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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background  
1. The Office of Audit and Investigation Services (OAIS) conducted an audit of the UNFPA Country 
Programme Formulation and Development Process. The audit fieldwork took place from 15 September to 
11 December 2025. 

2. The UNFPA Strategic Plan (2022-2025) outlines critical priorities, requirements, organizational 
accountability, and commitments for scaling up efforts towards accelerating its three transformative 
results,1 (or the ‘three zeros’), in different settings. Country programmes are at the core of translating this 
transformative ambition into concrete actions on the ground together with partners and other stakeholders.  

3. UNFPA Country Programme Documents articulate the Organization's contribution to achieving 
national priorities outlined in the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework, as well 
as results aligned with the three zeros and the International Conference on Population and Development2 
agenda. Further, Country Programme Documents serve as critical implementation tools (e.g., implementing 
the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework) and as corporate accountability 
instruments between UNFPA and its partners.   

4. In recent years, three key shifts have influenced the formulation and development of UNFPA 
country programmes, creating momentum for critical adjustments to strengthen the next generation of 
quality programmes. Firstly, the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework has 
become the central instrument for United Nations engagement at country level, with Country Programme 
Documents serving as key tools for its implementation. Secondly, the UNFPA Strategic Plan (2022-2025) 
reaffirmed the Organization’s commitment to universal access to sexual and reproductive health and rights 
and emphasized the advancement of the three transformative results. Thirdly, a 2021 initiative to revamp 
country programme development and approval introduced fundamental changes aimed at improving the 
overall effectiveness of the process.  

5. The UNFPA country programme development and approval process is designed to ensure that 
Country Programme Documents advance the Organization’s mandate and contribute to the three 
transformative results by helping Country Offices identify priorities, target high‑impact interventions, and 
allocate resources effectively. This strengthens Country Programme Document quality, reinforces national 
ownership, and ensures programmes are compliant with corporate requirements and catalysts for 
transformation.  

6. The Country Programme Document formulation and development process typically follows five key 
steps: (a) analytical evidence gathering; (b) Country Programme Document development, (c) reviews, 
quality assurance, revision, clearances, and internal approval; (d) editing and submission; and (e) Executive 
Board review and approval. 

Audit objectives 
7. The overall objective of the audit was to assess whether the formulation and development of 
UNFPA country programmes follow established policies, procedures and guidelines, align with UNFPA 
strategic priorities, and incorporate appropriate quality assurance mechanisms to deliver results-focused 
and evidence-based programming. Specifically, the audit aimed to assess: 

 
1 Zero preventable maternal deaths, zero unmet needs for family planning, and zero gender-based violence and harmful practices 
(i.e. the three transformative results). 
2 A landmark 1994 United Nations conference in Cairo focused on reproductive rights, women's empowerment, and sustainable 
development. 
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a) The adequacy of the UNFPA country programme framework, including relevant policies, 
procedures, and guidelines; 

b) The design and alignment of country programmes with UNFPA's strategic objectives, the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF), national priorities, and 
integration of key cross-cutting themes; 

c) The adequacy and effectiveness of internal quality assurance mechanisms (e.g., peer reviews, 
technical review panels, validation processes), and whether risk assessments, environmental 
scans, and stakeholder consultations are adequately conducted; 

d) Whether country programmes are based on credible and reliable data sources, research, and 
lessons learned from independent evaluations, and their design incorporates monitoring and 
evaluation frameworks; 

e) The alignment of financial resources with country programme priorities, and whether resource 
mobilization strategies are realistic and effectively integrated into programming; and 

f) Whether the country programme formulation process follows planned timelines and approval 
processes and identify bottlenecks and inefficiencies in the process. 

Methodology and scope 
8. The audit was conducted in conformance with the Global Internal Audit Standards promulgated by 
the Institute of Internal Auditors (The IIA).  

9. OAIS adopted a risk-based approach, where objectives were defined, risks identified and 
prioritized, controls evaluated, and tests performed. A multifaceted approach was used, including document 
reviews, analytical procedures, interviews with staff members spanning various seniority levels and 
geographical locations (i.e., Headquarters, Regional Offices, and Country Offices). Additionally, the audit 
team consulted audit reports issued by OAIS to UNFPA field offices3 during the period under review to 
identify and report on pervasive issues in the country programme formulation and development process. 
Further, OAIS conducted a targeted staff survey on the process across the six regions in which UNFPA 
operates. Staff of various seniority levels participated in the survey, with an overall response rate of 41 per 
cent (i.e., 63 respondents out of 155 invited to participate). 

10. The audit was conducted using a hybrid modality4 and covered the country programme formulation 
and development process, including the procedures performed at Country Offices, Regional Offices, and 
Headquarters (i.e., the corporate-level Programme Review Committee and other relevant business units). 
The period covered was from 1 January 2023 to 30 June 2025. Audit tests covering other periods were also 
conducted, as appropriate.  

Overall audit rating 
11. OAIS issued an overall audit rating of “Partially Satisfactory with Some Improvement 
Needed,”5 which means the assessed governance arrangements, risk management practices, and controls 
were adequately designed and operating effectively but needed some improvement to provide reasonable 
assurance that the objectives of the audited entity/area should be achieved. The issues and improvement 
opportunities identified did not significantly affect the achievement of the audited area’s objectives. 
Management action is recommended to ensure that identified risks are adequately mitigated.  

 
3 Field offices include Country, Regional, Sub-Regional, and Liaison Offices. 
4 The hybrid mode of conducting an audit combines both in-person and remote auditing techniques. This approach leverages the 
benefits of both methods to enhance audit effectiveness and efficiency. 
5 See complete set of definitions in Annex 1. 
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12. The audit provided recommendations to address the following issues: (a) gaps in the country 
programme development governance framework; (b) practical challenges in formulating the Theory of 
Change6 and applying guidance; (c) staffing gaps at the Programme Review Committee Secretariat; 
(d) limitations of applying a uniform country programme development process across diverse country 
contexts; (e) divergent quality assurance approaches in the review of Country Programme Documents 
conducted by Regional Offices; (f) inadequate time and capacity in the Country Programme Document peer 
review process; (g) limitations of the binary rating scale in use for Country Programme Document quality 
reviews; (h) complexity in the use of the policy-recommended standard programme costing tool; and 
(i) deficiencies in document management.   

13. Ratings by key audit area are summarized in the following table. 

Audit ratings by key audit area 
Governance and Framework  Some improvement needed 
Quality Assurance and Reviews  Some improvement needed 
Systems and Tools  Some improvement needed 

Good practices identified 
14. The following practices were identified: 

a) Many survey respondents (75 per cent) lauded the establishment of a corporate strategic 
dialogue at the onset of the country programme formulation and development process, 
indicating that it significantly enhanced the overall quality of Country Programme Documents. 
The strategic dialogue was envisaged as a three-way information exchange channel between 
Headquarters, Regional Offices, and Country Offices to discuss programmatic priorities and 
political landscapes in countries developing country programmes;  

b) Quality assessment criteria for peer review of Country Programme Documents were updated 
in the context of the UNFPA Strategic Plan (2022-2025) to enhance their robustness, relevance, 
and alignment; and 

c) The Organization instituted ‘political reviews’ of Country Programme Documents to screen for 
language and other issues of substance that could lead to potential adverse complications 
during Executive Board reviews and approvals. 

Key recommendations: Total = 9, High priority = 3 
15. For high priority recommendations, prompt action is considered imperative to ensure that UNFPA 
is not exposed to high risks (i.e., where failure to act could result in critical or major consequences for the 
Organization). The high priority recommendations noted are presented below. 

Strategic 

16. The Organization should adopt a decentralized Country Programme Document quality assurance 
model, led by Regional Offices and guided by a governance framework that clearly delineates roles and 
responsibilities in country programme formulation and development, to streamline workflows and 
strengthen the overall quality assurance mechanism, including timely review interventions by the 
Programme Review Committee and other relevant stakeholders. 

 
6 The Theory of change is both a process and a product (Vogel 2012). A theory of change explains why we think certain actions will 
produce the desired change in a given context. 
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Operational 

17. The Organization needs to establish a differentiated or tiered country programme formulation and 
development process that aligns with a customized classification system (to be developed), streamlines 
procedures, and reflects the diverse contexts and settings of country programmes. 

18. Further, enhance the Programme Review Committee peer review process by: (a) formalizing the 
preparation of tailored briefs by Country Offices to support peer reviewers in understanding country-specific 
contexts; (b) reassessing the timelines allocated for peer reviews, taking into consideration the normal 
work demands of the reviewers, with the aim of determining an optimal duration; and (c) developing a 
structured quality assurance training programme to capacitate peer reviewers in their roles. The training 
programme should aim to improve the overall quality and consistency of their reviews using appropriate 
delivery modes that balance theoretical understanding, practical application of the skills learned, and 
contextual awareness. 

Implementation status of recommendations from previous audits by OAIS 
19. The UNFPA country programme formulation and development process has not previously been 
audited by OAIS as a standalone area. 

Management comments and action plan 
20. UNFPA Management accepted all recommendations in this report and plans to implement them in 
2026 and 2027. Comments and additional information provided by management have been incorporated 
in the report, where appropriate. 

21. UNFPA Management welcomes the findings of the audit and the overall rating of "Partially 
Satisfactory with Some Improvement Needed". We appreciate the recognition of the Strategic Dialogue as 
a good practice that enhances the quality of Country Programme Documents. While Management fully 
accepts the recommendations, we note that the specific modalities for enhancing the peer review process 
will be addressed through a broader integration with ongoing corporate reforms, including those being 
considered as part of the operationalization of the new Strategic Plan and the Business Model Review. 
Rather than implementing these as standalone administrative measures, Management will incorporate the 
improvements regarding review timelines, contextual guidance, and capacity building into the wider 
organizational architecture to ensure they are sustainable, coherent, and aligned with the strategic shifts 
of the Organization. Prompt action will be taken during the new Strategic Plan cycle to address the high-
priority recommendations to anticipate and mitigate potential risks to the Organization and strengthen the 
effectiveness, efficiency, and quality of country programme formulation and review processes. 

Acknowledgement 
22. The OAIS team hereby thanks the Management and personnel of the Programme Division, and 
various other Headquarter units and field offices for their cooperation and assistance throughout the audit. 
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Director 
Office of Audit and Investigation Services 



  AUDIT OF THE UNFPA COUNTRY PROGRAMME FORMULATION AND DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

Audit Report No. IA/2026-02, 09 March 2026: UNFPA CP Formulation and Development Process                                    Page 6 of 28 

 

I. AUDIT BACKGROUND 

About the UNFPA Country Programme Formulation and Development Process 
1. According to the Strategic Plan (2022-2025), UNFPA committed to achieving three transformative 
results by 2030 (i.e., ending preventable maternal deaths, addressing unmet needs for family planning, 
and eliminating gender-based violence and harmful practices such as female genital mutilation and child, 
early, and forced marriage). In addition, the Organization committed to enhancing the quality of its 
programming by ensuring that the next generation of programmes articulate and implement the 
transformative ambition of the strategic plan and support acceleration of the three transformative results. 
Further, it committed to, among others, continuing to develop country programmes that are closely aligned 
with the priorities of the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF or 
“Cooperation Framework”), in line with United Nations (UN) reforms. 

2. As outlined in the Strategic Plan (2022-2025), UNFPA planned to allocate nearly three-quarters 
(74 per cent) or $3,844.7 million of its projected available resources to country programmes for the four-
year period. The allocation included $815.5 million in regular resources as the foundation for countries to 
accelerate implementation of the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD)2 
Programme of Action and achieve the three transformative results. 

3. UNFPA-supported country programmes are typically formulated and developed based on national 
development plans and priorities and implemented jointly with national partners and other development 
and humanitarian actors. Country programmes must be derived from and aligned with the Cooperation 
Framework, complemented and informed by UNFPA strategic plans, other key policy, programmatic, and 
legal frameworks (such as the country reviews undertaken under various UN human rights mechanisms), 
humanitarian response plans and refugee response plans (where relevant), and Integrated Strategic 
Frameworks in UN mission settings.  

4.  Further, CPDs aim to outline actions that are timely, integrated, conflict- and climate-sensitive, 
gender-transformative, and peace-responsive. They detail the strategic approach, interventions, and 
partnerships for achieving envisaged results and provide information on programme management, 
monitoring and evaluation, risk management, implementation arrangements, and proposed use of 
indicative resource estimates. 

5. The country programme formulation and development process takes circa 40 weeks before 
approval of the resultant CPD by the Executive Board. Country Offices must conduct several analytical 
evidence-gathering exercises and inclusive consultations with national governments and other relevant 
stakeholders to inform the country programme strategic approach and priorities and follow CPD 
development and approval procedures prior to submission of the CPD to the Executive Board. 

6. Country Offices lead the CPD development process under the guidance of Regional Offices, which 
provide integrated technical, programmatic, and operational oversight and support. Therefore, Country and 
Regional Offices should work closely throughout the CPD development process. UNFPA Headquarters 
complements the process especially where there are specific requests or identified capacity gaps, as well 
as by carrying out a corporate-level quality assurance process. The corporate Programme Review 
Committee (PRC), chaired by the Deputy Executive Director – Programme, conducts final internal review 
and quality assurance of CPDs upon request by Regional Directors. The final internal review is followed by 
the Executive Board approval processes. 

7. As depicted in Figure 1 below, the CPD development and approval process follows five key steps: 
(a) analytical evidence gathering; (b) CPD development; (c) reviews, quality assurance, revision, 
clearances, and internal approval; (d) editing and submission to the Executive Board; and (e) Executive 
Board review and approval. 
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Figure 1: The Five Key Steps to CPD Development and Approval 

 
Source: UNFPA Policy and Procedures for Development and Approval of the Country Programme Document Programme (2022) 

8. The PRC structure, as depicted in Figure 2 below, consists of the Chair, the Committee, the 
Secretariat, and a pool of peer reviewers that function in a sequential, integrated, and coordinated manner 
to support the decision making, oversight, and accountability roles of the committee. The PRC’s terms of 
reference outline specific roles, responsibilities, and functions of each layer of its structure, all which are 
geared towards ensuring adherence to and development of high-quality standard country programmes. 

Figure 2: Programme Review Committee Structure 

 
Source: The UNFPA Programme Review Committee Terms of Reference (2021). 

9. UNFPA initiated a revamp of the country programme development and approval process in March 
2021. The exercise introduced fundamentals changes, including: (a) establishing a corporate strategic 
dialogue for country programmes early in the country programme development process i.e., 10–12 months 
ahead of Executive Board approval; (b) institutionalizing a CPD ‘political review’ as a part of the PRC process 
and concurrently with peer reviews; (c) revising the overall country programming process, including 
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(i) shifting the role of the UNFPA Executive Committee/PRC7 in country programme development from an 
approval body to an advisory one; (ii) amending the peer review stage;8 and (iii) updating the overall 
process timeline. 

10. The existing UNFPA country programme development framework is underpinned by several 
components, including the UNFPA Strategic Plan (2022-2025), the Policy and Procedures for Development 
and Approval of Country Programme Documents (2022), the UNFPA Country Programme Review and 
Approval Guidance Note (2022-2025), and the Theory of Change Guidance, including relevant concept 
notes. Other key elements of the framework are Common Country Analyses, national development plans, 
UNSDCF, and other relevant country- or region-specific documents. 

Audit Objectives, Methodology, and Scope 
11. As set out in the 2025 OAIS Annual Work Plan, an audit of UNFPA Country Programme Formulation 
and Development Process was conducted in conformance with the Global Internal Audit Standards 
promulgated by the Institute of Internal Auditors (The IIA).  

12. The overall objective of the audit was to assess whether the formulation and development of the 
Country Programme follow established policies, procedures and guidelines, aligns with UNFPA strategic 
priorities, and incorporates appropriate quality assurance mechanisms to deliver results-focused and 
evidence-based programming. Specifically, the audit aimed to: 

a) The adequacy of the UNFPA Country Programme framework, including relevant policies, 
procedures, and guidelines; 

b) The design and alignment of Country Programmes with UNFPA's strategic objectives, the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF), national 
priorities, and integration of key cross-cutting themes; 

c) The adequacy and effectiveness of internal quality assurance mechanisms (e.g., peer reviews, 
technical review panels, validation processes), and assess whether risk assessments, 
environmental scans, and stakeholder consultations are adequately conducted; 

d) Whether Country Programmes are based on credible and reliable data sources, research, and 
lessons learned from independent evaluations, and whether their design incorporates 
monitoring and evaluation frameworks; 

e) The alignment of financial resources with Country Programme priorities, and whether resource 
mobilization strategies are realistic and effectively integrated into programming; and 

f) Whether the Country Programme formulation follows planned timelines and approval processes 
and identify bottlenecks and inefficiencies in the process. 

13. OAIS adopted a risk-based approach, where objectives were defined, risks identified and 
prioritized, controls evaluated, and tests performed. A multifaceted approach was used, including document 
reviews, analytical procedures, interviews with staff members spanning various seniority levels and 
geographical locations (i.e., Headquarters, Regional Offices, and Country Offices). Additionally, the audit 
team consulted audit reports issued by OAIS to UNFPA field offices9 during the period under review to 
identify and report on pervasive issues in the country programme formulation and development process. 
Further, OAIS conducted a targeted staff survey on the process across the six regions in which UNFPA 

 
7 The Programme Review Committee (i.e. the Committee) core membership comprises of UNFPA Executive Committee and the Chief 
of the Executive Board Branch. 
8 Peer Review teams to be led by a Country Representative i.e., PRC peer review team are now led by a Review Coordinator in the 
rank of a Country Representative (or equivalent), providing top-level oversight, validation, and final clearance to the assessment and 
recommendations of the peer review team. 
9 Field offices include Country, Regional, Sub-Regional, and Liaison Offices. 
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operates. Staff of various seniority levels participated in the survey, with an overall response rate of 41 per 
cent (i.e., 63 respondents out of 155 invited to participate). 

14. The audit was conducted using a hybrid modality10 and covered the country programme formulation 
and development process, including the procedures performed at Country Offices, Regional Offices, and 
Headquarters (i.e., the corporate-level Programme Review Committee and other relevant business units). 
The period covered was from 1 January 2023 to 30 June 2025. Audit tests covering other periods were also 
conducted, as appropriate.  

15. The audit fieldwork took place from 15 September to 11 December 2025. 

 
10 The hybrid mode of conducting an audit combines both in-person and remote auditing techniques. This approach leverages the 
benefits of both methods to enhance audit effectiveness and efficiency. 
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II. AUDIT RESULTS 

16. The audit results are presented below, by audit area. 

A. CPD FRAMEWORK AND GOVERNANCE SOME IMPROVEMENT NEEDED 

17. Based on the review of a sample of 14 CPDs, supported by interviews with Country and Regional 
Office staff and results from an OAIS survey, the CPDs generally demonstrated alignment with UNFPA’s 
strategic objectives, Cooperation Frameworks, and national development priorities. Only in one unique case 
where no UNSDCF existed did the focus of the related CPD centre on alignment with the UNFPA Strategic 
Plan and national priorities. 

18. Additionally, based on the review of the 14 CPDs, 12 drew from country programme evaluations 
and the remaining two, both without recent evaluations, included summaries of other evaluative evidence 
used in preparing them. All 14 CPDs reviewed used Common Country Analyses,11 referenced the data 
sources that informed programme design, and included costed evaluation plans to support results 
monitoring.  

19. Further, many survey respondents (75 per cent) lauded, as a good practice, the establishment of 
a corporate strategic dialogue at the onset of country programme formulation and development process, 
indicating that it significantly enhanced the overall quality of CPD. The strategic dialogue was envisaged as 
a three-way information exchange channel between Headquarters, Regional Offices, and Country Offices 
to discuss programmatic priorities and political landscapes in countries developing country programmes. 

Issue 1: Gaps in the country programme development governance framework 

20. According to applicable policy,12 Country Offices should lead CPD development under the guidance 
of their respective Regional Offices, which provide integrated technical, programmatic, and operational 
oversight and support. Therefore, Country and Regional Offices should work closely throughout the CPD 
development process. Headquarters complements these roles where there are specific requests or identified 
capacity gaps, as well as with the corporate quality assurance process. PRC provides the final internal 
review and quality assurance of the CPD, before approval by the PRC Chair (i.e., Deputy Executive Director 
- Programme). This is after PRC receives a memorandum from the Regional Director requesting the 
approval. The PRC approval is followed by Executive Board approval processes.   

21. Further, according to the PRC terms of reference, PRC peer reviewers13 provide recommendations 
on two levels: (a) must-be-addressed [critical] before submission for editing and to the Executive Board; 
and (b) good-to-address [optional] for incorporation, as appropriate, given the country context. Country 
Offices then address and integrate the PRC recommendations, which may involve discussion with the 
national government, and submit a revised draft CPD, incorporating the recommendations, to the Regional 
Director for sign-off and onward transmittal to the Deputy Executive Director – Programme to make a final 
determination if the CPD is ready for submission for Executive Board consideration and approval. The 
submission by the Regional Director should include a memorandum with the feedback points that were 
integrated and the rationale for points that were not taken up. 

 
11 The Common Country Analysis is the UN’s independent, evidence‑based assessment of a country’s development context, needs, 
risks, and opportunities. It serves as the analytical foundation for the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 
and is the primary planning instrument guiding United Nations development activities at the country level. 
12 Policy and Procedures for Development and Approval of Country Programme Documents (July 2022). 
13 PRC peer reviewers are a team of experts mobilized across the Organization to review and assess assigned draft CPDs using defined 
quality dimensions. 



  AUDIT OF THE UNFPA COUNTRY PROGRAMME FORMULATION AND DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

Audit Report No. IA/2026-02, 09 March 2026: UNFPA CP Formulation and Development Process                                    Page 11 of 28 

 

22. The following issues were noted in relation to the existing country programme development and 
approval process. 

Sequencing and timing of reviews - late involvement of the PRC 

23. The country programme development and approval process entailed formal PRC involvement late 
in the CPD development cycle, almost midway through the 40-week period. The involvement typically came 
after months of country-level analytical work, design, and stakeholder consultations, limiting the PRC’s 
potential to drive substantive redesign earlier on in the process - particularly in cases where it identifies 
major issues and makes critical recommendations, some of which require extensive consultations with 
various stakeholders, to be addressed at the end of the process.  

24. In addition, the audit found that PRC reviews of CPDs did not always adequately consider country 
context, political sensitivities, and the nuances Country Offices must navigate with governments and other 
partners at national and regional levels, resulting in recommendations that could neither be resolved nor 
applied. This finding was corroborated by responses to the OAIS audit survey, where nearly half (48 per 
cent) of the respondents did not view the PRC reviews as value‑adding, instead pointing to their variability 
in terms of quality, relevance, and usefulness – particularly coming nearly at the endpoint of the process.  

25. It should be noted that while the strategic dialogue initiative provided an early opportunity for 
tripartite engagement among Country Offices, Regional Offices, and PRC, typically 10 to 12 months before 
CPD approval, the audit established little or no linkage between the initial strategic dialogue meetings and 
the results of PRC reviews conducted late in the process. 

Duplication of effort in quality assurance work conducted by PRC and Regional Offices 

26. As per the defined country programme development and approval process, Regional Offices 
conduct first-level quality reviews of draft CPDs (i.e., substantive, political, and technical), consolidate 
feedback from regional management and programme, technical, resource mobilization, human resource, 
and operations teams, and check for compliance with applicable corporate policies and procedures. 
However, these Regional Office quality reviews involve many elements also covered by the PRC quality 
assurance mechanism. Combined with the in‑country review processes, the quality assurance interventions 
by the Regional Office and PRC often result in multilayered, process‑heavy workflows that add 
administrative and procedural constraints on Country Offices, especially those with limited staff numbers. 
Field office staff interviewed indicated that the multiple review layers originated duplication, delays and, 
occasionally, conflicting guidance on country programme design and development. 

27. The above gaps in PRC review sequencing and timing, duplication of quality assurance activities by 
Regional Offices and PRC, and multiple layers of review highlight opportunities to streamline the country 
programme formulation and development process. The audit review and discussions with field office staff 
indicated that strengthening institutional accountability by, for example, devolving responsibility for 
programme quality to Regional Offices, which are already uniquely positioned to support Country Offices, 
could result in leaner, more efficient and cost‑effective workflows that can better support the development 
of differentiated, context‑specific, and transformative CPDs. In this context, it is worth noting that other 
UN organizations (e.g., the United Nations Children’s Fund and the United Nations Development 
Programme) have successfully delegated responsibility and accountability for CPD quality assurance to their 
Regional Offices. 

ROOT CAUSE 

Guidelines: Inadequate corporate policies or procedures (the current applicable policy 
places PRC involvement in the CPD development process at the tail end, despite 
designating it as the primary corporate quality assurance mechanism. Additionally, the 
role of Regional Offices in the process has evolved over the years, creating the potential 
for duplication of effort and overlaps in responsibilities without corresponding updates 
to formal accountabilities). 
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IMPACT 
There are process-heavy workflows through multilayered reviews and duplication of 
effort, administrative and procedural constraints, prolonged process times that may 
cause delays, and staff fatigue in conducting reviews. 

CATEGORY Strategic. 

  Recommendation 1 Priority: High 

Adopt a decentralized Country Programme Document quality assurance model, led by Regional Offices 
and guided by a governance framework that clearly delineates roles and responsibilities in country 
programme formulation and development, to streamline workflows and strengthen the overall quality 
assurance mechanism, including timely review interventions by the Programme Review Committee, which 
should retain overall accountability for the process. 

Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division with support from Regional 
Directors. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

The Programme Division will review the existing Policy and Procedures for Development and Approval of 
CPDs with a view to decentralizing the quality assurance model to Regional Offices. It will also review the 
role and timing of the PRC process to ensure that interventions are timely and value-adding. Furthermore, 
Management will explore decentralizing the final PRC process step to include Representatives from within 
each region, under the leadership of the Regional Office, in conducting genuine peer reviews. This 
approach aims to strengthen programme cooperation and facilitate knowledge exchange across the 
Organization.  

Estimated completion date: November 2026.  

 

Issue 2:        Practical challenges in formulating the Theory of Change and applying guidance 

28. The Theory of Change14 is at the heart of the country programme formulation and development 
process.  As per policy,12  country programmes must be developed through a robust Theory of Change 
process, applying the critical steps of unpacking the core problems and identifying root causes, exploring 
innovative solutions, and conducting proper prioritization processes involving all stakeholders. The theory 
is mandatory for all UNFPA programmes and projects and must be developed in alignment with the 
Cooperation Framework and the strategic plan. 

29. The UNFPA Theory of Change Guidance15 (the Guidance) aims to provide practical and hands-on 
technical guidance on how to develop the Theory of Change for Country Programmes, taking into 
consideration the UNFPA Strategic Plan (2022-2025). The Guidance highlights the need for country 
programme strategies to be based on cause-and-effect analyses that demonstrate the necessary conditions 
for change to occur.  

30. Field office staff drawn from 9 of the 14 Country Offices (64 per cent) whose CPDs were reviewed 
relayed challenges in developing their respective theories of change. Challenges in applying the Guidance 
resulted in inconsistent approaches, leading to perceptions of its limited usefulness. The staff members 

 
14 The Theory of change is both a process and a product (Vogel 2012). A theory of change explains why we think certain actions will 
produce the desired change in a given context. 
15 The Roadmap for Developing a Results-oriented Country Programme: Theory of Change Guidance. 



  AUDIT OF THE UNFPA COUNTRY PROGRAMME FORMULATION AND DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

Audit Report No. IA/2026-02, 09 March 2026: UNFPA CP Formulation and Development Process                                    Page 13 of 28 

 

described the Theory of Change process as complex, time-consuming, and compliance-driven, rather than 
a practical and transformative programming tool. 

31. Other notable challenges observed in the Theory of Change process included difficulties in linking 
outcomes, outputs, and activities in a clear and logical manner, limited applicability of the Guidance in some 
regions (e.g. the Latin America & the Caribbean Region) due to varying country contexts (this prompted 
improvised solutions like intercountry information exchanges to identify problems and possible solutions), 
insufficient tailored support, and inadequate in-house capacity in Results-Based Management (RBM)16 and 
causal analysis – necessitating the hiring of consultants with the required expertise by Country Offices to 
assist. Field office staff also reported challenges with practical application of the theory’s multistep 
methodology, conducting problem/solution trees, clarifying unified versus multiple theories of change, 
limited disaggregated data resulting in reliance on assumptions and projections, and adapting the Guidance 
to volatile or sensitive country contexts. 

32. Further, over 70 per cent of the OAIS survey respondents indicated that the Theory of Change 
guidance was primarily focused on ensuring country programme alignment with the UNFPA Strategic Plan 
(2022-2025) rather than enabling flexible, context-specific country programmes – a focus which can 
constrain the development of transformational and focused country programmes that prioritize national 
development challenges. As a result, the Theory of Change was, in many cases (80 per cent of those 
surveyed), viewed as either not useful in practice or weakly linked to programme decision-making, 
prioritization, and monitoring - thereby reducing its value for strategic focus, learning, and accountability. 
Conversely, approximately 20 per cent of the survey respondents reported no major difficulties in 
developing the Theory of Change or applying the Guidance, attributing their positive experience to tailored 
technical support by Headquarters or their respective Regional Offices and effective collaboration amongst 
staff with the requisite skills and knowledge. A positive case in point was the development of simplified and 
complementary guidance on Theory of Change by the Asia and Pacific Regional Office (APRO).  

ROOT CAUSE 

Resources: Insufficient resources (funds, skills, staff) to carry out an activity or function 
and inadequate training (insufficient in-house expertise in Monitoring & Evaluation at 
Country Offices and limited funds to engage consultants as facilitators for the Theory 
of Change). 
Guidelines: Inadequate corporate policies or procedures (practical challenges in 
applying the existing Theory of Change Guidance). 

IMPACT 
The risk of developing generic country programmes which are neither transformational 
(i.e., do not enhance strategic focus, learning, and accountability) nor country‑specific 
is heightened. 

CATEGORY Strategic. 

  Recommendation 2 Priority: Medium 

Review the Theory of Change Guidance for practicality of its application and enhance tailored technical 
support and capacity‑building for Country Offices to better apply it. 

 
16 Performance Quality Review of 80 CPDs submitted (April 2022 - April 2025) showed that significant improvement was needed in 
Results Measurement with 65 per cent of the CPD rated unsatisfactory in this criterion. 
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Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division with support from Regional 
Directors. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

In line with the updated Theory of Change for the new Strategic Plan (2026-2029), the Programme 
Division will undertake a comprehensive review of all programming guidance, including the Theory of 
Change Guidance, with a view to streamlining and simplifying the framework to ensure it is easier for 
Country Offices to use for robust programme design, adaptive management, and implementation. The 
Programme Division will prioritize practical application by developing user-friendly templates and adapted 
versions for different contexts. Furthermore, we will look to enhance tailored programme-technical 
support and capacity-building initiatives either directly or with/through Regional Offices to ensure Country 
Offices can apply any revised guidance effectively.  

Estimated completion date: February 2027.  

 

Issue 3:        Staffing gaps at the Programme Review Committee Secretariat  

33. The PRC Secretariat facilitates and manages PRC processes, including backstopping 
communications between PRC and the rest of the Organization, and provides secretarial support to the PRC 
Chair and the Committee. Under the guidance of its director, the UNFPA Programme Division hosts the PRC 
Secretariat. The secretariat coordinates the country programme quality assurance and other PRC processes, 
supports the PRC Chair in agenda‑setting and decision‑making analysis, manages peer review activities and 
reviewer selection, and oversees PRC correspondence and document management. 

34. At the time of the audit in August and September 2025, the Programme Division was finalizing its 
relocation to Nairobi, Kenya, as part of the UNFPA Headquarters Optimization initiative, which involved 
extensive logistical and staffing adjustments. Concurrently, the Quality Programming Branch, previously 
responsible for coordinating key country programme activities and PRC Secretariat functions, merged with 
the Strategic Planning Branch. As a result, two operational posts (formerly under Quality Programming 
Branch) that managed the PRC Secretariat were vacated with no replacement (as of November 2025). As 
an interim measure, PRC Secretariat operations were supported through temporary junior consultants, with 
additional workloads absorbed by other staff within the Strategic Planning Branch. While these transitional 
measures have supported PRC Secretariat operations in the interim, they remain temporary solutions to a 
challenge that requires timely, long‑term staffing solutions to ensure that the secretariat and, indeed, the 
Strategic Planning Branch of the Programme Division can effectively discharge their responsibilities in the 
country programme formulation and development process. 

ROOT CAUSE Resources: Lack of or insufficient human resources (limited number of staff to 
effectively support activities of the PRC Secretariat). 

IMPACT The operations of the PRC Secretariat may be negatively impacted, creating bottlenecks 
that may affect the overall efficiency of the CPD review process. 

CATEGORY Operational. 
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  Recommendation 3 Priority: Medium 

Define and implement a sustainable long‑term staffing solution that enables the PRC Secretariat (and the 
Branch) to effectively and efficiently discharge their responsibilities in the country programme formulation 
and development process. 

Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

Within the context of revising processes and implementing the responses to the other recommendations 
in this report, the Programme Division will review the role and functions of the Quality Programming 
Branch. We will move quickly to fill and/or repurpose vacant posts to ensure that the Headquarters team 
in Nairobi has adequate capacity to provide guidance, manage the quality assurance process, and 
effectively support Country Offices and Regional Offices.  

Estimated completion date: July 2026.  

 

B. QUALITY ASSURANCE AND REVIEWS SOME IMPROVEMENT NEEDED 

35. The following good practices were noted in this area: 

a) Quality assessment criteria for peer review of Country Programme Documents were updated 
in the context of the UNFPA Strategic Plan (2022-2025) to enhance their robustness, relevance, 
and alignment; and 

b) The Organization instituted ‘political reviews’ of Country Programme Documents to screen for 
language and other issues of substance that could lead to potential adverse complications 
during Executive Board reviews and approvals. 

Issue 4: Limitations of applying a uniform country programme development process across 
diverse country contexts 

36. Under the Strategic Plan (2022-2025), UNFPA prioritizes support to countries that are furthest from 
achieving the three transformative results, while supporting all programme countries to accelerate progress 
through more tailored interventions in advancing the ICPD Programme of Action. Essentially, UNFPA 
classifies programme countries into three tiers,17 based on whether they reach or exceed thresholds relating 
to the three transformative results. The tiered approach allows UNFPA to prioritize country programme 
interventions and allocate resources taking into consideration country contexts (e.g., developing countries, 
humanitarian, or post humanitarian country settings). For instance, UNFPA committed to ensuring that 
60 per cent of its regular resources for country programmes would be allocated to Tier I countries in the 
period 2022 to 2025. 

37. While the Strategic Plan (2022-2025) explicitly provides for a tailored, tiered classification system 
that recognizes and addresses the needs, contexts, and settings of diverse countries, the applicable policies 
and procedures for the development and approval of CPDs apply to UNFPA-supported country programmes 

 
17 The indicators used for classifying programme countries into three tiers are as follows: (a) the need for family planning satisfied 
with modern methods; (b) the maternal mortality ratio; and (c) the gender inequality index.  Programme countries are classified into 
three tiers: Tier I (no indicator thresholds met), Tier II (one threshold met), and Tier III (two or more thresholds met). 
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in a standardized manner. They dictate a standardized country programme formulation and development 
process for all UNFPA-supported country programmes. Consequently, each Country Office must follow the 
same five sequential steps depicted in Figure 1. Thus, the policy requirement does not reflect the strategic 
differentiation envisaged in the strategic plan. 

38. A review of 14 country programmes across the various strategic plan tiers showed significant 
differences in scale, risk profiles, strategic areas of focus, implementation modalities, and country contexts 
– with all Country Offices following the same steps in a standardized 40‑week country programme 
formulation and development process. These included programme countries in the Tier I Strategic Plan 
classification, which involved mixed development–humanitarian interventions in fragile Sahelian settings. 
Examples include Mauritania’s $16.9 million programme and Djibouti’s $9.8 million six-year programme, 
with strong dimensions in humanitarian aid, climate vulnerability, health, gender-based violence, and data 
systems. Further, Tier III programme countries included Ukraine’s five-year, $78.0 million programme 
($7.5 million from regular resources and $67.5 million through co-financing or other resources), which 
focused on gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health, and demographic resilience during a 
full-scale war. Armenia’s $7.2 million programme focused on demographic resilience, sexual and 
reproductive health and rights, and policy reform. Other Tier III programme countries included those with 
predominantly upstream and normative programmes, such as China’s $33.6 million programme (2026–
2030), which focused on policy dialogue, demographic strategy, sexual and reproductive health and rights 
normative work, and South-South cooperation. 

39. Country Office staff interviewed during the audit highlighted a country programme formulation and 
development process that was neither tailored nor tiered and prone to operational inefficiencies and other 
related challenges. For instance, normative Country Offices in higher-income or middle-income settings 
(e.g., Armenia or China) had to comply with the same extensive procedural and administrative requirements 
as large, complex humanitarian operations (e.g., Ukraine) or those with major service-delivery oriented 
programmes (e.g., Senegal). Further, relatively smaller programmes with limited staffing (e.g., Djibouti or 
Mauritania) faced challenges in allocating personnel and other resources to the intense country programme 
formulation and development process. Administrative demands such as strategic dialogue preparation, 
evidence gathering, Results and Resources Framework development, programme costing, and responding 
to multiple review layers disproportionally consumed more resources in the smaller Country Offices relative 
to those better resourced or capacitated.  

40. While the Strategic Plan (2022-2025) recognizes the diverse contexts in which UNFPA operates, 
requiring flexible and adaptable approaches, the existing country programme development framework 
relies on a uniform, one‑size‑fits‑all model that, although administratively expedient, does not fully reflect 
country‑specific realities or support the development of contextualized CPDs that address unique local 
issues and challenges. Thus, the policy framework prioritizes standardization at the expense of the 
adaptability needed to respond to diverse socio‑economic, cultural, and political contexts across regions 
and countries. 

ROOT CAUSE 
Guidance: Inadequate corporate policies and procedures (the current policy framework 
does not provide for a differentiated approach to country programme development 
based, for example, on programme scale, complexity, risk profile, or country context.) 
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IMPACT 
Disproportionate administrative and workload burdens are placed on some Country 
Offices (often a higher share of staff time and budget) in following the standardized 
country programme formulation and development process. 

CATEGORY Operational. 

  Recommendation 4 Priority: High  

Establish a differentiated or tiered country programme development process that aligns with a customized 
classification system (to be developed by Management), streamlines procedures, and reflects the diverse 
contexts and settings of country programmes. 

Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division, with support from Regional 
Directors. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

Management will explore the feasibility of a more context specific and differentiated approach to CPD 
design and development based on agreed criteria. As part of this process, it will review the diverse settings 
and contexts in which UNFPA operates (e.g., humanitarian, development) to determine how best to 
streamline procedures and reduce administrative burdens while ensuring robust quality standards are 
maintained.  

Estimated completion date: January 2027.  

 

Issue 5: Absence of agreed criteria and minimum quality assurance standards leading to divergent 
quality assurance approaches in the review of CPDs conducted by Regional Offices 

41. As per policy,12 Regional Offices guide and support Country Offices in the CPD development phases, 
including the strategic dialogue, Theory of Change, costing, and human resources analysis - ensuring 
alignment with UNSDCF and the strategic plan. The Regional Offices conduct first-level quality reviews of 
draft CPDs, consolidate feedback from regional management and programme, technical, resource 
mobilization, human resource, and operations teams, and check for compliance with applicable corporate 
policies and procedures.  

42. A comparative review of 14 CPDs and discussions with field office staff revealed that Regional 
Offices applied divergent approaches to quality assure CPDs, with variabilities in scope and depth of the 
reviews, the methods used, and the extent of support provided. This was attributed to absence of agreed 
criteria and minimum quality assurance standards, at the corporate level, for use by Regional Offices in 
their review processes, coupled with limited human resource capacity (skills and numbers) at some of them.  

43. Some Regional Offices, notably those in the Arab States, Eastern Europe and Central Asia (EECA), 
and East and Southern Africa (ESA) established relatively robust quality assurance and support 
mechanisms. Initiatives undertaken by these offices included establishing regional PRCs, conducting 
tailored workshops focused on CPD development, and using iterative bilateral feedback mechanisms with 
their respective Country Offices. Other Regional Offices (e.g., Latin America & the Caribbean Regional Office 
or LACRO) had similar arrangements but they were not as structured and formalized as in the other regions. 

ROOT CAUSE 
Guidelines: Inadequate corporate policies or procedures (lack of defined or agreed 
criteria and minimum quality assurance standards, at a corporate level, for Regional 
Office review of CPDs). 
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IMPACT 
The lack of agreed criteria or minimum quality assurance standards may result in 
inconsistent review practices, heightened compliance risks, reduced operational 
efficiencies across the regions, and weakened accountability in the review of CPDs. 

CATEGORY Operational. 

  Recommendation 5 Priority: Medium 

Define criteria and minimum quality assurance standards for use by Regional Offices in the review of 
Country Programme Documents and mandate their use by formally approving and resourcing a corporate 
framework that specifies the required quality assurance structures and mechanisms to support Country 
Offices. 

Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division, with support from Regional 
Directors. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

The Programme Division will collaborate with Regional Offices to co-create and formalize corporate-level 
criteria and minimum quality assurance standards to guide Regional Office reviews of CPDs. These 
standards will aim to promote consistency, agility to operate across the Humanitarian-Development-Peace 
continuum, strengthen accountability, and improve efficiency, while allowing for appropriate flexibility to 
reflect regional and country-specific contexts. This work will be undertaken within the context of the 
implementation of the other recommendations in this report, and the review of the PRC process 
(Recommendation 1). Management will define mandatory minimum standards and assessment criteria to 
ensure consistency and rigor across the Organization while recognizing the need for flexibility in different 
contexts, as made in an earlier recommendation.   

Estimated completion date: November 2026.  

 

Issue 6:       Inadequate time and capacity in the CPD peer review process  

44. Peer review is a core element of the PRC process and the first step in the corporate-level quality 
assurance of draft CPD packages once they are submitted to the PRC Secretariat. A peer review is 
essentially a time-bound exercise where a team of experts mobilized across the Organization reviews and 
assesses an assigned draft CPD using four quality dimensions: (a) strategic direction; (b) RBM and 
Evidence-Based Programming; (c) programming principles; and (d) programme operations and 
management. Peer reviewers are expected to offer constructive, qualitative recommendations to Country 
Offices based on pre-set criteria and to improve the quality of CPDs ahead of their finalization. The 
responsibilities of peer reviewers are outlined in the PRC terms of reference. 

45. The review of the 14 CPDs and discussions with field office staff, including 6 selected peer 
reviewers, revealed the following: 

Significant shortfall in peer review numbers in one region 

46. As outlined in the Country Programme Review and Approval Guidance Note (2022-2025), the peer 
review roster consists of vetted UNFPA staff as peers who are experienced subject matter experts in the 
four dimensions of PRC assessments. They are selected through a global nomination process, in line with 
peer reviewer selection criteria that include expertise, experience, function, time commitment, language, 
and additional considerations. PRC periodically calls for nominations of peer reviewers. Alternatively, staff 
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members may volunteer, be nominated by a supervisor, or are identified by the PRC Secretariat for inclusion 
in roster, if they meet the set criteria.  

47. At the time of the audit fieldwork, the most recent call for peer review nominations was in March 
2022, driven, in part, by the then relatively new Strategic Plan (2022–2025) and a need for an updated 
and expanded roster of peer reviewers to review over 60 new CPDs scheduled for implementation in 2023–
2024. Figure 3 below shows the expected number of peer reviewers compared with actual nominations, as 
of October 2025.  

Figure 3: Peer Reviewers in the Regions - Expected versus Nominated Numbers 

Source: Peer Review Roster, PRC Secretariat, October 2025. 

48. The above figure shows that five of the six UNFPA regions were broadly aligned in terms of the 
expected and nominated numbers of peer reviewers. While the overall nominations fell short of 
expectations by 17 per cent, the West and Central Africa (WCA) region had the largest deficit, with only 
19 nominations against 39 expected (a 51 per cent shortfall), accounting for nearly 60 per cent of the total 
deficit in nominations. This significant shortfall suggests a need for targeted interventions to identify the 
contributing factors.  

49. Further, it’s almost four years since the last call for nomination of peer reviewers through the global 
nomination process. Key developments—including organizational changes, staff turnover, new staff joining 
the Organization, and the introduction of the new Strategic Plan (2026–2029)—highlight the need to update 
the roster of peer reviewers. 

Lack of time and contextual understanding in peer reviews 

50. Country Office staff interviewed revealed that peer reviewers, often drawn from other regions, 
lacked contextual understanding of the CPDs they reviewed. The limited familiarity with country‑specific 
political, social, or humanitarian contexts led to comments that were sometimes too generic, politically 
insensitive, or operationally unrealistic. To support peer reviewers in understanding country contexts, some 
Regional Offices, such as LACRO, prepared country briefs to inform the review of CPDs. However, this novel 
practice was not consistently applied across the other Regional Offices. 

51. Additionally, while peer reviewer feedback was generally appreciated, several survey respondents 
noted it was often narrow and sector‑focused, suggesting minimal incremental additions to the components 
rather than adding real value. Five of the 14 Country Offices sampled (42 per cent) for testing reported 
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receiving generic, conflicting feedback late in the country programme development cycle, causing 
inefficiencies and repeated revisions. Further, the defined timelines for peer reviews18 left inadequate time 
or few channels for dialogue between peer reviewers and Country Offices to discuss the rationale for 
recommendations. As a result of these limitations, Country Offices gravitated towards producing 
standardized CPDs aligned with corporate templates and reviewer expectations, rather than context‑specific 
and transformative strategies.  

Constrained time commitments, motivation, and other related challenges in peer reviews 

52. The timeline for reviewing an individual draft CPD (approximately 1 to 1.5 days, anchored within 
the defined one-week timeline for peer reviews) was found by peer reviewers to be inadequate for 
conducting a comprehensive review. The six peer reviewers interviewed indicated that the constrained time 
limits contributed to lack of in-depth analyses, with the reviews tending to focus on compliance issues or 
common thematic areas rather than strategic coherence or context-specific matters. In addition, peer 
reviewers had to balance their review work with normal work demands during the one-week period allowed 
for entire peer review process, further constraining the value of resultant recommendations. 

53. In addition, some of the peer reviewers interviewed raised concerns about motivation and 
incentives for staff members serving in the role. While some saw it as a noble volunteer effort, others felt 
that the mechanism lacked incentives to attract, motivate, and retain the high‑caliber staff envisioned for 
the role. The existing capacity‑building initiatives were also viewed as largely theoretical, relying on 
webinars that emphasized information sharing rather than practical skills development and contextual 
awareness. 

ROOT CAUSE 
Resources: Insufficient resources (funds, skills, staff, time, training) to carry out an 
activity or function (lack of incentives to motivate peer reviews, insufficient time allotted 
to conducting CPD reviews, and inadequate training). 

IMPACT The risks of decreased productivity and performance, lower quality work, and declined 
morale are heightened and may negatively impact the quality of CPDs 

CATEGORY Operational. 

  Recommendation 6 Priority: High 

Enhance the peer review process by: 
a) Formalizing the preparation of tailored briefs by Country Offices to support peer reviewers in 

understanding country-specific contexts; 
b) Reassessing the timelines allocated for peer reviews taking into consideration the normal 

work demands of the reviewers with the aim of determining an optimal duration;   
c) Developing a structured quality assurance training programme to capacitate peer reviewers 

in their roles. The training programme should be aimed at improving the overall quality and 
consistency of their reviews using appropriate delivery modes that balance theoretical 
understanding, practical application of the skills learned, and contextual awareness; and 

d) Updating the peer review roster through a global nomination process to ensure it remains 
current, diverse, and aligned with relevant technical and strategic priorities, including the 
UNFPA Strategic Plan (2026–2029). 

Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division with support from Regional 
Directors. 

 
18 According to the PRC terms of reference, peer reviews are to be conducted within a one-week period. 
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Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

Management will address enhancements to the peer review process, specifically regarding the introduction 
of country context briefs, reassessment of review timelines, and rollout of structured training, through a 
broader integration with ongoing corporate reforms on results and programme management. It will also 
review the peer review mechanism within the context of a newly decentralized and differentiated process. 
Rather than implementing these as standalone administrative measures, Management will incorporate 
these improvements into the wider organizational architecture to ensure they are sustainable, coherent, 
and aligned with the strategic shifts of the Organization.  

Estimated completion date: January 2027.  

 

Issue 7:            Limitations of the binary rating scale in use for CPD quality reviews 

54. As outlined in the Country Programme Review and Approval Guidance Note (2022-2025), the PRC 
Secretariat processes peer review comments, anonymizes reviewer identities, and removes scores to ensure 
that focus remains on the substance of feedback. Scores are retained internally for global analysis and 
reporting and to track how the quality of CPDs evolves over time and qualitative comments shared with 
Country Offices and the UNFPA Executive Committee/PRC to inform subsequent reviews. 

55. The PRC Secretariat shares its review findings, which include “satisfactory” or “unsatisfactory” 
ratings and the related recommendations, with field offices. This binary rating scale is meant to allow the 
field offices to review the PRC ratings and comments and provide feedback within a very short period of 
time (typically five working days) before the results are finalized. Where there are inaccuracies or points of 
contention, the Regional and/or Country Office may provide, through the Secretariat, additional contextual 
feedback to the peer reviewers before final ratings are submitted to the UNFPA Executive Committee/PRC. 
To arrive at a final rating of either “satisfactory” or “unsatisfactory”, scores are extracted from the PRC 
peer review process.19  

56. A review of draft CPDs submitted to PRC from September 2024 to May 2025 showed that 5 of the 
23 submissions (22 per cent) scored below 80 per cent and were rated unsatisfactory. Broken down by 
region, EECA had two out of 11 (18 per cent) draft CPDs rated unsatisfactory, ESA had one of three (33 per 
cent) similarly rated, the Asia and Pacific (AP) region had one out of four rated unsatisfactory (25 per cent), 
and a single submission by the Arab States was unsatisfactory. WCA and LAC each submitted two CPDs, 
all of which were rated satisfactory. 

57. The following were noted regarding the final quality ratings of the CPDs reviewed: 

a) Discussions with field office staff revealed that the binary ratings (i.e., satisfactory or 
unsatisfactory) assigned to CPD review results were too simplistic and limiting in scope. For a 
process that involves multiple procedures spread over a lengthy period of 40 weeks with 
extensive engagement of internal and external stakeholders, multiple iterations and feedback, 
and navigation of institutional capacity challenges, a two‑tier rating was viewed as inadequate 
to accurately reflect the depth and reality of the country programme formulation and 
development process. The field office staff explained that receiving a simple score, whether 

 
19 They were drawn from peer review summary and individual reviewer sheets, analyzed by quality dimensions, criteria, rating 
guideline, and overall ratings. The thresholds are: < 80 per cent = Unsatisfactory (overall CPD or four dimensions) and ≤ 3.75 (75 per 
cent) = Unsatisfactory (individual criteria). 
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satisfactory or unsatisfactory, following such a lengthy and demanding process was 
discouraging; 

b) The two-tier rating system inadvertently encouraged a compliance‑driven approach to CPD 
formulation, with some Country Offices prioritizing the inclusion of the mandatory or expected 
elements in the CPD to achieve a satisfactory rating over innovation, contextual adaptation, 
and transformational strategies. Further, it was unclear how the binary rating scale accounted 
for diverse country contexts, from low, middle, to upper income, including humanitarian and 
conflict settings; and  

c) Feedback from the field office staff indicated that PRC peer reviews of CPDs could add more 
value by focusing on providing constructive guidance and qualitative feedback rather than 
binary ratings. In practice, not all PRC members or reviewers have full contextual 
understanding of CPDs or the extensive processes behind them, making the binary ratings less 
reflective of actual quality or effort. Moreover, subjective elements in assessing quality often 
led to different reviewers assigning varied ratings to the same CPD. Achieving a summary 
unsatisfactory score after a long and complex process without any insight into the rating 
affected staff morale. 

58. An alternative rating system, for example, one crafted around a maturity scale or graduated rating 
scale, would offer a better and nuanced approach to assessing individual CPDs, that recognizes the 
uniqueness of each submission, the complexity of country contexts, promotes learning, fosters innovation, 
and ensures that CPD ratings reflect both country realities and the corporate transformative strategies. 

ROOT CAUSE Guidelines: Inadequate corporate policies or procedures (lack of a maturity-oriented 
scale or graduated rating scale for assessing draft CPDs). 

IMPACT 
Use of a binary rating scale results in lack of nuance and detail in the feedback provided 
and increases the potential for subjective interpretation as it oversimplifies complex 
opinions into only two options – satisfactory and unsatisfactory in this case. 

CATEGORY Operational. 

  Recommendation 7 Priority: Medium 

Reassess the existing binary rating scale in use for Country Programme Document reviews with a view to 
recalibrating it into a multi‑level maturity scale or graduated rating scale, supported by qualitative 
analyses, to capture intensity, nuance, and a range of opinions in the feedback provided.  

Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division, with support from Regional 
Directors. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

This work will be undertaken within the context of the implementation of the actions linked to the other 
recommendations in this report, particularly the simplification and differentiation of processes for different 
country contexts (Recommendations 1 and 4). The Programme Division will reassess the current binary 
rating system. We will look to ensure that feedback, and any related scoring, is more nuanced and 
sophisticated so that Country Offices derive greater value from the review process, moving beyond 
compliance to strategic enhancement.  

Estimated completion date: February 2027.  
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C. SYSTEMS AND TOOLS SOME IMPROVEMENT NEEDED 

Issue 8:        Complexity in the use of the policy-recommended standard programme costing tool 

59. A crucial step in the country programme formulation and development process for integrated 
results-focused planning is estimating the total indicative resource amounts for the programme period. 
According to policy,12 UNFPA contributions or priorities should be fully need-based, costed, and as granular 
as possible (at least at the output level). This may be achieved using the UNFPA standard programme 
costing tool,20 which is not mandatory but highly recommended. The tool can be used to scope the country 
programme, select indicators, set targets, and cost them at the programme outcome and output levels. 
The information captured and produced by the tool supports the development of a country programme by 
providing key inputs for planning, budgeting, and identifying funding gaps. 

60. The review of 14 CPDs found that 10 (71 per cent) Country Offices did not use the standard 
programme costing tool. Instead, the offices relied on customized or simplified worksheets, cost projections 
based on previous country programme submissions, and other ad‑hoc methods. The limited use of the tool 
was attributed to its technical complexity, staffing constraints, a time‑consuming requirement for detailed 
inputs across multiple result levels, and re-input of data following multiple iterations during the country 
programme development process.  

61. The audit survey showed that 44 per cent of the respondents remained neutral (i.e., neither agreed 
nor disagreed) on the tool’s effectiveness and usefulness in supporting budgeting and financial planning 
for country programmes. Forty (40) per cent indicated that the tool was effective, while 16 per cent 
disagreed that it was useful. Several noted that it was often used as a box‑ticking exercise and was 
ineffective or unsuitable in certain regional and country contexts. The respondents that found the tool 
effective explained that, despite its complexity, the tool remained relevant and useful for structured, 
evidence‑based financial planning for users sufficiently familiar with its use. 

62. While it is certain from the survey results that the tool has the potential to support evidence‑based 
programme planning, its suboptimal usage, perceived lack of usefulness, and unsuitability for costing in 
certain regional and country contexts, as highlighted by the survey results, indicate room for improvement.  

ROOT CAUSE 
Resources: Insufficient technical resources and inadequate training (technical 
challenges in the practical application of the tool and a lack of familiarity, on the part 
of field office staff, in use of the tool). 

IMPACT 
There is a lack of consistency, comparability, and standardization in budgeting for 
country programme cycles and loss of productivity and inefficiency in use of the tool 
by those unfamiliar with its workings. 

CATEGORY Operational. 

  Recommendation 8 Priority: Medium 

Recognizing the usefulness of the standard programme costing tool in supporting planning and financial 
budgeting, reassess and simplify the tool to make it adaptable to diverse programme approaches. This 
should be supported by tailored training for relevant staff members to encourage wider adoption. 

 
20 UNFPA’s Standard Programme Costing Tool is a set of spreadsheets programmed to work together to support UNFPA’s standard 
programme costing approach. 
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Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

The Programme Division will reassess the standard programme costing tool as part of a broader review 
of all programming tools. Management will evaluate this and all other tools with a view to simplifying, 
integrating, or retiring tools that are not adding real value and do not meet our expectations in terms of 
cost-benefit. This review aims to ensure that the toolkit provided to Country and Regional Offices is 
streamlined, fit-for-purpose, and supports efficient programme delivery across the humanitarian, 
development, peace continuum, without imposing unnecessary administrative burdens.  

Estimated completion date: March 2027.  

 

Issue 9:        Deficiencies in document management 

63. Policy21 outlines the mandatory actions, roles, and responsibilities for effective document 
management in UNFPA to improve information access, safeguard organizational digital property, and 
preserve institutional memory. Further, the policy outlines the document management process, identifies 
control actions to mitigate potential risks related to the process, and establishes and designates a document 
management platform.  

64. The country programme formulation and development process requires systematic documentation 
and tracking of all substantive information exchanges, including comments and feedback from the quality 
assurance process. This entails maintaining and retaining an appropriate trail of documents and records, 
which clearly shows the evolution of key documents, resolution of review comments, and ensures formal 
clearances are captured at each stage of the process. 

65. The audit identified deficiencies in the document management mechanisms used in the country 
programme development process, characterized by the absence of an integrated document management 
platform. This resulted in systemic reliance on manual processes, poor document version controls, and 
weak audit trail.  

66. The key challenges noted in managing CPD process documents are outlined below. 

Poor document version controls and fragmented document exchange 

67. Draft CPDs and their annexes, including supporting documents, were circulated as email 
attachments or placed in shared folders that were created in an ad-hoc manner - creating multiple parallel 
threads, duplicate document versions, and unconsolidated feedback. This fragmented approach to 
managing documents resulted in a lack of version control, leading to multiple variants of documents and 
undermining the orderly document exchange needed to demonstrate how review comments and 
recommendations are addressed and finalized. 

68. The audit team encountered difficulties in tracking the progression of key documents, review 
comment clearances, and the related feedback. These challenges were heightened by the absence of staff 
previously involved in the PRC Secretariat, resulting in reliance on an intern/consultant who had limited 
availability due to other work-related priorities. Equally, field office staff experienced challenges in 
managing multiple versions of draft CPDs. In addition, the multiple draft versions, maintained by the PRC 
Secretariat in shared folders, were saved using ad-hoc file naming conventions (e.g., CPD_Final_v2, 

 
21 Policy and Procedures for Document Management at UNFPA. 
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CPD_Final) that evolved over time, with each cycle or other factors. Overall, the proliferation of shared 
folders and document versions underscored a broader weakness in document management controls. 

Limited visibility of key document evolution and inadequate audit trail 

69. The absence of an integrated document management platform limited managerial visibility, 
transparency, and oversight of key document progress in the country programme formulation and 
development process. The mechanisms used to keep audit trail lacked real‑time insights into draft CPD 
review status, did not capture or log process bottlenecks, and could not systematically track adherence to 
deadlines. 

70. Field office staff relied on email exchanges with the PRC Secretariat, often using individual work 
email accounts. Key quality assurance correspondence, comments, and clearance decisions were 
fragmented across the individual work email accounts and multiple file repositories, making it difficult for 
Management to reliably and promptly demonstrate how documents evolved through the stakeholder review 
process and retrieve the feedback received. This practice created a risk of losing critical information and 
institutional memory in the event that staff separated from the Organization or were reassigned. As a result, 
there was no reliable audit trail to readily demonstrate the sequence of actions and reviews performed on 
key documents throughout the process. 

ROOT CAUSE Resources: Insufficient technical resources (lack of an integrated technical solution to 
manage country programme documents effectively and efficiently). 

IMPACT 
There is a loss of audit trail and inefficiencies in the retrieval of relevant information 
for the country programme development process, originated by the fragmented 
approach to document management.  

CATEGORY Operational. 

  Recommendation 9 Priority: Medium 

Leverage the existing corporate systems to develop an integrated document management platform that 
streamlines the country programme document management mechanism, ensures version control, tracks 
key timelines, and maintains a reliable audit trail to improve efficiency and accountability. 

Manager Responsible for Implementation: Director, Programme Division with support from the Director, 
Information Technology Solutions Office. 

Status: Agree.  

Management action plan: 

The Programme Division, with support from the Information Technology Solutions Office (ITSO), will 
review the Organization's existing corporate systems to determine which platforms can be best leveraged 
to address the issues identified. Management will assess the current internal capacity and capabilities to 
see how they can be utilized to streamline the document management mechanism, ensure version control, 
and maintain a reliable audit trail - focusing on optimizing available tools rather than developing new 
infrastructure. By first stabilizing the decentralized and revised CPD development process throughout 
2026, the Organization can more accurately define system requirements by end of year to implement 
systems changes in 2027, thereby avoiding the risk of developing rigid infrastructure before user needs 
are fully understood.  

Estimated completion date: June 2027.  
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ANNEX I - DEFINITION OF AUDIT TERMS 

A. AUDIT RATINGS 
Audit rating definitions, adopted for use in reports for audit engagements initiated as of 1 January 201622, 
are explained below: 

▪ Satisfactory  The assessed governance arrangements, risk management practices and 
controls were adequately designed and operating effectively to provide 
reasonable assurance that the objectives of the audited entity/area should 
be achieved.  
The issue(s) and improvement opportunities identified, if any, did not affect 
the achievement of the audited entity or area’s objectives. 

▪ Partially 
Satisfactory 
with Some 
improvement 
needed 

 The assessed governance arrangements, risk management practices and 
controls were adequately designed and operating effectively but needed 
some improvement to provide reasonable assurance that the objectives of 
the audited entity/area should be achieved.  
The issue(s) and improvement opportunities identified did not significantly 
affect the achievement of the audited entity/area objectives. Management 
action is recommended to ensure that identified risks are adequately 
mitigated. 

▪ Partially 
Satisfactory 
with Major 
improvement 
needed 

 The assessed governance arrangements, risk management practices and 
controls were generally established and functioning but need major 
improvement to provide reasonable assurance that the objectives of the 
audited entity/area should be achieved. 
The issues identified could significantly affect the achievement of the 
objectives of the audited entity/area. Prompt management action is required 
to ensure that identified risks are adequately mitigated. 

▪ Unsatisfactory  The assessed governance arrangements, risk management practices and 
controls were not adequately established or functioning to provide 
reasonable assurance that the objectives of the audited entity/area should 
be achieved. 
The issues identified could seriously compromise the achievement of the 
audited entity or area’s objectives. Urgent management action is required to 
ensure that the identified risks are adequately mitigated. 

B. CATEGORIES OF ROOT CAUSES AND AUDIT ISSUES 

Guidelines: absence of written procedures to guide staff in performing their functions 
 ▪ Lack of or inadequate corporate policies or procedures 

▪ Lack of or inadequate Regional and/or Country Office policies or procedures 
▪ Inadequate planning 
▪ Inadequate risk management processes  
▪ Inadequate management structure  

Guidance: inadequate or lack of supervision by supervisors 
 ▪ Lack of or inadequate guidance or supervision at the Headquarters and/or Regional and 

Country Office level 

 
22 Based on the proposal of the Working Group on harmonization of engagement-level audit ratings approved by the United Nations 
Representatives of Internal Audit Services (UN-RIAS) in September 2016. 
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▪ Inadequate oversight by Headquarters  
Resources: insufficient resources (funds, skills, staff) to carry out an activity or function: 
 ▪ Lack of or insufficient resources: financial, human, or technical resources 

▪ Inadequate training 
Human error: un-intentional mistakes committed by staff entrusted to perform assigned functions 
Intentional: intentional overriding of internal controls. 
Other: factors beyond the control of UNFPA. 

C. PRIORITIES OF AGREED MANAGEMENT ACTIONS 
Agreed management actions are categorized according to their priority, as a further guide to Management 
in addressing the related issues in a timely manner. The following priority categories are used: 

▪ High Prompt action is considered imperative to ensure that UNFPA is not exposed to high 
risks (that is, where failure to take action could result in critical or major consequences 
for the organization). 

▪ Medium Action is considered necessary to avoid exposure to significant risks (that is, where 
failure to take action could result in significant consequences). 

▪ Low Action is desirable and should result in enhanced control or better value for money. 
Low priority management actions, if any, are discussed by the audit team directly with 
the Management of the audited entity during the course of the audit or through a 
separate memorandum upon issued upon completion of fieldwork, and not included in 
the audit report. 

D. CATEGORIES OF ACHIEVEMENT OF OBJECTIVES  
These categories are based on the COSO framework and derived from the INTOSAI GOV-9100 Guide for 
Internal Control Framework in the Public Sector and INTOSAI GOV-9130 ERM in the Public Sector.  
▪ Strategic High level goals, aligned with and supporting the entity’s mission 
▪ Operational Executing orderly, ethical, economical, efficient and effective operations and 

safeguarding resources against loss, misuse and damage 
▪ Reporting Reliability of reporting, including fulfilling accountability obligation 
▪ Compliance Compliance with prescribed UNFPA regulations, rules and procedures, including acting 

in accordance with Government Body decisions, as well as agreement specific 
provisions  
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GLOSSARY 

Acronym Description 
AP Asia and Pacific 
APRO Asia and Pacific Regional Office  
AS Arab States 
CPD Country Programme Document 
EECA Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
ESA East and Southern Africa  
GBV Gender-Based Violence 
ICPD International Conference on Population and Development 
IIA Institute of Internal Auditors 
LAC Latin America & the Caribbean 
LACRO Latin America & the Caribbean Regional Office  
OAIS Office of Audit and Investigation Services 
PRC Programme Review Committee 
RBM Results-Based Management  
UN United Nations  
UNFPA United Nations Population Fund 
UNSDCF United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework 
WCA West and Central Africa  
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