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1. Introduction

“We can no longer afford to think and work in silos.” 
– UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, 25 

September 2015

In the final outcome document of the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development, Member States highlighted “the im-
portant role and comparative advantage of an adequately 
resourced, relevant, coherent, efficient and effective UN 
system in supporting the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals and sustainable development.”1  Mem-
ber States underscored “the importance of system-wide 
strategic planning, implementation and reporting in order 
to ensure coherent and integrated support to the imple-
mentation of the new Agenda by the United Nations De-
velopment System.”1 They also welcomed the ECOSOC 
dialogue on the “longer-term positioning of the UN Devel-
opment System”, in the lead up to the 2016 Quadrennial 
Comprehensive Policy Review (QCPR), to help set the direc-
tion for the UN Development System (UNDS) to effectively 
support implementation of the new sustainable develop-
ment agenda.

The 2030 Agenda, together with the normative standards 
and frameworks the UN system is mandated to uphold, serve 
as the “what” – the raison d’etre – for the UNDS’s work over 
the next 15 years. This paper focuses on “how” the UNDS 
can best support implementation of the 2030 Agenda. The 
paper’s central hypothesis is that in order to provide the co-
herent, integrated support that Member States are calling for, 
and that the 2030 Agenda explicitly requires, the UNDS must 
better “function as a system” at the country, regional, and 
global levels.  In line with this hypothesis, the paper presents 
a proposed “theory of change” for how the UNDS can better 
function as a system in the SDG era. 

The need to function as a system – and the question of what 
it takes to do so – was underscored during the first phase 
of the ECOSOC dialogue on the “longer-term positioning of 
the UN Development System”, which concluded in early June 
2015. The first phase of the dialogue saw a call for a theory of 
change for how UN reform happens. This call was echoed in 
discussions during the UN Development Group (UNDG) As-
sistant Secretary-General (ASG) Advisory Group retreat held 
in late June 2015. This paper was developed in response to 
that call.

There is a strong sense of urgency around change in the 
context of the 2030 Agenda. In light of the rapidly changing 
international development landscape, and the many global 
challenges we face, if the UNDS is to continue to be rele-
vant, ensure better strategic positioning, strengthen delivery 
of results and impact, and effectively and efficiently support 
implementation of a universal, transformative, integrated, 
rights-based agenda that truly “leaves no one behind”, then 
change is not optional, it is imperative.

As identified during the first phase of the ECOSOC dialogue, 
as well as by the UNDG ASG Advisory Group, there is a clear 
need to develop a robust and shared theory of change for how 
reform happens in the UNDS, and how the UNDS can better 
function as a system in support of implementation of the 2030 
Agenda. Such a theory of change is needed both to inform 
future reform efforts, and – just as importantly – to evaluate 
and measure progress and success. Past efforts to reform the 
UNDS to make it more coherent and integrated have been un-
derpinned by implicit assumptions about what drives change 
and coherence in the UNDS – including mandates embedded 
in the 2012 QCPR, as well as in initiatives such as the Standard 
Operating Procedures (SOPs) for “Delivering as One” (DaO). 
However, to date there is no explicit, shared, and robust theory 
of how or why change happens in the UNDS – or does not hap-
pen – or what the main drivers of integration and coherence 
are in the UNDS, making it more difficult to proactively plan for 
change, and measure results and impact.

The 2030 Agenda, and the ECOSOC dialogue on the “lon-
ger-term positioning of the UN development system” that 
will inform the 2016 QCPR, represent both an imperative and 
an opportunity to be more deliberate and strategic in de-
signing future UN reform initiatives in support of system-wide 
integration and coherence. This paper makes the case that 
an important aspect of taking a more deliberate and strategic 
approach is to articulate a theory of change for how reform 
happens in the UNDS, and more specifically to identify the 
key drivers of change towards better functioning as a system.  
Such a theory of change will help to support and inform fu-
ture change initiatives of the UNDG, and also help to inform 
UNDG inputs and preparations for the 2016 QCPR.

This paper sets out a rationale for such a theory of change, 
and some key elements that might be included. It is intend-
ed as a key input for the UNDG ASG Advisory Group, the 
broader UNDG and other key stakeholders. An initial draft 
(of 10 July 2015) was developed as the basis for consultation 
through a series of focus group discussions with UN staff at 
headquarters and in the field, held between July and Octo-
ber 2015. Feedback from these consultations was incorpo-
rated in the final version of the paper in January 2016, and 
comments received are briefly summarized in Annex A. The 
paper has also benefitted from ongoing discussion on theo-
ries of change and the need for greater integration in support 
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the wider 
international development community, as well as from feed-
back from the UNDG ASG Advisory Group on the full paper 
in October 2015, and on a summary version, which was en-
dorsed by the UNDG in February 2016.

2. Definitions

Many UN Agencies and other development actors use the-
ories of change in their planning and programming, as well 
as for evaluation purposes.4 The UN Evaluation Group de-
fines a theory of change as a “model that explains how an 

https://www.un.org/ecosoc/sites/www.un.org.ecosoc/files/files/en/qcpr/theory-of-change-summary-paper.pdf
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intervention is expected to lead to intended or observed 
impacts”, while UNICEF’s 2014 methodological note on The-
ory of Change states that a theory of change “explains how 
activities are understood to produce a series of results that 
contribute to achieving the final intended impacts.”5  A 2015 
ODI paper highlights that “a theory of change involves at its 
most basic making explicit a set of assumptions in relation to 
a given change process.”6

Theories of change are used in different ways by different 
actors. They can be used as a planning tool – an extension 
of a log-frame document that more clearly articulates as-
sumptions and bottlenecks – or as a reflective tool to prompt 
discussion about political context, external influences, and 
implicit assumptions about how change does – or does not – 
happen in a complex system.7  They can be tools of learning, 
communication, and reflection, as well as accountability. The 
aim of this paper is to stimulate discussion and reflection, but 
also to present a framework that could potentially be used 
to inform and measure change and impact.  It therefore sets 
out to bridge both the ‘planning’ and ‘reflection’ approaches.

Secondly, what do we mean by a “system”? A system is a 
regularly interacting, interdependent group [of organiza-
tions], that is a unified whole, and more than the sum of 
its parts. Specifically, the UNDS is defined by the UNDG and 
successive UN Secretary-General’s reports on the QCPR as 
those Agencies, Funds and Programmes that receive contri-
butions for operational activities for development – defined 
in turn as “those activities of the United Nations develop-
ment system entities which promote the sustainable devel-
opment and welfare of developing countries and countries 
in transition”, incorporating both longer-term development 
related activities as well as those with a humanitarian assis-
tance focus.8 For the purposes of this paper, however, the 
UNDS can also be understood as a “complex system”, that 
is a system of interacting components [entities] that react 
both to their environments and to one another, and are 
characterized by co-evolution, inter-relationships and dy-
namic, non-linear change.9

Further, for the purposes of this paper, “functioning as a sys-
tem” is understood to include greater coherence and integra-
tion in delivering the key functions that the UNDS will need 
to perform in order to support implementation of the 2030 
Agenda and the SDGs. As defined in UNICEF’s guide to UN 
coherence: “UN Coherence involves UN partners working to-
gether more closely to increase effectiveness (improved re-
sults), relevance (alignment with national priorities), and effi-
ciency (reduced duplication and transaction costs) at country, 
regional and global levels.”10  The High-Level Committee on 
Programmes (HLCP) defines integration in the context of the 
2030 Agenda as “a coherent approach to policy making and 
implementation” across the three pillars of sustainable devel-
opment, and highlights that stronger coherence is required 
around common objectives, desired outcomes, and opera-
tional efficiency – while noting that this does not necessarily 
mean structural integration.11

As the UNDS is a complex system, working in an increasingly 
complex context, no single theory of change can hope to fully 
capture the challenges and complexity of how change in the 
UNDS actually happens, including in the very widely differing 
country contexts where the UN operates.  However, a theory 
of change can help to identify key drivers of change, inform 
strategy and policy direction, and help to measure progress 
– including by more explicitly conceptualizing how different 
actors and stakeholders think change happens and the un-
derpinning assumptions they hold – and testing and refining 
this against realities on the ground.

3. Principles and Assumptions

The main hypothesis of this paper is that functioning as a 
system in a more integrated and coherent manner has in 
the past, and can in future, lead to greater relevance, im-
proved strategic positioning, and increased impact of the 
UN development system, including at the country level.  In 
the context of the 2030 Agenda, functioning as a system is 
hypothesized to be essential for the UN to effectively support 
implementation of the SDGs. In this regard, functioning as a 
system is understood to entail much more than, for example, 
simply putting in place a global division of labor for the SDGs.

Further, there has been considerable discussion in the 
ECOSOC dialogue on the need for much greater integration 
between the UNDS and the peace and security and human 
rights pillars of the UN, in addition to humanitarian assis-
tance, in support of the 2030 Agenda. Developing a theory 
of change for how the entire UN system can better function 
in an integrated and coherent fashion is a significant under-
taking and beyond the scope of this paper. We therefore take 
as our primary focus the UNDS, while also highlighting some 
key inter-linkages with the other pillars of the wider UN sys-
tem. Consideration should also be given to whether a theory 
of change for integration across the pillars is needed going 
forward and how that might be most effectively developed. 

In this context, the approach to developing the proposed 
theory of change presented in this paper is underpinned by 
the following key principles and assumptions:

• Ideally, a theory of change should be developed in a par-
ticipatory and interactive manner.12 The proposed theory 
of change presented in this paper is therefore designed 
to be iterative. It aims to serve as the basis for discussion 
and reflection, in consultation with the UNDG ASG Advi-
sory Group and other key stakeholders.

• As noted above, the UNDS is complex, and systems 
thinking and complexity approaches are more relevant 
and appropriate than a more linear causal approach to 
thinking about how change happens. A single theory of 
change for how reform happens in the UN development 
system is – inevitably – simplified and incomplete. This 
theory of change is therefore intended to be descriptive 
and exploratory – guiding, flexible, and adapted over 
time – rather than prescriptive.

• A robust theory of change would capture “what is” – the 
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reality of the current situation – as well as “what’s intend-
ed” – the changes that are intended or desired – and 
this theory of change aims to both reflect on the history 
and experience of the UNDS to date, as well as to look 
forward to and inform future reform efforts.

• If the 2030 Agenda and the UN’s normative mandate 
constitute the “what” – embodied in the QCPR – that 
frame the results and impact the UNDS will need to 
deliver, this theory of change aims to focus on “how” 
the UN can do so, in a more coherent and integrated 
manner.

• Further, the change that is needed must be primarily pur-
pose driven, by the values and ideals of the UN and a 
universal, transformative and integrated sustainable de-
velopment agenda. While fitness for purpose (including 
value for money) remains very important, this implies 
moving away from a top-down “command and control”, 
“structuralist” approach primarily focused on chang-
ing the “architecture”, to a values-driven approach to 
change. This in turn has implications for how and where 
the UNDS can best invest in change efforts going for-
ward.

• The theory of change presented in this paper identifies 
key drivers of change that could potentially apply at all 
levels – country, regional and global – of the UNDS.  
However, to date, change efforts towards functioning 
as a system have been primarily focused at the coun-
try level, including through the “Delivering as One” 
initiative. The paper therefore focuses primarily on key 
drivers of change at the country level. Further discus-
sion and consideration needs to be given to important 
differences in drivers and change factors at the global 
and regional levels.

• This theory of change is intended in the first instance to 
be internal to the UNDS, in order to contribute to devel-
oping a shared understanding of how change happens 
from the system’s point of view, in consultation with, and 
owned by, the UNDS.

4. Integration in the SDG era - the case for change

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development calls for a 
much more integrated approach by the international devel-
opment community as a whole, and by the UNDS specifi-
cally. This was clearly highlighted by Member States in the 
final outcome document adopted in September 2015, which 
highlights that the SDGs are “integrated and indivisible”, and 
stresses that the “interlinkages and integrated nature of the 
Sustainable Development Goals are of crucial importance in 
ensuring that the purpose of the new Agenda is realized.”  
Member States have themselves committed to achieving the 
three dimensions of sustainable development in a “balanced 
and integrated manner.” They call for “integrated solutions” 
and a new approach that is built on the recognition that 
“eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions, com-
bating inequality within and among countries, preserving the 

planet, creating sustained, inclusive and sustainable econom-
ic growth, and fostering social inclusion are linked to each 
other and are interdependent.” They highlight the “deep in-
terconnections and many cross-cutting elements across the 
new Goals and targets.”  They call for follow up and review 
processes which respect the “universal, integrated and inter-
related nature” of the Goals.  And they highlight the need 
for “coherent and integrated support to the implementation 
of the new Agenda by the United Nations development sys-
tem.”13

This call for greater coherence and integration has been 
echoed by Member States during the ECOSOC dialogue 
on the “longer-term positioning of the UN development 
system”.  Member States highlighted the importance of the 
UNDS functioning in a coherent and integrated manner “as 
a system”, in order to effectively support Member States to 
implement, monitor and report on the SDGs.  It was empha-
sized that functioning as a system would be critical given the 
transformative, integrated, and universal character of the 
Goals.

Against this backdrop, Member States highlighted key 
functions that the UNDS would need to perform, based 
on its comparative advantages, including: alignment of 
the full range of global bodies and initiatives with the 
SDGs; advocacy and convening capacity to coordinate 
realization of the SDGs at all levels; and support at re-
gional and national levels for implementation, monitoring 
and reporting on the SDGs.14 Also highlighted were the 
UN’s critical normative and technical advisory function, 
provision of comprehensive support to Least Developed 
Countries and low-income countries and countries in hu-
manitarian and conflict affected situations, and support 
to developing countries to address global development 
challenges. Emerging functions include strengthened 
support to South-South and triangular cooperation, le-
veraging partnerships for sustainable development, 
strengthened integrated policy advocacy, and fostering 
strategic innovations and learning in all development 
contexts. Member States consistently stressed that the 
UNDS would need to deliver these functions as a system 
in order to be effective, and that the next QCPR would 
need to be much more strategic, and apply to the full 
UNDS, to enable this.  At the same time, Member States 
called for the UNDS to clearly identify when it should – 
and should not – function as a system, in particular at the 
global level, in order to maximize its added value.  

In his speech to the Sustainable Development Summit, UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called for institutions to be-
come “fit for purpose”, stating that “we can no longer afford 
to think and work in silos.”15 In line with this call, and the 
expectations of Member States, discussions have been un-
derway within the UN system since late 2013 on the changes 
the UNDS needs to make to be ready for the SDGs. In 2014, 
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the Chief Executives Board (CEB) set out five fundamental 
elements that the UN system will need to  prioritize in its  sup-
port to the new development agenda – universality, integra-
tion, equality, human rights, and the data revolution16 – and 
highlighted that the transition to a universal and integrated 
development agenda has institutional, financial and gover-
nance implications for the UN system.  In his letter to Heads 
of Agencies in May 2014, the Secretary-General also stressed 
the need to invest in “an enhanced system-wide culture of 
collaboration and collective accountability that is focused on 
tangible results and country-level impact aligned with nation-
al strategies and priorities.”17

In sum, a transformative, universal, rights-based and integrat-
ed 2030 Agenda requires a transformative – and transformed 
– UNDS.  The SDGs are much more integrated, cross-cutting, 
and multi-sectoral – not to mention complex – than were 
the MDGs. Where the MDGs did not demand coherence, 
the SDGs clearly do demand much greater integration and 
coherence.  There is a clear presupposition in the SDGs, in 
the call of Member States in the first phase of the ECOSOC 
dialogue, and in the efforts underway in the UNDS to be-
come more “fit for purpose”, that “the sum is greater than its 
parts.” The UNDS will be more effective in supporting imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda, if the UNDS itself functions 
more effectively as a system in an integrated and coherent 
manner. This is the hypothesis of this theory of change, which 
needs to be tested and verified in order to clearly identify 
when functioning as a system best adds value – at global, 
regional and country level. 

Notably, experience shows that functioning as a system is 
particularly critical when addressing cross-cutting, multi-sec-
toral issues. For example, the independent evaluation of 
“Delivering as One” found that the DaO approach enabled 
the UN to be more effective in addressing and promoting 
complex cross-cutting issues such as gender equality and 
human rights.18 Integration and coherence efforts have also 
enabled the UNDS to strengthen normative-operational link-
ages: DaO enabled a more systematic approach to integra-
tion of normative work into development support. Further, 
functioning as a system has enabled the UN to articulate its 
offering and value added on specific cross-cutting policy is-
sues such as nutrition and social protection.  

Looking forward, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment is itself a change project, and the UNDS will need both 
to invest in, and ensure strong leadership for, change at all 
levels. There is a strong sense of urgency around change in 
support of the 2030 Agenda and over 90 governments have 
already asked for UN Country Team (UNCT) support for SDG 
implementation. As this paper argues, the UNDS will need to 
take a values-led approach to supporting implementation of 
a values-based agenda, moving away from a top-down “com-
mand and control” approach, if the UN is to remain relevant 
and be a “partner of choice” for countries going forward.  

Linked to this is the need to better balance the use of struc-
tural reform to drive change, with a focus on the substantive 
capacities, knowledge, leadership and mind-sets needed to 
deliver the 2030 Agenda. As discussed below, this also im-
plies the need to create more space for, and invest in, inno-
vation and experimentation, as well as to better understand 
– and be prepared to stretch – the appetite for risk within the 
system, and better support risk-takers at all levels.

5. Previous reform efforts: perspectives on change

While there is no single coherent and underpinning theory of 
change that sets out to explain how change happens in and to 
the UNDS and what drives it, past and current reform efforts by 
the UN and by Member States contain underpinning assump-
tions and perspectives about how reform happens and how 
best to achieve it. Some key examples are as follows:

i. Reforms introduced by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan

The reforms that were initially introduced by UN Secre-
tary-General Kofi Annan in 1997 in his first year in office were 
designed to achieve better management and coordination 
across the UN system, and stronger human rights protection 
and peacekeeping operations.19 With regard to the UNDS, 
the Secretary-General’s initial reform package included: 
strengthening the UN Resident Coordinator (RC) as the UN 
Secretary-General’s representative in country, and leader 
of the UNCT; requesting all UN Funds and Programmes to 
draw up a country level programme document – the Unit-
ed Nations Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF); 
and increased use of common premises (UN Houses) and 
common services at country level. At the global level the 
Secretary-General established the UNDG with the UNDP 
Administrator as Chair and called for more cohesive meet-
ings of the various Executive Boards.  Fairer financial bur-
den sharing, increased core resources, and a new financing 
mechanism including voluntary contributions and negotiat-
ed pledges were also recommended.

The reforms introduced by Kofi Annan were designed to drive 
greater coherence and integration of the UN’s development 
work, and established the architecture for the UNDS at coun-
try level as we know it almost 20 years later – including com-
mon representation, common premises and administration, 
and prioritization of activities within a common, nationally 
owned, programme framework. As highlighted in the UN Sec-
retary General’s 1997 report “Renewing the United Nations: 
A Programme for Reform”, these changes were intended to 
achieve “greater unity of purpose, coherence of effort and 
flexibility of response” and were based on the understanding 
that “reform is a continuing process not a single event.”20 
With regard to development specifically, these reforms were 
designed to facilitate the UN funds and programmes, to func-
tion “in a more unified, cooperative and coherent framework 
as members of the United Nations family.”21
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ii. The “Delivering as One” initiative

The DaO initiative includes:

1) The first generation (the DaO pilots), perhaps best 
documented in the independent evaluation of “De-
livering as One”; and

2) The second generation – as set out in the SOPs for 
“Delivering as One”. 

In 2006, the High-Level Panel on System-Wide Coherence 
recommended a package of reforms that were eventually 
partially taken up by Member States in five key areas: “Deliv-
ering as One” at the country level, harmonization of business 
practices, funding, governance, and gender equality and the 
empowerment of women,22 paving the way for the DaO pilots 
and the creation of UN Women. As originally conceived by 
the High-Level Panel, DaO was designed to achieve great-
er alignment with national planning, national ownership and 
leadership, effectiveness, and efficiency – including reduced 
transaction costs – through implementation of the “four ones” 
(One Programme, One Budget, One Leader, and One Office) 
by UN RCs and UNCTs. While there was no explicit theory of 
change for the DaO pilots, adoption of the “four ones” was 
posited to “advance a more coherent and therefore more 

effective delivery of UN system assistance on the ground.”23  
Each pilot country interpreted the “ones” in different ways, 
adding elements such as “One Voice” and “One Fund”. A 
number of the pilots also developed implementation frame-
works for the DaO initiative that set out targets and indicators 
for progress. 

The independent evaluation of DaO identified the lack of 
an explicit theory of change for the DaO approach – a clear 
“strategic intent” – as a challenge for the pilots, in particular 
when it came to assessing and measuring progress.24 The in-
dependent evaluation developed a generic theory of change 
(shown in Figure One). In sum, it posited that the “four 
ones”, and associated measures to be implemented under 
each, would collectively contribute to reduced duplication, 
reduced fragmentation, reduced competition for funds, and 
enhanced capacity for strategic approaches. This would in 
turn lead to enhanced national ownership, a UN system that 
delivers better support to countries, and reduced competi-
tion for funds – all contributing to supporting countries to be 
better able to achieve their national development goals. This 
is perhaps the most clearly articulated “corporate” theory of 
change currently available for the contribution that function-
ing as a system makes to relevance, strategic positioning and 
impact, at least at the country level.25

Figure One: Theory of Change, Independent Evaluation of”Delivering as One”.
Source: Independent Evaluation of Delivering as One
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The independent evaluation also identified critical enabling 
factors that support change.  These include the importance 
of national ownership – usually by central coordination or 
planning ministries; a strong tripartite alliance between the 
UN, donors and government; and critically, the importance 
of donor support in particular through funding mechanisms, 
such as the One Fund, that promote coherence. Further, 
while leadership and political commitment are vital, national 
and international mid-level staff played a critical role in the 
change process. As staff surveys in a number of the pilots 
showed, the engagement and commitment of mid-level staff 
increased over time and their sense of identity and allegiance 

shifted, from agency-specific to UN-wide. A sense of achieve-
ment, greater understanding of other Agencies, and appreci-
ation of UN-wide priorities helped to contribute to this shift. 
Further, as the evaluation shows, while “Delivering as One” 
was originally conceptualized as enabling greater organiza-
tional effectiveness, it also helped improve the strategic po-
sitioning and relevance of the UN at country level, including 
through the “One Voice” pillar.

In addition, the independent evaluation highlighted some 
of the key challenges to DaO. These included strong agen-
cy-specific accountability systems at all levels, mixed signals 

Figure Two: Standard Operating Procedures for Delivering as One: Core Elements. 
Source: Standard Operating Procedures for Delivering as One
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sent by donors at country level and on HQ Executive Boards, 
declining funding from key donors for the pilots over time, 
and bottlenecks at HQ – in particular in relation to common 
services and common premises. As the independent evalua-
tion noted, there was a “start-up” cost to change in the pilots 
which required considerable investment of time and resourc-
es in internal change management, coordination processes, 
and engagement with government and donors in oversight 
and reporting mechanisms at the national level.  

Building on the DaO pilot experience, the second genera-
tion of DaO sets out five pillars and 15 core elements that, 
taken together, constitute an integrated and comprehensive 
package of support for countries wishing to adopt the DaO 
approach. These five pillars and 15 core elements are articu-
lated in the SOPs for DaO (as shown in Figure Two).

The second generation of DaO is designed to be results fo-
cused, delivering both greater operational effectiveness, but 
also – and as importantly – greater relevance and impact. The 
SOPs set out a Monitoring and Evaluation framework for each 
of the pillars that includes both operational effectiveness and 
progress towards implementation. The framework posits that 
full implementation of all five pillars and the 15 core elements, 
together with overarching accountability for “Delivering as 
One system-wide”, will enable UNCTs to make “effective, 
efficient, relevant and coherent contributions to the achieve-
ment of national needs and priorities.”26 The framework 
sets out key assumptions, including the importance of polit-
ical commitment from UNCT members, programme country 
governments, Agency Headquarters, and the UNDG. It also 
highlights a key assumption, namely that the SOPs will re-
main a sufficient instrument for UNCTs to undertake the DaO 
approach, and identifies key risks, including the critical risk 
posed by lack of political commitment and leadership, insuf-
ficient and fragmented funding, and lack of individual agency 
alignment with the SOPs, as well as resource and capacity 
gaps for implementation. The framework not only provides 
an important accountability mechanism, but also a tool for 
evaluating and assessing progress.  

A critical element of the underlying theory of change in the 
SOPs is that UNCTs must fully implement all the pillars and 
core elements of the approach to successfully “Deliver as 
One”.  Picking and choosing, while possible, is not consid-
ered to be sufficient to achieve the overarching aim of DaO, 
namely to contribute to achievement of national needs and 
priorities.  It will be very important to test this hypothesis 
when evaluating the impact of DaO in countries that have 
– or have not – adopted all elements of the DaO approach.  

Individual DaO countries are also developing results frame-
works for the second generation of “Delivering as One”.  For 
example, Vietnam, one of the original pilot countries, has 
developed a monitoring and evaluation framework for the 
DaO initiative. Where Vietnam’s One Plan 2012-2016 sets out 

the “what” – the substantive development results the UNCT 
will deliver – this framework sets out “how” the UNCT will 
provide this support. DaO and the mutually reinforcing six 
pillars are posited to contribute to three key outcomes: i) bet-
ter alignment to national development priorities; ii) increased 
effectiveness in delivering and demonstrating development 
results; and iii) saving costs and reducing duplication and 
transaction costs to more effectively convert inputs into re-
sults.  The pillars are understood to be integrally linked and 
the indicators selected enable tracking of the contribution of 
the pillars to the outcomes. The framework includes a theory 
of change, shown in Figure Three.27

As highlighted in the ECOSOC dialogue on the “longer-term 
positioning of the UN development system”, Member States 
increasingly recognize DaO as the platform for country sup-
port, and the foundation of an integrated approach to sup-
porting SDG implementation at the country level. Further, 
successive surveys of programme countries conducted for 
QCPR reporting have found that governments see UNCTs 
that are “Delivering as One” as more relevant and easier to 
work with.28 DaO is a significant change exercise at all levels, 
and greater investment in change management and internal 
communication in support of it is likely to be needed going 
forward, as discussed below.

iii. The 2012-2016 Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Re-
view

A third, and important example, is the current 2012 QCPR.29 
In addition to the substantive mandates for the UNDS set 
out in the QCPR, the resolution sets out priorities for the im-
proved functioning of the UNDS. These include:

1) The importance of national ownership of the UN-
DAF and the tailoring of UN support to meet coun-
try need and demand; 

2) Increased joint programming, alignment of individu-
al agency programme instruments with the UNDAF, 
and better division of labour at the country level; 

3) Strengthening of the UN RC system and the leader-
ship of the UN RC; 

4) Improvements in the selection of RCs and the train-
ing and support offered to them, including ensuring 
sufficient capacity of the RC’s Office; 

5) Enhanced staff and leadership capacity; 
6) Increased support for the UN RC system by the 

UNDS including provision of stable and predictable 
resources; 

7) Full implementation of the firewall and mutual per-
formance appraisal between the UN RC and UNCT 
members; 

8) Voluntary adoption of the DaO approach as an im-
portant contribution for enhancing the coherence, 
relevance, effectiveness and efficiency of the UNDS;

9) The importance of identifying and addressing chal-



Figure Three: Theory of Change Viet Nam.  Source: “Delivering as One” Results Monitoring Framework: 
Results-based second generation of “Delivering as One” in Viet Nam
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lenges and bottlenecks in particular at HQ which 
have impeded implementation of DaO; 

10) Tasking the UNDS to provide an integrated pack-
age of support to programme countries wanting to 
adopt the DaO approach; 

11) Strengthened cooperation and coordination at the 
regional level; 

12) Accelerated action to consolidate support services 
at country level and use national systems; 

13) Accelerated efforts to implement results based man-
agement as an essential element of accountability at 
the individual agency level together with improved 
planning, monitoring, measurement and reporting 
on system-wide results; and 

14) Strengthened capacity for independent evaluation, 
as well as strengthened system-wide evaluation of 
operational activities for development.  

Further, the QCPR highlights the critical importance of the 
sustainability, flexibility and predictability of funding for the 
UNDS, including a better balance between core and non-
core resources. An extensive Monitoring and Evaluation 
framework comprising 116 indicators has been developed 
to support implementation of the QCPR, with reporting tak-
ing place on an annual basis, led by the UN Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), drawing on surveys of 
Programme Country Governments, UN RCs, Agency HQs, 
and Operations Management Teams.  Of these indicators, 68 
apply to the functioning of the UNDS and 25 to funding. 

As stated in the QCPR Resolution, the intent of the QCPR is 
to strengthen the UNDS and to enhance its coherence, ef-
ficiency and capacity in order to “address the full range of 
development challenges of our time.”30  Further, the Reso-
lution highlights the need to make the UNDS more relevant, 
coherent, efficient and effective, and stresses that reform 
efforts must enhance organizational efficiency, achieve con-
crete development results, and strengthen the accountability 
and transparency of the UNDS to Member States.  It posits 
that a combination of elements, including adequate and pre-
dictable funding, the right leadership and capacity of the UN 
RC system, use of the DaO modality (as relevant), nationally 
owned and aligned UNDAFs, strong and coordinated region-
al support, and robust results based management and inde-
pendent evaluation will contribute to this outcome.

However, while very important elements and drivers of 
change are addressed in the QCPR, arguably there are too 
many priorities (and indicators), making it difficult to identify 
the key strategic issues that Member States want the UNDS 
to address. Linked to this, it is not easy to see how the many 
elements included in the QCPR add up to a coherent, fo-
cused theory of change, making it difficult to determine what 
Member States see as the most critical drivers for change, 
prioritize investments accordingly, and identify and report 
on what is working and what isn’t. As has been identified by 

some Member States in the ECOSOC dialogue, it will be crit-
ical that the next QCPR is more strategic and focused and 
gives clear direction to the UNDS, in order for the UNDS to 
be better able to define, measure, and report on progress.

iv. Business Operations Strategy

In the context of the current 2012-2016 QCPR and roll out of 
the SOPs for DaO, the Business Operations Strategy (BoS) 
represents an important reform effort in its own right. The un-
derpinning hypothesis of the BoS is that business operations 
are an important enabler for delivery of the SDGs, and that 
changes are needed in different areas of business operations 
to meet the new demands of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. 
Based on the 11 mandates included in the current QCPR, the 
BoS accelerates progress on “operating as one” led by the 
Operations Management Team (OMT) at country level, and 
under the auspices of the High-Level Committee on Manage-
ment (HLCM) and UNDG, by harmonizing business operations 
policies and procedures at HQ level and translating these into 
country-level solutions.  The premise of the BoS approach is 
that it adds value by reducing costs – including transaction 
costs – at the country level, enhancing quality and access to 
services that would not be possible if Agencies developed 
or contracted these services individually, and ensuring state 
of the art Common Services are in place to support UNCTs 
based on the latest HLCM and UNDG policies and guidance. 
In turn the country-level experience guides HQ initiatives to 
reduce bottlenecks, and identifies further areas for innovation 
and change in business operations at country level.

v. System-wide action plans – the SWAP on Gender Equality 
and Women’s Empowerment

 
In the context of the call by some Member States during the 
first phase of the ECOSOC dialogue for a system-wide frame-
work in support of the SDGs, it is worth briefly discussing exist-
ing system-wide plans and frameworks. Examples of such plans 
include the System-Wide Action Plan (SWAP) for Youth and 
the SWAP for Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment; 
the latter, in particular, has a detailed accountability framework 
and explicit change focus.31 The SWAP for Gender Equality is 
an accountability framework for gender equality and gender 
mainstreaming in UN Agencies.  The SWAP articulates a change 
strategy that underpins the framework, namely that progress in 
the dimensions of accountability, results based management for 
gender equality, oversight, human and financial resources, ca-
pacity development, coherence, coordination, and knowledge 
and information sharing will help drive effective implementation 
of the ECOSOC gender mainstreaming strategy and ultimately 
contribute to the achievement of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. The framework includes these six dimensions 
and 15 performance indicators designed to bring about change 
within UN Agencies (see Figure Four). These are consistent with 
numerous evaluations and assessments of progress in gender 
mainstreaming at the organizational level.
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In 2014, more than 55 Agencies reported against the frame-
work, with demonstrable progress made against 14 out of 
15 performance indicators between 2013 and 2014. While 
the SWAP promotes vertical accountability within Agencies 
for gender mainstreaming, it is not an instrument for hori-
zontal accountability, or for achieving substantive results on 
gender equality and women’s empowerment.  A ‘next gen-
eration’ of the SWAP will need to build on efforts to improve 
individual agency performance, to more clearly demonstrate 
system-wide results and impact for gender equality. Such sys-
tem-wide frameworks can be an important driver for policy 
coherence within the UN at a global level, and a key mecha-
nism for ensuing integrated UN support to SDG implemen-
tation.

vi. System-wide evaluation

The QCPR calls for independent system-wide evaluation of 
operational activities for development.  In response to this 
call, in 2013 the UN General Assembly and ECOSOC put in 
place the policy for independent system-wide evaluation,32 
and established a mechanism for conducting these evalua-
tions.33 Such evaluations are designed to “assess whether the 
United Nations system is efficiently and effectively respond-
ing to global, regional and country level needs and priori-
ties, and achieving the internationally-agreed development 

Goals…. In particular, independent system-wide evaluations 
are expected to assess whether the United Nations system 
effectively exploits opportunities for programmatic and op-
erational synergies and draws on the capacities of all relevant 
entities, with a view to enhancing system-wide coherence 
and impact, so that the total of the work of the UN system for 
development is larger than the sum of the individual parts.”34

The rationale for conducting system-wide evaluations is to 
contribute to enhanced system-wide coherence, improved 
learning and improved accountability, as set out in the theory 
of change for independent system-wide evaluation. Two key 
priority evaluations are identified and are currently underway: 
a meta-evaluation of UNDAF evaluations, and a system-wide 
evaluation of the contribution of the UN development system 
to strengthening national capacities for statistical analysis and 
data collection.  Together with the independent evaluation of 
DaO these evaluations will be an important source of learn-
ing and reflection on how the UNDS can better function as a 
system to deliver results and impact.

vii. Changes in the functions and mandates of the UN system 
and its pillars

In addition to internal reform efforts, and as highlighted in the 
ECOSOC dialogue, changes in the mandates of the UNDS 
and individual Agencies, Funds and Programmes, as well as 
changes in the role, functions, and mandates of other pillars 
of the UN system, are key drivers of change in the UNDS.  Ex-
amples include the evolution of individual agency mandates, 
including in response to evolving normative standards and 
commitments, and the establishment of new partnerships 
and entities such as UNAIDS and UN Women, as well as sys-
tem-wide mandates such the UN Secretary-General’s “Hu-
man Rights Up Front” initiative which intends to strengthen 
the UN system’s commitment and accountability to uphold 
human rights, in particular whenever there is a threat of se-
rious and large-scale violations of international human rights 
and humanitarian law.  

Further, changes in the mandates and functions of the other 
pillars of the UN system – in particular peace and security, and 
humanitarian action – also impact on the role and functions 
of the UNDS. Examples include the evolution of integrated 
missions, integrated assessment and planning, and the “tri-
ple-hatted” role of the RC/Humanitarian Coordinator/Deputy 
Special Representative of the Secretary General.  As has been 
highlighted in the ECOSOC dialogue, and by the CEB in No-
vember 2015, much greater integration between the pillars of 
the UN system will be needed to support implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda and this will be a key driver of change for 
the UNDS going forward. The various reviews that have taken 
place in the peace and security, peacebuilding, and the hu-
manitarian areas of the UN system have implications for the 
UNDS, including with regard to structural reforms and financ-
ing arrangements, to better drive integration going forward. 

Figure Four: UN-SWAP for Gender Equality.  Source: UN 
System-Wide Action Plan for Gender Equality and the Em-
powerment of Women
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These include the need for more integrated planning mecha-
nisms, a greater focus on prevention, building resilience, sus-
taining peace, better interconnected and sequenced financ-
ing in support of agreed priority functions, context-specific 
approaches to address drivers of crises, and new operational 
partnerships at the national and sub-national levels. At its No-
vember 2015 meeting the CEB tasked its constituent bodies 
to take forward integration including in the context of the 
SDGs and to promote more integrated planning at country 
level, supported by harmonized management practices and 
incentives for change. Developing an appropriate theory of 
change to underpin these efforts is clearly an area requiring 
further discussion going forward.

viii. Current reform efforts: the ECOSOC dialogue on the 
“longer-term positioning of the UN development sys-
tem”

In the ECOSOC dialogue on the “longer-term positioning of 
the UN development system”, Member States have focused 
on the issues of functions, funding, governance, organiza-
tional arrangements, and capacity, impact and partnership 
approaches. During the first phase, Member States identi-
fied critical elements for driving and leveraging change, in-
cluding the importance of transformative purpose – embod-
ied in the SDGs – of clearly defining functions and ensuring 
that functions in turn determine funding and organizational 
arrangements, and of moving beyond ensuring system-wide 
coherence to delivering system-wide results and impact.  
The dialogue has also highlighted the critical importance 
of system-wide governance, and much greater alignment of 
funding modalities with functions and purpose, if the UNDS 
is to function effectively as a system. The dialogue has rec-
ognized that DaO is the “floor” of UNDS support at country 
level – but at the same time, questioned whether it may 
be necessary to go beyond the DaO approach to deliver 
the change that is needed to support the SDGs. Member 
States have also stressed the need for more differentiated 
approaches to country support in the context of a univer-
sal sustainable development agenda. Further, the dialogue 
has highlighted the critical importance of putting in place 
the right leadership and staff capacity, and of significantly 
strengthened system-wide strategic planning at the global 
level. Finally, the dialogue has called for much greater inte-
gration of the pillars of the UN (peace and security, human 
rights and development), in addition to humanitarian assis-
tance, in the SDG era.

The ECOSOC dialogue has also identified the importance 
of using the next QCPR as an instrument for change, while 
at the same time questioning whether it is the right instru-
ment to drive change, in particular as it does not apply 
to all the Agencies, Funds and Programmes. And it has 
highlighted the need for an explicit theory of change both 
for the UNDS contribution to substantive results, and for 
how the UNDS can better function as a system. The op-

portunity to ensure the next QCPR is more strategic and 
focused is now on the table. The question remains whether 
the elements currently under discussion – functions, fund-
ing, governance, organizational arrangements, capacity, 
impact and partnership approaches – are sufficient to drive 
the change that is needed.

ix. Lessons learned from current reform initiatives

Key lessons from the examples discussed above can help in-
form and design reform efforts going forward. These include 
the following:

• Previous reform packages (such as UN Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan’s reforms and the recommendations of the 
High-Level Panel on System-wide coherence) have not 
always been implemented in full, making it difficult to as-
sess their impact and success.  Looking forward, it will be 
important that future reform packages are implemented 
“as a package” to maximize impact and results.

• As has been highlighted by a number of UN watch-
ers, previous reform efforts such as the DaO initia-
tive have been largely focused at the country level.  
In the context of the 2030 Agenda, the question is 
whether change efforts targeting the country level 
are sufficient to enable the UNDS to deliver inte-
grated and coherent support to the SDGs or wheth-
er (much) greater focus on systemic change is now 
needed.

• Further, change efforts need to be both strategic and 
focused – and well sequenced - to be effective and 
achieve results and impact. This includes clearly set-
ting out strategic guidance for change (i.e. in the 2016 
QCPR) and identifying the “boundaries” and param-
eters for system-wide change – whether within the 
UNDS or the wider UN system.

• The right instruments and the right targets and indi-
cators for measuring progress need to be in place to 
drive change, while also allowing for flexibility and ex-
perimentation. 

• At the HQ level, structural change has been very limited, 
with the exception of the establishment of UN Women, 
which merged four pre-existing entities (UNIFEM, IN-
STRAW, DAW and OSAGI), and the creation of UNAIDS, 
a co-sponsored Joint Programme which combines the 
efforts and expertise of 11 organizations, a largely field 
based Secretariat, and a collaborative, multi-sectoral re-
sponse to a complex and multifaceted issue. While such 
changes remain very sensitive, in particular at HQ, in the 
SDG era consideration will need to be given to mandate 
review and structural reform. Certainly, UN colleagues at 
the country level are making a strong case for this kind 
of change.

• As highlighted in the focus group discussions held to 
discuss an earlier draft of this paper, with UN staff in 
HQ and the field, structural change alone, while im-
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portant, will not succeed unless also underpinned and 
reinforced by attitude and behaviour change. Strong 
leadership, vision, and appetite for change are critical 
at all levels. A lowest common denominator approach 
that may well reflect a broad consensus is nevertheless 
unlikely to be sufficient to succeed.

6. External perspectives and perceptions of the UNDS and 
key drivers of change

Independent analysis conducted by external UN watchers – 
some of them former UN staff with direct experience of UN 
reform attempts – also highlights key drivers of change to-
wards a more coherent and integrated UNDS.

For example, the Future UN Development System (FUNDS) 
project conducts regular surveys with UN system staff and ex-
ternal stakeholders, on perceptions and satisfaction with the 
UNDS.35 Their most recent survey, conducted in 2014 with 
3200 people in 150 countries, found that the UN is perceived 
to have the greatest impact in the humanitarian and peace 
and security sectors, followed by global development con-
ventions and norms.  Further, the UN is perceived to be most 
effective in the fields of health, education, gender and hu-
man rights. Key factors contributing to effectiveness include 
the quality of expertise, UN values and norms, knowledge 
of country situations, and work in both peaceful and conflict 
affected countries. Key challenges for the UN are identified 
as including internal structures, earmarking of funding, limit-
ed financial resources, ineffectiveness, and lack of adaptabil-
ity. The top factor that would improve the UN’s effectiveness 
is seen to be greater responsiveness. Finally, when asked 
whether the UN is capable of significant reform, 73 percent 
of respondents said that the UNDS is capable – and 27 per-
cent that it is not.  The key changes that respondents see 
as important to be achieved over the next decade include 
greater use of technology to cut costs and improve efficiency, 
updated mandates and activities of the organization, a com-
mon system-wide technology platform for administration, a 
single gateway to all UN research and publications, and less 
funding that is increasingly earmarked. 

Notably, as highlighted in several of the independent expert 
papers produced for the first phase of the ECOSOC dialogue,36 
there is a shared sense among some external commentators 
that change in the UNDS is most often driven from the out-
side, including as a result of changing external circumstances, 
shifting funding patterns and modalities, evolving mandates 
(including the setting of international development goals such 
as the MDGs and SDGs), and governance arrangements.  

For example, some commentators see major conflicts and 
crises as a key driver of reform of the UN system.  Others 
note that development thinking has evolved significantly, 
with the latest evolution embodied in the transformative, 
universal, integrated agenda set out in the SDGs, and that 

this has been both a driver, and consequence, of the UN 
system’s expanding normative role.  Some see funding as 
a key driver, arguing for example that the “goal setting” 
era of the MDGs led to the current imbalance in core and 
non-core funding and predominance of earmarking, lead-
ing in turn to fragmentation and competition for resourc-
es.  Others point to the sector-focused origins and diver-
sity of the UN system as both a strength, especially in the 
context of the complex and multi-sectoral challenges the 
world faces today, but also a challenge to reform efforts 
that aim to bring about greater coherence and integration. 
This is echoed in the governance system whereby Member 
States are represented in different governance bodies by 
different ministries, making it difficult to ensure consistent 
positions across the UNDS. Indeed, some UN-watchers 
have suggested that there is no “intelligent design” in the 
UNDS, and that in a complex, devolved and decentralized 
system like the UN, change is haphazard, piecemeal and 
accidental as much as it is deliberate, coherent and de-
signed.  

Finally, and critically, external commentators have pointed out 
that reform is not simply a technocratic process – or solely the 
prerogative of management – but is in the end also political, 
and depends on political will and commitment at many lev-
els, both within Member States, and in the UNDS. As former 
Deputy Secretary-General and UNDP Administrator Mark Mal-
loch-Brown noted in a 2007 lecture, “reform led by managers 
alone is a tall order”: political leadership is essential, and gov-
ernments need to be on board for reforms to succeed.37

But this doesn’t mean that change isn’t possible or desir-
able – indeed it’s inevitable. The 2030 Agenda and the 
SDGs call for transformative change. There is a consensus 
that this is a key moment in the change trajectory of the 
UNDS, and that the SDGs potentially represent a “fourth 
phase” in the history of the UNDS.38 Further, the changing 
global balance of economic and political power, and the 
proliferation of non-UN actors working in development – 
and non-ODA resources funding it – will necessarily drive 
changes in the way the UNDS functions. It’s not a question 
of whether we will need to change – we will – but of how 
prepared we are to do so. 

The question then becomes, what (more) does the UNDS 
need to do to be ready for the SDGs, and how much of this 
is “policy amenable” and can be achieved by deliberate de-
sign of the UNDS “as a system” – and how much is subject 
to external influences and/or requires the support of Member 
States? And what more can we do to anticipate and prepare 
for new and emerging external changes that will shape the 
trajectory of the UNDS in the future?

7. Designing (for) change in complex systems

In complex systems such as the UNDS, managing for and 
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designing change cannot rely on simple, linear interventions 
which assume linear cause and effect.  Different approaches 
are required: moving from static to dynamic planning where-
by plans are regarded as hypotheses that need to be contin-
uously tested and adjusted using real time feedback; mov-
ing from prescriptive to flexible planning modes whereby 
options are identified – a “portfolio of experiments” rather 
than a single plan, that are scaled up or dropped altogether, 
based on what has potential and works on the ground; and 
moving from comprehensive to diversified approaches, with 
much lighter strategic planning at higher levels, and much 
more devolved and decentralized operational planning on 
the ground.39 As Oxfam’s Duncan Green has highlighted, 
this kind of approach to managing change in complex con-
texts – using fast feedback and setting up multiple parallel 
experiments, to fail faster, learn and adapt - requires an en-
trepreneurial mindset and increased investment in the ratio 
of “change capital” to “delivery capital”; in other words, 
much greater investment in research, experimentation and 
innovation.40 

As discussed during the UNDG ASG Advisory Group’s 
2015 retreats, creating space for, and fostering, innovation 
and experimentation will be critical for the UNDS in the 
SDG era.  Already the UNDG is supporting UNCTs and UN 
RCs to innovate, including through the UNDAF Design In-
novation Facility, which aims to promote innovation in ar-
eas such as data capture and analysis, public engagement 
and partnerships, and sustainable development planning.  
Looking forward, it will be important to facilitate strategic 
experimentation in support of the SDGs at all levels – for 
example in such areas as greater integration of humanitari-
an action and development at country level, differentiated 
country support and presence, global partnerships in sup-
port of the SDGs, and how to stimulate increased global 
and regional functioning as a system. A fundamental shift 
in the way the UNDS plans for and measures results, to-
gether with a much greater appetite for risk, will be need-
ed to support these efforts going forward.

In this context, it is also worth looking at how change towards 
greater coherence and functioning as a system has occurred 
in sectors and organizations outside the UNDS. The Stanford 
Social Innovation Review, for instance, has documented ex-
amples of structured collaboration for collective impact in 
the social sectors.  Based on the premise that multi-stake-
holder approaches are necessary to solve large-scale social 
problems that can’t be effectively addressed by organizations 
working alone, studies of “collective impact” in sectors such 
as education in the US have identified the following five key 
conditions that enable true alignment and lead to results and 
impact:41

• A common agenda: All participants need to have a 
shared vision for change that includes a common un-
derstanding of the problem, and a joint approach to 
solving it through agreed upon actions. 

• Shared measurement systems: Agreement on the 
ways success will be measured and reported, and 
consistent data collection and reporting on a short 
list of indicators, is key to alignment and account-
ability.

• Mutually reinforcing activities: A coordinated and 
mutually reinforcing plan of action are essential. 

• Continuous communication: Regular in-person meet-
ings of CEO-level leaders are critical, supported by 
regular communication within the network of partner 
organizations.

• Backbone support organizations: Creating and 
managing collective impact requires a distinct organi-
zation and staff with very specific skills to serve as the 
backbone for the entire initiative, as often organiza-
tions involved in implementation are not able to take 
on this additional role. “In the best of circumstances, 
these backbone organizations embody the principles 
of adaptive leadership: the ability to focus people’s 
attention and create a sense of urgency, the skill to 
apply pressure to stakeholders without overwhelm-
ing them, the competence to frame issues in a way 
that presents opportunities as well as difficulties, and 
the strength to mediate conflict among stakehold-
ers.”42

• Enabling environment: Also critical is having in place 
the right enabling environment, including funding for 
the necessary facilitation, coordination, and measure-
ment to enable participating organizations to work in 
concert.

Outside the UN, discussions are well underway on how best 
to ensure institutions are “fit for purpose” for the SDGs, pro-
mote integrated approaches to development, and develop 
a theory or theories of change for SDG implementation. The 
UNDS can benefit from these approaches, including efforts 
to better measure results of integrated initiatives and show 
whether and when integration and collaboration offers added 
value – and when it does not.
 
For example, individual governments are setting up national 
coordination mechanisms for sustainable development and 
considering how best to ensure “whole of government” re-
sponses to the SDGs.43 Within the OECD-DAC, the “Fit for 
the Future” initiative seeks to identify the core capabilities 
that DAC members will need in order to deliver effective de-
velopment cooperation over the next 5-10 years.  DAC mem-
bers are considering how they will need to adapt to reflect the 
SDGs, including in whole of government policy approaches 
both in the sphere of international development, and sustain-
able development in domestic policy. They are also looking 
at structural questions about how best to deliver develop-
ment cooperation, as well as how to ensure differentiated 
support in different country settings, and how best to provide 
high quality policy advice. The World Bank has also set out its 
approach to the 2030 Agenda, in a September 2015 paper, 
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which highlights where the Bank intends to contribute, based 
on its comparative advantages.44 Global partnerships such 
as Every Woman Every Child are also repositioning in light 
of the SDGs, with new partners, investments and financing 
mechanisms.45  The UNDS can benefit from these approach-
es, including efforts to better measure results of integrated 
initiatives and show whether and when integration and col-
laboration offers added value – and when it does not. 

Other development actors are looking specifically at more 
integrated and systemic approaches to delivering the SDGs. 
For example, Devex and FHI 360’s “integrated development” 
initiative highlights the importance of leveraging interdepen-
dencies, and addressing complex problems at a systems lev-
el, in “an intentional approach that links the design, delivery 
and evaluation of programs across disciplines and sectors 
to produce an amplified, lasting impact on people’s lives.”46 
Such an approach, while not new, makes sense in the context 
of the integrated and transformative 2030 Agenda. 

However, evidence for when and how integrated approach-
es are effective – and when not – is limited. In a context 
of limited resources, with the requisite time constraints and 
complexity that working collectively involves, having such 
evidence is key. FHI 360 is therefore undertaking research 
to identify when combined efforts produce amplified im-
pact, and as part of this effort, is developing an “integrated 
impact index” to allow practitioners to better measure re-
sults of integrated projects. Developing shared metrics to 
measure progress and prove whether and when integration 
offers added value is key, as is developing new ways of mea-
suring impact of collaborative efforts, especially given that 
“multi-sector interventions are complex and the pathways 
to causality even more so. Simply combining standardized 
indicators typically used for evaluation in each relevant 
sector may not be sufficient. These complex, multi-layered 
models for development may require more nuanced and so-
phisticated measurement tools than have been relied on in 
the past.”47

8. Elements of a proposed “theory of change”

Each of the approaches discussed in section 5 has elements 
and approaches in common, and together with the feedback 
received in the initial round of focus group discussions these 
have informed and influenced the theory of change presented 
below. However, while each approach identifies important and 
necessary elements that help to drive change, the question 
remains whether these elements are – individually or collec-
tively – sufficient to ensure the UNDS functions as a system? 
And if not, based on the discussion and evidence to date, what 
might a consolidated and coherent set of elements of a theory 
of change for UNDS reform towards “system-wide” relevance, 
strategic positioning and impact look like?  
 
Based on the discussion above, this section briefly elaborates 

possible suggested elements of a theory of change for UNDS re-
form towards improved functioning as a system for relevance, 
strategic positioning and results, to enable the UNDS to per-
form its key priority functions in an integrated and coherent man-
ner in support of SDG implementation, monitoring and reporting.  

The narrative that follows briefly outlines these elements in re-
lation to: i) the context for, and underpinning factors and driv-
ers that determine, change in the UNDS; ii) key strategies and 
tactics, that, taken together, contribute towards system-wide 
functioning and which are “design-amenable” – within the 
purview of the UNDS; iii) specific measures and approaches 
that are generated from these investments; iv) intermediate 
outcomes, higher-level outcomes and overall objectives; and 
v) key risks – including risks of changing and not changing, as 
well as some possible unintended consequences of change – 
and key assumptions. These elements are also represented in 
visual form (see Figure Five).  

The elements included in this proposed theory of change could 
potentially apply at global, regional and country levels, but this 
will need to be further refined to test and reflect the different driv-
ers and dynamics of change at each level. Some elements are also 
likely to need further unpacking to identify the key drivers and 
change factors that support or impede their implementation and 
achievement. For example, a separate theory of change could be 
constructed for business operations, or for leadership and staff 
capacity.  Finally, some aspects such as risk mitigation strategies, 
and development of targets and indicators to measure progress, 
require further discussion and development.

(i) Context and underpinning factors 

The context for this theory of change includes factors that are be-
yond the control, and largely also beyond the direct influence, of 
the UNDS.  Many of these factors have been well discussed in 
the papers prepared for the ECOSOC dialogue.  They include, 
but are not limited to: the declining importance of ODA as a 
source of financing; the plethora of actors in the development 
space; the many new partnerships that have sprung up between 
the UN and other actors, and beyond, including in the context 
of the new 2030 Agenda; the change in the balance of power 
and influence between North and South and developed and less 
developed countries; the changing context at the country level, 
with many more Middle Income Countries and countries in tran-
sition to high-income status, while at the same time a number of 
countries are facing entrenched conflicts and chronic insecurity; 
the massive increase in humanitarian crises and displacement; 
accelerating impact of climate change and natural disasters; and 
rising inequalities. Against this backdrop, the UN is increasingly 
just one of many players.

Underpinning factors are often outside the direct control of 
the UNDS, but set the context, parameters and constraints 
for its work and ability to change. They create the enabling 
environment for the UNDS to change – or inhibit and con-
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strain it. They are not directly amenable to UNDS control or 
design – but they can be influenced by the UNDS and its 
Agencies.  They include the following:

• A critical driver is the way that the UNDS is funded, 
at all levels.  As highlighted in the first phase of the 
ECOSOC dialogue, and in the focus group discus-
sions for this paper, the increase in non-core, and the 
dominance of bilateral, project based funding, directly 
undermines efforts to be more coherent and integrat-
ed and promotes fragmentation and competition for 
resources.  At the same time, funding can be an im-
portant driver for coherence including through the use 
of pooled funding mechanisms at global and country 
levels. Linked to this, is the way the UNDS is assessed 
by donors, which is based almost entirely on individual 
agency performance, and not on joint or integrated 
work and results.

• Governance – both “system-wide”, and of individual 
Agencies, is also a critical driver, as clearly identified in 
the ECOSOC dialogue, by the UNDG ASG Advisory 
Group, and in focus group discussions.  Governance of 
the UNDS as a “system”, and the decisions of individual 
governance bodies of UNDS Agencies, Funds and Pro-
grammes, can at times be inconsistent, undermining co-
herence and integration efforts. The QCPR mandate for 
“system-wide” results reporting, and agency Executive 
Board requirements for individual agency reporting, are 
just two examples of many.

• The fundamental values and principles of the UN and 
the normative commitments made by Member States 
are a central driver of the system – and as these frame-
works continue to evolve, they drive change in the fo-
cus, and operations, of the UNDS. 

• The internationally agreed development goals, includ-
ing the MDGs, and now the SDGs, have driven change 
in the way the UNDS is funded and organized, as well 
as the UNDS’s priorities for delivery, and measures of 
success. 

• Specific UNDS system wide and individual agency 
mandates given by Member States are also a key driv-
er of change, including the QCPR itself, and the es-
tablishment of new entities such as UNAIDS and UN 
Women.  

• Also critical are perceptions and expectations of Mem-
ber States, including programme countries and do-
nors, and their views about the role and function of the 
UNDS in the SDG-era.  

• Also critical are changes in the mandates and functions 
of other areas of the UN system – peace and security, 
humanitarian action and human rights.  These include 
changes in the leadership function at country level, struc-
tural reforms, financing, accountability and reporting, 
and so on, mandated by the UN Security Council and 
other governing bodies.

• Political will and leadership of Member States, and of 

governments at the country level, are also key drivers, 
including in the context of the current ECOSOC dia-
logue and development of the 2016 QCPR.

 
(ii) Intermediate drivers and strategies

These include the intermediate drivers and the strategies – the 
inputs and investments that the UNDS currently makes – or will 
need to make – to bring about change. They are, at least in part, 
“design amenable” and within the direct influence of the UNDS, 
though they are of course also subject to and influenced by the 
factors outlined above. They include the following:  

• Political will and leadership within the UNDS, at the glob-
al, regional and country level – including strong and ef-
fective leadership of UN Heads of Agencies, UNDG Re-
gional Teams, and the UN RC and UNCT.  Leadership 
– at all levels of the UNDS and within Agencies, Funds 
and Programmes – has consistently been identified as 
a key driver and strategic investment for change within 
the UNDS. Having the right incentives in place to ensure 
leaders are accountable for and invested in change to-
wards better functioning as a system is key. Accountabili-
ty of leaders at all levels for collective efforts, impact, and 
results must be strengthened, and embedded in perfor-
mance systems. Also critical is trust, within and between 
Agencies, and at all levels.

• A strong and adequately resourced coordination 
system that can act as the independent and trusted 
“backbone” for coordination and integration is also 
critical. This includes the UNDG and the UN Develop-
ment Operations Coordination Office (DOCO) at the 
global level, the UNDG Regional Teams, and the UN 
RC system and RC’s Office at country level.

• Linked to this are the organizational arrangements and 
architecture that support substantive coherence and 
integration, including effective and flexible coordina-
tion architecture and mechanisms – the UNDG and 
Regional UNDGs, and UNCTs, OMT, Communications 
Group, Results Groups, etc.

• While Agencies all have individual strategic capaci-
ty, there is also a need for dedicated strategic think-
ing, research and development, innovation, knowl-
edge management and policy capacity available to 
the UNDS as a system.  This includes the capacity to 
think about, develop policy, and plan for the “sys-
tem”.

• Similarly, while individual Agencies have change man-
agement capacities – of varying degrees – in place, 
there is a need for greater investment in change 
management as and for the system, supported by 
system-wide internal communication and awareness 
raising. An internal communications capacity that can 
really drive communication around the role of the 
UNDS in supporting implementation of the SDGs is 
critical and would support and complement external 
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communications efforts that also reach and influence 
UN staff. 

• Staff capacity and mobility is also key, as is invest-
ment in staff capacity for the new agenda. This in-
cludes the initiatives currently underway under the 
auspices of the HLCM and UNDG. Systems leader-
ship and capacities to work in a more coherent and 
integrated manner across the dimensions of sustain-
able development and the pillars of the UN system 
will be critical going forward, as will staff mobility 
within the system. As is the case for leaders, a much 
more systematic approach to incentivizing work-
ing together across Agencies will be key, including 
through performance management systems. Greater 
mobility of staff across Agencies is also critical to 
help create a common sense of UN identity among 
staff. 

• A robust, coherent and flexible body of guidance, 
methods, tools and approaches, including the SOPs 
for DaO, guidance on SDG localization, guidance for 
RCs on Human Rights, etc.  

• Also critical are strategic analysis, planning and pro-
gramming instruments that promote and enable 
coherent and integrated approaches, such as the 
UNDAF/One Programme, Integrated Strategic Frame-
works, and so on.

• A common monitoring and evaluation system that en-
ables joint measurement and reporting on progress 
towards integration and coherence and functioning as 
a system.

• A strong and effective horizontal accountability sys-
tem and associated incentives for leadership and staff 
to work collaboratively. As highlighted above this in-
cludes setting common performance indicators at the 
organizational level and for individual leaders and staff 
members for contribution to common initiatives and 
results across Agencies.

• Accelerated business operations and harmonization 
efforts at global, regional and country level, including 
mutual recognition of Agency business practices.

At present, a number of these elements are already in 
place, in particular at the country level, through the DaO 
approach adopted in some 50 plus countries, and increas-
ingly recognized by Member States as the platform for the 
UN’s support at country level. However, some – such as 
investment in change management, internal communica-
tion, and strategic capacity for the system – clearly require 
greater investment and/or scaling up, while some – such 
as a common Monitoring and Evaluation system for sys-
tem-wide substantive and coordination results, are not yet 
fully in place, at least at the global level. Investments will 
also need to be strengthened across the pillars and key ar-
eas of work of the UN system to ensure greater integration 
in leadership, programming, financing, and coordination 
at all levels. 

(iii) Specific measures and approaches

If these strategies are in place, it is posited that they will lead 
to the following measures and approaches:

• A shared vision and objectives in place at country, re-
gional and global levels for substantive work and co-
herence efforts.

• Clear understanding and definition of UNDS compara-
tive advantages vis-à-vis other partners in contributing 
to SDG implementation and monitoring.

• Shared metrics and indicators for success in function-
ing as a system.

• A common UN staff with shared capacity that identi-
fies as “One UN” staff, and a motivated and expert 
workforce with the right incentives in place to drive 
collaboration.

• Communicating as One both externally and internally 
in support of coherent and integrated support to SDG 
implementation.

• National ownership and oversight of the UNDS’s pro-
gramming at the country level through the DaO ap-
proach.

• Joint policy, planning and programming initiatives in 
place.

• Development and use of joint financing instruments at 
global, regional and country levels.

• Joint measurement, monitoring and evaluation of re-
sults and impact, including common assessment and 
evaluation of the contribution of collective efforts.

• Joint accountability for and transparent reporting on 
results and impact at national, regional and global lev-
els, in the framework.

• A single/common back office, common services, and 
co-location, where cost efficient and cost effective, 
even if incrementally in place starting at the country 
level.

As noted above, a number of existing examples of these 
measures and approaches are already in place, not only with-
in the context of DaO at country level, but also at global level, 
such as the UNAIDS Joint Programme and Unified Budget, 
Results and Accountability Framework, and joint accountabil-
ity frameworks like the UN-SWAP on Gender Equality and the 
Empowerment of Women, among others. It will be important 
to build on these experiences and good practices going for-
ward.

(iv) Intermediate outcomes, higher-level outcomes and 
objective/impact

If in place, these measures will contribute to the intermediate 
outcome of the UNDS functioning as a system for greater rele-
vance, improved strategic positioning, results and impact. And 
this will in turn enable the UNDS to deliver its key priority func-
tions in an integrated and coherent manner in the SDG era.  
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If achieved, it is posited that this will in turn lead to: 

• Improved delivery and impact of UN support and ser-
vices;

• Improved evidence base for system-wide results and 
impact;

• Improved UN-wide “branding” and image.

And this will also lead to and be demonstrated by:

• Increased government and stakeholder satisfaction 
and improved perceptions of the UNDS;

• Increased pride and satisfaction of leadership and staff 
and sense of common UN identity.

In turn, this will contribute to the UNDS effectively contribut-
ing to the implementation and monitoring of the 2030 Agen-
da, and ultimately to progress towards achieving the SDGs at 
country level and globally.

(v) Risks and assumptions

There are some important caveats and risks to this draft theo-
ry of change and the elements outlined above.  These include 
both risks of changing – and of not changing – as well as 
possible unintended consequences of change.  For example:

• There is a considerable risk of change fatigue at all lev-
els, together with resistance to change.  However, not 
changing also presents risks both in terms of external 
stakeholders, and for staff and leadership experiencing 
high levels of frustration at the slow pace of change.  
This will in turn impact the reputation, positioning and 
funding of the UNDS. And for leaders and staff,  it will 
mean that some simply give up – or get out – leading 
to loss of motivation, higher staff turnover, and loss 
of expertise within the system.  Slow or token change 
towards coherence and integration may also lead to 
Member States micro-managing the UNDS through 
mechanisms such as the QCPR.  

• There is undoubtedly a perceived risk of loss of di-
versity, and a risk of constraining or undermining in-
dividual Agency mandates and branding, associated 
with efforts to achieve greater UNDS integration and 
coherence.  At the same time, there is a risk that in-
dividual agency priorities and incentives will prevail 
over coherence efforts, and that fragmentation and 
competition for resources, and siloed approaches, will 
undermine the effectiveness, reputation and relevance 
of the UNDS as a key partner for SDG implementation.  
Diversity is one of the greatest strengths of the UNDS, 
and balancing coherence and integration with effec-
tively leveraging and managing the diversity of the 
system is a key priority and a challenge for the UNDS 
going forward.

• There are clearly increased investment costs associat-

ed with change, in particular in the start-up phase, as 
was evident with the DaO pilots.  However, there are 
also significant costs associated with maintaining the 
status quo, for example the transaction costs associ-
ated with slow progress on harmonization of business 
practices.  Up-front investment in change manage-
ment is required but at the same time, change efforts 
will need to demonstrably lead to lower transaction 
costs over time.

• All too often, change in the UNDS is personality driv-
en, and negatively impacted by turnover in leadership.  
Investment in change at all levels is needed for sus-
tainability. Change management and engagement of 
mid-level and national staff is particularly critical, and 
requires targeted incentives, effective communication, 
and accountability mechanisms that promote coordi-
nation and coherence and much more effectively bal-
ance agency-specific incentives and accountability. 

• There is a significant risk of being too prescriptive and 
bureaucratic, focusing too much on codification and 
getting the right guidance and tools in place – and too 
little on shared values and principles that can support 
behavior change and motivate leadership and staff.  
As highlighted above, in complex environments, it is 
critical to allow and enable flexibility, fast feedback, 
and trial and error based experimentation, in particular 
at the country level. 

• At the same time, there is a risk that reform efforts will 
continue to focus largely on the country level.  Coun-
try level reform and innovation, while necessary, is not 
sufficient, and systemic, global change is now needed, 
as participants have highlighted in many of the focus 
group discussions that helped to inform this paper.

• There is a risk of taking on “too much” change at once 
– making success more difficult – versus aiming too low 
– for “too little” change.  Raising the level of ambition 
– and stretching the appetite for change – are key, but 
so are realism, pragmatism, and getting the sequenc-
ing of change initiatives right.

• There is also a risk that coherence and integration leads 
to “lowest common denominator” decision-making – 
stifling innovation, and undermining strategic vision 
and direction.  Strong leadership and political will, and 
keeping the level of ambition high, are key.

• Even if the UNDS is able to accelerate change efforts 
to function more effectively as a system, there is still 
the risk that integration across the pillars of the UN 
system remains limited.  

• Strong horizontal accountability may run counter to or 
even undermine vertical accountability, leading to dif-
ficulties with individual agency governing bodies and 
stakeholders.

• Finally, there is a clear risk that the underlying factors 
and drivers discussed above will undermine efforts of 
the UNDS to more coherently function as a system. 
Funding and donor assessment practices, and gover-
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nance arrangements, that support rather than impede 
coordination and integration are particularly critical. 
The role of Member States in setting the parameters 
for change, and approving and supporting reforms, is 
central in this regard.

In this context, some key assumptions that underpin this “the-
ory of change” are as follows:

• The UNDS is able to overcome “change fatigue” and 
motivate leadership and staff

• Individual Agencies – and leaders and staff at all levels 
- are willing and have sufficient incentive to “take off 
their hats” to function more effectively as a system and 
see their careers and future in the system as depend-
ing in part on the extent to which they work towards 
integration and coherence.

• There is political will and commitment to address 
change at the global level, including willingness to 
open up greater space to discuss systemic change.

• There is space and support for innovation, increased 
“risk appetite”, and support for risk-takers.

• The UNDS is able to manage diversity without reinforc-
ing fragmentation and competition, while at the same 
time clearly identifying where coherence and integra-
tion best add value and maximize impact.

• Vertical and horizontal accountability mechanisms are 
put in place that are mutually supportive and reinforc-
ing rather than competing.

• Existing mandates and modalities for change – such 
as the current QCPR and the SOPs for DAO – are fully 
implemented.

• Opportunities for integration across the pillars of the 
UN are recognized, prioritized, and effectively lever-
aged.

• Resources are available and invested in support of 
change.

(vi) Implications

There are some key implications and reflections arising from 
this initial discussion of a draft theory of change for the UNDS 
to function in a more coherent, integrated manner – “as a sys-
tem” – for greater relevance, strategic positioning and results 
and impact, as follows:

• There are some areas where the UNDS has clearly un-
derinvested to date.  For example, given the impor-
tance of staff perceptions, motivation and behavior 
change, greater investment in change management, 
internal communication, and in putting in place the 
right incentives for change is absolutely key.

• Piloting – “test and fail” experimentation – is absolute-
ly critical in a complex environment. The DaO pilots 
and BoS pilots are important examples in this regard.  
Continued space and resources for innovation and ex-

perimentation will be essential going forward, building 
on initiatives such as the UNDAF Design Innovation 
Facility.

• The UNDS will need to resist the temptation to over-
ly bureaucratize and codify guidance to UN RCs and 
UNCTs – giving up a “command and control” approach 
to change.  Shared values and principles, higher level 
objectives, shared metrics and a strong coordination 
backbone - together with constant communication 
and a common action plan - are more important than 
detailed blueprints. The same observation also applies 
to integration across the pillars of the UN. 

• At the same time it will be key to move beyond “ei-
ther/or” approaches whether this is framed in terms of 
diversity versus coherence and integration; or global, 
system-wide change versus country level experimenta-
tion.  “Both/and” measures and approaches are need-
ed whereby we move towards systemic change while 
also creating more space for risk-taking; and ensure 
integration where it is most needed while also capital-
izing on diversity.  Managing these tensions is difficult 
but critical going forward. 

• The SOPs for DaO are an essential platform for UNDS 
support at the country level – and all the elements are 
key to, and included in, this theory of change.  The 
pillars are an integrated package and they need to be 
implemented that way. However some critical issues 
– such as behavior change and internal communica-
tion – are not included in the SOPs. It will therefore be 
important to continue to roll out the SOPs, but also to 
build on them. 

• As the DaO experience shows, it’s vitally important not 
to get too caught up in the process of change.  A con-
tinued strong focus on “what this is all for” – relevance, 
strategic positioning, results and impact – is essential. 

• A fundamental question that needs to be asked is 
whether functioning as a system is the only way to ef-
fectively achieve relevance, strategic positioning, and 
results and impact – as this paper has proposed.  What 
alternative hypotheses could be developed and test-
ed?  Would a clear-cut division of labour around the 
SDGs be sufficient to enable the UNDS to effectively 
support delivery of the 2030 Agenda?  And how can 
we best test and verify these alternative hypotheses?

• Looking forward, it will be very important to continue 
to refine and test theories for change both for the UN’s 
substantive work – “the what” – as well as for how the 
UNDS works together, including at the country level, 
as well as to clearly articulate assumptions and risks – 
and guard against unintended consequences.  It will 
also be important to develop a theory of change for 
how the UN system can better deliver across its pillars 
and key areas of work – human rights, development, 
peace and security, and humanitarian action.

• Finally, it will be critically important to be able to mea-
sure change going forward.  This theory of change is 
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Figure Five: Proposed Theory of Change
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designed to support and inform such measurement.  
Once the broad approach is adopted, targets and 
indicators can then be identified to track and assess 
progress.  This could potentially be an important con-
tribution not only to the work of the UNDG, but also to 
the formulation of a more strategic results framework 
for the next QCPR. 

9. Investing in change

Based on this analysis, it is critical to maintain focus on the 
priorities already agreed upon, including implementation of 
DaO, and investment in the RC system.  In addition, the fol-
lowing critical areas for greater investment in change were 
identified for the consideration of the UNDG:

i. Funding – while this remains the preserve of donors 
and other funders, the UNDS should do all in its 
power to ensure financing mechanisms are in place, 
and are promoted and used, that can really help 
drive coherence, and advocate with Member States 
to use these to the full extent possible.  This includes 
pooled funding mechanisms at the global, regional 
and country level.

ii. Leadership – accelerating efforts to ensure the se-
lection, capacity building, performance assessments 
and incentives, support system, etc. for UNDS lead-
ers – not only UN RCs and UNCTs, but also other 
leaders in the system, really drive and support co-
herence efforts going forward.

iii. Capacities and mobility of staff – there is a strong 
push needed to ensure that Agencies, Funds and 
Programmes, and country teams, truly have the 
right capacities in place for the SDG era, the right 
incentives are in place to support coherence, and 
that staff mobility is encouraged, incentivized, and 
rewarded to the fullest extent possible.

iv. Strategic capacity – not only for the UNDS, but for 
the UN system as a whole to think, plan, strategize, 
assess, and evaluate “as a system”.

v. Change management – investment in a change 
management capacity for the UNDS in support of 
the SDGs and integration, building on existing sys-
tem-wide capacities in UN DOCO, the UN System 
Staff College, and drawing in/on agency change 
management capacity as needed.  This could also 
include, for example, internal communications ca-
pacity to support behavior change communication 
to UN staff.

vi. Shared metrics – develop common targets and in-
dicators for both the “what” and the “how” at the 
global and country level including clear timeframes 
and sequencing of efforts going forward. 

vii. Evidence – much better, more robust and compel-
ling evidence is needed of the contribution and 
value-added of functioning as a system to devel-
opment impact and results.  Joint evaluation, joint 
audit, and joint donor assessments will all be key in 
this regard.

The UNDG is currently taking forward a number of these is-
sues as outlined in the UNDG endorsed summary (A “Theory 
of Change” for the UN Development System to Function “As 
a System” for Relevance, Strategic Positioning and Results – 
Summary Paper Version 1.0, 26 January 2016).  In addition, 
it is recommended that going forward the UNDG also: i) pri-
oritize much greater use of incentives and performance man-
agement measures to drive greater integration, together with 
better utilization of common change management capaci-
ties, “strategic capacity for the system”, and development 
of shared metrics for success; and ii) develop selected key 
indicators for the outcomes, measures, and strategies set out 
in the proposed theory of change for use by UNCTs and the 
UNDG.

Finally, it will be important to regularly review this proposed 
theory of change both to ensure its continued relevance as 
well as its usefulness and effectiveness in helping set key 
UNDG strategic priorities in support of implementation of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

https://www.un.org/ecosoc/sites/www.un.org.ecosoc/files/files/en/qcpr/theory-of-change-summary-paper.pdf
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The following key points were highlighted in focus group 
discussions held with UN colleagues in the field and at 
headquarters (HQ) from July-October 2015 on an earlier 
draft of this paper:

• Participants highlighted that the draft “theory of 
change” is timely and will help inform their own work.

• They stressed the need to clarify the strategic intent and 
purpose of the draft paper, including what is meant by 
system-wide change towards functioning as a system, 
and how to measure this change. 

• It was also suggested to clarify whether the draft paper 
is meant to be explanatory or a driver of change, or 
a Monitoring and Evaluation framework – some felt 
that the paper should help facilitate the change that is 
needed.

• The SDGs are the opening and the imperative for 
change: “If the UN cannot deliver the SDGs our rel-
evance will be further questioned, we are fighting for 
multilateralism.”

• Participants in a number of discussions raised questions 
about the relationship between this draft paper and a 
theory of change for substantive results.  They high-
lighted that a theory of change for how the UNDS will 
support the SDGs substantively is also needed.  If the 
SDGs require a global plan of action – a global “One 
Plan” – this should be developed before this theory of 
change. 

• Participants also highlighted that the SDGs are only 
part of the “what” – for many Agencies their normative 
mandates are also important.

• It was suggested to clarify the intended audience for 
this draft theory of change – as external audiences may 
need a different iteration. It was suggested to also con-
sult on the paper with external stakeholders, to engage 
them in the discussion.

• It was also seen as important to clarify the focus and 
scope of the draft “theory of change” - some partici-
pants argued that the primary focus should be on the 
country level, or include different theories of change for 
country and global levels.  Others highlighted the need 
for a theory of change for the whole UN system.  Par-
ticipants also highlighted existing theories of change, 
for example for pooled funding mechanisms, and asked 
how all these different theories of change would fit 
together, stressing the need to avoid parallel initiatives. 
Also important would be to clearly set out the time-
frame, priorities and sequencing for change.

• Change efforts must be based on the value and role of 
the UN, not just efficiency. The UN needs to be values 
driven.  As peace and security are part of the value 
proposition for the UN, some participants argued that 
we need a theory of change for the whole UN system.  

• Participants in a number of focus group discussions 
stressed that it was very important to specify when 
functioning as a system adds value and when it does 
not, based on the principle of subsidiarity. Linked to this 
is the need to very clearly show substantive impact and 
contribution to results including collective impact.

• A clear analysis of what works and doesn’t work in cur-
rent reform efforts is needed. Also needed is an analysis 
of the pathways, incentives and catalysts for change 
based on a ‘political economy’ of what the UN system 
really is and how it functions.  There was a sense that we 
may now have reached the limits of technocratic change 
and political will is essential going forward.

• It was suggested to include examples of working 
together and country level examples to illustrate dif-
ferent elements of the theory of change.  It would also 
be important to add more on lessons learned from 
previous reform efforts. For example, previous reforms 
were conceived as a package and some elements 
were implemented while others were not.  The whole 
package has to be implemented in order to effectively 
assess impact.

• Many participants, in particular at the country level, 
emphasized that the time has come to consider serious 
structural and systemic change, including mandate re-
view and reform. They highlighted the need for systems 
analysis, as the current configuration is no longer fit for 
purpose. 

• Participants also stressed that in the end leadership and 
political will are fundamental.  Participants at country 
level questioned the appetite for change, whether 
Agencies are really engaged, and asked who will drive 
such change forward. It was strongly emphasized that 
the UNDS cannot deliver the 2030 Agenda without 
commitment, intent, focus and drive.

• It was highlighted that the UN system is risk averse and 
that increased scrutiny of the UN is reducing appetite 
for risk.

• Many participants highlighted that the draft paper is too 
inwardly focused and greater external focus is needed. 
This includes the need to unpack external circumstances 
and look at the proliferation of non-UN actors and how 
this influences the UN’s business. It was also stressed 

Annex I: Summary of Feedback from Focus Group Discussions
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that partnerships are critical to the new agenda and the 
UN must pay attention to partnerships beyond govern-
ment, including with civil society. 

• It was suggested to look at how other big systems 
work, that are comparable to the UNDS; for example, 
how does the private sector bring about change in big 
systems and what can we learn from this?  The theory 
of change must also address how to work in a broader 
coalition of partners.

• It was noted that the paper assumes current coun-
try programme configuration and presence and the 
principle of universality is not reflected – the role of the 
UNDS in supporting accountability and reporting in a 
universal context should be addressed.  The draft paper 
is too focused on the past and not looking enough 
at where we are going, including in middle-income 
countries where we need very different capacities and 
profiles.

• Participants in country level discussions highlighted that 
contextualization and flexibility are key, and that the 
theory of change must be context and country specific 
to understand how change operates.

• A number of participants stressed the need to look at 
the regional level where reform is also needed includ-
ing to ensure greater coherence in the UNDG-Regional 
Teams.

• Some participants preferred the alternative hypothesis 
of a clear division of labor in support of the SDGs. It was 
also highlighted that there is a need to ensure a balance 

between the drive for coherence, and diversity. 

• There was a call to better reflect outside influences, and 
intangibles such as trust in the draft theory of change, 
and to clarify what elements of reform are already un-
derway and areas where more investment is needed.

• In terms of key drivers, funding is seen as both a key 
driver and constraint. Governance is also a viewed as a 
critical factor. Participants highlighted that change and 
progress are not possible without change in donor and 
Member State behavior especially as regards funding 
and governance.

• Leadership is also seen as key and the need to put co-
herence at the heart of drivers and incentives for leaders 
was stressed in several groups.

• A common international UN civil service is seen as 
critical, with the right incentives and accountability, and 
cultural change is also needed.  Investing in staff capac-
ity and ownership is key.

• The need to invest more in change management includ-
ing change management for the system as a whole was 
also highlighted.  Identifying change champions and 
allies will be key.

• Accelerated business practice reform is viewed as criti-
cal in particular at country level.  

• Greater transparency and accountability, backed by 
investment in data, can also be an important driver for 
change.
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