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Renewal of the
UN development
system

Making the UN ‘Fit for Purpose’:

Lessons from the
‘Delivering as One’ Experience
John Hendra

Nearly 60 years have passed since the UN development system was established
and, during these years, the world has changed significantly. The UN system
faces challenges in keeping pace with the world around it and in remaining a
leading ‘partner of choice’ in a rapidly changing world.
In response to these changes and the need for the UN development system to be
optimally geared to deliver on the next generation of sustainable development
goals, a discussion is taking place, initiated by the UN system and member
states, on how to make the UN more ‘fit for purpose’ to support delivery of the
post-2015 agenda. This represents an opportunity for the UN, member states
and other stakeholders to assess and reposition the UN development system
vis-a-vis global development challenges and the new universal agenda that will
be put in place to deal with them.
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Fit for Purpose

The ‘what’ and ‘how’ of ‘fit for purpose’

As member states negotiate the formulation of a new
post-2015 sustainable development agenda, momentum
is building among member states, civil society and UN
organisations for a UN that is more ‘fit for purpose’
to support member states in implementing the next
generation of sustainable development goals. Against
this backdrop, it is both timely and important to look
at the lessons learned from current reform efforts that
can be applied in a post-2015 world.

‘What’ the UN needs to be ‘fit for purpose’ to deliver
is becoming clearer with the release of the report of
the Open Working Group2 charged with formulating
sustainable development goals. Within the UN, five
core elements critical to the post-2015 agenda have
been identified where the UN will need to ensure
a coherent approach and system-wide support:
universality, human rights, inequality, integration and
the data revolution. Senior UN leadership is calling
on all UN agencies to consider, and be willing to
commit to, what they themselves will do, and what
collective action needs to be taken, to be more ‘fit for
purpose’. With regard to ‘how’ the UN can be more
‘fit for purpose’, particularly at the country level, the
UN Development Group (UNDG)3 has identified five
key accelerators: policy coherence, which is a must for
greater impact; measuring and communicating joint
results; expanding partnerships for greater impact;
diversified funding and operational excellence; and
world class leadership and staff.

The new post-2015 sustainable development agenda
will likely be substantively very different from the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The MDGs
were largely focused on development, in a siloed
manner, and embodied a compact between North and
South, with limited accountability between countries
– and in particular on the part of the global North.
The new post-2015 agenda is likely to be much broader,
bringing together three dimensions of sustainable
development – economic, social and environmental;
integrating development, human rights and peace and
security priorities within one framework; focused much
more on the inter-linkages between sectors and issues;
and embodying agreement and commitment between
all countries, for the achievement of universal global
goals. Globally, there’s an emerging consensus that the
new post-2015 development agenda must be universal
and apply in all countries regardless of development
status, rights-based to tackle the structural inequalities
and discrimination that impede progress at all levels,
and transformative, to really address the complex,
interconnected global challenges of the 21st century.
Such a transformative, rights-based, global agenda
requires a transformative UN and international
development system. It requires universal engagement
in all countries, transformational partnerships and a
broader and more inclusive international community
to really impact sustainable development in all
countries around the world.
Already the UN system, civil society, and member
states are discussing how the UN can best be made
more ‘fit for purpose’ for this new development
agenda. Member states have set out the foundation
for this, including calling for greater UN coherence,
relevance, effectiveness and efficiency in the
Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review (QCPR)1;
strengthened UN system-wide coherence and
coordination to advance integration of the three
dimensions of sustainable development in the Rio+20
outcome document; and a coherent approach and
high-level engagement of the UN system, at the first
meeting of the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF).
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A universal, transformative and rights-based post-2015
development agenda will require a UN system that
is ready to provide support in all countries, in highincome and middle-income as well as least developed
and conflict-affected settings, that can really bring to
bear the UN’s normative, operational and coordination
mandates and much more systematically and robustly
integrate a rights-based approach in all its development
and humanitarian efforts and that can deliver ‘as one’
both substantively and operationally.
Six key lessons

There is a great deal of experience to build on in this
regard, including lessons learned from the ‘Delivering
as One’ (DaO) experience (see box), as well as other
UN system-wide initiatives. In this context, there are
six key lessons that are especially relevant if the UN
system is to be more ‘fit for purpose’ in a post-2015
world.
1. Coherent, strategic policy advice

First, the UN will need to provide much more
coherent, strategic policy advice and support on the
substantive policy agenda, in particular on crosscutting, cross-government and multi-dimensional
challenges. If the MDGs were largely vertical and
siloed, the new post-2015 development agenda is likely
to be much more horizontal and interlinked. Hence,
the UN can no longer work in silos either. The UN
must be able to deliver coherent support across the
three dimensions of sustainable development. The
Independent Evaluation of Delivering as One4 showed
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that the UN is much more effective in supporting
countries to tackle cross-cutting challenges, such
as climate change, social protection, and gender
equality and women’s empowerment, when UN
Country Teams provide integrated policy support.
This includes providing coherent support to the
so-called ‘data revolution’ to ensure that baselines
are in place, and that all targets and indicators can be
disaggregated by sex, age, ethnicity, disability and
socio-economic status, in order to track progress for
the most vulnerable and disadvantaged. Providing
coherent, coordinated support to rolling out the 52
standard indicators on gender equality and the nine
indicators on violence against women adopted by the
UN Statistical Commission is just one example. There
are many others.
2. ‘One voice’

Second, the UN must speak with ‘one voice’ and in
so doing, better ensure voice and inclusion for all.
The UN must engage much more broadly, beyond its
traditional partners and stakeholders, through much
more inclusive consultation and engagement with civil
society, development partners, and the private sector,
maximising the use of new technologies to support this
broader and more systematic outreach. The UN has
considerable experience to build on in this regard. The
UN has been able to speak with ‘one voice’, providing
more coherent and effective policy support and advice
to the Open Working Group tasked to formulate
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by working
as one, including in the UN Task Team5, in the UN
Technical Support Team6 that supports the OWG
and in the UNDG. As the Independent Evaluation
of DaO showed, one of the most effective elements
of DaO was the UN advocating with ‘one voice’ for
policy change. It’s for this reason that ‘communicating
as one’ was included in the Standard Operating
Procedures for Delivering as One. While this will
continue to be crucial, especially as the normative
role of the UN is likely to increase, it’s also critical to
ensure an inclusive voice in setting the agenda.
There has been unprecedented engagement by
different constituencies in global consultations
supported by the UN. Millions of people participated
in the global consultations supported by the
UNDG, through 11 global thematic and 88 national
consultations, social media and the MyWorld7
survey. These consultations reached people who are
not always reached, complementing other outreach
efforts, such as the Participate Initiative8, which
aims to bring the voices of the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged into the global conversation on post2015. It’s very clear from these consultations that
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people want to be engaged, not only in developing,
but also in implementing and monitoring, the
post-2015 development agenda. They want to see
an agenda put in place that holds governments and
other actors to account for what they decide. These
consultations could well be the start of significantly
strengthened social accountability. A second phase9
is rolling out now, with a focus on localising the
post-2015 agenda, culture and development, building
effective institutions, participatory monitoring for
accountability, partnerships with civil society and
other actors, and partnerships with the private sector.
3. Scaling up ‘delivering as one’

Third, the UN will need to deepen and scale up the
‘delivering as one’ modality. As the DaO experience
and Independent Evaluation have demonstrated,
‘delivering as one’ is not only about efficiency and
effectiveness, important though these are. In a few
cases, as in Vietnam, the DaO pilots also helped
improve the strategic positioning and relevance of the
UN on the ground, which is critically important now
and must drive future ‘fit for purpose’ efforts.
The so-called ‘second generation’ of Delivering as
One must shift from a focus on process, to much more
jointly delivering results. Already almost 40 countries
have adopted Delivering as One as the working
modality of choice. The finalisation and roll-out of
Standard Operating Procedures for Delivering as One
is a significant milestone in this regard, building on
the pilot experience, and delivering on the call made
by member states in the QCPR for guidance for
countries applying the DaO approach. The standard
operating procedures embody three big shifts: moving
from planning together to delivering results together,
accelerated business practice reform, and focusing on
necessary changes in the UN’s HQ environment to
unleash innovation and reform. Looking forward, it
will also be critical that in countries adopting the
DaO model, UN Country Teams maximise
normative-operational synergies by much more
systematically integrating the human rights-based
approach and paying much greater attention to
inequality and vulnerability in their policy, advocacy
and programmatic work.
4. Adequate, sustainable funding

Fourth – and very critically – adequate, sustainable
funding is vital if the UN is to be ‘fit for purpose’.
Donors get what they fund, and at present, what is
being funded is a UN that is more short-term than
sustainable, is more competitive than coherent, and
is more driven by individual donor priorities than
collective commitments. This has to change.
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Both adequate, sustainable core resources, and quality,
non-core funding are required for greater coherence.
The DaO experience – including ‘One Funds’ at the
country level, and the ‘Expanded Funding Window’,
as well as joint programmes, including those funded
by the Spanish MDG-Fund and through the MultiPartner Trust Fund – have demonstrated that
pooled funding, with soft earmarking by high-level
outcome or theme if needed, helps reduce transaction
costs, and drives greater coherence within the UN
– and ultimately also across government. Looking
forward, it will be critical to build on this experience
by expanding or putting in place new funding
mechanisms that can really drive and support greater
coherence and relevance at the country level and
reinforce the normative and operational roles of the
UN system.
5. Broad, inclusive partnerships

Fifth, broader, more inclusive partnerships will be
needed. The experience of the very promising multiparty issue-based partnerships such as ‘Sustainable
Energy for All’ and ‘Every Woman Every Child’
must be systematically assessed to see what lessons
they have generated that can be applied more broadly
in the new development agenda. Identifying and
leveraging the talents and expertise that individual UN
agencies can bring to bear will be key. There are many
such examples. In Vietnam, in response to the avian
influenza outbreak in 2005, the UN convened the
Partnership on Avian and Human Influenza (PAHI),
bringing together government, donors, civil society
and research institutes. The threat of a pandemic
required an urgent and comprehensive response and
UN system agencies brought to bear not only technical
expertise in human and animal health (WHO and
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FAO), but also the experience and comparative
advantage in behaviour change communication
(UNICEF), and in developing national capacity for
external resource mobilisation (UNDP) necessary to
ensure a holistic effort by all stakeholders to reduce the
health risk to humans from avian influenza.
6. Behaviour Change

Finally, behaviour change on the part of all partners
– not only the UN, but also government and donors –
is essential. It’s not just the UN system that will need
to be more ‘fit for purpose’ to deliver the new agenda.
Member states and donors also need to support reform
more coherently. As the Independent Evaluation of
Delivering as One showed, the DaO approach not only
promotes greater coherence within the UN, it can also
help drive much greater internal coherence within
government, and among donors. Looking forward,
member states will need to give much more consistent
signals and support to the coherence agenda.
A universal, transformative rights-based agenda
requires all development partners to change and to
work ‘as one’, in response to cross-government, multisectoral challenges.
The post-2015 development agenda provides a oncein-a-generation opportunity for the UN and member
states to ensure the UN is truly ‘fit for purpose’
and remains a relevant, reliable partner of choice
in a rapidly changing world. As the Delivering as
One experience shows, this is not only possible, but
absolutely achievable. And it’s essential if the UN is
to support properly the new post-2015 sustainable
development agenda.
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ENDNOTES
1. The Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review (QCPR) is the mechanism
through which the General Assembly assesses the effectiveness, efficiency, coherence
and impact of UN operational activities for development and establishes system-wide
policy orientations for the development co-operation and country-level modalities of
the UN system in response to the evolving international development and co-operation
environment.
For more information see:
UN Document A/RES/67/226;
Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 21 December 2012: Quadrennial
comprehensive policy review of operational activities for development of the United
Nations system
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/67/226
2. A 30-member Open Working Group (OWG) of the General Assembly has been
tasked with preparing a proposal on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). There
have been 13 sessions of the OWG and the last session ended on 19 July 2014, For further
information, see:
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html
3. The UN Development Group (UNDG) unites the 32 UN funds, programmes,
agencies, departments and offices that play a role in development. The group’s common
objective is to deliver more coherent, effective and efficient support to countries
seeking to attain internationally agreed development goals, including the Millennium
Development Goals.
4. The Independent Evaluation of Delivery as One report summarises the work
of the independent evaluation of lessons learned from the Delivering as One (DaO) pilot
countries. To see more: United Nations, ‘Independent Evaluation of Delivering as One’
report:
http://www.un.org/en/ga/deliveringasone/pdf/mainreport.pdf /
5. The UN System Task Team was established by the UN Secretary-General
to support system-wide preparations for the post-2015 UN development agenda, in
consultation with all stakeholders, including member states, civil society, academia and
the private sector. It brings together over 60 UN entities and agencies and international
organisations.
6. The technical support team (TST) is an inter-agency team established to
support the Open Working Group, under the umbrella of the UN System Task Team. It
provides technical support, including analytical inputs, background material and expert
panelists.
7. The MyWorld survey is a global survey for citizens led by the United Nations and
partners and aims to capture people’s voices, priorities and views, so that global leaders
can be informed as they define the new development agenda for the world. See more at:
vote.myworld2015.org/
8. The Participate Initiative is a network of 18 participatory research organisations
working with poor and marginalised groups in 29 countries. See more at: www.
participate2015.org/
9. For further details on ‘Dialogues on Implementation of the Post-2015 Development
Agenda’ see: www.worldwewant2015.org/sitemap
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What is ‘Delivering as One’?
The United Nations launched the Delivering as One (DaO) pilot initiative
in 2007 to respond to the challenges of a changing world and test how the
UN family can provide development assistance in a more coordinated way.
When then Secretary-General Kofi Annan launched Delivering as One,
the governments of eight countries – Albania, Cape Verde, Mozambique,
Pakistan, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uruguay and Vietnam – volunteered to become
DaO pilot countries. The pilot countries agreed to work with the UN system
to capitalise on the strengths and comparative advantages of the different
members of the UN family. The eight pilots made reforms based on five
principles: One Leader, One Budget, One Programme, One Office, One Set of
Management Practices and later, One Voice was added.
The objective was to ensure faster and more effective development
operations and accelerate progress to achieve the Millennium Development
Goals by establishing a consolidated UN presence – with one programme
and one budgetary framework and an enhanced role of the UN Resident
Coordinator – while building on the strengths and comparative advantages
of the different members of the UN family.
Together, the pilot countries were able to experiment with ways to increase
the UN system’s impact through more coherent programmes, reduced
transaction costs for governments, and lower overhead costs for the UN
system.

John Hendra is Assistant Secretary-General and Deputy Executive Director for Policy
and Programme at UN Women, and former UN Resident Coordinator in Vietnam, which
served as one of the eight ‘Delivering as One’ pilots. This article is based on remarks made at
a Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation sponsored seminar ‘Core Elements of Reform for the UN
Development System’ May 2014, New York, and at the focus session ‘Delivering as One in a
Post 2015 World’ during the first High-level Meeting of the Global Partnership for Effective
Development Co-operation, April 2014, Mexico City. The views expressed in this article are
solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent the views of UN Women, the United
Nations, or its member states.
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