
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UNDEF Transmittal of Independent Evaluation Report / Management Response 

 

Below is an external independent evaluation report commissioned and paid for by the United Nations 

Democracy Fund, UNDEF, in accordance with the Fund’s contribution agreement with the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency, Sida. 

 

The report was commissioned on the basis of Terms of Reference drafted by UNDEF in consultation with 

Sida. UNDEF contracted two consultants, under the United Nations General Conditions of Contracts for 

the Services of Consultants and Individual Contractors, to undertake the activities and deliver the outputs 

stated in the Terms of Reference. 

 

In transmitting the report, UNDEF makes the following observations: 

 

 The Terms of Reference called for an evaluation focusing on UNDEF’s results achieved, effectiveness, 

progression and comparative advantage as a democracy support actor over the past 10 years.  

 

 UNDEF appreciates the positive assessment of UNDEF’s work and conclusions of the report, which 

highlight UNDEF’s relevance, effectiveness, cost-effectiveness, efficiency, clear comparative advantage and 

sustainable results. 

 

 The report contains some interesting recommendations. Several dovetail with efforts already being 

undertaken by UNDEF. These include reworking and refining UNDEF's results framework (relates to Rec 

1); introducing a theory of change segment in the design of each new UNDEF-funded project (relates to Rec 

1); working more closely with members of the UNDEF Advisory Board throughout the year, in between 

meetings, including on themes for UNDEF focus and support for efforts to fund projects in challenging 

environments (relates to Rec 2); briefing civil society side events at UN system meetings to share lessons 

learned and best practices (relates to Rec 4); conducting selected continuations and sequels of especially 

prioritized or relevant projects, but without making four-year projects the norm (relates to Rec 6); 

developing an interactive mechanism to harvest and collate project impact,  lessons learned and best 

practices to be shared with practitioners, Governments, researchers, academia (relates to Recs 11, 13);  

producing an annual outreach publication on impact and integrating it into a structured fundraising 

strategy (relates to Recs 15, 16). 

 

 A number of the report’s more unusual recommendations may be based on an overly expansive view of the 

role UNDEF can or should play in the UN system, or an overly optimistic view of the UN’s 

intergovernmental machinery: for example, the suggestion that UNDEF should provide regular briefings to 

the General Assembly and the Security Council; or include in UNDEF’s internal UN advisory group a 

representative of the Human Rights Council, a highly politicized intergovernmental body; or engage the 

UN NGO Committee, a controversial UN headquarters entity largely concerned with accreditation, as a 

forum for discussing political civil society issues. 

 

 Other recommendations disregard the fact that UNDEF, as a Secretariat entity and a Secretary-General’s 

Trust Fund, is obliged to operate within UN policy frameworks, including the Financial Rules and 

Regulations and the Staff Rules and Regulations. For example, a recommendation to outsource parts of 



UNDEF project management to an external civil society organization would be neither administratively 

possible, nor politically desirable, since outsourcing would fail to make use of the universality and 

legitimacy of UNDEF as UN organization. 

 

  The consultants describe their overall approach as “to encourage learning and to foster positive change”, 

and saw their work as “an intervention in and of itself”. While this approach was not in contradiction with 

the Terms of Reference, it resulted in a tendency to judge UNDEF against benchmarks that do not exist 

under UNDEF’s mandate, mission and activities. 

 

 Although the report’s title is Evaluation of the United Nations Democracy Fund, 2006-2016, many perceptions 

are drawn from a snapshot in time covering two months in 2016. Thus, the report does not reflect ongoing 

work such as UNDEF resource mobilization that led to a significant increase in contributions to the Fund in 

2016; critical strengthening of UNDEF staffing; reworking of the UNDEF results framework to reflect more 

qualitative impact and results; a new strategy for evaluating individual projects, focusing on enhancing in-

house knowledge management; and systematizing lessons learned in an interactive web-resource of 

aggregated lessons learned and best practice across all evaluated projects. 

 

 One of overall points UNDEF takes issue with is the notion of a contradiction between supporting civil 

society organizations and supporting projects. UNDEF's mission is based on the conviction that it is 

possible, desirable and necessary to support both; that supporting a project brings support for the 

organization, and vice versa. The report also states that UNDEF is not aware of its impact in the field; 

however, UNDEF’s project officers are highly attuned to the impact of their projects through project visits, 

as well as regular reporting and monitoring from the field, both from beneficiaries and from the UN 

system. UNDEF’s draws on these inputs and lessons as a learning tool and outreach resource in UNDEF’s 

wider work. 

 

 The report makes several references to UNDEF’s low profile, including the institutional placement of 

UNDEF in the UN Office for Partnerships rather than on the "political side of the house". This institutional 

placement of UNDEF was a decision taken by then Secretary-General Kofi A. Annan, not a choice by 

UNDEF. It brings a range of advantages for UNDEF, including relative autonomy from vested political 

interests in the rest of the UN system -- as deemed appropriate for a Secretary-General’s trust fund -- as 

well as co-resourcing and cost-effectiveness. Elsewhere, the report concedes that UNDEF's low profile and 

quiet diplomacy are particularly effective in negotiating projects in challenging environments. 

 

 The report further states that UNDEF avoids making “too much noise”. UNDEF communicates widely 

about most of its projects through newsletters, website, social media, television documentaries, 

presentations in meetings and conferences. However, there are a few aspects of UNDEF’s work where 

making “noise” would be counter-productive and possibly damaging to UNDEF’s efforts and beneficiaries 

in the field. 

 

 Some of the report’s findings and perceptions disregard UNDEF’s financial accountability obligations to 

the UN system and to UNDEF’s donors. For example, the report cites as a negative that UNDEF “has one 

of the most complex and time-consuming systems of audit and control the evaluators have ever seen”. 

However, during the same time as the evaluation was conducted, two institutional reviews of UNDEF 

undertaken by the UN Office of Internal Oversight Services and the UN Board of Auditors noted the 

importance of even more detailed financial oversight and due diligence, while recognizing UNDEF’s 

strong performance in this area. 

 

 The report states that UNDEF's project selection process excludes proposals from the weakest 

organizations. In fact, UNDEF strives at all times to strike a careful balance between supporting local, less 

well-known organizations, and ensuring that those chosen will have the technical capacity to implement 



the project they propose. The report further states that UNDEF should be more flexible in allowing 

beneficiaries to revise the project document and adjust the budget. UNDEF does provide this flexibility to 

beneficiaries, where the context requires it, provided the adjustment is fully justified, documented and 

accounted for. 

 

 The report states that UNDEF’s Advisory Board meetings should be more “substantive” and “do not create 

space for discussions about democracy, civil society or the challenges faced by either”. Again, UNDEF has 

a duty to strike a balance, in the limited time available to Member States on its Board, between the 

oversight duties of the Board and the scope for substantive discussions. Thus, there is indeed at every 

Board meeting a discussion about increasing challenges faced by civil society, UNDEF’s constituency. To 

make the Board meeting a forum for wide-ranging discussions about the state of democracy in the world as 

a whole is neither possible nor appropriate. 
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