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Summary 

 

As part of the effort to improve and strengthen learning from evaluations, the 

Independent Evaluation Office (IEO) undertook a meta-analysis of evaluations 

managed by the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 

Women (UN Women) in 2014.  

 

This meta-analysis constitutes the second synthesis of UN Women-

commissioned evaluations since the adoption of the current Strategic Plan (2014-2017).  

 

To enhance utilization, annual meta-analyses alternate between a focus on 

accountability and learning. As last year's focus was on accountability, this year the 

focus is on learning.  

 

The analysis considered the evaluation insights based on selected United 

Nations Evaluation Group (UNEG) evaluation criteria of (a) relevance; (b) 

effectiveness; (c) efficiency; and (d) sustainability.  
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I.  Background and purpose 

1. Since the coming into effect of the Evaluation Policy in 2013, UN Women has 

made an increasing effort to strengthen its evaluation function as a key accountability and 

learning tool to enhance progress towards gender equality and women’s empowerment.  

2. In the current Corporate Evaluation Plan (2014-2017), annual meta-analyses are 

scheduled to ensure that the body of evidence produced by evaluations, including those 

managed by field offices, can be synthesized and inform corporate-level policies and 

strategies. To serve the dual purpose of accountability and learning, annual meta-analyses 

alternate between a focus on accountability and learning. As last year's focus was on 

accountability, this year the focus is on learning. 

3. This meta-analysis is based on evaluation reports from 2014 that were submitted to 

UN Women’s Global Evaluation Reports Assessment and Analysis System (GERAAS)1. 

GERAAS has two main components: meta-evaluation2 and meta-analysis. Whereas the 

meta-evaluation provides an assessment of the quality of evaluation reports according to 

UNEG evaluation standards (reported within the Annual Report of the Evaluation Function 

presented every year at the Annual Session of the Executive Board), the meta-analysis 

synthesizes the key findings, conclusions and recommendations of evaluation reports that 

meet UNEG quality standards.  

4. The intended primary users of the meta-analysis are the UN Women Executive 

Board and management, as well as staff at headquarters, regional and country levels. The 

intended uses of the meta-analysis are to inform UN Women strategies, programmes and 

operational systems. 

II.  Methodology 

5. Evidence from the totality of 2014 evaluation reports that met UNEG quality 

standards (a total of 21 evaluation reports) from across UN Women regions and 

Headquarters was included in the analysis, covering 51 countries (some reports were multi-

country, regional or corporate). Additional evidence was drawn from GERAAS 2013, 

which included 23 evaluation reports.  

6. The approach taken is that of realist synthesis: distilling all relevant existing 

evidence in order to draw out relevant programmatic and operational evidence. Since the 

included reports met UNEG evaluation quality standards, all clearly stated findings, 

conclusions and recommendations, and lessons presented in the evaluation reports have 

been analysed through three progressive rounds of text analysis using thematic coding.  

7. This process resulted in 1135 coded pieces of evidence (an average of 283 per 

criterion) and 144 unique lessons learned. These ‘clusters’ of evidence were reviewed and 

synthesized into 17 major insights, presented by UNEG evaluation criteria of relevance, 

effectiveness, efficiency and sustainability. Five conclusions were derived from these 

insights. 

III.  Limitations 

8. The qualitative synthesis process applied a structured analysis. Nevertheless, the 

process, by its nature, requires judgements to be made on: 1) how to interpret findings and 

                                                 
1 For additional information on GERAAS, visit http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/evaluation/decentralized-

evaluations  
2 The 2014 meta-evaluation is available at https://gate.unwomen.org/Evaluation/Details?EvaluationId=6024  

http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/evaluation/decentralized-evaluations
http://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/evaluation/decentralized-evaluations
https://gate.unwomen.org/Evaluation/Details?EvaluationId=6024
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lessons, and their implications; and 2) what combinations of findings and lessons from 

different reports represent a reliable pattern. 

9. In recognition of these judgements, the report attempts to identify those lessons 

emerging most strongly about what works and does not work without necessarily analysing 

specific issues in great depth.  

 

IV.  Major insights 

A. Relevance  

Insight 1: Focus on macro level, while building links between micro, meso and macro 

levels  

10. While normative and macrolevel work enhance UN Women’s impact, microlevel 

work is often necessary to gain the credibility that is associated with tangible results in 

different contexts. UN Women’s operational work can thus make the greatest contribution 

where it identifies context-specific structural barriers to gender equality, draws linkages 

between work at the micro, meso and macro levels, and supports stakeholders to collectively 

address those barriers at normative and policy level. 

Insight 2: Focus the strategic scope of interventions and partnership, while 

conceptualizing them within a holistic understanding of the context  

11. Multidisciplinary and integrated programme designs that facilitate active linkages 

between different thematic areas have emerged as good practice in ensuring relevance. 

Regional approaches can enhance this even further by also facilitating cross-country 

linkages and learning.  

12. While holistic programme design is considered a good practice, UN Women’s work 

has been particularly effective where it has taken a highly disciplined approach to focusing 

the strategic scope of interventions and partnership (within a holistic understanding of the 

context). 

 

B. Effectiveness 

Insight 3: Achieving gender equality requires long-term investments and flexible 

programming  

13. The long-term process of women’s empowerment and shifting attitudes at the 

societal level is a principal determinant of programming effectiveness. Short-duration 

interventions are associated with significant challenges to programme effectiveness and 

sustainability, in addition to practical challenges with delays to fund disbursement and 

implementation. By contrast, initiatives are most likely to succeed where there is long-term 

vision, continuous investment in capacity development, and plans and budgets developed 

with extended time horizons. 

14. Resourcing and work planning need a longer time-horizon if many of the envisaged 

outcomes are to be realized within the lifetime of interventions. Nonetheless, long-term 

programme planning, particularly in complex environments, requires frequent adaptation 

to align with ever-changing priorities to ensure interventions remain relevant to the 

evolving programme context.  
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15. The combination of UN Women’s normative legitimacy and pragmatic flexibility 

in working with partners has emerged as a significant comparative advantage. 

UN Women’s normative mandate provides it with the influence needed to convene, 

coordinate and advocate stakeholders around operational objectives. Since grounding 

programmes in local needs is critical to achieving relevance and effectiveness, this 

flexibility allows for national and subnational adaptation of global and regional strategies. 

It also enables strategic capacity development through the provision of continuous support 

over multiple programming cycles.  

16. The potential downsides of flexibility (such as fragmented programmes) have best 

been overcome through: 1) establishing strong theories of change, 2) grounding 

interventions clearly in women’s rights, and 3) organizing effective mechanisms for multi-

stakeholder dialogue between stakeholders. 

Insight 4: Risk- and resilience-based programming minimize negative unintended 

outcomes  

17. Evaluations highlighted that fragile and less egalitarian contexts carry particularly 

high levels of political and sociocultural risks. Adhering to the principle of “Do No Harm” 

requires interventions that are designed on the basis of risk and resilience approaches that 

take into consideration: a detailed understanding of intra- and inter- group dynamics; a 

comprehensive risk analysis; the inclusion of specific protection and monitoring mechanisms 

for vulnerable groups of people; maximizing inclusion and dialogue between groups; and 

mechanisms that aim to enhance women’s individual and collective resilience. 

Insight 5: Enhancing the visibility of women’s voice increases the political will 

supporting programmes      

18. Strategic communications capabilities – including the use of social media – increase 

the visibility of women’s voice and political will behind thematic issues. More importantly, 

it can draw attention to sensitive issues by amplifying the voices of marginalized groups – 

an ability that aligns with UN Women’s other comparative advantages around 

institutionalizing spaces for multi-stakeholder dialogue (see insight 14).  

19. Another complementary strategy to increase political will is to facilitate exposure and 

participation of key stakeholders to international forums and global programmes, including 

through south-south cooperation. 

Insight 6: Reducing reliance on short term contracts for staff will enhance 

UN Women’s capability to deliver high-quality technical support    

20. One comparative advantage of UN Women in country-level operations and 

coordination is its substantive technical knowledge on gender, especially given 

UN Women’s financial constraints. While having skilled, knowledgeable, passionate and 

committed staff members is an organizational asset for UN Women's capability to deliver 

relevant and high-quality technical advice and assistance, reducing the reliance on short term 

human resources solutions will enhance the effectiveness of this capability. 

Insight 7: Include explicit strategies to engage men as champions of women’s 

empowerment 

21. Social norms that hamper women’s empowerment and gender equality are best 

addressed through creating collective social responses based on community-owned and led 

initiatives. Such community cohesion has been more effectively achieved where 
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programmes have opened up to men, both allowing them to participate as beneficiaries of 

services as well as engaging them as champions of women’s empowerment. 

C. Efficiency 

Insight 8: Making the time available to get details right at the planning phase pays 

dividends later 

22. Time spent planning programme details at the outset of interventions – such as the 

synchronization (timing) of different activities, and explicitly addressing capacity gaps in 

national gender machinery, among others - have paid dividends in terms of improved 

implementation.  

23. Being realistic about expected results, financial disbursement mechanisms and 

implementation scheduling is key to preventing implementation delays. The most frequently 

cited factors that inhibit efficiency included under-estimating multitudes of challenges – 

cultural, political, financial, capacity etc.; setting of unrealistic programme objectives 

relative to the level of funding available; and short lifespan of interventions.  

24. These factors reportedly led to reprogramming, no-cost extension requests, return of 

unspent funds to donors and reduced the quality of some outputs as there was insufficient 

time to carry out the activities which had been designed for a longer period of time. In line 

with this, multi-year funding arrangements were cited as one facilitating factor to ensure 

achievement of a more sustained and empirically demonstrable impact.  

Insight 9: Having a strong theory of change is central to ensuring a common shared 

vision and effective implementation   

25. When interventions do not establish a clear theory of change and performance 

monitoring system because of cost, time or other resources constraints, a much higher price 

is paid later on in terms of ineffective implementation, missed opportunities to adjust 

programme implementation or identifying chances to leverage opportunities. The absence of 

a clear theory of change led to programmes that were either very ambitious or unclear in 

terms of what they sought to achieve and how.  

26. Another useful lesson arising is that even when there is a coherent corporate theory 

of change, it is essential to develop country-level versions to ensure that the intended results 

are relevant in that specific context. Developing explicit country-level theories of change 

(even as part of regional or global programmes) helps to ensure that different levels of 

expected results (outputs, outcomes, impacts) are logically and strategically aligned. 

 

Insight 10: Keep fund management arrangements as simple as possible while ensuring 

accountability  

27. The simplest possible arrangements for managing funds and approving 

disbursements should be adopted by programmes in order to avoid delays and ensure a high 

implementation rate. Arrangements for managing and approving disbursements should be as 

decentralized as possible. Every additional approval requirement appears to have a 

disproportionate effect on delays experienced in fund utilization.  

28. Applying higher standards of accounting also leads to delays in funding and raises 

the bar for organizations seeking to access UN Women grants (many of whom are 

community-based). Decentralization of authority – combined with an efficient knowledge 

management link to Headquarters – appears to be one approach to mitigating this. However, 
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the greatest efficiency has been achieved where UN Women fund management has been 

combined with deliberate efforts to assess and strengthen the capacity of partner and 

government systems. 

29. The pace of implementation and the effectiveness of joint programmes vary 

considerably across evaluated programmes. A common theme, however, is that programmes 

that require complex pass-through funding arrangements or extended chains of approvals for 

disbursements experience greater delays in implementation.  

Insight 11: Knowledge management offers the greatest value when it is mainstreamed 

across thematic boundaries  

30. Knowledge management has been found to best support results when it works across 

thematic boundaries, both within and beyond UN Women. Particular success has been found 

with specialized studies that help to understand and ‘unpack’ the underlying causes of 

disempowerment and inequality. Successful examples include: the Progress of the World’s 

Women Report, viewed as a seminal contribution to the rights-based approach to women's 

economic empowerment; the Evidence and Data for Gender Equality (EDGE) statistics, 

considered by United Nations Statistical Development (UNSD) as a major contribution and 

driving force behind moves to consolidate and unify gender statistics; and country-level time-

use surveys and engendering modules of demographic and labour-force surveys.  

31. Supporting the generation of, and access to, gender-responsive statistics – at the 

national, regional and global level – is already helping UN Women to influence public 

policies and plans. Effective programme design is associated with knowledge generation 

around the local and regional sociopolitical contexts. 

Insight 12: Joint Programmes are promising in the long-term, but they do not 

automatically lead to “quick wins” 

32. UN Women’s combination of coordination, normative and operational mandates 

enables it to leverage joint programmes to create new forms of cooperation. While joint 

programmes have emerged as a long-term investment, and can potentially realize both 

economies of scale and help establish important alliances, they do not appear to automatically 

lead to ‘quick wins’. Joint Programmes appear to be most effective when they: 1) are 

designed together from the ‘ground-up’, 2) fully integrate both management and funding into 

joint mechanisms, 3) promote horizontal accountability between partners, and 4) align with 

government systems and promote national ownership. 

D. Sustainability 

Insight 13: National ownership is key to sustainable policy implementation 

33. Securing political support at the highest level of government has been found to not 

only help foster national and subnational ownership of the gender equality agenda, but also 

to act as an important attractor for other strategic partners. Nurturing national ownership has 

worked best in terms of enabling policy implementation when: 

a) The awareness and capacity of responsible state parties is strongest, particularly when 

there are respected gender advocates with capacity inside national institutions 

b) Interventions are anchored in existing national laws and priorities, and international 

commitments 

c) The prominence of the Ministry of Gender enables ministry-to-ministry advocacy 

d) Capacity of parliamentarians is combined with cross-party coordination of the 

women’s caucus on strategic issues and 
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e) UN Women aligns to national systems while preserving its independence, integrity, 

universality and diverse relationships with civil society 

 

Insight 14: Spaces for multi-stakeholder dialogue enable local problem solving and the 

emergence of locally-driven initiatives 

34. There is a strong indication that supporting the institutionalization of forums for 

multi-stakeholder dialogue between rights holders and duty bearers is a crucial role for 

UN Women. These platforms have been shown to enhance the understanding and 

appreciation of women’s priorities in policymaking, and promoting social cohesion by 

addressing the fear of losing real or perceived privileges. Engaging civil society in such 

dialogue is particularly important given that many stakeholders also have their own direct 

links with influential actors in domestic politics. 

35. Sustainability is most enhanced by multi-stakeholder platforms as they provide a 

forum for local problem solving, the emergence of locally-driven initiatives, and scaling up 

what is proven to work best in a given context. Multi-stakeholder spaces also help to create 

trust between UN Women and its partners, and UN Women gains significant political capital 

from its convening role. 

Insight 15: Strengthening networks is a powerful step towards sustainability 

36. Sustainability can be strengthened through supporting networks between people and 

organizations at different levels. These can be loose networks, self-help groups, community 

funds or formal cooperatives. Networks enhance collaboration, provide peer-support and 

sustain motivation. However, ongoing financial and facilitative support from UN Women is 

often required, as the value of networks is not always immediately obvious to participants.  

37. It is important to highlight that a number of evaluations underlined that, rather than 

creating new networks, sustainability of results is found to be higher when supporting 

existing capacity and networks.  

Insight 16: Reaching the excluded requires working with the limitations of 

organizations on the ground 

38. UN Women’s roots in the women’s movement and links to civil society have proven 

to be essential in establishing legitimacy in representing the rights of excluded groups. At 

the same time, excluded groups are highly diverse and frequently require individualized 

approaches to be successful. In many cases, these approaches need to address basic needs 

and offset the opportunity cost of participating in empowerment processes. This implies the 

use of bottom-up approaches, which have experienced some success through the use of 

carefully designed small grants mechanisms that reach community-based organizations 

capable of reaching excluded, victimized and stigmatized women. 

39. Such bottom-up approaches have been found to be most successful when combined 

with national-level support. Creating access to information and awareness for large numbers 

of women and girls about their rights and services they can access has been particularly 

successful in this regard. Identifying a specific but large vulnerable group to target with 

information campaigns enables them to reach sufficient scale to be relevant in addressing 

feminized poverty. 

Insight 17: Sustainable change comes through the capacity development of local agents 

40. Capacity development is a cornerstone for achieving sustainable long-term impact. 

Where sufficient time is available for long-term strategic support, capacity development has 

worked well in terms of influencing the structural barriers to gender equality, and bringing 
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about systemic change in favour of women. In time-constrained environments, however, 

sustainability of results is higher when interventions align with existing national capacities. 

41. Increasing the awareness and capacity of state authorities responsible for the gender 

portfolio makes a significant contribution to enhancing the sustainability of strategies. By 

increasing the prominence of Ministries of Gender, and helping strengthen their voice in 

government, UN Women can leverage the capacity of a much larger range of ministries and 

departments.  

42. Given the centrality of capacity development to UN Women programmes, many 

evaluations highlighted the importance of capacity assessments and clear plans for capacity 

development at the beginning of an intervention. While there is recognition that careful 

selection and capacity assessment of partners is central, it can, however, sometimes be a long 

and resource intensive process for both UN Women and the grant recipients.  

 

V. Conclusions 

Based on the above insights, the meta-analysis reached the conclusions below.  

Conclusion 1: Relevance  

The continuing relevance of UN Women is grounded in its ability to maintain 

multidisciplinary and integrated approaches, with a particular focus at macro level, 

while ensuring linkages between the micro, meso and macro levels. 

43. UN Women’s technical capacity in regard to gender equality and women’s 

empowerment is among its major comparative advantages, especially when it draws on 

multidisciplinary practice and helps to draw linkages between work at the micro, meso and 

macro levels that supports stakeholders to collectively address structural bottlenecks through 

normative and policy work. While interventions should be conceptualized within a holistic 

understanding of the context, UN Women has proven to be more relevant and effective when 

focusing the scope of its programmes.  

Conclusion 2: Effectiveness  

UN Women’s flexibility is a comparative advantage for long-term strategic 

interventions. 

44. Gender equality and women’s empowerment, including shifting attitudes at the 

societal level, are long-term objectives. Initiatives will be most likely to succeed when there 

are long-term, pragmatic and flexible approaches to programming. The legitimacy derived 

from UN Women’s triple mandate should prove to be a comparative advantage in negotiating 

longer time horizons for future endeavours. 

 

Conclusion 3: Efficiency  

Significant investment in programming and knowledge management that cut across 

thematic boundaries facilitates a common shared vision among stakeholders and, 

therefore, efficient implementation. 

45. Time spent planning programme details at the outset of interventions enhances 

efficiency in terms of implementation. Along with strong programming and monitoring 
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systems, knowledge management best supports achievement of results where it works across 

thematic boundaries, both within and beyond UN Women.  

46. Having strong theories of change adapted to country context and keeping funds 

management as simple as possible while ensuring accountability enhances the efficiency of 

strategic partnerships. This is particularly the case for joint programmes, where fully 

integrated management and funding mechanisms can help to promote horizontal 

accountability between agencies and drive performance. This lesson is particularly valuable 

given that wider partnerships have a central role to play in ensuring the reach, effectiveness 

and sustainability of UN Women’s future interventions. 

Conclusion 4: Sustainability  

Striving to continually enhance the active and meaningful participation of rights 

holders and duty bearers in interventions is at the root of UN Women’s chances for 

sustainability. 

47. The greatest lessons for sustainability have been at the local level. At the root of these 

are the socialization of gender awareness and activism through the meaningful participation 

of women and men throughout UN Women interventions. This can range from supporting 

organized self-help groups, to opening up interventions to male inclusion, to strengthening 

the leadership skills of charismatic local personalities. Not only does participation help to 

build trust, it also enhances sustainability through local-level problem solving, enabling the 

emergence of locally-driven initiatives, and scaling up what is proven to work best in a given 

context.  

48. Reaching excluded groups with capacity development support is a cornerstone for 

achieving sustainable long-term impact. These groups are highly diverse, and require tailored 

approaches, in addition to specific protection mechanisms that are designed to detect and 

help avoid unintended negative consequences.   
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Annex I  
 

Evaluations included in the meta-analysis  
 

 

Region Office/division Title of programme evaluated Rating 

    Americas and the 

Caribbean 

Country office for Brazil National implementation support 

plan of policies for women 

Very good 

 Regional Office for 

Americas and the 

Caribbean (Panama) 

Participación política de las 

mujeres en América Latina y el 

Caribe 

Very good 

Asia and the 

Pacific 

Multi-country office for 

the Pacific (Fiji) 

Pacific regional facility fund for 

Ending violence against women 

Very good 

 Multi-country office for 

India, Bhutan, Maldives 

and Sri Lanka 

Empowering women in rural and 

informal settings through capacity 

development 

Very good 

 Multi-country office for 

India, Bhutan, Maldives 

and Sri Lanka 

UN Women Anti-human 

trafficking programme 

Very good 

 Regional Office for Asia 

and the Pacific (Thailand) 

Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) South-

East Asia Programme II 

Satisfactory 

 Regional Office for Asia 

and the Pacific (Thailand) 

Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) regional 

mechanisms project to protect the 

human rights of women and girls 

in South-East Asia 2010-2014 

Satisfactory 

Arab States Country office for Jordan Empowering youth to advocate for 

women’s human rights through 

volunteerism 

Good 

 Multi-country office for 

the Maghreb (Morocco) 

Action du Bureau Multi-pays 

d’ONU-Femmes Maghreb dans le 

domaine de la lutte contre les 

violences à l’égard des femmes et 

des filles 

Satisfactory 

Europe and 

Central Asia 

Country office for 

Georgia 

Women for equality, peace and 

development (WEPD) II 

Satisfactory 

Eastern and 

Southern Africa 

Country office for the 

Sudan 

UN Women Sudan Gender 

Equality and Women’s 

Empowerment (GEWE) 

Programme: “Consolidating 

efforts that contribute to gender 

equality and women’s 

empowerment in Sudan” 

Very good 
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Region Office/division Title of programme evaluated Rating 

     Country office for the 

Democratic Republic of 

the Congo 

Projet d’appui à la législation 

sensible au genre et promotion du 

leadership féminin à l’est de la 

République démocratique du 

Congo 

Good 

 Country office for 

Ethiopia 

Joint UN Women/UNFPA 

programme on ending violence 

against women 

Good 

 Country office for Kenya Government of Kenya/United 

Nations Joint Programme on 

Gender Equality and Women’s 

Empowerment 

Good 

 Multi-country office for 

Southern Africa (South 

Africa) 

Pro-poor governance, gender 

equality and women’s 

empowerment from a human 

resources perspective in Namibia  

Satisfactory 

 Multi-country office for 

Southern Africa (South 

Africa) 

Women entrepreneurs project in 

South Africa 

Satisfactory 

Western and 

Central Africa 

Country office for Côte 

d’Ivoire 

Contribution de l’ONU-Femmes 

dans l’atteinte des résultats de 

développement de la Côte d’Ivoire 

Good 

Independent 

Evaluation Office 

Independent Evaluation 

Office  

UN Women's contribution to 

women’s economic empowerment 

Very good 

Headquarters 

division 

Policy Division  European 

Commission/UN Women 

“Supporting gender equality in the 

context of HIV/AIDS” 

Very good 

 Policy Division  Action to promote the legal 

empowerment of women in the 

context of HIV and AIDS 

Very good 

  Programme Support 

Division  

Strengthening responses to create 

wealth and reduce poverty for 

women in cross-border trade 

(WICBT) in Africa 

Good 

 


