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Executive Summary

Background and methodology
Joint programming has been an increasingly 
common approach to UN efforts to advance prog-
ress under Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5. 
At the midpoint of the 2030 Agenda, UN Women, 
UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF and WFP took stock of 
lessons regarding SDG  5 through a synthesis of 
UN system evaluations related to SDG  5. That 
synthesis, Are We Getting There? A synthesis 
of UN system evaluations of SDG  5, identified a 
significant number of evaluations of inter-agency 
programmes. Given increased emphasis on joint 
work and collaboration across UN agencies – 
most recently in the UN System-Wide Gender 
Equality Acceleration Plan – the partner agencies 
saw an opportunity to take a closer look at the 
role of inter-agency programming in addressing 
SDG  5 targets. This report, a companion to the 
main report, examines inter-agency evaluations 
from the main synthesis, with additional evalua-
tions that were completed in 2023 and therefore 
not represented in the earlier analysis. In total, 68 
inter-agency evaluations were analysed for their 
evidence on five key questions about the stra-
tegic significance, effectiveness and coherence of 
inter-agency programming; enablers and barriers 
to inter-agency programming; recommendations 
from evaluations on inter-agency programming; 
evidence gaps in the available data; and lessons to 
draw from inter-agency programming for SDG 5. 

The methodology of this synthesis mirrored that 
of the main synthesis in terms of inclusion criteria 
and coding and analysis approaches. UN Women 
contributed the most to the inter-agency eval-
uative evidence base on SDG  5 programming, 
followed by UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA, ILO and WFP. 

The distribution of inter-agency evaluations across 
SDG 5 targets was similar to that of the main eval-
uation synthesis in many respects, with women’s 
leadership (Target 5.5), eliminating violence 
against women and girls (Target 5.2) and economic 
resources (Target 5.a) being the most represented 
targets. 

Results
The evaluations point to several dimensions 
of the strategic significance of joint work. 
Programmatically, joint programmes enable a 
more multidimensional and holistic approach to 
addressing gender inequality. They enhance the 
catalytic role of the UN by increasing the visibility 
of and advocacy on gender issues in national and 
global agendas. Normatively, they forge new part-
nerships for gender equality and combine the 
comparative advantages of multiple agencies in 
technical expertise and stakeholder networks. 
Operationally, they can enhance the effectiveness 
of intervention implementation by reducing dupli-
cation of efforts and ensuring a more efficient 
use of resources across UN agencies, although 
typically with a sizable increase in transaction 
costs in terms of human labour for coordination 
and communication for technical coherence and 
governance structures such as steering commit-
tees. The results of programming were typically 
measured in outputs rather than outcomes or 
impact, though inter-agency programmes for 
SDG  5 reported considerable accomplishments 
in multisectoral reach to beneficiaries and knowl-
edge production.

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/03/are-we-getting-there-a-synthesis-of-un-system-evaluations-of-sdg-5
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/03/are-we-getting-there-a-synthesis-of-un-system-evaluations-of-sdg-5


There was limited evidence on the contextual 
enablers and barriers to effective inter-agency 
programming for SDG 5. While COVID-19 disrup-
tions caused many programmes to fall behind, 
the pandemic also strengthened collaborations 
between UN agencies due to pandemic response 
planning and new lines of funding. One barrier 
identified was that government counterparts 
or civil society partners were, at times, over-
whelmed by the demands of partnering with 
more than one UN agency due to competing 
demands and multiple reporting requirements. 
More evidence was available on elements of 
programme design, management and opera-
tions that enabled or hindered implementation 
and coordination. Stakeholders viewed Resident 
Coordinator leadership as important in bringing 
the UN system together to ensure a coherent 
approach to joint programming. In addition, a 
detailed  programme  design with an integrated 
results framework and a workplan for joint activ-
ities were found to strengthen programme 
coherence. One of the most common challenges 
was insufficient personnel, time and resources 
dedicated to coordination.

A number of recommendations across the eval-
uations had common themes. One was to clearly 
define the vision and identity of a joint programme, 
a common understanding not just of the 
programme’s objectives but also the larger ratio-
nale for why the programme was jointly undertaken 
and what synergies were expected from doing so. 
Another group of recommendations focused on 
the need to be explicit about the roles, responsi-
bilities and information flows among partnering 
agencies. Many evaluations noted the difficulties 
of administering joint programmes when agen-
cies have different systems and requirements for 
financial, procurement and human resources, and 
different standards for establishing memoran-
dums of agreement and contracts with partners. 
Related recommendations were variously directed 
to the UN system at large, headquarters of specific 
agencies, regional and country offices, often to 

simplify or align processes across UN agencies. 
There were also recommendations to clearly 
identify accountability for gender – in all sectors 
– in the standard architecture of Humanitarian 
Coordination Teams and/or the cluster system. 

The synthesis also identified gaps in the evidence. 
Monitoring and evaluation was sometimes unco-
ordinated across agencies, limiting the conclusions 
that could be drawn by evaluations and the contri-
butions made to collective knowledge on what 
works in inter-agency programming for SDG  5. 
Evaluations provided little insight into the neces-
sary preconditions for successful inter-agency 
work, either in the social, political and economic 
context or within the organizational culture of a 
given UN office. The synthesis found no strategic 
evaluations conducted during the SDG period 
on the effectiveness or efficiency of the joint 
programme approach in itself.

The synthesis points to lessons related to the 
strategic importance of joint programming for 
the achievement of SDG  5, including that inter-
agency collaboration can create platforms for 
stronger and wider stakeholder cooperation 
extending beyond the life of a programme and 
that these effects can be amplified in programme 
design.  Inter-agency initiatives are also especially 
beneficial for addressing complex gender issues. 
As gender equality concerns often cut across 
sectors, well-conceptualized and executed inter-
agency work is essential to achieve SDG 5 targets, 
and is instrumental for driving social and political 
shifts. In addition, joint programming for gender 
equality develops capacity across the UN system: 
agencies that work closely together learn about 
each other’s areas of expertise, often informally, 
and therefore become better equipped to conduct 
programmes that reflect the integrated nature of 
women and girls’ lives, the interconnectivity of 
governance and the particular challenges faced by 
disadvantaged groups. 
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Other lessons can be drawn about how to improve 
inter-agency work for SDG  5. Joint programming 
has high transaction costs that need to be taken 
into account  in  programme  design.​ Some of the 
additional labour required for joint programmes 
compared to single-agency projects may be 
offset by efficiencies resulting from collabora-
tion, although evaluations did not offer rigorous 
evidence on such a trade-off. Many parts of the 
UN system are experiencing a learning curve with 
respect to managing and administrating joint 
programmes; therefore, there remains room for 
improvement. With the support of leadership and 
donors, programmes can anticipate and plan for 
the high demands and challenges of joint work, 
particularly when programme aims require broad 
shifts in social norms, systems and infrastructure 
that cut across sectors, as they often do under 
SDG 5. 

The right incentives – notably, a common purpose 
and joint funding streams – from donors and 
headquarters can support strong cooperation 
between UN agencies. Several improvements are 
possible that might build greater incentives, or at 
least remove disincentives, for joint programmes. 
Time frames for implementation and expendi-
ture need to be longer; disbursement processes 
need to be sufficiently flexible to ensure that no 
agency is held back in programme implementa-
tion; the additional time needed for inter-agency 
coordination needs to be reflected in budgets; 
and the structure of funding should not inadver-
tently create competition between agencies. A 
longer time frame for implementation is especially 
important when gender transformative results are 
sought.

Implications
The synthesis team identified a number of 
implications of the synthesis findings for UN 
agencies, including the need to: strengthen 
inter-agency programming that leverages 
complementary expertise and stakeholder rela-
tionships, particularly to address gender equality 
in cross-sectoral programming; further align 
administrative systems and enhance existing guid-
ance on joint programmes; train staff in models 
of joint programming; fill the gender gap in the 
humanitarian architecture; commit to longer time 
frames for effective joint programming for gender 
equality; and consider commissioning a study 
into the necessary preconditions for successful 
inter-agency work. For donors, there are impli-
cations related to allowing joint programmes to 
dedicate adequate human resources and time 
to coordination; improving funding mechanisms 
to optimize smooth implementation of joint 
programmes; providing funding to longer-term 
joint programmes under SDG 5 and the flexibility 
to make mid-course adjustments; and consid-
ering what kinds of gender equality programming 
warrant a joint agency approach. 
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Section 1: Background

Introduction
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
were adopted in 2015. Goal 5 of this framework 
is to “achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls” and includes nine targets with 
18 indicators to meet this goal. While progress has 
been made on some of these targets, notable gaps 
and barriers remain. In particular, the COVID-19 
pandemic; the increasing number of women and 
girls affected by disasters and conflict; and back-
lash against women’s empowerment have stalled 
and even undone some of the progress towards 
SDG 5.123

At the midpoint of the 2030 Agenda, UN Women, 
UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF and WFP took stock of 
lessons regarding SDG  5 through a synthesis 
of UN system evaluations related to SDG  5. By 
bringing together the evidence, lessons and gaps 
from our collective evaluations, the synthesis – 
Are We Getting There? A synthesis of UN system 
evaluations of SDG 5 – provided UN agencies and 
their partners with a holistic view of the barriers 
and enabling factors to achieving SDG 5 and what 
works or does not work in interventions for gender 
equality and women’s empowerment.4 

Through the evaluation mapping phase, the 
synthesis identified 619 evaluations from 33 UN 
agencies that met the inclusion criteria. Of these, 
56 evaluations were jointly conducted by at least 
two UN partners, covering joint programmes or 
joint programming. There has been an increased 
emphasis on joint work and collaboration across 
UN agencies, including through the UN System-
Wide Gender Equality Acceleration Plan and other 
efforts to improve collaborative work across UN 
agencies (see Box 1). 

Box 1

Joint programming in context

The United Nations Sustainable Development 
Group Guidance Note on a New Generation of 
Joint Programmes defines a joint programme as 
“a cooperation strategy. It is a way to achieve a 
catalytic development result that depends upon the 
comparative advantages of two or more participating 
UN organizations (PUNOs) working together with 
partners as a team in a highly coordinated and 
integrated manner.”1 Joint programming is a wider 
approach to collaboration under a UN Sustainable 
Development Cooperation Framework or Humanitarian 
Response Plan. “Delivering As One” reforms 
encouraged joint programmes and programming, with 
a stronger horizontal role for Resident Coordinators. 
The Independent Evaluation of Delivering As One, 
completed in 2012, notes that joint work is strategically 
important for addressing gender equality.2 In its call 
to action, the recent UN System-Wide Gender Equality 
Acceleration Plan similarly includes the aim that, “Our 
coordinated and joint activities result in the reversal 
of systemic gender inequality across all sectors and 
UN pillars in all Member States.”  The plan emphasizes 
system-wide efforts to strengthen leadership 
and accountability for gender equality and build 
partnerships across all UN stakeholders.

Taking a closer look at the inter-agency evaluations 
in the evidence base for the SDG 5 synthesis can 
offer unique insights into UN joint programmes 
and programming under SDG  5 on the role and 
significance of inter-agency work in achieving the 
goal’s targets; what is working well in inter-agency 
collaboration on gender equality programming; 
how agencies can improve their coordination in 
the context of the SDG  5 umbrella; and where 
gaps in knowledge exist. 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/03/are-we-getting-there-a-synthesis-of-un-system-evaluations-of-sdg-5
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2024/03/are-we-getting-there-a-synthesis-of-un-system-evaluations-of-sdg-5


5

This report presents a synthesis of lessons from 
those inter-agency evaluations, along with addi-
tional inter-agency evaluations published in 2023 
that were not included in the previous synthesis. 
The primary users of this synthesis are intended 
to be the UN agencies involved in supporting 
SDG 5, notably UN Women, UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF 
and WFP. Additional users include the United 
Nations Economic and Social Council, UN Resident 
Coordinators, national governments, regional 
economic commissions, civil society organizations 
(CSOs), women’s organizations, donors and others 
who support implementation of SDG 5.5

Purpose and synthesis questions
The purpose of the additional synthesis of 
inter-agency evaluations was to gather evalu-
ative evidence and lessons from inter-agency 
programmes and collaborations on SDG  5 to 
support learning and decision-making for future 
inter-agency programming related to SDG 5.

The objective of the synthesis was to answer a 
series of synthesis questions. These questions 
build on the synthesis questions that guided the 
main synthesis process and analysis (see below) 
with specific sub-questions focused on inter-
agency programming added (in bold).  

1. What interventions and approaches to SDG 5 
have worked well and which have not? 

a.	 What is the strategic significance 
of UN inter-agency programmes in 
advancing SDG 5? 

b.	 How have UN agencies created 
coherence and leveraged compar-
ative advantages in the design and 
implementation of inter-agency 
programmes? 

c.	 Has inter-agency cooperation 
enhanced the effectiveness of inter-
ventions and approaches to advance 
gender equality outcomes? If so, how?  

 

2. What are the enabling factors and what has 
hindered progress towards achieving the SDG 5 
targets? 

a.	 What factors have enabled effective 
inter-agency programming, and what 
barriers have hindered inter-agency 
programming to advance SDG 5?  

3. What policy and programme recommendations 
have been made to advance and accelerate prog-
ress towards SDG 5 by 2030? 

a.	 What recommendations have been 
made to enhance joint programming 
and UN system coordination?  

4. Where is evaluation evidence the strongest and 
where are the main gaps in evaluation evidence 
across the nine SDG 5 targets?  

a.	 Do the inter-agency evaluations iden-
tify any additional evidence gaps or 
priority areas for future evidence 
generation to support the accelera-
tion of SDG 5? 

5. What lessons have been learned regarding 
different UN activities and approaches to advance 
SDG 5? 

a.	 How can inter-agency programming 
be leveraged to advance SDG 5?
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Section 2: Methodology
This section presents a brief description of the methodology for the synthesis.  
Please see the main synthesis report and annexes for a full description of the methodology.6 

 

Conceptual framework
The conceptual framework developed in the main 
synthesis to portray the logic of UN contributions 
to the achievement of SDG 5 was applied to this 
inter-agency evaluation synthesis. The frame-
work drew on the strategic plans and theories of 
change of UN Women, UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF and  

WFP and identification of commonalities across 
spheres of activity and programmatic approaches. 
The outlines of the coding structure for quali-
tative data analysis came from the conceptual 
framework, which was carried forward into the 
inter-agency evaluation synthesis.

Figure 1 
Conceptual framework for the SDG 5 evaluation synthesis
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Inclusion criteria
A number of criteria were used to determine the 
inclusion of evaluations into the synthesis. These 
eight criteria are depicted in Figure 2 and fully 
defined in Annex 1 of the main synthesis report.7 
The same inclusion criteria were used in the 
inter-agency evaluation synthesis with two modi-
fications. One, because the new synthesis was 

conducted in 2024, the time frame for the eval-
uation publication year was extended to include 
2023. Second, included evaluations were those of 
programmes conducted jointly between two or 
more UN agencies or economic commissions, or 
otherwise were evaluations commissioned by two 
or more agencies of their joint work. 

Figure 2
Evaluation inclusion criteria

Objective

Strong evaluative or
programmatic focus on

an SDG 5 target

Geographic scope

Global, regional, national 
and subnational

Evaluation publication
year

Between 2018 and
2022

Evaluation type

Programme, country, 
regional, thematic, impact

Intervention time frame

Majority of programme 
within SDG period

Implementing agencies

UN agencies and economic 
commissions

Quality

Meet UN quality 
assurance criteria

Language

English, French, Spanish, 
Arabic and Russian

Source: created by the synthesis team

Search strategy and report screening
The addition of 2023 as an included evaluation 
publication year meant that the team was required 
to conduct a search for new evaluations. The same 
methodology as the main synthesis was used to 
identify evaluations published in 2023, i.e. through 
searching publicly available UN agency evaluation 
databases.8 

Overall, 68 reports were identified including 56 
inter-agency evaluations meeting the inclusion 
criteria from the original synthesis and 12 evalua-
tions from the search for 2023 reports.9 

All 68 evaluations were analysed using the same 
thematic coding approach designed for the main 
synthesis report. Please see Annex 1 of the main 
synthesis report for the full methodology, which 
includes additional information on the screening 
process, quality assurance and coding approach.10 

Limitations
This inter-agency evaluation synthesis faced 
similar limitations as the main synthesis: 

1.	 Limited evaluative evidence: Some targets 
have limited evaluative evidence, impacting 
the ability to draw firm conclusions. This is 
discussed in the evaluation mapping section.

2.	 Scope of synthesis: The synthesis does not 
include evaluations outside of the UN system, 
such as those from governments, academia, 
think tanks or civil society. This may exclude 
non-UN perspectives and evidence.

3.	 Incomplete evaluation discovery: Not all 
relevant UN evaluations may have been iden-
tified. Contacting UN agencies helped mitigate 
this by validating and suggesting additional 
reports.

4.	 Lack of impact evaluations: Few impact 
evaluations with scientific designs, including 
counterfactuals, were found. This limits the 
rigour of evidence available to assess interven-
tion impact. Evidence from impact evaluations 
is highlighted where available.
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Section 3: Evaluation Mapping
Evaluations by agency
Overall, a total of 68 evaluation reports from 19 
different UN entities met the inclusion criteria 
(Table 1). UN Women contributed the most to the 
inter-agency evaluative evidence on SDG 5 program-
ming, followed by UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA and ILO. 
The most common UN agency collaborations on 

SDG 5 evaluations were ILO/UN Women (6), Inter-
agency Humanitarian Evaluations (4), UNDP/
UNICEF (4) and UNICEF/UNFPA (4). Table 2 pres-
ents a full list of the number of joint programme 
evaluations by mix of agencies. 

Table 1
Number and per cent of evaluations per agency
Agency Total Per cent Agency Total Per cent Agency Total Per cent

UN Women 34 50% OCHA 5 7% IFAD 1 1%

UNDP 23 34% UNODC 5 7% UNEP 1 1%

UNICEF 23 34% IOM 3 4% UNDRR 1 1%

UNFPA 20 29% UNAIDS 3 4% UN Habitat 1 1%

ILO 12 18% OHCHR 3 4% UNESCO 1 1%

WFP 7 10% WHO 2 3%

FAO 6 9% UNCDF 2 3%

Table 2
Number of joint programme evaluations by mix of agencies
Agencies Evaluations Agencies Evaluations

ILO/UN Women 6 UN Women/UNDP/OHCHR 1

IAHE/OCHA 4 UN Women/UNDRR 1

UNDP/UNICEF 4 UN Women/UNEP 1

UNICEF/UNFPA 4 UN Women/UNICEF 1

UN Women/UNDP 3 UNCDF/UN Women/UNDP 1

UNDP/UNFPA 3 UNCDF/UN Habitat 1

FAO/UN Women 2 UNFPA/UN Women/UNDP 1

UN Women/UNDP/UNFPA 2 UNFPA/UN Women/UNICEF 1

UN Women/UNFPA 2 UNFPA/UNDP/UNICEF 1

UN Women/UNODC 2 UNFPA/UNICEF/WFP 1

UNICEF/WFP 2 UNFPA/WHO 1

FAO/ILO 1 UNCHR/UNAIDS 1

FAO/UNDP 1 UNICEF/ILO/UNFPA 1

ILO/IOM 1 UNICEF/UNAIDS/UNFPA 1

IOM/UNDP/UN Women 1 UNICEF/UN Women/UNDP 1

IOM/UNODC 1 UNICEF/UNDP/UN Women 1

UNICEF/UNFPA/UNDP/UNODC 1 UNICEF/UNESCO 1

OHCHR/UN Women 1 UNICEF/UNFPA/UN Women 1

OHCHR/UNDP 1 UNICEF/WFP/FAO 1

UN Women/FAO/WFP 1 WFP/IFAD/UN Women 1

UN Women/ILO/UNODC 1 WFP/ILO/UNICEF 1

UN Women/OCHA 1 WHO/UNAIDS 1

UN Women/UNDP/ILO 1 TOTAL 68
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Geographical focus of evaluations
Most of the evaluations had a country focus (62 per 
cent), followed by a global/headquarters (16  per 
cent), regional (12 per cent) or multi-country (9 per 
cent) focus (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3
Number (and per cent) of evaluations by 
geographic scope

Country: 42 (62%)

Global
11 (16%)

Multi-country:  
6 (9%)

Multi-region: 1 (1%)

Regional: 8 (12%)

Evaluations by SDG 5 target
All inter-agency evaluations that met the inclu-
sion criteria were tagged with up to three SDG 5 
targets. The most covered target was SDG  5.5 
(Ensure women’s full participation in leadership 
and decision-making) with 27 evaluations. 

Four other targets also had significant coverage: 
SDG  5.2 (24 evaluations), SDG  5.a (13 evalua-
tions), SDG  5.c (12 evaluations) and SDG  5.6 (10 
evaluations).

The distribution of inter-agency evaluations across 
SDG 5 targets is similar to that of the main eval-
uation synthesis in many respects. The number 
of evaluations is certainly shaped by the distribu-
tion of programming across targets, and the areas 
in which agencies endeavour to undertake joint 
work. Evaluations are concentrated under Target 
5.2 (eliminating violence against women and girls) 
and Target 5.5 (women’s leadership). There were 
no evaluations of programming under Target 5.b 
(information and communications technology). 
Proportionately, more evaluations addressed 
Target 5.4 (unpaid care) than in the main synthesis, 
which might reflect the intersectoral nature of 
social protection work and therefore the greater 
likelihood that more than one agency would 
be involved. However, the same might be said 
of programmes addressing Target 5.3 (harmful 
practices), which had proportionately fewer eval-
uations in the inter-agency synthesis. This could 
be because inter-agency work on those issues is 
largely contained within two global programmes 
on child marriage and female genital mutilation 
(FGM) led by UNICEF and UNFPA. For the inter-
agency synthesis, there were also few evaluations 
on Target 5.1.

Figure 4
Number of inter-agency evaluations by SDG 5 Target11 (n = 68)

SDG 5.1 End discrimination

SDG 5.2 VAWG

SDG 5.3 Harmful practices

SDG 5.4 Unpaid care

SDG 5.5 Leadership

SDG 5.6 SRHR

SDG 5.a Economic resources

SDG 5.b ICT

SDG 5.c Legislation

All Targets

7

4

5

27

10

13

0

12

2

24

Note: Each evaluation can be tagged with up to three SDG 5 targets.
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Section 4: Results
Tackling complex issues such as gender inequality requires a collaborative effort.  
Joint programmes aim to achieve outcomes that a single UN entity cannot accomplish alone, or at 
least not as effectively, efficiently or sustainably. This section synthesizes evaluative evidence on what 
works and what does not for inter-agency programming for gender equality, identifying factors that 
either enable or hinder joint efforts. It also presents recurring recommendations and key lessons 
learned from the evaluations. 

4.1 What’s working and not working in inter-agency programming for gender 
equality 

4.1.1. Strategic significance of joint programmes

Joint programmes enable a more 
multidimensional and holistic approach to 
addressing gender inequality by leveraging 
the combined strengths and expertise 
of various UN agencies, fostering inter-
agency collaboration and engaging diverse 
stakeholders. 

For example, the Joint Evaluation of the UNFPA-
UNICEF Joint Programme on the Abandonment 
of Female Genital Mutilation (2019) highlights the 
importance of a holistic strategy that operates 
across global, regional, national and grassroots 
levels, encompassing sectors such as education, 
health, child protection and justice. This compre-
hensive design has facilitated the engagement 
of a wide variety of stakeholders, from religious 
leaders to youth peers, successfully creating 
synergies and elevating the profile of FGM aban-
donment efforts.12 A follow-up evaluation on Phase 
III of the programme (2021) noted that this holistic 
approach significantly strengthened the provision 
of prevention and response services, comprehen-
sively addressing both supply and demand sides.13 

Similarly, the Safe and Fair Programme draws on 
the comparative strengths of UN Women and ILO, 
jointly planning, implementing and reporting on 
shared results to support holistic programming. 
This collaboration created interlinkages across 
thematic areas and stakeholder groups, allowing 
the programme to effectively target violence 
against women in the realm of labour migration.14 

Joint programmes support advocacy by 
increasing the visibility of gender issues on 
national and global agendas. 

Evaluative evidence suggests that, by combining 
the technical expertise of multiple agencies, joint 
programmes can enhance the visibility, legitimacy 
and advocacy of gender issues. The collective voice 
of several UN agencies can mobilize higher levels 
of government and key stakeholders more effec-
tively than a single UN entity operating alone.15 For 
instance, the Joint Evaluation of the UNFPA-UNICEF 
Joint Programme on the Abandonment of Female 
Genital Mutilation (2019) highlighted how the 
programme successfully elevated the issue of FGM 
abandonment within UN planning and priorities.  
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This joint effort was instrumental in advocating 
for the inclusion of FGM abandonment as a target 
within SDG  5, greatly enhancing visibility and 
accountability, as all countries are required to 
report on progress against this target to the UN 
Secretary-General.16 The programme’s evalua-
tion also highlighted its credibility and influence 
in national arenas and its ability to provide a plat-
form for CSOs with less visibility to participate in 
national processes. This engagement amplified 
their voices and strengthened the movement for 
gender equality. As a global programme connected 
with civil society and faith-based actors at various 
levels, the Joint Programme on the Abandonment 
of Female Genital Mutilation has the potential to 
consolidate these voices, further enhancing its 
outreach impact.17

Evaluations of global joint programmes, including 
those addressing FGM and child marriage, have 
demonstrated their effectiveness in raising the visi-
bility of these issues through comprehensive global 
campaigns.18 These campaigns leverage a variety 
of tools, including high-level panels with Member 
States and social media outreach. Similar results 
were observed at the country level. For example, 
the midterm evaluation of a joint programme for 
strengthening the resilience of Syrian women and 
girls in host communities in Iraq, Jordan and Turkey 
found that the programme gained visibility through 
events supported by the joint efforts of ILO and 
UN  Women, even linking to broader campaigns 
such as the “16 Days of Activism.”19 The evaluation 
of the regional joint programme, Win-Win: Gender 
Equality Means Good Business, implemented 
by ILO and UN  Women in six Latin American 
and Caribbean countries, found that the biggest 
recognizable impact of the programme among 
interviewed stakeholders was the increased visi-
bility of women’s economic empowerment at the 
highest levels of business organizations, leading to 
changes in the participation of women in leader-
ship positions.20

Joint programmes have forged new 
partnerships for gender equality. 

For instance, initiatives such as EmPower in the 
Asia–Pacific region have shown how integrating 
the mandates of UN Women and UNEP can create 
new synergies around gender equality, human 
rights, climate change and renewable energy.21 
UNEP and UN  Women mobilized their national 
partners, who in turn bridged their respective 
networks. Evaluators noted that the EmPower 
project engaged CSO networks and national stake-
holders, leveraging new partnerships to enhance 
capacities for gender mainstreaming in climate 
policies, programmes and budgets at regional, 
national and local levels.22

In humanitarian settings, joint programmes 
have also created new partnerships. The eval-
uation of the UN Women and OCHA Joint Action 
Plan in Palestine, Strengthened Gender Focus in 
Humanitarian Action, highlighted a productive 
working relationship that leveraged synergies 
between the agencies to advance gender-respon-
siveaction in humanitarian and fragile settings.23 
OCHA accessed UN  Women’s gender expertise, 
while UN Women used the space provided by OCHA 
to emphasize the importance of gender main-
streaming in programme planning. As UN Women 
does not lead any clusters, having OCHA on board 
allowed for gender responsiveness to be inte-
grated into the humanitarian architecture.24

Joint programmes have demonstrated 
potential in building synergies and extending 
outreach for gender initiatives by leveraging 
the comparative advantages of multiple 
agencies.

By promoting synergies and avoiding dupli-
cation, joint programmes effectively address 
complex issues through the combination of 
resources, expertise and networks. For example, 
the Safe and Fair Programme, a collabora-
tion between UN  Women and ILO, tackled 
the intersection of ending violence against 
women, anti-trafficking and labour migration.25  
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Through research dissemination, workshops and 
dialogues, the programme raised awareness 
about violence against women migrant workers 
and advanced this critical issue across the ASEAN 
states. By harnessing the technical expertise and 
networks of both organizations, the programme 
integrated ending violence against women priori-
ties into national labour policies and enhanced the 
capacity of service providers to support women 
migrant workers.26 

In Moldova and Georgia, the EU4GE joint 
programme between UNFPA, UN Women and the 
EU capitalized on synergies in communications, 
showing how shared resources and collaborative 
efforts can enhance the effectiveness of gender-fo-
cused interventions.27 The joint programme for 
the Early Childhood and Comprehensive Care 
System in Argentina underscored the value of 
joint interventions in broadening relationships 
with government counterparts and improving 
inter-agency communication, promoting syner-
gies at national, provincial and municipal levels.28 
The UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Programme on the 
Abandonment of FGM has benefitted from the 
synergistic and multiplier effects of combining 
the strengths of UNICEF and UNFPA.29 Positioned 
within child protection (UNICEF) and gender-based 
violence (UNFPA), the programme facilitated link-
ages between FGM and other relevant areas, such 
as family planning and adolescent health.30 

4.1.2. Effectiveness of joint 
programmes

Joint programmes can enhance 
the effectiveness of intervention 
implementation by reducing the duplication 
of efforts and ensuring a more efficient use 
of resources across UN agencies.

In Sierra Leone, the Human Security Project, a 
collaboration between UNDP and FAO, effectively 
utilized resources to advance human security, live-
lihoods and the dignity of vulnerable populations 
in three chiefdoms. By sharing project concepts 
and updates with other UN agencies through the 
UN Country Team, UNDP and FAO were able to 
avoid duplicative initiatives and ensure coherence 
with ongoing interventions.31 This coordination 

extended to sharing lessons and good practices 
with agencies such as IOM and UNODC, which 
facilitated the exploration of joint activities and 
enhanced the overall impact of their projects.32

Similarly, the joint programme on Accelerating 
Progress Towards the Economic Empowerment of 
Rural Women in Ethiopia, Guatemala, Kyrgyzstan, 
Liberia, Nepal and Rwanda from 2014 to 2019, 
demonstrated the benefits of inter-agency coop-
eration. In Ethiopia, for example, WFP, FAO and 
UN  Women targeted the same beneficiaries but 
provided different types of support to ensure 
comprehensive assistance.33 This included busi-
ness skills training and savings cooperatives by 
WFP, agricultural inputs and training by FAO and 
cooperatives and gender training by UN Women. 
In Nepal, FAO introduced new agricultural tech-
nologies, UN  Women supported leadership 
development and gender mainstreaming, and 
WFP organized storage centres and nutrition 
improvement plans.34 

Joint programmes have documented their 
multi-sectoral and holistic achievements, 
particularly at the output level.

For instance, the final evaluation report on 
the Integrated Response to Violence Against 
Women and Girls in Serbia – a joint programme 
involving UNDP, UNICEF, UN Women and UNFPA 
– highlighted significant improvements. The 
legislative framework was enhanced, general 
service providers improved their practices and 
media reporting on violence against women and 
girls was more effective, all benefitting vulner-
able groups of women.35 Similarly, Phase III of 
the Global Programme for the Abandonment of 
FGM reported the development or strengthening 
of legislative frameworks, translating them into 
costed action plans and advocating for appropriate 
financial resources to implement these plans.36  
The programme also invested in capacity-building 
for relevant stakeholders, including providing 
substantive training for judicial and medical staff 
to support law enforcement.37

As with the evaluations reviewed in the main 
synthesis report, joint-programme evaluations 
are not exempt from the challenges of measuring 
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outcome-level results towards gender equality. 
Challenges in measuring the contribution 
versus attribution of joint interventions persist. 
Evaluators noted difficulties in monitoring quan-
titative results at both output and outcome levels, 
especially when results frameworks for global 
inter-agency programmes are designed at a global 
level, without sufficient flexibility to be contextual-
ized locally.

Operational effectiveness of interventions 
remains a persistent challenge for joint 
programmes. 

Evaluations identified gaps in technical or oper-
ational capacity and an insufficient number of 
personnel as significant impediments to the effec-
tiveness of joint programmes. Differences in UN 
operational systems and procedures across agen-
cies often require additional time and effort to 
navigate, leading to perceived inefficiencies and 
occasional confusion for those implementing the 
programme.38

For example, the Evaluation of the Joint Programme 
between UNODC and IOM for Global Action to 
Prevent and Address Trafficking in Persons and 
the Smuggling of Migrants in Asia and the Middle 
East highlighted several administrative challenge: 
lengthy procedures led to project delays and cost 
overruns, creating potential friction with external 
partners; and resource-intensive processes 
resulted in vendors and consultants withdrawing 
their services due to the perceived impact of 
bureaucratic rules on procedural efficiency.39 
Evaluators underscored the need for streamlined 
processes and enhanced inter-agency coordina-
tion to improve the operational effectiveness of 
joint programmes.

4041

4.1.3. Joint programming coherence

Inter-agency programming coherence at 
the country level is often supported by 
governance structures involving key national 
stakeholders. However, the effectiveness 
of these structures in producing robust and 
sound results is mixed. 

Most joint programmes establish steering commit-
tees and technical coordination meetings to 
improve coherence; reduce duplication of efforts 
and services; and ensure a clear division of labour, 
roles and responsibilities between UN agencies. 

Some evaluations found that joint steering commit-
tees play an important role in connecting strategic 
discussions and decision-making with operational 
activities.42 For example, an inter-agency evalu-
ation of a joint programme for inclusive security 
in Liberia found that the presence of a high-pro-
file steering committee ensured national 
recognition of the national gender machinery and 
promoted the active engagement of the Ministry 
of Gender and Family Promotion. This enhanced 
the programme’s capacity to place its agenda on 
national platforms, including with the cabinet 
and parliament.43 Similar positive results were 
found in an evaluation of the Joint Programme for 
Advancing and Sustaining Gender Equality Gains 
in Rwanda.44 

Other evaluations suggest there is limited evidence 
that steering committees significantly affect the 
coherence and effectiveness of programming.45 
Some noted that high-level steering committees, 
often composed of senior-level representatives 
from respective UN entities, can be difficult to 
convene regularly and therefore prove ineffective 
in ensuring programming coherence.46

Box 2

Challenges of mainstreaming gender in joint programming in humanitarian settings

The Inter-agency Humanitarian Evaluation of Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women and Girls found that 
global clusters struggled to deploy gender equality expertise in a timely manner during sudden onset emergency 
responses.40 This limitation hindered immediate front-line responders from ensuring that activities, such as needs 
assessments, adequately considered gender equality. Gender equality is often deprioritized in the initial phase of a 
response, not being viewed as a “life-saving issue” to the same extent as other humanitarian needs, except in cases of 
sexual exploitation and abuse, or gender-based violence under the protection mandate.41

 Source:  IAHE. Inter-Agency Humanitarian Evaluation on Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women and Girls. (2020)
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Operationally, technical coherence is often 
achieved through technical coordination 
meetings; however, evaluations have noted 
that these meetings are not always managed 
effectively. 

Coordination, information-sharing and strate-
gizing between agencies is generally perceived 
as useful.47 For instance, the inter-agency 
joint programme “Hemayati” between UNFPA, 
UN  Women and UNICEF in Jordan served as a 
platform for discussing how agencies could collab-
orate and leverage each other’s connections and 
expertise.48 The “Afya Bora” joint programme 
in Tanzania documented operational technical 
coherence, with UNICEF and UNFPA each having a 
presence in the same health facilities and commu-
nities. The exchange of technical knowledge and 
coordination among team members from different 
agencies happened in both structured technical 
coherence meetings and informal communica-
tions, without blurring the roles of each agency 
during programme implementation.49 The role of 
joint-programme coordinators, as seen in the SDG 
Fund Joint Programmes in Somalia and Kenya, 
further exemplifies how inter-agency technical 
coordination can align activities with broader stra-
tegic goals, avoiding overlaps and ensuring that 
interventions fit well into the overall agenda.50

At the same time, evaluations noted that technical 
coherence meetings were consistently found to 
be time-consuming, especially challenging given 
short implementation periods, with significant 
room to improve the efficiency of joint working 
arrangements. Evaluations often noted that coor-
dination among UN agencies frequently does not 
go beyond a platform for information-sharing and 
consultation.51 Despite existing technical coordi-
nation groups, there are often reports of scarce 
information-sharing among agencies; duplication 
of efforts; unclear roles and expectations; and 
varied interpretations of how to operationalize 
joint programmes.52 Additionally, management 
structures often interfere with joint programme 
coherence, as they support siloed implementation 
and approaches.53 

Stakeholders viewed UN Resident 
Coordinator leadership as important in 
bringing the UN system together to ensure 
a coherent approach to joint programming, 
particularly under Multi-Partner Trust 
Funds.54 

These funds often involve the country UN Resident 
Coordinator in ensuring programme coherence, 
in line with UN reform principles. For example, 
the evaluation of a joint programme to enhance 
social protection for female tea garden workers in 
Bangladesh, funded by the Joint SDG Fund, found 
that the presence, guidance and support from 
the UN Resident Coordinator’s office were funda-
mental throughout the project. Weekly meetings 
between staff at the Resident Coordinator’s office 
and participating UN agencies steered day-to-day 
operations and provided updates to the Heads 
of Agencies and the UN Resident Coordinator 
for further advocacy at higher levels of govern-
ment and with employer organizations.55 Staff 
from participating UN agencies mentioned that 
this process led to a cultural shift among agen-
cies in planning, monitoring and reporting for joint 
programmes.56 While placing country programmes 
under the leadership of the Resident Coordinator 
aligns with UN reform principles, some evalua-
tions noted that UN personnel reported confusion 
on how to effectively operationalize the Resident 
Coordinator’s role.57

A detailed programme design 
with an integrated results 
framework and a workplan for joint 
activities enable programme coherence.

​In addressing programme coherence, several evalu-
ations suggested the importance of joint production 
of planning and strategy documents. Joint results 
frameworks developed at the country level were 
found to generate a common understanding of 
the programme vision, goals and direction when 
they were jointly undertaken rather than through 
separate development of outcomes and outputs 
and their later compilation into one document.  
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Evaluations noted annual inter-agency planning 
and joint monitoring visits as crucial for coordi-
nating efforts, avoiding duplication and making 
necessary adjustments. These processes allow 
agencies to review progress, share information 
and capitalize on complementary skills, ensuring 
a more streamlined and effective delivery of 
services.58 

One shortcoming often noted was at the 
more detailed planning level, that agencies 
shared little information about their activity 
workplans with each other and therefore 
missed opportunities to create synergies 
in joint implementation, such as through 
joint advocacy, public events, community 
mobilization or service delivery.59 

The evaluation of Moldova’s Partnership 
Framework for Sustainable Development noted 
the need to ensure that planning “is not done as 
the sum of agency plans, but as a process that 
consolidates and integrates the efforts of the 
agencies.”60 

4.2 Enabling and hindering factors 
for inter-agency programming

While COVID-19 disruptions caused many 
programmes to fall behind, the pandemic 
also strengthened collaborations between 
UN agencies.

The incentives for coordinating activities changed 
with COVID-19, due to the joint purpose it created 
and enabled by the availability of joint funding. 
As a result, joint assessments of the impact 
of shutdowns and service interruptions, joint 
response plans and continuity plans were devel-
oped in several countries. For example, the 
Win-Win Programme in Brazil developed greater 
coherence in part because the business conti-
nuity plans required after the pandemic began 
contributed to more effective communication.61  

In Moldova, where agencies already closely collab-
orated under the Partnership Framework for 
Sustainable Development, evaluations noted the 
unifying effect of the pandemic and the UN system 
response, which carried over into an improved, 
synchronized plan for the next programme cycle.62 

Government counterparts and CSO partners 
were, at times, overwhelmed by the 
demands of partnering with more than one 
UN agency.63

When agencies are partnering with the same 
ministry or office but failing to coordinate their 
activities well, there are competing requests for 
the partner’s time and attention. For example, 
the evaluation of Enhancing Resilience and 
Acceleration of the SDGs in the Eastern Caribbean 
noted bottlenecks in programme implementa-
tion because activities were being proposed by 
different UN agencies for the same governmental 
partner without communicating schedules and 
plans.64 Several reports also pointed to high trans-
action costs for partners when UN agencies had 
unaligned processes for formalizing and managing 
partnerships or when different reporting demands 
and procurement systems created challenges 
for counterparts trying to navigate multiple sets 
of requirements and expectations. For example, 
the Jordanian Women’s Union had to duplicate 
reporting on some activities to both UNFPA and 
UN  Women, because each agency funded the 
Hemayati programme in a different location and 
followed their own reporting requirements.65 
Evaluations suggested that these challenges 
could be managed by integrating and simplifying 
the expectations of UN partner agencies or by 
conducting realistic assessments of a partner’s 
absorptive capacity in the formative stage and 
adapting plans accordingly. ​
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Insufficient personnel time and resources 
dedicated to coordination was commonly 
experienced as a hindrance to programme 
progress.

Coordination mechanisms often require a 
high degree of consultation between agencies, 
resulting in time-consuming and potentially ineffi-
cient processes.66 This can lead to heavy workloads 
for programming staff, risking potential burnout 
and potentially negatively impacting the quality 
of programming and the results achieved.67 
Sometimes agencies seemed to underestimate this 
issue, for example by anticipating a part-time role 
for a national coordinator or allocating portions 
of existing personnel to inter-agency work.68 An 
evaluation of the Spotlight Initiative Safe and Fair 
Programme pointed out that the cap for staffing of 
30 per cent of the budget did not reflect the addi-
tional workload that coordination creates. Half of 
respondents to a survey of programme personnel 
estimated that an average 25 per cent of their 
time was spent on coordinating with the other UN 
agency; and one quarter estimated they spent over 
50 per cent of their time on such tasks. However, 
comparing across countries in the programme 
revealed that having fewer staff across agencies, 
which reduced the number of people needing to 
be involved in coordination, did not lead to more 
manageable coordination time – the highest work-
loads were in countries and regions with only one 
person representing both agencies.69 

​

4.3 Recurring recommendations 
to strengthen inter-agency 
programming 
Although the specifics of recommendations offered 
in evaluation reports were generally tailored to the 
programme under evaluation, several common 
themes emerged related to strengthening inter-
agency programming. 

Clearly define the rationale and vision of a 
joint programme. 

Evaluators often commented on the importance of 
a shared vision for a joint programme, a common 
understanding not just of the programme’s objec-
tives but also the larger rationale for why the 
programme is undertaken jointly and what syner-
gies are expected from doing so. Recommendations 
addressed challenges in the interpretation of 
a programme’s identity both internally within 
agencies – among the staff operating and over-
seeing programmes – and externally in the public 
or partners’ understanding of the programme’s 
reasons for existing. Internal factors included 
agencies lacking a common idea of the syner-
gies of a programme or what advocacy messages 
best reflected programme aims, particularly for 
cross-sectoral work. Sometimes, a midterm review 
or other reflective process resulted in greater 
unity within teams about the programme vision. 
Evaluations also recommended team building 
across agencies to better orient personnel to one 
another; well-constructed inception periods for 
early coordination and creating joint directions; 
and a stronger role for country or regional leader-
ship in the programme.70 
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There were also concerns about how a lack of 
unity inside the programme was reflected in 
its outside image, so that the public or benefi-
ciaries perceived several agencies versus one 
unified programme. In some cases, country part-
ners may not have considered there to be a joint 
package of technical support, which can limit a 
programme’s ability to serve a catalytic purpose 
and create momentum. Suggestions to address 
these concerns included joint communications 
plans, a common programme brand and greater 
attention to the content of advocacy messages.71 

UN  Women and UNEP’s EmPower programme 
provides an example of the challenges faced when 
a programme’s intended synergies are not well 
articulated or integrated into workplans. According 
to those involved in the design, the rationale for 
the programme was to provide joint technical 
assistance across respective partners’ networks in 
the areas of disaster risk reduction, climate change 
adaptation and gender equality. The programme 
had several successes, but agency teams at the 
country level had little interaction with each other 
and therefore missed opportunities for joint 
normative work, advocacy, strategic thinking and 
building the business case for gender equality in 
climate change adaptation. As a result, evaluators 
were not sure that government or non-govern-
mental organization (NGO) partners were able to 
see the added value of a joint programme.72 

Be explicit about roles, responsibilities 
and information flows among partnering 
agencies.73 

This was a frequent recommendation for 
improvement, as well as a factor highlighted as 
a best practice. There were several examples of 
programmes that benefitted from clear lines of 
accountability and delineation of duties across UN 
agency partners, as well as programmes that grap-
pled with these issues. When the responsibilities of 
each partner are not well defined, a programme can 
risk duplicating efforts or leaving important tasks 
undone. The evidence suggests that this is about 

much more than who implements which activity – 
it also includes defining roles in communications, 
reporting, external relationship management and 
clarifying what kinds of decisions should involve all 
agencies.74 When the flow of information between 
the partnering agencies was not explicitly set out, 
evaluations suggested that more formal struc-
tures could build inter-agency dialogue75 or that 
the Resident Coordinator could play a stronger 
role in coordinating information exchange.76 Multi-
country programmes were sometimes advised 
to do the same for information-sharing between 
country and regional offices and between agen-
cies at the regional level.77 Evaluations also noted 
the importance of external partners knowing each 
agency’s role.78 

Develop improved systems for the 
administration of joint programmes. 

This recommendation was variously directed to 
the UN system at large, headquarters of specific 
agencies, regional and country offices. It often 
dealt with the need to simplify or align processes 
across UN agencies to avoid duplicating reporting 
or finance and procurement recordkeeping when 
the systems of different agencies were built on 
different platforms or had different requirements. 
For example, in the Global Programme on the 
Abandonment of FGM, along with UNFPA, UNICEF 
established a manual financial reporting system 
so that spending could be tracked by output and 
outcome.79 Similarly, delays in programme start-up 
were commonly mentioned in evaluations due 
to the administrative  hurdles of working across 
agencies. These challenges also affected partners 
when they had to navigate different request forms 
and different expectations with each agency. One 
of the most common recommendations was to 
develop new kinds of agreements and methods 
of approval for joint projects so that a single 
document could be used to formalize partner-
ships between the UN agencies on one side and a 
government or civil society partner on the other. 
A few evaluations also recommended that the UN 
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system develop guidance and standards for the 
management structure of joint projects, identi-
fying key dedicated staff, competencies and core 
functions at country and regional levels, including 
where they should be housed.80

Clearly identify accountability for gender 
in the standard structure of Humanitarian 
Country Teams. 

Evaluations that focused on humanitarian action 
were consistent in describing weak accountability 
for inter-agency gender equality work outside of 
the sexual and reproductive health and protec-
tion areas. Gender working groups and networks 
had little influence with other sector clusters 
and Humanitarian Country Teams, and gender 
was usually not part of inter-agency discussions 
outside of those groups. For example, in Ethiopia, 
interviewees in the evaluation of the drought 
response of 2015–2018 said that although there 
is clear evidence the gender gap has a nega-
tive effect on agricultural productivity, the topic 
remained limited to the gender network.81 As the 
Inter-Agency Humanitarian Evaluation on Gender 
Equality and the Empowerment of Women and 
Girls noted, “[T]here is a gap in the humanitarian 
architecture for inter-agency gender expertise 
that can influence both strategic and operational 
considerations and which is present throughout 
the entire time period of the response.”82 

Recommendations to address the problem focused 
on filling gaps in the standard design of human-
itarian response by mandating dedicated senior 
gender experts at either a higher level within the 
Humanitarian Country Team or within each cluster 
(or both) to ensure that strategic gender expertise 
is a standard feature of all Humanitarian Country 
Teams and an active part of inter-agency planning 
and strategizing across sectors. Other proposals 
were to strengthen accountability for gender 
in the performance reviews of Humanitarian 
Coordinators and Resident Coordinators and to 
ensure that funding for full-time expertise is avail-
able on a continuous basis.83

4.4 Evidence gaps 

Monitoring and evaluation was sometimes 
uncoordinated across agencies, limiting the 
conclusions that could be drawn. 

Evaluated joint programmes typically had joint 
results frameworks with accompanying moni-
toring and evaluation plans. However, several 
evaluations noted that this “jointness” less often 
extended into joint data collection activities or 
sharing data across agencies, particularly when 
the implementation of activities was divided across 
outcome and output areas. Some programmes 
used coordination meetings to disseminate their 
monitoring data, but there were also examples of 
oversights in agencies sharing information from 
needs assessments or monitoring data that not 
only may have benefitted the wider programme 
but could also contribute to learning on what 
works in inter-agency programming on SDG  5.84 
There were examples of good practices as well: the 
agencies involved in the Bangladesh programme 
for the social protection of female tea garden 
workers credited joint monitoring visits with facil-
itating joint decision-making, based on a common 
understanding of the progress made.85 

There was limited insight into the necessary 
preconditions for successful inter-agency 
work. 

Evaluations generally did not explore the under-
lying factors for successful joint programming, 
especially which factors in the environment or 
context are favourable for joint programming, such 
as existing levers of coordination across minis-
tries or a strong intersectoral civil society. A small 
number of evaluations did provide some reflec-
tion on what agency conditions at the country or 
regional level shape the success of programming. 
For example, the evaluation of the joint ILO, WFP 
and UNICEF programme, Toward a Somali Led 
Transition to National Social Protection Systems, 
reflected on a similar project in Rwanda and drew 
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the conclusion that coordination and synergies 
can be more, or less, successful depending on 
the agencies involved.86 Beyond technical exper-
tise, the elements of organizational capacity and 
culture that were mentioned in evaluations, which 
might impact how well partnering agencies collab-
orate, included internal commitment to learning 
about new technical areas; the feasibility of 
adapting to alternative ways of working (not just 
programmatically but also administratively); and 
previous relationships between agencies.87  

The synthesis found no strategic evaluations 
of the effectiveness or efficiency of the 
joint programme approach in itself for the 
achievement of SDG 5. 

However, any evaluation without SDG 5 or gender 
equality strongly integrated into the objectives or 
evaluation questions would have been outside the 
scope of the synthesis and therefore not captured. 
Such an evaluation could generate significant 
insight across programmes with more detailed 
and standardized data gathering on the trade-offs 
inherent in joint work compared to single-agency 
work. Lessons might be drawn on when it makes 
the most sense to pursue inter-agency efforts to 
advance SDG 5 and when the challenges of joint 
programming are likely to outweigh the value 
added. 

4.5 Lessons learned 

Inter-agency collaboration can create 
platforms for stronger stakeholder 
collaboration.

 ​The comparative advantage or value-add of each 
agency in a collaboration is made of more than 
technical  expertise – it includes relationships, 
credentials and local knowledge.​ UN agencies 
often have stronger relationships with certain 
ministries, departments, administrative units and 
civil society sectors than others. Agencies involved 
in inter-agency programmes that bring their 

stakeholders together can build mechanisms of 
routine engagement and strengthen networking 
across government bodies and non-profit orga-
nizations, triggering a mobilization of actors that 
lasts beyond the programme.88 

For example, through coordinating UN agencies 
at a national level, the Hemayati programme in 
Jordan paved the way for better coordination at 
local levels between governmental bodies, such as 
the National Council for Family Affairs and NGOs, 
including the Jordanian Women’s Union, for the 
integration of gender-based violence response 
services at the point of service, including sexual and 
reproductive health care.89 Similarly, in Lebanon, 
UNICEF and ILO addressed a highly fragmented 
social protection sector that was duplicating 
efforts and lacked an overarching policy frame-
work by bringing together national authorities 
from several ministries and departments, CSOs 
and research institutions for policy dialogue. The 
multi-stakeholder forums that resulted have been 
the foundation for a systematic approach to social 
protection that can recognize and bring forward 
more complex issues in disability, end-of-service 
indemnity and other areas.90 These spinoff effects 
should be planned for so that they can be deliber-
ately nurtured and become part of sustainability 
strategies.

The right incentives from donors and 
headquarters can support strong 
cooperation between UN agencies. 

The arena in which inter-agency collaboration 
is routinely a key part of programming gener-
ally – although not always perfectly executed – is 
in emergency response. Certainly this is in part 
because agencies share a strong mandate to ensure 
that people’s basic needs and rights are protected 
in an emergency situation, which requires a swift 
response. Duplications of effort that result in key 
gaps in the provision of food, shelter, clean water, 
protection and health care can have a particularly 
high cost in terms of human life and well-being.  
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The humanitarian cluster system offers the neces-
sary structure for collaboration not only among 
UN agencies but also NGOs. In addition, joint 
funding appeals and platforms incentivize cooper-
ative planning. 

Evaluators of the UN–Republic of Moldova 
Partnership Framework for Sustainable 
Development noted two factors – a common 
purpose and rapid response funding streams – 
as being the impetus for improved coordination 
across UN agencies in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic. They drew the following lesson:

“Close cooperation between United Nations agen-
cies can emerge when the right incentives for 
cooperation are in place. In this case, the onset 
of the COVID-19 crisis and the clear guidance 
from headquarters, coupled with the availability 
of rapid funding, created the right incentives for 
the agencies to rally together under the coordina-
tion of UN RCO and produce a strong SERP, as well 
as a range of other assessments that provided 
solid foundations for developing a synchronized 
and well-coordinated response in the upcoming 
programme cycle. The structure of funding is 
a critical factor in rallying United Nations agen-
cies to work together. The fragmented nature of 
United Nations funding is a serious shortcoming 
that impedes joint implementation. However, 
the COVID-19 crisis served as a rallying factor 
for United Nations agencies by combining joint 
funding with a joint purpose.”91

Agencies also often have shared goals at different 
points in the triple nexus. Funding mechanisms 
for joint programming target those places where 
agendas overlap, but the evidence suggests that 
several improvements are possible that might 
build greater incentives, or at least remove disin-
centives, for joint programmes. Time frames for 
implementation and expenditure need to be 
longer;92 disbursement processes need to be suffi-
ciently flexible so that no agency is held back in 
programme implementation;93 the additional 
time needed for inter-agency coordination needs 

to be reflected in budgets;94 and the structure of 
funding should not inadvertently create compe-
tition between agencies.95 A longer time frame 
for implementation is especially important when 
gender transformative results are sought.

Inter-agency initiatives are especially 
beneficial for addressing complex gender 
issues that touch several sectors such 
as cross-border peacebuilding,96 harmful 
practices,97 migration98 or social protection.99 

Joint work  can provide a holistic approach to 
programming that is not possible when a single 
agency undertakes the work. It is sometimes 
essential for bringing together the right stake-
holders, who may not normally interact across 
sectoral silos. Without such joint efforts, agencies 
risk duplication, competition for time and atten-
tion, or the use of strategies that work against 
each other. In contrast, agencies that work closely 
together learn about each other’s areas of exper-
tise, often informally, and therefore become better 
equipped to conduct programmes that reflect the 
integrated nature of women and girls’ lives, the 
interconnectivity of governance and the particular 
challenges faced by disadvantaged groups. 

For example, the evaluation of the UN Women and 
OCHA Joint Action Plan in Palestine highlighted 
multi-sectoral interventions that addressed 
gender-related vulnerabilities from multiple angles 
as good practice.100 Similarly, the relationship 
between women’s economic disempowerment 
and grievances and conflict became clearer to 
personnel in an ILO-FAO joint programme in Sierra 
Leone through the course of the programme.101 
Because gender equality concerns often cut across 
sectors, well conceptualized and executed inter-
agency work is essential to achieve SDG 5 targets.
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Joint programming has high transaction 
costs that need to be taken into 
account in programme design.​ 

The demands on resources and time for coordi-
nation and parallel management systems are high 
in collaborative work and joint programming. For 
example, the cost–benefit analysis of the project 
Enhancing social protection for female tea garden 
workers and their families in Sylhet Division, 
Bangladesh – a project that evaluators said was 
exemplary in its coordination and collaborative 
decision-making – found high transaction costs 
across all four UN partner agencies.102 Some of the 
additional labour required in joint programmes 
compared to single-agency projects is probably 
inevitable, although efficiencies resulting from 
collaboration may offset some of the transaction 
costs. 

UN reforms mandating “Delivering As One” have 
been taken up to different degrees in different 
country settings and funding streams. As the Safe 
and Fair Programme midterm evaluation noted, 
“due to the relatively new focus on joint program-
ming across the UN system, most current joint 
programmes are experiencing a learning curve 
with respect to the ideal management arrange-
ments to maximize efficiencies.”103 As collective 
experience grows, the UN system may find ways 
to better mitigate transaction costs with new 
options for management and administration 
of formal inter-agency collaboration. With the 
support of leadership and donors, programmes 
can anticipate and plan for the high demands and 
challenges of joint work, particularly when the 
aims of the programme require broad shifts in 
social norms, systems and infrastructure that cut 
across sectors, as they often do under SDG 5.
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Section 5: The Way Forward 

Based on the findings and lessons from the inter-
agency synthesis, the synthesis team identified 
several implications for UN agencies and donors. 
These implications are designed to support the 
interpretation and use of the synthesis results by 
different stakeholders; however, the implications 
are not exhaustive, and stakeholders can derive 
further implications for their work by examining 
the findings and lessons in the results section 
above. 

Implications for UN agencies
	• Continue to undertake inter-agency program-

ming to leverage complementary expertise, 
facilitate knowledge exchange across agencies 
and enhance cross-sectoral programming for 
the achievement of SDG 5. 

	• Strengthen integrated programmes to include 
gender equality across sectors and address 
complex multisectoral issues, such as violence 
against women and girls, sexual and repro-
ductive health and decent work for women. 
Ensure integrated programmes include 
gender equality measures such as gender 
assessments, gender expertise, dedicated 
gender budget for gender actions and consul-
tations with women and girls throughout the 
design and implementation of programming.

	• Clarify the place of gender expertise in the 
standard set-up of Humanitarian Country 
Teams and/or clusters, positioning gender 
across clusters and/or at upper coordination 
levels.

	• Commit to the longer time frames required 
not only for effective joint programming but 
also for tackling the root causes of entrenched 
gender inequalities in collaboration with 
women and girls and their communities. 

	• Monitor application of the tools and recom-
mended management structures for joint 
programmes outlined in the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Group’s Guidance 
Note on a New Generation of Joint Programmes 
and assess the improvements they produce in 
gender equality programming. Enhance the 
guidance as needed to address recommended 
management structures for different types 
of programmes and for the achievement of 
SDG 5.

	• Work together to further align finance, 
procurement and human resources systems 
and processes, as well as templates for part-
nership agreements, across agencies engaged 
in SDG  5 programming to ensure efficient 
management and sufficient gender technical 
expertise and associated budget.

	• Train staff in the modalities, models and 
requirements of joint implementation, 
including joint measures to advance gender 
equality which build on previous work and 
successes, so they understand the benefits 
and the drawbacks of inter-agency program-
ming for SDG 5.

	• Consider commissioning a study of the 
preconditions necessary for successful gender 
equality inter-agency programmes, looking 
both within and outside agencies.
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Implications for public and private donors
	• Consider what kinds of gender equality and 

SDG 5 initiatives warrant participation of agen-
cies with different technical knowledge and 
relationships and when joint work should be 
mandated.

	• Provide funding to and ensure sufficient 
gender technical expertise for longer-term 
joint programmes and initiatives to support 
the achievement and measurement of inter-
mediate gender equality outcomes and 
target-level impact. 

	• Provide flexibility to programme imple-
menters to make mid-course adjustments 
to programme strategies and administrative 
arrangements to facilitate innovations in part-
nership models that might accelerate progress 
on SDG 5. 

	• Allow joint programmes targeting SDG  5 
to dedicate adequate human resources, 
including gender expertise, and time for inter-
agency coordination, in budgets as well as 
time frames, including sufficient inception 
periods for coalescing the programme vision 
and inter-agency relationships.

	• Avoid implementing rules for fund transfers 
that require all participating agencies within 
a programme to collectively spend a certain 
percentage of received funds before any 
agency may request the next instalment. This 
requirement fails to account for the differing 
timelines and expenditure plans of the various 
agencies within an SDG 5 joint programme.

	• Review funding mechanisms to ensure they 
do not inadvertently discourage inter-agency 
collaboration on SDG 5 through difficult admin-
istrative requirements or factors that generate 
competition between agencies engaged in a 
partnership.
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Annex: List of Included Evaluation Reports

Evaluation Title Agencies
Year 

Completed

Final Evaluation Report JP GEWE in Rwanda UNDP, UNFPA 2018

Regional Joint Programme for Violence against Women and Girls 

Prevention in Asia Pacific
UNDP, UNFPA, UN Women, UNV 2018

Malawi JP for Girls Education UNICEF, UNFPA, WFP 2018

Evaluation finale du projet FSP-VGMS Appui à la Lutte Contre les Violences 

de Genre en Milieu Scolaire
UNESCO, UNICEF 2018

CIV_Joint evaluation of conflict prevention UNICEF, UN Women 2019

Liberia_Evaluation Report_IncluSec_Liberia UNDP, IOM, UN Women 2019

JP Rural women’s WEE Evaluation_final report IFAD, WFP, UN Women 2019

JP Hemayati Promoting Women and Girls  health and wellbeing UNFPA, UNICEF, UN Women 2019

Inter-agency Humanitarian Evaluation - Ethiopia
Inter-agency Humanitarian 

Evaluation
2019

UNJP Mid-term Evaluation Report Final UN Women, UNDP, UNFPA 2019

Joint Evaluation of UNFPA-UNICEF Global Programme to Accelerate Action 

to End Child Marriage
UNFPA, UNICEF 2019

Joint Evaluation of the UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Programme on the 

Abandonment of Female Genital Mutilation Accelerating Change
UNFPA, UNICEF 2019

EU-UNW-ILO Strengthening the resilience of Syrian women and girls in 

host communities in Iraq, Jordan and Turkey - Midterm Evaluation
UN Women, ILO 2019

Special Program on Research, Development and Research Training in 

Human Reproduction

UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF, WHO, 

World Bank
2019

Informe Evaluacion Final Independiente Proyecto PBFIRF194 FAO, UN Women 2020

Addressing Sexual Bribery To Enable Resilience And Sustained Peace UNDP, UN Women 2020

Central African Republic Evaluation Finale Du Project Conjoint Promotion 

De La Participation Politique Et Leadership De La Femme
UNDP, UN Women 2020

Inter-agency Humanitarian Evaluation on Gender Equality and the 

Empowerment of Women and Girls

Inter-agency Humanitarian 

Evaluation
2020

MTE Women in Leadership in Samoa UN Women, UNDP 2020

IELD Mid-Term Evaluation_Final Report UN Women, UNCDF, UNDP 2020

MTE of Win-win Gender Equality means good business UN Women, ILO 2020

Final_Evaluation_Report_UNDA_2019_001 UN Habitat, UNODC 2020

UNICEF-UNFPA Afya Bora ya Mama na Mtoto Project (2015-2019) UNFPA, UNICEF 2020
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Evaluation Title Agencies
Year 

Completed
Joint Action Plan Gender Focus In Humanitarian Action OCHA, UN Women 2021

Regional Programme Win Win Gender Equality Means Good Business ILO, UN Women 2021

Final Evaluation Empowering Youth For A Peaceful Prosperous And 

Sustainable Future
UNDP, UNICEF 2021

Mid-Term Evaluation Safe And Fair Joint EVAW Programme ILO, UN Women 2021

Finale Du Projet De RenForcement De Resilience Securitaire Et De La 

Prevention Des Conflits Intercommunautaires
UNDP, OHCHR 2021

UNJP on Gender Equality - Systematization of Final Results UN Women, UNFPA 2021

JP on Accelerating Progress towards the Economic Empowerment of Rural 

Women
FAO, UN Women, WFP 2021

Joint Evaluation Preventing Responding Violence Women Girls Report UN AIDS, UNESCO, UNFPA, ILO 2021

Final Evaluation Report 1819U UN Women, UNODC 2021

Joint evaluation of the UNFPA-UNICEF joint programme on the 

abandonment of FGM, Phase III (2018-2021)
UNFPA, UNICEF 2021

United Nations–Republic of Moldova Partnership Framework for 

Sustainable Development (PFSD) 2018-2022 (2)
UNDP, UNFPA, UNICEF 2021

Evaluacion summativo appui aux femmes leaders communautaires 

pour la prévention des éventuels conflits liés aux élections législatives et 

présidentielles de 2020

UNDP, UNICEF 2021

EU-MPTF Spotlight Initiative ILO-UNW JP Safe and Fair Realizing women 

migrant workers right and opportunities in the ASEAN region
ILO, UN Women, UNODC 2021

Final Evaluation - Win-win gender equality means good business UN Women, ILO 2021

Creating peaceful societies through women’s management of natural 

resources, land tenure rights in Sierra Leone
ILO, FAO 2021

Mitigando el impacto socioeconomico del COVID-19 sobre el empleo y los 

ingresos de mujeres trabajadoras
UNDP, UN Women, ILO 2022

Enhancing Social Protection for Female Tea Garden Workers and Their 

Families in Sylhet Division Bangladesh - Joint evaluation
ILO, UNICEF, UNFPA 2022

Priority Implementation Actions of the AU-ILO-IOM-ECA JP on Migration 

Governance for Development

IOM, ILO, African Union 

Commission
2022

Gender Inequality of Risk Final Evaluation Report UNDRR, UN Women 2022

Informe final de evaluación GPI6 Rv compilada vf
UN Women, ILO, UNODC, UN 

Peacebuilding Commission
2022

Projet Femmes Agriculture 
FAO, UN Peacebuilding Fund, 

UN Women
2022

UNW_Joint Evaluation_EmPower UNEP, UN Women 2022

Inter-agency Humanitarian Evaluation of the Yemen Crisis
Inter-agency Humanitarian 

Evaluation
2022
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Evaluation Title Agencies
Year 

Completed

Final Evaluation Report Sirte Joint Project UN Women, UNICEF, UNDP 2022

JP Transforming Social Protection for Persons with Disabilities in Georgia UN Women, UNFPA, UNDP 2022

Resilience of Local Communities Against Health, Environmental and 

Economic Insecurities
UNFPA, UNDP 2022

Programme Evaluation- Early Childhood and Comprehensive Care System 

Argentina
UNICEF, UNDP, ILO 2022

Joint_Evaluation_Report_UNAIDS UN AIDS, WHO, UNODC, UNESCO 2022

Terminal evaluation of Project 2023AA-Building urban economic resilience 

during and after COVID-19

UNECA, UNECE, ECLAC, ESCAP, 

ESCWA, UN Habitat, UNCDF
2022

Evaluation of Joint Programme ‘Enhancing Resilience and Acceleration of 

the SDGs in the Eastern Caribbean

UNICEF, WFP, ILO, UN Women, 

UNDP
2022

Final Independent Evaluation for “Transforming national dialogue for 

the development of an inclusive national Social Protection system for 

Lebanon” January 2020 – September 2022

UNICEF, ILO, UN Women, UNDP, 

WFP
2022

Independent Final Evaluation of the UN Joint Programme – Toward a 

Somali Led Transition to National Social Protection Systems (2020-2021)
ILO, WFP UNICEF 2022

Final Evaluation of the Joint Programme - Improving the system of social 

protection through the introduction of inclusive quality community-based 

social services

UNICEF, UNFPA, Joint SDG Fund, 

UNDP, UNODC
2022

IAHE_Covid_Report
Inter-agency Humanitarian 

Evaluation
2022

EU4GE-Final-Evaluation-Report UNFPA, UN Women 2023

UN Women ILO JP MTE synthesis report_Eng UN Women, ILO 2023

Umbrella evaluation - final evaluation report UN Women, UNFPA, UNICEF 2023

Final Report_Mid-term review of Human Security UNDP, FAO 2023

Integrated Response to GBV 3-Report with Annexes UNDP, UNICEF, UN Women 2023

Rapport d’Evaluation PBF Mécanisme Droits Humains 2023 UNDP, UN Women, UNFPA 2023

Rapport Final Evaluation projet feminisation PBF Juillet 2023 VF UNICEF, UNDP 2023

Evaluacion_Final_ParticiPaz_VFJUL2023 UNDP, UN Women, OHCHR 2023

evaluation-country-envelopes-2018-2022-report_en UN AIDS, UNICEF, UNFPA 2023

Final_Evaluation_Report_GLOZ67 UNODC, IOM 2023

Final evaluation of Joint UN SDG Social Protection Kenya WFP, UNICEF, FAO 2023
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