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Focus

An assessment of an intergovernmental organization such as the UN,

or even part of it, presents a number of methodological dif®culties

and several potential dangers. These include an oversimpli®cation of

the issues to be analysed, reductionism, and resorting to balance

sheet-type approaches or very crude cost-bene®t analyses. Any pro-

gramme of the UN, consequently, needs to be assessed using the

right yardstick, appropriate criteria, and suitable indicators, which

are based on the mandate of the programme and the nature of its

activities.1

In this study, accordingly, the substantive focus of the assessment

has been determined ®rst, after which the approach and conceptual

framework of the study were designed. The methodology of the study

is based on a review of previous studies by the UN and other vol-

unteer sending agencies as well as more general evaluation literature.

Research questions and focus of the study

The primary purpose of this study is to assess one programme of the

UN, the UN Volunteers (UNV) programme, in terms of its impact.

The impact of the programme refers to the achievement of the over-

all objectives of the programme. In addition, the study assesses the

perceived value of the programme to its users and bene®ciaries. The

study examines the UNV programme in one country, Nepal, and

covers a 10-year period, from 1987 to 1996.2



The broader purpose of the evaluation of the UNV programme is

to serve as a case study of the impact of the development cooperation

activities of the UN, understood as the extent to which a UN pro-

gramme achieves its objectives and produces desired outcomes. The

study also attempts to demonstrate a methodology that could be

used to assess other UN funds, programmes, and agencies.

The speci®c focus of the study is on answering two questions.

1. Does the UNV programme have any impact?

2. What is the perceived value of the programme to its users and

bene®ciaries?

In trying to answer these questions, the study addresses six speci®c

issues, the ®rst three of which relate to the impact of the programme,

and the latter three of which relate to the perceived value of the

programme:

1. changes in human capital

2. changes in social capital

3. changes in job opportunities, poverty, women's lives, and the

environment

4. the relevance of the work of the Volunteers

5. the performance of the Volunteers

6. the results and sustainability of the work of the Volunteers.

In addition to these six main objectives, the study also includes

an assessment of the performance of the headquarters of the UNV

programme and of bene®ts to the Volunteers of participating in the

programme.

Human capital

The UNV programme was originally established to supply trained

manpower to developing countries, to transfer skills and knowledge,
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and to ®ll gaps in human resources that were perceived to be lacking

in the developing countries. An assessment of the programme should

therefore review the achievements of the programme with respect

to human resource development ± or what could be referred to as

changes in human capital ± in developing countries.3

The interest in human resource development as a way to promote

economic development can be traced back to a general theory of

investments in human capital which was developed by Theodore

W. Schultz and Gary S. Becker in the late 1950s and early 1960s.

According to Becker and other proponents of the human capital

theory, investments in human capital ± that is, education and train-

ing ± improve the skills, knowledge, or health of people, increase

their productivity, and raise their monetary or non-monetary

income.4

The basic assumption that an investment in human capital leads to

an increase in labour productivity has been questioned by many

critics of human capital theory. Evidence supporting the link be-

tween human capital and economic growth does, however, remain

strong, even if research until recently seems to have added very little

new, except con®rm the theory.5

Empirical research regarding the economic development of several

East Asian countries suggests a strong link between education and

economic growth, and a pay-off to investments in human capital.

Analyses of the remarkable economic development of a number of

countries during the past 40 years ± most notably Japan, followed by

Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan ± argue that at

least part of their success in terms of achieving economic growth, and

social progress, can be attributed to investments in human capital,

that is, education and training. Other vital ingredients to growth

often mentioned in the East Asian context include high savings rates,

low taxes and low government spending, ¯exible labour markets,

and openness to trade.6

Even if disagreement does exist as to how much of the economic

growth in East Asia really can be attributed to increases in produc-

tivity, and how much can be explained by a heavy investment in
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capital and a movement of labour from a less productive agrarian

sector to a more productive industrial sector, little disagreement

seems to exist regarding the importance of education and training to

economic growth ± the fundamental issue of relevance to this study.7

Supported by research ®ndings such as the ones pertaining to East

Asia, human resource development once again came to the forefront

of the development discussion in the 1990s. During much of the

1970s and the 1980s, human resource development was over-

shadowed by other development paradigms, the debt crises, and the

perceived need for structural adjustment in developing countries as a

precondition for development. Increasingly since the early 1990s,

however, people are once again viewed as both the means as well as

the end of economic development. Human development has emerged

as a leading paradigm, according to which the purpose of develop-

ment is to enlarge people's choices ± whether economic, social, cul-

tural, or political. Investments in human resource development, in

turn, become an important means for human development.8

Two conclusions can be drawn from this recent history: the ®rst is

that human resource development remains a relevant focus of devel-

opment cooperation, and the second is that if human capital accu-

mulation can be shown to result from a UN programme, it can be

asserted that the programme has contributed to economic develop-

ment. For this to hold for the UNV programme, it would require

being able to demonstrate that new skills or knowledge have been

acquired by people who have been trained by or worked with the

UN Volunteers. Proving, or disproving, this is the ®rst objective of

this study.

Social capital

In 1977, the mandate of the UNV programme was expanded to

include support to the participation of people and communities in

the development process. An assessment of the programme should

therefore also ascertain the contribution of the programme in these

areas, or what could be labelled social capital formation.9
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In general, social capital refers to, or is manifested in, features such

as cooperation and civic engagement in a society or community. Like

other forms of capital, social capital is productive and enables the

achievement of certain objectives that would not be attainable in

its absence. Social capital promotes cooperative behavior instead of

uncooperative behavior, as game theory would predict, and improves

the performance of a society or a community by facilitating coordi-

nated actions.10

A society or community that possesses social capital is charac-

terized by notions of cooperation and reciprocity that bind people

together, solidarity, trust, and tolerance, and active participation in

public affairs. In a way this can be seen as ``enlightened self-interest'',

with the aim of increasing the bene®ts for everyone. Where social

capital exists, a variety of civic associations and non-governmental

organizations can usually be found.11

The effect of social capital on economic development is a fairly

recent area of study, the number of studies on the subject are few,

and the theory is still under development. However, the appropri-

ateness of studying the contribution of a UN programme towards

social capital accumulation should not depend on whether or not

there is a link between social capital and economic development.12

Considering that social capital is a rather recent area of research,

studying the subject may contribute to the development of the theory

and methodology of the subject area. Moreover, at a time when there

are increasing calls for the involvement of civil society in the work of

the UN, it is particularly relevant to assess the work of the UN with

civil society organizations and the effect of the UN Volunteers on the

values, attitudes, motivation, participation, and cooperation of people

in the communities or organizations where Volunteers worked. This

thus becomes the second objective of this study.13

Jobs, poverty, women, and the environment

From the debates of the Governing Council of the UNDP in the late

1980s and its successor, the Executive Board, in the early 1990s, four
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areas of focus emerged for the organization: jobs, poverty, women,

and the environment. Since the majority of the UN Volunteers were

working on UNDP projects during the period covered by this study

(1987±96), it also seems appropriate to assess the effect of the UNV

programme on job opportunities, the level of poverty, the status of

women, and the environment in the areas of Nepal where the Vol-

unteers worked. This is the third objective of this study.14

Perceived value of the programme

In addition to the impact of the UNV programme, this study also

assesses the perceived value of the programme to former supervisors

and co-workers of the Volunteers and other bene®ciaries of the work

of the Volunteers.

The fourth objective of the study is to assess the relevance of the

work of the Volunteers. The ®fth objective of the study is to evaluate

the performance of the Volunteers compared to other alternatives ±

volunteers from other organizations, UN experts, other expatriates,

and nationals of the country where the Volunteers served, who con-

ceivably could have been hired to do the same job as the UN Vol-

unteers. The sixth objective of the study is to assess the results of the

activities initiated by the Volunteers, their continuation, and their

long-term bene®ts.15

Literature review

Studies by the United Nations

Only one comprehensive attempt to review the UNV programme

has been carried out since the inception of the programme. This took

place in 1987 at the request of the UNDP Governing Council, to

which a report was submitted the following year. The review dis-

cusses the concept and mandate of the UN Volunteers, and addresses

a number of management issues, ®nancing, staf®ng of the head of®ce,
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recruitment and training of Volunteers, and programming of Vol-

unteer inputs.16

The evaluation is based on several different sources of data and

covers several countries, but does not address the most relevant issues

of this study: the outcomes of the work of the UN Volunteers and

the perceived value of the programme to the bene®ciaries of the

programme. The study contains general views of users and admin-

istrators of the programme, but does not include actual assessments

of the work of individual Volunteers.

The same very general nature characterizes the information in the

other approximately 90 evaluations and reviews that have been

carried out from 1987 to 1996 on speci®c projects or activities of

the UN Volunteers. This is the major shortcoming in these evalua-

tion reports, which are listed in Appendix C. The evaluations mainly

focus on the implementation of activities of UN Volunteers and ways

of improving the programme. While these studies do suggest factors

that could be included in a framework to study the perceived value

of the UNV programme, the previous evaluations have little to offer

in terms of substance or methodology for an assessment of the impact

of the programme.

A number of other development projects without UN Volunteers

have also been funded and evaluated by the UNDP. For the purposes

of this study, the most interesting evaluations are the ones that deal

with human resource development and strengthening of institutions

in developing countries, often referred to as ``capacity building''.

Two things become clear from a review of the past UNDP studies:

the ®rst thing is that the studies contain little in terms of impact of

UNDP supported activities; the second thing is that there is little in

terms of methodology that the previous UNDP evaluations could

offer an assessment of the impact of the UNV programme, even if the

UNDP Evaluation Of®ce in recent years has begun to emphasize the

need to assess the impact of UNDP supported programmes and

projects.17

A reason that previous UNDP studies have little to offer an impact

assessment is that during the last 20 years, the design and imple-
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mentation of projects, rather than their outcomes and long-term

bene®ts, have been the primary concern of evaluations of the UNDP,

the World Bank, and other development agencies. This can, at least

in part, be seen as a reaction to the limited utility of several large-

scale impact evaluations that were conducted in the 1970s.18

Despite a realization as early as 1988 that better data was needed

to be able to assess the impact of UNDP projects, many UNDP

human resource development and capacity building projects have

failed to specify in suf®cient detail who the bene®ciaries of these

projects are, which makes an assessment of their impact dif®cult.19

In the past, a key component of many UNDP projects was to

provide overseas and on-the-job training to individuals working in

government ministries and departments. The underlying assumption

was that the training would strengthen the capacity of these in-

stitutions to carry out their functions, which would bene®t a large

number of, unspeci®ed, people in the whole country. This approach,

even if based on a valid assumption, makes it dif®cult to measure any

impact, and may also explain the inability of the UNDP and the

UNV to assess the impact of their activities.

This does, however, also provide the methodological entry point

for this study: to identify and locate the individuals who have been

trained by the UN Volunteers, and to assess the bene®ts of the

training provided to them. Even if records of bene®ciaries are poor or

non-existent, it should be possible to identify bene®ciaries of UNV

assistance by visiting institutions or communities where the Volun-

teers have worked. If bene®ciaries cannot be found, or traced any-

where else, the conclusion that would have to be drawn is that there

has not been any lasting impact.

UN Volunteers may in some ways be a distinct group, but the

same methodology could equally well be used for personnel from any

of the other UN agencies who have provided on-the-job training as

part of their assignment with FAO, ILO, UNESCO, UNIDO,

WHO, another specialized agency, or a department of the UN. The

methodology could also be used to assess the impact of training

abroad, and be adapted to measure the perceived value of other
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inputs provided to strengthen national institutions and human re-

sources in developing countries. In this way, the methodology used

in this study could be used to assess the work of several other UN

programmes, funds, and agencies and respond to the request by the

UNDP Governing Council in 1988 for the development of a meth-

odology to assess the impact of human resource development projects

on economic development.20

Despite, or perhaps because of, the limited focus on impact eval-

uations in the last 20 years, there is again a great deal of interest in

the assessment of the impact of the work of the UN. At the request

of the General Assembly, an evaluation of the impact of the UN

supported development cooperation activities was carried out in

1997±98. The overarching theme of the evaluation is capacity

building, which encompasses strengthening of institutions and

human resources and is therefore very relevant to this study.21

The UN evaluation deals with how the funds, programmes, and

agencies of the UN system have worked together in trying to build

national capacities. The scope of the UN evaluation is, therefore,

much broader than the scope of this study. The UN evaluation

relies on existing data and reports as well as expert judgements and

does therefore not provide any methodological insights to this

study, except that it also looks at how objective indicators of eco-

nomic development have changed during a period when the UN

system provided assistance to a country. UN support to the health

sector over a period of 15 years, for instance, is related against

changes in national health indicators such as life expectancy and

infant mortality.22

The UN impact evaluation, which was a ®rst attempt to assess the

impact of the operational activities of the UN on a system-wide

basis, consists of six separate country studies. The studies suggest

that the UN system has had a positive impact on capacity building,

and the conclusion of the six case studies is that these provide the

basis for more in-depth analysis of the impact of the UN using a

larger sample and more re®ned techniques. The need to continue

evaluations of the impact of the work of the UN at country level was
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noted by the member states of the UN, who welcomed the impact

evaluation.23

While this may not have been the case until the early 1990s, im-

pact evaluations of projects and programmes are now standard prac-

tice of the World Bank. Impact evaluations are conducted several

years after the completion of a project or a programme to assess any

lasting contribution by the World Bank to the development of a

borrower country. Although World Bank projects and programmes

are very different from the activities of the UNV programme, the

World Bank experience of impact evaluations is de®nitely also rele-

vant to an assessment of the impact of the UNV programme.24

A starting point for the World Bank impact evaluations is to try

to provide a reasonable coverage of the impact on the bene®ciaries as

well as the impact on groups that may have been negatively affected

and other stakeholders in the project or programme. The speci®c

methodology itself may differ between different evaluations, de-

pending on the nature of the project or programme. In many cases

sample surveys are used to collect the necessary data, in other cases,

focus groups or structured interviews with key informants may be

considered suf®cient.

The World Bank de®nes the total impact of a project or a pro-

gramme as the sum of intended effects as well as any side-effects that

can reasonably be attributed to the project or programme concerned.

To attribute effects to a speci®c project or programme, an explicit

intervention model is used, which is based on a logical framework

that links inputs to outputs, outcomes, and ultimately the impact of

the World Bank assistance.

The basic criterion for resolving the attribution question is to

compare a situation with and without the World Bank project or

programme concerned. Simply comparing the situation before and

after the World Bank intervention, without a control comparator that

is unaffected by the intervention, may not be correct because some of

the effects may have occurred independently of the intervention.

As the experience of the World Bank shows, however, it is in

practice often dif®cult to de®ne a situation with and without the

intervention. This is particularly the case without good baseline data
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at the outset and a monitoring and evaluation system generating

adequate observations over time in the project or programme areas

and similarly situated control areas. Sometimes, the only choice for

constructing a ``counterfactual scenario'' (i.e., a situation without the

project or programme) may be to extrapolate trends to approximate

the situation without the project or programme.

Research by other volunteer sending agencies

Information was requested, but little was received, from other vol-

unteer sending agencies, including one of the oldest and biggest, the

Peace Corps in the US.25 This may be due to the fact that little

research on the impact of these other volunteer agencies has been

carried out. This in itself is not surprising, since volunteer pro-

grammes almost by de®nition try to be low-cost and evaluations can

be expensive undertakings. A Canadian study does, however, exist

that assesses the bene®ts of the Canadian volunteer sending pro-

grammes to Canada and the Canadians, but the study does not look

at the bene®ts to the countries receiving volunteers.26

A summary of the experiences of some European volunteer

agencies is included in an evaluation of the Finnish volunteer pro-

gramme.27 Again, very little can be found in this overview on the

achievements of these bilateral volunteer programmes. Instead, gen-

eral statements are made regarding the appreciation by host orga-

nizations in developing countries of the volunteers, their motivation,

commitment, and technical expertise. As was the case with many

UNDP-funded projects, it may be that the bene®ciaries of these

programmes have not been adequately speci®ed for evaluators to be

able to identify bene®ciaries and interview them about the impact of

the programmes.28

Other literature consulted and methods considered

According to much of the general evaluation literature, an assess-

ment of the impact of development cooperation activities should use

randomized or quasi-experimental evaluation designs.29 Results of
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studies using these methods have, however, been disappointing, and

unable to provide policy makers, planners, or managers with the in-

formation they need. An increasing number of researchers are there-

fore arguing that these studies are too complex, time-consuming,

and expensive, and that more rapid and economical ways of obtaining

the desired information should be used. If simpler and more economi-

cal designs are used, two common features of quasi-experimental

designs should, however, be incorporated or compensated for to the

extent possible: (i) measurement before and after an intervention and

(ii) the use of a control group.30

Of the different possible methods available to estimate the effects

of the UNV programme in terms of human capital accumulation,

measuring changes in the productivity of individuals who have been

trained by UN Volunteers, and comparing these with changes in

productivity among those who received no training from the Vol-

unteers but who otherwise were similar, would seem to be a suitable

approach.31

Many productivity studies have found that individuals with dif-

ferent levels of education and training generally perform different

kinds of jobs, particularly in the non-farm sectors, where the main

pay-off for additional education and training is an opportunity to

move into higher paying jobs.32 If this is true, the reverse should also

be true, and it should be possible to use movement into better

paying jobs, promotions, added responsibility, etc., as indicators of

changes in the productivity of individuals. This, it seems, could be

used to assess the outcomes of the work of the UN Volunteers.

However, using productivity comparisons would not be easy or

appropriate, since very few individuals have been trained by UN

Volunteers for clearly de®ned or prolonged periods of time. Conse-

quently, it would be very dif®cult to attribute movement into better

jobs to the training provided by the UN Volunteers, even if one used

a control group to eliminate the in¯uence of factors other than the

training provided by the Volunteers. Another dilemma is that most

UN Volunteers have worked with government institutions and non-

pro®t organizations, where changes in productivity are even more

dif®cult to measure.
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In light of the above, using productivity comparisons clearly poses

some problems. Moreover, even if it would be possible to use changes

in productivity as a measure of the impact of the UNV programme

in terms of human capital accumulation, it would still be necessary

to ®nd other, preferably similar, observable indicators to measure the

other objectives of the study. This would be even more dif®cult for

social capital accumulation and the effect of the work of the Volun-

teers on jobs, poverty, women's lives, and the environment.

A better alternative, therefore, was to devise a methodology that

allowed for an assessment of all of the objectives of the study at the

same time, within the same theoretical framework. Even if the ideal

might have been to ®nd observable indicators for measuring the

impact of the UNV programme, basing an assessment on the per-

ceptions of the users and bene®ciaries of the programme is also a

valid approach. The opinion of the people themselves of how their

lives have changed is often as valuable as an assessment of observable

indicators of change.33
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