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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction 

This meta-synthesis brings together evidence on UN 
Women’s organizational effectiveness and efficiency 
outputs. In alignment with UN Women’s Strategic 
Plan 2018-2022, the synthesis focusses on issues relat-
ed to UN coordination efforts, strategic partnerships, 
knowledge management, innovation, results-based 
management, resource mobilization, streamlining 
business processes and improvements in the manage-
ment of financial and human resources. In addition to 
highlighting progress, the synthesis captures com-
monly identified drivers of change in the form of good 
practices, innovations and impediments. 

The purpose of this synthesis is to contribute to UN 
Women’s knowledge base and learning on the orga-
nizational effectiveness and efficiency outputs of the 
Strategic Plan. The findings are also intended to inform 
the forthcoming  evaluation of Flagship Programme 
Initiatives and thematic priorities, and other corporate 
processes.

Given the specialized focus of this synthesis, a wide 
sample of evaluations was selected to provide suf-
ficient context and capture any changes in approach 
during the current Strategic Plan period. The scope of 
this synthesis covers all evaluations conducted by UN 
Women between 2018 and 2019, as well as corporate 
evaluations from 2017.  Evaluations with a GERAAS rat-
ing of fair and above were included, bringing the total 
sample to 68 reports. 

Approach and methodology
This meta-synthesis is theory-based and used an ana-
lytical framework to map the pathways of progress on 
organizational effectiveness and efficiency. It began 
by constructing a theory of implementation describ-
ing the approach of UN Women using elements from 
the Strategic Plan and the accompanying Integrated 
Results and Resources Framework (see annex 2). This 
was then used to design a coding structure to analyse 
and map evaluation evidence. 

A combination of quantitative and qualitative 
methods was used to identify emerging trends and 
highlight good practices and impediments. The quan-
titative analysis assessed the strength of evidence on 
emerging insights and lessons by mapping relative 
frequencies and geographic coverage. The qualita-
tive analysis used a structured synthesis with a view 
to refining trends, identifying common lessons and 
highlighting any innovative approaches to achieving 
the outputs. Given the focus on organizational effec-
tiveness and efficiency, the analysis and findings were 
organized around the related four outputs of the UN 
Women Strategic Plan.

68
evaluations

2017-2019

Methodology

Scope

•	 Theory-based analytical 
framework 

•	 Reconstructed theory of 
implementation

•	 Combination of quantitative 
and qualitative methods

•	 Coding structure to analyse 
and map evaluation evidence

53 country-level evaluations

9 global evaluations

6 regional evaluations
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Key Insights 

UN Women plays a pivotal role in the United Nations 
system to enhance coherence on issues related to gen-
der mainstreaming, gender parity and system-wide 
accountability in these areas. The achievements of UN 
Women in UN coordination efforts are acknowledged 
and well documented in most evaluation reports cov-
ering this area. Many evaluations also highlighted the 
established role of UN Women as a technical expert 
on gender equality and the empowerment of women.

Through its convening power, UN Women brings to-
gether diverse UN stakeholders. Several evaluations 
highlighted UN Women’s ability to work effectively 
with partners to deliver stronger and more compre-
hensive programmes. Effective coordination between 
UN Women and other UN entities is a key contributor 
to the delivery of successful programmes, especially 
for UN joint programming. UN Women has succeeded 
in strengthening programmes by partnering with 
other UN agencies to harness relative comparative 
advantages.

To strengthen accountability, UN Women has worked 
with partner agencies to develop Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) measurement indicators 
and monitor progress towards results. Some evalua-
tion reports also highlighted UN Women’s technical 
support through training on gender mainstreaming. 

Establishing clarity on roles and governance structure, 
harnessing implementation synergies and leveraging 
the comparative advantages of partners are some of 
the good practices that UN Women employs. These 
have implications for joint programmes to build on 
ongoing or complementary initiatives and reduce 
operational costs while improving implementation 
efficiency.

When examining factors that negatively affect UN 
system coordination, the most frequently identified 
risks related to a lack of streamlining in terms of com-
munication and implementation. Some evaluations 
also highlighted issues with the management and 
implementation of joint programmes, resulting from 
a lack of clarity around responsibilities. Another im-
pediment was the inadequacy of resources (human, 
financial and technical) allocated to coordination 
work. 

UN Women has shown its expertise in bringing to-
gether diverse stakeholders to comprehensively and 
efficiently address issues related to gender equality 
and the empowerment of women. Approximately one 
third of the evaluations in the sample noted its suc-
cess in identifying and engaging with a wide range of 
partners, including national gender machineries, gov-
ernment ministries, the private sector and civil society 
organizations (CSOs). Each of these partners is impor-
tant for bringing about change, contributing unique 
strengths and local and international connections to 

OUTPUT 1

Enhanced coordination, coherence, and 
accountability of the UN System for 
commitments to gender equality and 
women’s empowerment

OUTPUT 2

Increased engagement of partners in 
support of UN Women’s mandate 

    GOOD PRACTICES          IMPEDIMENTS
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facilitate successful programme implementation on 
the ground.

UN Women has played a key role in building synergies 
amongst gender equality advocates. This is espe-
cially true in cases where UN Women’s country and 
regional strategies align with existing programmes.  
Alignment encourages high levels of national and 
local ownership of programmes, which increases the 
likelihood that they will be sustained beyond UN 
Women’s established timeframes. 

UN Women has demonstrated expertise in engaging 
and coordinating with relevant government bodies 
in order to build their capacities and enable them to 
take ownership of projects. Several evaluations high-
lighted the support UN Women has provided to CSOs 
on capacity development, innovative methods of ad-
vocacy and networking opportunities. There is strong 
evidence of UN Women’s commitment to ensuring the 
participation of CSOs in decision-making processes 
and ensuring inclusion and participation of marginal-
ized groups of women and gender equality champions 
at the grassroots level. Strategic partnerships with 
digital or media based private sector institutions 
have also proved beneficial in socializing the gender 
equality and women’s empowerment agenda, and 
empowering media personnel to recognize and report 
on gender-related issues.

The identification and selection of strong local part-
ners was found to significantly contribute to the 
success of gender equality initiatives. Strong partners 
from the public and private sectors add significant 
value by contributing their expertise in implementing 
women’s social, political, and economic empowerment 
activities. UN Women can support these capacities 
with its own organizational strengths and utilize their 
local connections to create spaces for dialogue and 
improve community-level engagement. 

While UN Women’s partnership engagement strategy 
has been quite successful in achieving the objectives 
and expected results of interventions, evaluations 
identified some common risks when engaging with 
outside actors. Inadequate outreach and weak co-
ordination with partners were reported in several 
evaluation reports. Weak partner capacity was also 
identified as impediment, with several evaluations 
recommending greater support to develop capaci-
ties, especially in knowledge management, gender 

mainstreaming within organizations, and monitoring 
and evaluation strategies. 

Many evaluation reports found that UN Women has 
been engaged in various efforts to develop internal 
and external monitoring and evaluation (M&E) ca-
pacity. There is evidence that UN Women has worked 
to improve M&E of interventions by clarifying defini-
tions of outcomes and outputs, and explicitly defining 
measurable indicators and targets. The integration of 
specialized personnel, utilization of in-house experts 
from regional offices and headquarters, and the hir-
ing of external M&E consultants have also proven 
to be beneficial in the development of monitoring 
strategies. 

Improving capacities on gender responsive results-
based management (RBM) continues to be a 
priority area for UN Women. While several evalua-
tions indicated a strengthening of UN Women RBM 
systems over time, there is room for improvement. 
Implementation of these systems is most successful 

OUTPUT 3

High quality of programmes through 
knowledge management, innovation, 
results-based management, and 
evaluation 

    GOOD PRACTICES          IMPEDIMENTS
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