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Preface 
 

This publication is the second of its kind from the Department for Economic and a series 

of evaluations examining the impact of UN system support to national efforts to build 

capacity to eradicate poverty as well as some analysis of those lessons. 

These evaluations were conducted by balanced teams of senior and independent 

individuals and took place in Madagascar, Mozambique Nepal the Philippines, Tanzania 

which the General Assembly carries out every three years, of the development work of 

the United Nations system. The evaluations were funded by Finland, France, Sweden and 

the United Kingdom through the Trust Fund for Case Studies of Operational Activities.  

While the immediate audience of the evaluations were delegations to the Economic and 

Social Council and to the General Assembly, their nature and scope and particularly 

following the adoption of the Millennial Development Goals. The evaluations show that 

despite the modest amount of resources available, the UN system’s support is effective in 

a wide range of circumstances in helping societies to reduce poverty and that the potential 

for the system to do much more exists.  

The evaluations were carried out by the Development Cooperation Policy Branch, within 

the Division for ECOSOC Support and Coordination of this Department, which is led by 

Mr. Sarbuland Khan. The impact evaluations were coordinated and managed by Mr. 

Roger Maconick, as was the preparation of this publication. The efforts of Ms. Daphne 

Burns in providing administrative support to the work of the evaluators and the 

preparation of this manuscript is particularly worthy of note and appreciation. 

The views expressed by the authors in this publication are their own and do not 

necessarily reflect those of the United Nations. Reactions of the reader are invited.  

 



************************ 

__________________________ 

1 The first was entitled “Capacity building supported by the United Nations, some evaluations and some 

lessons” ISBN 92-1-104492-8, 1999. It presented the results of the first series of evaluations of the impact 

of UN system support to capacity building. 
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INTRODUCTION by Roger Maconick 
 
This publication deals with the evaluation of the development work carried out by the United 
Nations development system. It describes how and why these evaluations began and touches on 
some of the issues involved in producing them. It contains the executive summaries of each 
evaluation. It also provides a synthesis of their results and independent analysis of their 
contributions to the fields of capacity building and poverty eradication. Finally it makes some 
suggestions as to how such evaluations could be handled in future. 
 
It should enable the reader to grasp not only how, and how well, the UN system is currently 
supporting different societies in their efforts to build their capacity to reduce poverty, but also to 
consider the question of whether there is convergence between the best knowledge and 
awareness within the academic and development communities and the poverty eradication and 
capacity building operations of the UN system. 
 
Backgound  
 
The term "operational activities" covers the four to four and one half billion US dollars spent by 
the UN system for development purposes each year. It excludes expenditures on peace keeping 
and most of those on humanitarian activities. It does represent the annual expenditures of 
UNDP, UNICEF; UNFPA; about one-third of those of WFP, and about five hundred million US 
dollars from the regular budgets of the other UN entities, most notably WH01. 
 
The General Assembly oversees the use of these resources, more closely in the case of UNDP, 
UNICEF, UNFPA and WFP, more loosely for the rest of the UN system. To that end it has been 
carrying out, for more than 20 years, triennial comprehensive policy reviews of these operational 
activities. These reviews are based on, interalia, a report prepared by the Secretary-General 
analyzing the performance of the UN system. The normal outcome of such reviews has been a 
General Assembly resolution, which seeks to give some overall guidance and direction to the UN 
system's operational activities for the next three years.2 
 
Up until 1995, evaluation of the performance of the whole UN development system had not 

                                                 
1 UNDP is the acronym for the United Nations Development Programme, UNICEF for the United Nations Children's 
Fund, UNFPA for the United Nations Fund for Population Activities, WFP for the World Food Programme and WHO for the 
World Health Organisation. 

 
2 The relevant Resolutions include 44/211.47/199,50/120,531192, and 561201. They can be accessed at 
http://www.un.org/documents/resga.htm 



been included in these reviews. Furthermore the evaluations of separate UN entities carried out 
during the preceding years did not address the question of whether the many objectives, which 
they shared as parts of a single system, were being achieved. In 1995, because of this lack of an 
overall perspective on the accountability of operational activities, the Secretary-General 
recommended, and the General Assembly agreed, that evaluation of the impact of operational 
activities should become an input to future reviews.3 

 
Most UN operational activities are carried out under programmes paid for by the main UN 
funding agencies, UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA and WFP and in accordance with priorities 
determined in consultation with the country concerned. Accordingly, for the 1998 review, 
evaluations of the impact of operational activities were carried out in a limited number of 
countries, using extra-budgetary resources mobilized from interested member states. This initial 
set of evaluations was an input into the 1998 triennial review. The evaluations were well 
received and the Assembly requested that more be done for the next triennial policy review in 
2001. This book is based on this second round of evaluations. 
 
The approach for both the 1998 and 2001 evaluations was one of learning lessons so as to 
improve the performance of the UN system in providing support to the efforts of different 
countries and societies. The performance of the governments concerned was not at all the subject 
of the enquiry. 
 
Substantive Focus 
 
UN operational activities are diverse by their nature. They represent the efforts of some 30 
different entities within the UN system, which address development issues from different 
technical viewpoints and with different mandates and sets of experiences, to respond to the 
diverse needs of developing countries. It is to be expected therefore that the solutions UN entities 
such as the International Telecommunications Union or the World Intellectual Property 
Organisation offer on development issues may in some instances differ from those of the 
International Labour Office or the World Food Programme. 
 
In order to address the impact of the UN development system, it was necessary to choose topics 
that were common to most, if not all, of the system. The choice was to focus on crosscutting 
themes in order to generate observations, which were pertinent to as much of the UN system as 
possible. It was also clear that a pilot exercise, with modest extra budgetary resources, ought to 
begin to look at impact at the level of individual countries and at a relatively small sample. For 
the 1998 review the topic was capacity building. For the 2001 review, to which the evaluations in 
this publication were an input, it was narrowed to capacity building for poverty eradication. 
 
Both capacity building and poverty eradication were chosen as concepts of common concern to 
most parts of the system. There were however other reasons for choosing them. Both, as for 
many "cross cutting issues", are protean in nature. Both have evolved over the previous three 
decades and the UN system has had a role, both in how they evolved and in drawing them to a 
more prominent attention by the world community. Greater clarity as to what they mean in 
                                                 
3 Resolution 50/120, para 56 



operational terms, would be a benefit to those within the UN system and member states involved 
in programmes in support of these goals. 
 
Capacity building 
 
Capacity building, in its earliest form, meant training of individuals. By the 1970's, at least for its 
proponents in the United Nations, and some bilateral donors, it also meant, for newly decolonised states, 
the establishment of basic technical and scientific institutions or for others the strengthening and updating 
of such organisations. Civil aviation, industrial standards, geological survey, meteorological, nutrition, 
soils and telecommunications organisations were established with the support of the UN development 
system by the 1970's in many recipient countries. Much of that support was initially successful. 
Institutions were created or strengthened and some functioned well. Yet success was not always durable. 
 
The reasons for the ills that afflict organizations and institutions in recipient countries are 
complex.4 One is that capacity is a moving target, so capacity created at a point in time cannot be 
assumed to remain relevant, unless the institutions, organisations and individuals concerned 
evolve and progress. Modernizing societies are by definition in a process of continuous 
transformation and so many of their institutions and organizations have to change and do so 
continuously. 
 
The concept of capacity building used by the UN system had to move beyond the initial notions 
of human resource development and institution building, since it was necessary to see the 
institutional changes in a national context and at a macro level. So it includes the capacity of the 
institutions of a country to manage policy and programme formulation, budgeting and financial 
management, development planning, implementation, coordination and performance monitoring 
and evaluation of development operations. Legal and political functioning of the country was 
relevant, including its state of governance. Individual institutions were not seen as independent 
and isolated actors any longer but part of larger systems or networks. The more dynamic changes 
in the external environment in which institutions operate, the greater the challenges that existing 
organizations and institutions faced.5 
 
It was no longer enough for the United Nations system to help to create or strengthen an 
                                                 
4 "Thus the administrative heritage of a country, the state of the economy or the general level of social capital could 
have a profound effect on the progress of capacity building. Many organizations in the public sector, for example, 
had never achieved any sense of legitimacy given their colonial origins. A sense of instability and fragility 
permeated much of the public sector. Capacity building frequently took place in an atmosphere of political struggle 
with protagonists trying to control the very organizations such as the courts or certain line agencies that international 
funding organizations were trying to assist. External interventions had to be much more attuned to the constraints 
and opportunities presented by the broader context." 
See "Some observations and lessons on capacity building" by Peter Morgan in "Capacity-Building supported by the 

United Nations - Some evaluations and some lessons", edited by Maconick, R. and Morgan. P. United Nations, New 
York, USA 1999, p17. It can be accessed at http://www.un.org/esa/coordination/Chpt3.PDF. 
 
5 The implications of this dynamic, both for private firms and public organizations, can be summed up in the maxim 
"The rate of learning within an organization needs to be equal to or greater than the rate of change in the 
environment" see Revans, R, "Action Learning: New Techniques for Management", Blond and Briggs, London, UK, 
1980 



organization or groups of organizations. Those institutions needed to be capable of learning and 
changing to transform themselves as necessary in response to changing situations and 
requirements.6 Successful United Nations system support therefore meant helping recipient 
countries to invent, develop and maintain institutions and organizations, which are capable of 
learning and bringing about their own continuing transformation, so that they could playa 
dynamic role in supporting national development processes. 
 
The new demands upon modem states' institutions and organizations entailed new expectations 
of the individuals working with and for them7 and therefore of the activities supported by the 
United Nations system. Any consideration of the impact of UN system support has therefore to 
take into account the evolution of capacity building to include not only the capacity of 
organizations, groups and individuals, but also the relationship between different organizations, 
groups and individuals as well as the environment in which they all perform. 
 
Poverty Eradication 
 
Similarly the idea of what poverty was, and what it meant to eradicate it, changed. The UN 
development system also had a role in that evolution. Success in development was originally 
seen in terms of increases in GNP per capita without regard to its distribution or whether people 
were capable of accessing relevant opportunities and social services. A major contribution was 
made by UNDP, building on earlier work within the system, particularly by the ILO and 
UNICEF, in introducing in 1990 the concept of human development, which gave weight to real 
income, life expectancy, years of schooling. The latter two indicators were proxies for access to 
capacities and services within society designed to increase the capabilities and opportunities of 
the peoples concerned. This wider concept of human welfare has now entered into at1Y 
consideration of poverty eradication issues. 
Consideration of the larger impact of operational activities, and the contribution the UN 
development system made in bringing these interpretations of what capacity building and 
poverty eradication meant to the center of the international debate on development issues, was 
not possible within the framework of these evaluations, which were necessarily limited to work 
in the countries concerned. 
 
Some operational considerations 
 
                                                 
6 "A social system learns whenever it acquires new capacity for behaviour, and learning may take the form of 
undirected interaction between systems... [G]overnment as a learning system carries with it the idea of public 
learning, a special way of acquiring new capacity for behaviour in which government learns for the society as a 
whole. In public learning, government undertakes a continuing, directed inquiry into the nature, causes and 
resolution of our problems. 
The need for public learning carries with it the need for a second kind of learning. If government is to learn to solve 
new public problems, it must also learn to create the systems for doing so and discard the structure and mechanisms 
grown up around old problems." Beyond the Stable State, Donald Schon, Harmondsworth: Penguin. 1973: p.109. 
7 Examples include all the new capacities required of a country that wishes to access the WTO, particularly the 
infrastructure needed to ensure that exports meet international standards. Similarly new problems like AIDS require 
new capacities as does new technology, particularly ICT. Last but not least, there are the capacities implicit in 
accepting the need to achieve the goals included in the Millennial Declaration. 



The evolution of both issues had consequences for how the evaluations were to be carried out. 
As one input to the Triennial Policy Review this whole exercise was part of an attempt to 
provide greater technical analysis and rigour for the debates of the Economic and Social Council 
and the General Assembly. In any political body there may be a changeable diversity of views as 
to what is good and what is better performance. Objective and generally agreed measures of the 
overall performance of any UN system operational activities were not available. Different 
individual (or groups of) member states may have divergent views on such issues. Presenting any 
qualitative assessments about the performance of a set of UN supported activities to such a body 
had to recognize from the outset that there were many areas and topics for which there was no 
consensus as to the relevant standards. Balanced and careful consideration and presentation of 
the analysis was necessary, for member states of the UN to find that it resonated with them and 
permitted them to make progress in their discussions on these issues and the guidance which they 
ultimately provided to the UN system. 
 
This was particularly applicable to capacity building. There were no generally agreed standards 
as to what should be expected of newly created or strengthened national capacity or of institution 
or organisation building. Much of what capacity building strives to achieve cannot be easily 
measured.8 However it can often be observed and judged by competent qualified observers. 
There is much scope therefore for the development community and particularly those UN 
agencies active in capacity building to elaborate just what are reasonable expectations of 
capacity building efforts. However it can often be observed and judged by competent qualified 
observers. 

 
For poverty eradication, some targets and indicators do exist but they are macro 

indicators. For example the Roadmap to the Implementation of the Millennial Declaration gives 
as the first goal "Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger". It associates the following target with 
that goal; "halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less than 
one dollar a day". For this target the indicators are i.) Proportion of population below $1 per day; 
ii) Poverty gap ratio (incidence x depth of poverty); iii.) Share of poorest quintile in national 
consumption.9 These are aggregate goals and indicators, which may provide an overall 
framework, but would not normally serve as immediate objectives of many UN system 
operational activities. 
 
There is a more fundamental problem. The elaboration of goals, targets and indicators is a step in 
the right direction. It should be possible now to begin to observe and, where feasible, measure 
progress against those targets and indicators. However they do not define policies. They do not 
say how good policies are to be arrived at, or implemented, or how the capability needed both to 
                                                 
8 "The first step is to measure whatever can be easily measured. This is okay as far as it goes. the second step 
is to disregard that which can't be measured or give it an arbitrary quantitative value. This is artificial and 
misleading. The third step is to presume that what can't be measured easily really isn't very important. This is 
blindness. The fourth step is to say that what can't be easily measured really doesn't exist. This is suicide." Daniel 
Yankelovich as quoted by Adam Smith (pseudonym for G.J.W. Goodman), Supermoney (New York: Random 
House, 1972), p.286. 
 
9 See Road map to the implementation of the United Nations Millennial Declaration, Report of the Secretary 
General, A/56/326, Annex. 



formulate and implement those policies is created or maintained or helped to evolve. There are 
few if any hard measures for this. Yet creating these policies and the capacities is often the real 
task facing many member states and the UN entities, which are trying to help them. 
 
One way to begin to deal with this is to borrow from Amartya Sen. He has observed when 
talking about human development, that there is a multiplicity of goals, which are not absolutes 
and need to be the subject of active and informed discussion10, and that using utilitarianism is 
inappropriate for assessing development. on the grounds that it reduces every activity to analysis 
in terms of a single measure.11 This seemed relevant as an approach to evaluating the 
effectiveness of UN system operational activities. It meant that well-informed and wise 
observers could contribute to the debate and might in the process. by asking the right strategic 
questions and offering sober judgments. promote greater clarity about UN system performance. 
 
Appropriate expectations 
 
This is however not a straightforward task. The principal comparators often used when questions 
are raised about the effectiveness of UN operational activities are the performances of the aid 
programmes of the BWI's. bilateral donors and international NGO's. This comparison is not 
necessarily appropriate. The UN system operates at a variety of levels that are particular to it and 
both series of impact evaluations have demonstrated that much of what the UN development 
system does. goes beyond what is normally described as "aid". 
 
1. It acts as a convener providing a forum nationally. regionally and globally for different parties 
to meet. explore issues of concern to those parties and resolve conflicting viewpoints. 
2. It helps the world community to set generally agreed norms on major issues of common 
concern via global conferences and then helps member states in determining what they should do 
when it comes to implementing their commitment to those agreed norms. In so doing, it draws on 
the expertise and any wisdom contained within its different entities. 
3. It acts nationally, regionally and globally as an advocate for globally agreed goals. 
4. In its operational role, it supports project and programmes in different countries and regions. 
5. Some would argue that it has a separate role in monitoring and evaluating, as neutrally and 
objectively as possible, progress on issues of global and or regional concern. 
 
This combination and multiplicity of roles is unique to the UN system. Yet there remains a lack 
of broadly accepted standards for what can be expected as an outcome when member states and 
                                                 
10 "What does Human development accounting do? ------ It brings to the exercise of development evaluation an 
inescapably pluralist conception of progress------ The framework must be cogent and coherent, but must not try 
to overlook the pluralities that are crucially involved in the diverse nature of deprivations in a misguided search for 
some one measure of success and failure, some single clue to all the disparate concerns." Amartya Sen, Keynote 
Speech, "A decade of Human Development", First Global Forum on Human Development, 29-31 July United 
Nations New York, p3. 
11 "The domain of social valuation cannot be taken over by some kind of allegedly value-neutral engineering 
solution. It is important that people explicitly and critically evaluate what we want and engage in arguing for or 
against -any set of proposed weights. What weights may emerge is ultimately a matter for social choice, not to be 
taken over by some kind ofa mechanical reading of an apparent "truth". Central to this exercise is enlightened public 
discussion". Amartya Sen, op cit. 



the UN system work together in any of these ways. This should not be taken as an argument that 
the UN system is either beyond evaluation or that it should be judged any less rigorously than 
any other actor in the international arena, rather the reverse! It just asserts that the system's 
responsibilities and work are particular to it and should be monitored and evaluated "sui generis". 
It further implies there is work to be done by many UN entities in suggesting and elaborating in 
their fields of technical competence, transparent, qualitative (wherever possible quantitative) 
measures by which their own and the UN system's work, should be assessed. 
 
"Sustainability" 
 
The UN development system tries to support the efforts of societies to change themselves in 
directions, which they and the global community consider desirable. So what evaluators have to 
look for is what the UN system has helped to set in motion, i.e. the dynamics of the situation. 
Some of these changes may vary over time and at different times be positive, neutral or negative. 
The net effect is what needs to be looked at. 
 
A concern for the path along which societies are moving also means that a standard question in 
the aid evaluation literature, "sustainablity" may need some rethinking. What is wanted in 
development are positive changes, which are sustained. Perhaps what should be looked for in 
assessing aid effectiveness are "positive perturbations"; actions that set things in motion, which 
are, on balance, of continuing benefit to the society concerned. In this scenario, a good evaluator 
has to ascertain not only the current state of affairs but also assess where events are going. In 
most cases this will be difficult, if not impossible, to measure. However, the evaluator can 
observe and make judgments about both the actual and the potential ways in which the UN 
system has contributed to a country's thinking about how it should achieve its goals and how 
global norms should be operationalized, and how well the approaches used took due account of 
local/national circumstances. 
 
Starting point of the evaluations  
 
In view of the visibility of the UN system and the nature and scope of the issues on which it 
works, there was an obligation to make some qualitative statements, however weak their rig our, 
about the effectiveness and impact of the totality of the UN system's efforts. Individual entities of 
the UN system already looked at their own effectiveness. There was a need to say something 
about the whole system. What was lacking was how it all worked as an ensemble, serving the 
interests of all member states. 
 
The absence of benchmarks, and, indicators, and even the most basic data about the performance 
of the whole system in tackling both capacity building and poverty eradication were very 
apparent. Two strategies were possible. One was to look at the components of programmes or 
projects, use econometric and sociometric analysis to reduce as much of these complex systems 
to measurement or estimation, and calculate how the country has benefited; and then consider the 
counterfactual, how it would have been without this intervention of the UN system. Once done, 
what is left is an incomplete and therefore unsatisfactory judgment on whether impact has been 
achieved and what it was. 



 
There were also the pitfalls pointed out by Sen. The better question seemed to be what processes 
have been set in motion and what do they portend? Therefore an attempt had to be made to make 
some judgment, however crude and simple, about the performance of the whole and that 
demanded a different point of departure and "technique". 
 

The approach used draws, in simple-minded fashion, on the literature concerning the 
"reflective practitioner".12 This deals with the process of getting professionals in various fields to 
make explicit the implicit judgments that inform their work in fields such as engineering, 
architecture, management, psychotherapy, and town planning--to show how professionals really 
go about solving problems. The borrowing went along two lines; first, the use of professionals to 
convert implicit judgments into explicit ones as a means of assessing protean, evolving concepts 
such as capacity building or poverty eradication; second the focus on the need for organisations 
to learn and to learn how to change.13 
 
Consistent with this line of argument is the hypothesis that assessing development performance 
successfully, involves qualitative at least as much as quantitative judgment. Senior professionals, 
who have experience with or who have used the outputs of programmes devoted to capacity 
building and or poverty eradication, are the least unsatisfactory means of appreciating the 
performance of the UN development systems' support to national efforts. Furthermore this is 
consistent with a role traditionally played by the UN development system, namely the repository 
of the best knowledge and wisdom about development.14 
Recalling that these evaluations were destined for a political arena, each evaluation mission 
contained a senior consultant from the "south" and one from the "north".15 An attempt was 
made, far from successfully in the first series, less so for the second series, to achieve gender 
balance. Particular efforts were made to involve the governments and societies concerned, with 
mixed success. In all instances, the UN teams in the countries concerned were asked to use 
national resources to prepare reports designed to gather as much of the relevant data as possible 
and usually they did so. Governments were urged via the country teams to undertake this kind of 
exercise on their own (or with UN system support if they desired it). 
 
                                                 
12 The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, Donald A. A. Schon: Basic Books, 1990 
13 "The loss of the stable state means that our society and all of its institutions are in continuous processes of transformation. We 
cannot expect new stable states that will endure for our own lifetimes. We must learn to understand, guide, influence and manage 
these transformations. We must make the capacity for undertaking them integral to ourselves and to our institutions. We must, in 
other words, become adept at learning. We must become able not only to transform our institutions, in response to changing 
situations and requirements; we must invent and develop institutions which are 'learning systems', that is to say, systems capable 
of bringing about their own continuing transformation. The task, which the loss of the stable state makes imperative, for the 
person, for our institutions, for our society as a whole, is to learn about learning. What is the nature of the process by which 
organizations, institutions and societies transform themselves? What are the characteristics of effective learning systems? What 
are the forms and limits of knowledge that can operate within processes of social learning? What demands are made on a person 
who engages in this kind of learning?" Donald A. Schon (1973) Beyond the Stable State, Harmondsworth: Penguin. Pages 28-9 
14 These impact evaluations express some reservations about how well the institutional memory of the UN development system 
works at the level of individual countries but that does not invalidate the concept. It may indicate that the UN system could 
improve how this capacity is used. The Secretary General has been asked to make suggestions in this regard, see Resolution 
56/201 para 56. 
15 i.e. developing countries and donor countries 



Evaluations were completed in Madagascar, Mozambique Nepal, the Philippines, Tanzania and 
Vietnam. Because of the limitations of space, what was presented to the General Assembly was a 
summary of the essential findings, which were as follows. 
 
1. "The United Nations system operational activities, with the right policy mix, can play an 
important and significant role in poverty reduction and the system's support to capacity-building 
has been an important element in that process; 
 
2. The resources available, either internally or externally, for poverty reduction are still 
inadequate. A minimum level of resources is required to ensure success in capacity building for 
poverty eradication. When this condition is met, the gains that can be obtained nationally, 
regionally and globally, by using increased resources in genuine poverty reduction should be 
considerable. 
 
3.  There is a close relationship between capacity-building and national ownership of operational 
activities for development, both at the conceptual/planning and implementation stages. It is 
essential to ensure the appropriate involvement of national organizations, including local 
beneficiaries and government authorities, in planning and implementing operational activities, as 
well as in evaluating their effectiveness, since only then can a significant impact be expected. 
 
4. The recent General Assembly legislation prompted system-wide guidelines on capacity 
building as a central objective of operational activities for development for the entire United 
Nations system. Yet, the impact evaluation studies conducted by United Nations suggest that 
capacity building is still seen as an area reserved to UNDP. 
 
5. The United Nations system has helped in the conceptual evolution of capacity building from 
human resource development to institution-building and organizational development. ILO, 
UNDP and UNICEF have all contributed to change the concept of poverty so that it now 
includes the dimensions of human capabilities and participation. Nevertheless, the relation 
between poverty eradication and the capacity building to address it is an area that still requires 
further progress, in order to develop a coherent system-wide approach. 
 
6. The impact evaluations also showed that the pursuit of poverty eradication as a central goal for 
the system could be linked, in a more structural way, to the development role played by each 
system organization. The lack of a clear link leaves a certain lack of clarity regarding the way to 
tackle poverty eradication through specific strategies, the consistency of approaches and the 
appropriateness of means and skills made available by each organization. The pursuit of poverty 
eradication needs to be conceived, not as a remedial or compensatory initiative, but as the 
outcome of policies and programmes that promote inclusive economic growth and overall social 
development.”16 
 

                                                 
16 Operational activities of the United Nations for international development cooperation, Triennial Comprehensive 
Policy Review of Operational Activities of the United Nations System for Development, Report of the Secretary-
General,A/56/320, para 53, p 14. 



Follow-up 
 
The evaluations had more to say than this and a symposium was planned for October 2001 to 
coincide with the triennial policy review by the General Assembly. The intention was to provide 
a detailed synthesis of the evaluations, the lessons that had been learned and some suggestions 
for the future directions of operational activities in these two areas so as to contribute to the 
debate. Interested delegates, officials of the countries involved in the evaluations, interested 
academics and practitioners were to be invited. It was planned then to publish the contributions 
to, and the results of, the symposium and circulate them within the UN system and the 
development community. Events in New York in September 2001 led to a cancellation of the 
symposium. 
 
Contents: Part 1:- syntheses and analysis 
 
Absent the important contribution that a discussion of the evaluation results and lessons would 
have provided, some of the lessons of the evaluations are elaborated and analysed in the chapters 
that follow. The first two deal with the issue of capacity building. There is a summary and 
synthesis of the capacity building lessons emerging from the evaluations written by Peter 
Morgan, who was one of the evaluators. This is followed by a paper by Mary Hilderbrand 
analyzing the evaluations and the synthesis from the point of an academic practitioner in the area 
of governance. The next two chapters then deal with the issue of poverty; a summary and 
synthesis of the poverty eradication lessons emerging from the evaluations written by Dharam 
Ghai, who was one of the evaluators, followed by a paper by Eugene Smolensky analyzing the 
evaluations and the synthesis, from the point of an academic practitioner in the area of poverty 
research and policy. 
 
The purpose of the summaries is to make available the overall lessons that could be learned or 
inferred about each of the cross cutting issues. The two academic papers are designed to address 
the issue of the relevance of these lessons to best practices in each field. The overall intent was to 
provide an analysis of, and counterpoint to, the summaries and to demonstrate the relationship 
between what the UN system is doing and best practices and thinking elsewhere. 
 
Among the major observations they make are that "the world community has never been so 
unanimous in regarding the eradication of absolute poverty as the most important moral, social 
and economic challenge of our times. But the gap between official rhetoric and concrete 
measures has seldom been so stark." (Ghai) Also that "significant poverty reduction is a feasible 
goal. The strategy for achieving that goal is rooted more in common sense than econometrics: 
economic growth tempered by a minimally disruptive redistribution of resources to the poor" 
(Smolensky). Hence the suggestion for the UN system to incorporate income maintenance into 
its capacity building activities and for it to base its priorities for capacity building on selected 
(and also prioritized) strategies of poverty alleviation, and on a careful assessment of the existing 
capacity situation in the country. 
 
They also note that "approaches to the M&E of capacity issues derive from implicit mental 
models of organizational development and change, some of which in the UN system are out-of-



date to deal with complex institutional issues so that the growing concern with performance 
measurement both in the UN system and in the wider international development community, 
while useful in principle, is having a range of ill effects that were combining to lower its value as 
a tool for improvement.---------So, M&E needs to be more decision-oriented and utilization-
focused."(Morgan) 
 
Part 2: The Evaluations 
 
The executive summaries of the six evaluations make up chapters 6-12 below. Those who wish 
to examine the complete texts of these reports can access them on line at 
http://www.un.org/csa/coordinationlfullreport.htm. 
 
Part 3: Afterwords  
 
The publication then concludes with two afterwords, one by Haven North and another by Jehan 
Raheem. Each is a contribution to how such evaluations should be conducted in the future  
 
North explores the issue of appropriate follow up and suggests the UN Secretariat and General 
Assembly should consider creating a fuller UN system-wide capacity for the evaluation of UN-
wide policies and operations associated with its development assistance work. Raheem asks" 
what measures matter most' to those for whom it should matter. And suggests that "evaluation 
must teach itself to become a development tool" and "help to contribute to an understanding of 
how societies and countries come to see things in new ways, make the choices necessary for the 
realization of these new ends and allocate resources to ensure their continued maintenance under 
a range of new pressures." 
 
The General Assembly has now asked for an assessment of the overall effectiveness of 
operational activities, a task more ambitious and comprehensive than that reported on here. 
Comments, prospective or retrospective, on any aspect of this attempt to analyse the contribution 
of the UN system to development and to learn from it, would be welcome. They can be sent 
electronically to maconick@un.org or. by mail to Roger Maconick DC-I 1456 DESA/UN, 1 UN 
Plaza, New York, 10017. 
 
 

http://www.un.org/csa/coordinationlfullreport.htm
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