-
tive of the Strategy as “United Nations enti-
ties and partners use evaluation in support of 
accountability and program learning” (UNEG, 
2014).

To better understand how United Nations 
agencies use evaluation and to identify the 
factors that support and hinder evaluation 
use, a working group was established to 
identify key mechanisms that are expected 
to enhance the use of evaluations in the 
United Nations System. The group gathered 
data from four different sources: (a) a litera-
ture review of the most relevant academic 

and non-academic sources on evaluation 
use; (b) an online survey of United Nations 
evaluation users and practitioners, as well as 
external evaluation practitioners; (c) semi-
structured interviews with United Nations 
evaluation users and practitioners; and (d) 
case studies of instances from the UN sys-
tem where evaluation was useful and used.

The work confirmed the factors that enhance 
use as mentioned in the literature, as well as 
confirming that the level of use of evaluation 
needs to be improved. Results of the survey 
conducted showed that only a quarter of 
respondents rated use as “high” (defined 
as ‘systematic use for decision-making, new 
project cycles, corrective actions’), another 
quarter of respondents rated use as “low” 
(defined as ‘infrequent use’), with the re-
maining respondents rating use of evaluation 
in the United Nations System as “medium” 
(defined as ‘periodic use’).

The work is summarized in six key messages 
that were developed and then tested through 
presentations to peers (fellow evaluators in 
the UN system). The messages, as well as the 
underlying mechanisms explaining evaluation 
use, are intended to provoke discussion and 
to be modified as the understanding of the 
mechanisms improves over time.

Message 1: Users 
and stakeholders should be 
involved in and consulted 
throughout the evaluation 
process

Evaluators have long known about the 
importance of involving users and (other) 
stakeholders in the evaluation process. This 
has been a focus of the evaluation literature 
for the past decades, and the message seems 
to have been understood. There are several 
potential benefits from involving stakehold-

EVALUATION USE IN THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM
Robert Stryk
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ers in all aspects of the evaluation process: 
(1) their involvement and consultation means 
that they develop more ownership over 
the findings; (2) the consultation process 
improves the quality of the recommenda-
tions; and (3) consultation and engagement 
increase process use. The main expectations 
about intended causal processes underlying 
this message are depicted below.

Message 2: The support 
of senior decision makers is key, 
and so is their commitment 
to the implementation 
of the recommendations

In all organizations, support from the top 
helps drive change. The evaluation world is 
no different. Evaluation support from senior 

decision makers helps to: (1) strengthen the 
evaluation culture; (2) by making certain 
evaluation activities a priority, senior man-
agers encourage their teams to get more 
involved in evaluation; and (3) when senior 
managers support evaluation, they tend to be 
more receptive to evaluation recommenda-
tions. The main expectations about intended 
causal processes underlying this message are 
depicted below.

Message 3: Evaluators need 
to ensure recommendations 
are feasible and relevant

To increase instrumental use, evaluations 
should generate relevant and feasible recom-
mendations. Indeed, the higher the quality of 
recommendations, the more likely that they 

will be accepted and implemented, increasing 
the potential use of an evaluation. However, 
proposing recommendations of high quality 
is not easy and depends on several factors. 
Most importantly, the presence of: (1) user/ 
stakeholder involvement; (2) a high-quality 
evaluation methodology; and (3) high-quality 
evaluators. The main expectations about 
intended causal processes underlying this 
message are depicted below.

Message 4: Independent 
evaluations must make efforts 
to capture organizational 
realities

Most professional evaluators would agree 
that independence is a useful and fundamen-
tal principle of evaluation. Across the world, 

Evaluator chooses 
to consult users 
and stakeholders

Through 
consultation, more 

ownership over 
findings

Higher likelihood 
of implementation

Users and stakeholders 
learn about their 
program/project

More process 
use

Recommendations are 
more accurate, feasible 

and relevant

More 
instrumental 

use

More diverse 
and complete data 

is collected

Evaluators better 
understand 
the context

Users and 
stakeholders 

reflect on their 
program/project

Recommendations 
are more accurate, 

feasible and relevant More 
instrumental 

use

Senior Management 
supports evaluation

The evaluation takes 
place in time 

to inform manage-
ment decisions

Stronger evaluation 
culture

Staff is more willing 
to get involved 

in evaluation activity

Evaluators better 
understand the context

Higher likelihood 
of implementation

Senior Management 
makes evaluation 

a priority

Senior 
Management holds 
staff accountable to 
support evaluation

More receptiveness 
to recommendations

Message 1: Users and stakeholders should be involved in and consulted throughout the evaluation process.

Message 2: The support of senior decision makers is key, and so is their commitment to the implementation of the recommendations.
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independence appears to be gaining momen-
tum as a key criterion for evaluation quality. It 
is a core principle of the OECD-DAC Qual-
ity Standards for Development Evaluation, 
and international organizations – including 
the UN – are increasingly setting up inde-
pendent evaluation offices. Independence 
enhances the impartiality and credibility of 
evaluations, thereby increasing the stake-
holder confidence in, and support for, the 
recommendations coming out of evaluations. 

However, agencies moving towards greater 
independence face the risk of increasing the 
distance between the evaluation function and 
the implementing organization, which may 
reduce the evaluators’ understanding of the 
context they are evaluating, thereby making 
recommendations less feasible and relevant. 
To address this challenge extra effort needs 
to be undertaken to help evaluators under-
stand the organizational constraints and 
challenges that might influence the feasibility 

of recommendations. The main expectations 
about intended causal processes underlying 
this message are depicted below.

Message 5: Management 
responses and follow-up 
processes must take place 
and be adequately supported

In the United Nations system, the most 
important mechanism for the implementa-

More 
instrumental 

use

Recommendations 
are more accurate, 

feasible and relevant

High-quality 
evaluation process

High-quality 
evaluators

Evaluators better 
understand 
the context

Higher likelihood 
of implementation

Message 3: Evaluators need to ensure recommendations are feasible and relevant.

Evaluation is perceived 
as more credible

There is more trust 
in the evaluation findings

Evaluators are allowed 
to ask for enforcement 
of recommendations

Higher likelihood 
of implementation

Evaluator has less 
understanding 
of the context

Clent has less ownership 
over the evaluation 

process

Client is less 
receptive 

to recommendations

More 
instrumental 

use

Less 
instrumental 

use

Recommendations 
are less accurate, 

feasible and relevant

Independence 
of the evaluation

Message 4: Independent evaluations must make efforts to capture organizational realities.
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tion of evaluation recommendations is the 
management response, as well as the as-
sociated follow-up process. Many United 
Nations organizations have standardized, 
systematic ways to produce management 
responses. Management responses are 
clearly contributing to use as they form the 
basis for systematic follow-up processes of 
recommendation implementation. The level 
of implementation of recommendations can 
then be published and shared across an or-
ganization, which may act as an incentive for 
future evaluation use. The main expectations 
about intended causal processes underlying 
this message are depicted below.

Message 6: Sharing findings 
would enable cross-
organizational learning and use

Evaluation use can be enhanced if evaluations 
and their findings are actively disseminated. 

Evaluation practitioners should be encour-
aged to make a conscious effort to develop 
findings and lessons that are relevant and 
applicable beyond the narrow context of the 
evaluand and its stakeholders. The main ex-
pectations about intended causal processes 
underlying this message are depicted below.

Conclusion 

Evaluation use in function of improved ac-
countability and learning constitutes an on-
going challenge in the UN system. In address-
ing this challenge, the mechanisms presented 
above can help evaluators and other stake-
holders to better understand the mecha-
nisms underlying evaluation use that may be 
at work. Some of these mechanisms, which 
are largely in line with the broader literature 
on evaluation use, are fairly straightforward 
and can be relatively easily put in place. In 
other cases, reality is much more complex. 

While one could question particular assump-
tions about intended use, the bigger question 
is about how to generate the conditions for 
these processes to actually take place. Learn-
ing from successes and failures, we need to 
look deeper into the contextual factors that 
enable and constrain the above mentioned 
processes to actually materialize.
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More than 1.2 billion people live in fragile 
states and situations (i.e. within countries 
not formally classified as fragile states). 
People living in fragile states and situations 
generally exhibit lower economic growth 
rates, poorer socio-economic indicators 
and weaker human development indicators. 
Approximately 40 per cent of the extremely 
poor (500 million people) live in countries or 
situations classified as fragile.

As of 2014, 48 Member States of IFAD 
were classified as fragile: they accounted for 
about half of the total recipient countries 
included in the Ninth Replenishment of 
IFAD's Resources (2013 – 2015). In 2014 the 
Independent Office of Evaluation of IFAD 
conducted a corporate level evaluation on 
IFAD’s engagement in fragile and conflict-
affected states and situations (IFAD, 2015). 

The evaluation explored IFAD’s work over 
a 10-year period from 2004 until the end of 
2013.

IFAD’s operations focus on rural poverty 
reduction, rural development and transfor-
mation rather than fragility per se. However, 
a situation of fragility shapes the opportuni-
ties and constraints that IFAD faces at the 
operational and strategic level. Conversely, 
contributing to rural development may im-
prove a fragile situation, particularly if local-
ized. In a recent contribution, Allouche & Lind 
(2013) make the case for better integration 
of development and security interventions. 
The authors point out the special challenges 
arising from fragmentation of power and au-
thority and argue that specialized knowledge 
and skills are needed to understand local 
realities and power dynamics.

One of the constraints faced by this evalu-
ation was the absence of a common inter-
national classification of fragile countries 
and situations. Moreover, IFAD did not have 
a unified policy document dealing with fragil-
ity. The definition of fragility was formulated 
in 2006, applied to fragile states (but not 
fragile sub-national situations within states 
classified as non-fragile) and had not been 
revisited since then. As a result, the defini-
tion did not adequately reflect recent policy 
debates (e.g. key principles stemming from 
the Busan Partnership Agreement).

Another challenge was to conceptualize and 
capture the linkages between IFAD’s work 
and fragile states and situations. The evalu-
ation prepared a schematic results chain (Fi-
gure 1). For each step in the results chain, key 
assumptions were identified. Although it did 

EVALUATING IFAD’S SUPPORT TO RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN FRAGILE 
STATES AND SITUATIONS
Oscar A. Garcia, Ashwani K. Muthoo and Fabrizio Felloni

Figure 1. Notional results chain for IFAD’s engagement with fragile states * 
* The results chain draws on the approach taken by the Independent Evaluation Group at the World Bank in the 2013 Evaluation of IDA’s support to 
Fragile States (World Bank, 2013). Source: IFAD (2015).

Inputs

Outputs

Outcomes

Impact

� COSOP identifies issues of fragility affecting poor and vulnerable 
populations

� Flexible project design focused on capacity building
� Attention to mitigating and responding to risks
� Cofinancing through harmonized procedures

� Guidelines have universal applicability 
across regions.

� Resources are generally available across 
different country settings.

� Institutional structures enable focus 
on key issues.

� Staffing and supervisory resources are 
of a common standard.

� Outcomes were responsive to political 
and institutional factors.

� Transparency in performance 
assessment.

� Sustainability of institutional 
capacity-building.

� Measurable changes in human welfare.

Assumptions

� Simplicity in project objectives and activities
� Focus on key issues: vulnerability, resilience, economic empower-

ment, gender, food security, land rights, natural resource management
� Natural disaster and conflict risk mitigation
� Effective support through country presence and direct supervision

� Institutions improve performance and effectively manage stresses
� Improved accountability of institutions
� Measurable improvements in sustainable development 

� Trust and legitimacy in state institutions
� Sustainable community institutions
� Poverty reduction
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not correspond to a full-fledged “theory of 
change”, it made explicit the tacit approach 
to fragility delineated in several IFAD docu-
ments and constituted a useful structure for 
the evaluative enquiry. It highlighted the 
importance of IFAD’s strategy and project 
design responding to the country fragility 
context; the nature of project design and 
implementation support; and outcomes that 
reflect the needs of a fragile state or situa-
tion. Each of these was examined during the 
evaluation.

A mixed methods approach was adopted and 
encompassed the following aspects: (i) re-
view of definitions, concepts and approaches 
to fragility and conflict; (ii) review of IF-
AD’s relevant policy framework; (iii) analysis 
of portfolio performance documentation, 
including 42 country strategies (and including 
independent evaluations); (iv) a web-based 
questionnaire sent to all IFAD country pro-
gram managers and staff in country offices; 
and (v) ten country visits-based case studies 
to develop perspectives from the field in all 
five IFAD geographic regions. 

The ten countries were selected so as to 
represent cases of: (i) persistent fragility; (ii) 
volatile fragility (moving out and back into 
fragility); (iii) graduation from fragility; (iv) 
‘non-fragility’ at the overall country level 
but with fragile situations at the sub-national 
level. Among other things, the evaluation as-
sessed the drivers of fragility in the ten case 
studies. 

The evaluation found that the performance 
of IFAD-funded projects in countries that 
had always been classified as fragile was 
lower than in countries that have moved in 
and out of fragility or were never classified 
as fragile. Achievements in promoting gender 
equality and women’s empowerment had not 
improved in countries that had always been 
fragile, whereas they showed improvement 
in countries that were only partially or never 
fragile. There were significant improvements 
in countries that had always been fragile in 

terms of overall project achievement, proj-
ect effectiveness, IFAD’s performance as 
a partner, and rural poverty impact.

The evaluation identified a number of driv-
ers contributing to better performance of 
projects in fragile states. These included: the 
transformation of IFAD’s operating model 
which included a move to direct supervision 
of projects since 2007 and more thorough 
portfolio monitoring and management to im-
prove the implementation of projects at risk; 
the opening of IFAD country offices, with 
close to half of IFAD country offices being 
located in fragile states. 

On the other hand, the evaluation pinpoint-
ed some of the key explanatory factors for 
weaker performance. First of all, the context 
analyses in strategic and project documents 
did not sufficiently examine drivers of fragili-
ty. This resulted in over-ambitious objectives 
and complex project designs, adding an addi-
tional stress factor to an already constrained 
institutional capacity. Second, the evaluation 
found that there was limited availability of 
skills in (and provision of training for) staff 
working in fragile situations. Also, budgets 
for analytical work, design, supervision, 
implementation support, and self-evaluation 
were not adequate for fragility situations.

The 2011 World Bank Development Report 
on Conflict, Security, and Development 
(World Bank, 2011) highlighted the need for 
development efforts to go beyond institu-
tional fragility and socio-political instability 
to target the root causes and drivers of con-
flict and fragility and break cycles of violence. 
In line with this perspective, the evaluation 
found that IFAD has a critical role to play 
in fragile and conflict-affected states and 
situations in promoting sustainable inclusive 
development and rural transformation. 

A very large number of people live in severe 
poverty in such contexts. As the only multi-
lateral development organization that focus-
es exclusively on smallholder agriculture de-

velopment in rural areas, IFAD has a unique 
responsibility to support local production 
and livelihoods systems in fragile situations, 
and help poor rural people improve their 
incomes, nutrition levels, food security and 
well-being.

According to the evaluation, good work 
has been done in recent years to promote 
improved approaches to gender equality and 
institution building. Although they have not 
yet had a notable impact on IFAD’s wider 
portfolio, they provide a benchmark for ways 
of working that need to be taken up in other 
areas of work such as the reintegration of 
former combatants in the rural economy, 
access to land and land tenure, and youth 
employment. In order to achieve this IFAD 
will, however, need to further adapt and 
refine its approaches.
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Setting standards in UNESCO’s areas of 
competence has been part of the organi-
zation’s work since the 1950s. Several of 
UNESCO’s culture conventions are among 
the most visible and best known standard-
setting instruments 1 of the organization. 
A relatively recent survey undertaken by 
UNEG revealed that within the UN sys-
tem normative (standard-setting) work is 
usually assessed as a component of wider 
evaluations, but seldom as a stand-alone 
exercise (UNEG, 2012). Not many evalua-
tions develop a comprehensive perspective 
on the normative work undertaken in the 
framework of a particular legal instrument: 
the support provided to the development of 
the instrument, its ratification; its integration 
at the level of policy and legislation of Par-
ties; its implementation at the program level 
through the provision of manuals and guide-
lines, capacity building, technical support and 
advocacy; and, related intergovernmental 
processes at different levels.

Evaluating the standard-setting 
work in culture

In 2012, UNESCO’s Internal Oversight Ser-
vice (IOS) initiated a series of evaluations 
covering four culture conventions (UNESCO 

2013, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). Conducting com-
prehensive evaluative exercises for several 
instruments was expected to be challenging 
given their broad scope and the inherent 
complexity of the evaluands. 2 While most 
of the conventions have one main objective, 
this objective is usually very broad, con-
taining numerous, not always well-defined 
sub-objectives. Implementation procedures 
are well-defined at the global level, but not 
necessarily at national levels. Conventions 
have a clear start date, but no clear end date, 
and their orientation is long-term. And most 
importantly, the substantive issues underly-
ing the conventions are highly complex as 
well, since culture is closely intertwined with 
questions of identity, social cohesion, gender, 
and sustainable development.

Each of the conventions has its own gov-
erning bodies; funding, implementation and 
monitoring mechanisms; and capacity build-
ing programs. Governing bodies are assisted 
by the UNESCO Secretariat. In addition, 
conventions involve many other stakehold-
ers at different (international, national, lo-
cal) levels, including the Executive Board of 
UNESCO, government and civil society or-
ganizations, private sector actors, academia, 
expert communities, donors, etc. Implemen-

tation and funding agencies involved are also 
diverse.

Causality and change processes are not 
clearly articulated for any of the conven-
tions. 3 Often these are non-linear and inter-
connected. As a consequence, the level of 
agreement and clarity on appropriate actions 
to be taken can be low. Political consider-
ations often play a role. And last but not 
least, contextual factors have a major influ-
ence on the implementation of the conven-
tions, as well as their potential effects. These 
include activities as well as phenomena (min-
ing, infrastructure development, tourism, 
illegal trafficking of cultural objects, climate 
change, etc.) that threaten the safeguarding 
of cultural heritage. In addition, there are of-
ten competing priorities that divert attention 
and resources from culture to other sectors. 

In light of the complexity of the exercise, the 
limited availability of financial resources, and 
an overall evaluation time frame of only about 
1.5 years, it was decided that the evaluation 
would focus on only four of the six culture 
conventions. For each convention, it looked 
at ratification and implementation at the level 
of policy and legislation of Parties to the con-
vention. In addition, on the basis of the same 

EVALUATING STANDARD-SETTING WORK IN UNESCO: 
CULTURE CONVENTIONS
Barbara Torggler

Table 1. Scope and coverage of the evaluation of UNESCO’s standard-setting work in culture.
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considerations as well as indications of stake-
holder demand, the evaluation focused on 
two conventions (1970, 2003) in more detail, 
also covering the implementation at program 
level and the relevance and effectiveness of 
UNESCO’s support mechanisms. The evalu-
ation (consisting of four independent evalua-
tion exercises) was accompanied by an audit 
of the working methods of all six culture 
conventions. The exercise concluded with an 
analysis of cross-cutting issues (see Table 1). 

Given the complexity of causality between 
the different levels of standard-setting work 
and the absence of any clear articulation of 
change processes for the conventions, theo-
ries of change were reconstructed for the 
1970 and 2003 conventions. For these two 
conventions, the evaluation methodology 
was designed around a multi-level frame-
work comprising three levels: ratification; 
integration of the provisions of the con-
ventions into national/regional legislation, 
policies and strategies (policy development 
level); implementation of the legislation, poli-
cies and strategies at national level (policy 
implementation level). A multi-level purpo-
sive sampling strategy was developed which 
started out from a sample from the broad 
population of all countries at the ratification 
level, and gradually narrowed down to sam-
pling from smaller populations of countries 
with certain levels of policy development 
and implementation related to a particular 
convention (or a lack thereof). The multi-
level theories of change for the two con-
ventions and corresponding data collection 
frameworks constitute a good example of 
“unpacking” an intervention into evaluable 
parts as described in Bamberger et al. (2016).

The evaluations drew upon a large number 
of different knowledge sources: literature, 
samples of policy/legislation of Parties, 
implementation reports, interviews with dif-
ferent types of stakeholders, survey results, 
and field observation. Convention secre-
tariats were involved throughout the evalu-

ation process and stakeholder groups were 
consulted both at the global level (including 
members of the governing mechanisms of 
the conventions) and at national levels. Evalu-
ation recommendations responded to the 
needs and challenges of relevant stakehold-
ers identified at each of these levels (secre-
tariats, governing mechanisms, Parties).

Final remarks on evaluation use

Three of the evaluations and the audit came 
at the right time, but not necessarily for the 
same reasons. Overall, the evaluations were 
used to inform decision-making processes, 
which were quite influenced by the organi-
zation’s budget cuts and the resulting need 
for more efficiency and focus. Furthermore, 
2003 Convention stakeholders were ready 
to take stock after almost 10 years of imple-
mentation, and to review and reorient their 
ways of working. For the 1970 Convention, 
a new governing mechanism had just been 
established, which created an opening for 
change. For one Convention (1972) the 
timing was not right for the convention sec-
retariat; its capacities were stretched and it 
did not see the added value of the evaluation 
given that several (performance) audits had 
been conducted over the past years. In hind-
sight, IOS should have further explored the 
usefulness of including the 1972 Convention 
in the evaluation.

Overall, evaluation use (instrumental, 
process, conceptual and even political use) 
seems to be higher where extensive consul-
tation and involvement of stakeholders had 
taken place. The fact that stakeholders do 
not ask for an evaluation does not mean they 
will not find it useful later on. This essentially 
depends on how the evaluation is conducted 
and how stakeholder consultation is orga-
nized. Making recommendations to Parties 
to the conventions works (even for an inter-
nal evaluation function such as IOS) as long 
as governing mechanisms assume ownership 
and follow up on implementation.
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1 The evaluation worked with UNEG’s definition of normative (standard-setting) work (2013).
2 Reference is made to the dimensions of complexity, as discussed in Bamberger et al. (2016).
3 This has changed since. A monitoring framework was recently established for the 2005 Convention (UNESCO, 2015). Work is also 

planned to develop a results framework for the 2003 Convention. 
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Despite increased attention to (and grow-
ing investments into) issues such as climate 
change mitigation, biodiversity conservation 
and degradation of ecosystems, most global 
environmental trends continue to deterio-
rate. Much of this stems from the nature of 
the environment as a global public good. The 
benefits accrue to everyone but destructive 
activities seldom result in costs to those 
causing them. The Global Environment Facil-
ity (GEF) serves as financial mechanism for 
several international environmental conven-
tions, including those on biodiversity, climate 
change, desertification, persistent organic 
pollutants, and mercury. 

As the largest single public source of funding 
for these issues, since 1991 the GEF has pro-
vided US$14.5 billion in grants and mobilized 
US$75.4 billion for almost 4,000 projects 
around the world. Still, public funding to 
global environmental projects and programs 
is dwarfed by financial flows to environ-
mentally destructive subsidies, whether to 
fossil fuels, unsustainable agriculture or 
other environmentally hazardous practices. 
Environmental policies, strategies, programs 
and projects must be focused and effective 
to make a difference. It is not enough just 
to evaluate that the projects and programs 
achieve their outputs; ensuring that we are 
actually helping the global environment and 
the people depending on it is essential to 
ascertain that we are contributing to sustain-
able development. 

This article addresses global environment 
evaluation issues in light of experience gained 
by the GEF Independent Evaluation Office. 
Evaluation in the GEF is faced with specific 
challenges, but also opportunities to explore 
multiple approaches and methods to gauge 
the success of the work and for learning 
what works, under what circumstances. 
GEF actions focus primarily on three areas: 
providing knowledge and information to 
countries and partners to address global 
environmental challenges; supporting insti-
tutional capacity, including policy, legal and 
regulatory frameworks, and governance 

structures and arrangements; and support-
ing implementation of programs and projects 
through technologies, financial mechanisms, 
and other means. 

These policy interventions are intended to 
lead to behavioural changes amongst the 
various actors and to promote broader 
adoption of environmentally sound prac-
tices through mainstreaming, replication, 
scaling-up and market change. In practical 
terms, evaluation must be able to assess the 
behavioural changes and broader adoption 
as a result of GEF interventions, and to get 
to the actual impact on the environmental 
status and stress reduction.

This task is complicated by challenges specific 
to environmental evaluation, such as the dif-
ferent time horizons and geographical scales 
for changes in natural and human systems, 
compelling us to adopt a two-system evalu-
and (Rowe, 2012). Project timeframes are 
often too short for environmental impacts 
to appear. There are also differing spatial 
scales, as environmental phenomena do not 
adhere to political and administrative bound-
aries that are inherent in human systems and 
most projects. Watersheds are often shared 
by different administrative and jurisdictional 
units, including countries, which water, air 
and migratory species cross.

Finally various stakeholder groups often hold 
divergent values. In these circumstances, 
theory-based evaluation is a useful tool to 
understand the diverse spatial, temporal, 
organizational and value scales. However, 
modelling theories of change using the suc-
cessionist causality concept (i.e., the tradi-
tional results chain) is not satisfactory as the 
programs and projects operate in complex 
environments where the intervention is part 
of a larger system. 

For evaluations, it is important to under-
stand the various elements in such systems, 
their boundaries, components, interactions 
and emergent properties (Garcia & Zazueta, 
2015). Such an understanding is necessary for 

us to define the evaluation scope, appropri-
ate units of analysis, and suitable approaches 
and methodologies in an iterative manner. 
Before starting a major evaluation, we also 
build upon existing scientific knowledge on 
especially the behaviour of the natural sys-
tems.

An example of when defining the system 
boundaries was essential concerns the Im-
pact Evaluation of the GEF in the South China 
Sea and Adjacent Areas (GEF, 2012), which 
was undertaken to assess the environmental 
and institutional results of two decades of 
GEF investments through multiple projects 
in the area. The evaluation found that, while 
GEF was only one actor amongst many in the 
region, it had played a unique role in enabling 
contributions to larger regional processes, 
linking initiatives at multiple scales. 

To get to the actual on-the-ground impacts, 
the recently completed Impact Evaluation of 
GEF Support to Protected Areas and Pro-
tected Area Systems (GEF, 2015) sought to 
answer three broad questions: (i) what have 
been the impacts and contributions of GEF 
support (positive or negative, intended or 
unintended) on biodiversity conservation 
in protected areas and adjacent landscapes; 
(ii) what have been the contributions of GEF 
support to the broader adoption of biodiver-
sity management measures at the country 
level and what were the key factors at play; 
and (iii) which GEF supported approaches 
and contextual conditions are most signifi-
cant? Adopting a theory of change approach, 
the evaluation assumed that the presence of 
good governance, effective protected area 
management, and community engagement 
together lead to improvements in biodiver-
sity conservation. 

The evaluation utilized a mix of quantitative, 
qualitative and spatial methods in data col-
lection and analysis at three specific levels: 
(i) portfolio analysis (including databases 
and project-level terminal evaluations); (ii) 
global analysis (using methods such as prin-
cipal component analysis, propensity score 
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matching, linear regression, and remote 
sensing and GIS analysis); and (iii) case stud-
ies in seven countries across three regions 
covering 17 GEF-supported protected areas 
and 11 non-GEF protected areas (using quali-
tative data analysis and synthesis tools, as 
well as remote sensing). 

Despite significant information gaps on GEF 
support to protected areas, limited global 
time series data, and difficulties in estimat-
ing counterfactuals, the evaluation was able 
to identify directions and patterns regarding 
GEF’s contributions towards biodiversity 
conservation and interactions with the larger 
social-ecological system. The evaluation 
was able to conclude that GEF support has 
contributed to biodiversity conservation, 
especially through reducing habitat loss, as 
well as building capacities and contributing to 
large-scale change in biodiversity governance 
in countries.

As a key element in the current 6th replenish-
ment period, the GEF is embarking on inte-
grated approach pilots to achieve broader 

impact. The strategy is intended to address 
the drivers of environmental degradation and 
to support innovative and scalable activities. 
The three programs – focused on Fostering 
Sustainability and Resilience for Food Secu-
rity in Sub-Saharan Africa, Sustainable Cities, 
and Taking Deforestation out of Commodity 
Supply Chains – all promote integrated ap-
proaches to address global environmental 
problems. One of the challenges the GEF 
must confront is the tension between global, 
national and local priorities. While program-
ming will seek win-win situations, there will 
inevitably be trade-offs between economic 
and environmental priorities. For global 
environmental interventions to be successful 
they must contend with the livelihoods and 
vested interests in productive and extractive 
activities.

The implications for evaluation are equally 
clear. We must be able to evaluate effectively 
where economic and social development and 
environmental protection meet. For this, we 
must further hone our approaches and meth-
odologies to address issues pertaining to the 

combined human and natural systems. This 
touches upon the heart of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and will be 
crucial for evaluating the new Sustainable 
Development Goals.
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Brevity and nimbleness are the hallmarks 
of Connections: published articles are 
normally 800 – 1,200 words long. Even 
shorter contributions (news items; opin-
ion pieces; book reviews and letters to 
the editor) are accepted with a view to 
promote debate and connect evaluators 
within Europe and beyond. While Con-
nections is not a peer reviewed publica-
tion only articles that add to knowledge 
about the theory, methods and practices 
of evaluation should be submitted.

Contributions that highlight European 
values and evaluation practices are given 

priority but Connections also reaches 
out beyond Europe to the international 
evaluation community and favours ar-
ticles reflecting a diversity of perspec-
tives. Within the limits of copyrights 
agreements articles that summarize in 
a cogent way the substantive content of 
published (or to be published) studies, 
papers, book chapters, etc. are welcome 
(with suitable attribution). 

Individuals or organizations wishing to 
sponsor special issues about an evalu-
ation theme or topic of contemporary 
interest should contact the EES Secre-

tariat (secretariat@europeanevaluation.
org). Such special issues usually consist 
of 6 – 8 articles in addition to a guest 
editorial. A Presidential letter may be 
included. The guest editor(s) are re-
sponsible for the quality of the material 
and the timeliness of submissions. The 
regular editorial team ensures that spe-
cial issues meet ‘Connections’ standards 
and takes care of copy editing. 

To facilitate copy editing, authors are en-
couraged to use end notes rather than 
footnotes and to use the APA style guide 
for references. Here are some examples:
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Website: United States Environmental Protection Agency. (2007, May 4). Climate Change. Retrieved 12 June 
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