
Programme Evaluation Series 

03/2025 

 

 

 

Evaluation of the FAO Flexible Voluntary 

Contribution Mechanism 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Annex 4. Examination of the theory of change assumptions based on 

the findings and conclusions of the evaluation 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FOOD AND AGRICULTURE ORGANIZATION OF THE UNITED NATIONS 

Rome, 2025

https://openknowledge.fao.org/handle/20.500.14283/cd7172en


1 

Examination of the theory of change assumptions based on 

the findings and conclusions of the evaluation 

1. This annex provides an analysis of the assumptions implicit in the Flexible Voluntary 

Contribution Fund (FVC) theory of change (TOC). 

1. The TOC states that the performance of the FVC is contingent on a series of assumptions 

(see Box 1 below). These have been tested in light of the findings and conclusions of this 

evaluation as a means of determining blockers to the performance of the fund, as this will 

inform remedial action that is required and hence the recommendations of the evaluation. 

Box 1. List of assumptions 

The FVC’s TOC statement is based on the assumptions that if: 

• increased pooled flexible funds are available in adequate volume and quality, it will help 

strengthen the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nation’s (FAO) Strategic 

Framework and the delivery of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) targets; 

• increased pooled flexible funds are applied in a more programmatic integrated manner, it will 

reduce transaction costs, fragmentation and duplication, thus increasing value for money; 

• effective and responsive governance and strategic prioritization of flexible funds are placed at 

the centere of delivering results, it will enhance FAO’s contribution to the achievement of the 

SDGs; and 

• both FAO and its Members will fulfil their shared responsibilities for the UN Reform in the 

context of the UN Funding Compact, it will accelerate the achievement of the SDGs. 

Assumption 1. If increased pooled flexible funds are available in adequate volume and quality, it 

will help strengthen FAO’s Strategic Framework and the delivery of SDG targets. The evaluation 

findings partially support this assumption, but highlight significant challenges related to the premise 

of “adequate volume and quality”. 

i. Volume: The evaluation finds that the volume of flexible funding is modest, 

representing only 2 percent of FAO’s total voluntary contributions. Furthermore, 

although the total FVC funding increased in a previous phase, evidence suggests 

this will not be the case in the current phase, and the proportion of flexible 

funding relative to FAO’s overall increasing contributions appears to have 

decreased. This directly challenges the assumption that increased flexible funds 

are available in “adequate volume”. 

ii. Quality: While the FVC is now fully aligned with the FAO Strategic Framework, the 

evaluation highlights a persistent lack of consensus and clarity in strategically 

prioritizing funds “within” the Strategic Framework, distinguishing this from 

simple alignment with the four betters. Additionally, there is a lack of clarity and 

consistency in defining and using key selection criteria like “critical gaps”. These 

points suggest that while the funds are aligned (“quality” in terms of broad 

purpose), there is scope for improvement in the “quality” in terms of focused 

strategic application. 

iii. Strengthening Strategic Framework and SDG delivery: Despite the limitations in 

volume and strategic prioritization, the evaluation does find strong evidence of 

FVC investments contributing to results across the four betters and the spectrum 

of FAO’s work. The FVC has played a valuable role in the provision of seed 

funding, addressing critical gaps, supporting innovative initiatives, and leveraging 
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additional funding and resources, enabling work by FAO that might not otherwise 

have been possible and expanding reach and strengthening results. 

2. In summary, while the assumption that adequate volume and quality “will” strengthen 

outcomes is logically sound and partially demonstrated by the current FVC contributions, 

the evaluation finds that the necessary condition of “adequate volume and quality” as 

envisioned is not currently met due to the modest volume and challenges in strategic 

prioritization. 

Assumption 2. If increased pooled flexible funds are applied in a more programmatic integrated 

manner, it will reduce transaction costs, fragmentation and duplication, thus increasing value for 

money. The evaluation findings significantly challenge the premise of this assumption regarding the 

current application of FVC. 

i. Programmatic integrated manner: The evaluation explicitly states that ways of 

working within the FVC do not consistently support FAO’s shift to a more 

“programmatic approach” and continue to favour a projectized mode of 

operating. This directly contradicts the assumption that FVC funds are being 

applied in a more programmatic and integrated manner. 

ii. Reducing transaction costs, fragmentation, duplication, increasing value for 

money: Since the FVC is not consistently applied programmatically as the 

assumption posits, the evaluation does not find evidence that these benefits are 

being achieved through that specific approach. The evaluation does note 

efficiency challenges related to the applicant-led selection process, which results 

in a diffuse set of proposals rather than a focused selection. Furthermore, 

demonstrating impact and sustainability, which is linked to value for money, has 

been challenging for the FVC and FAO organizationally. This difficulty is attributed 

to factors such as short project time frames, modest funding levels, project design 

and a lack of strategic focus. 

3. For the reasons outlined above, the evaluation suggests that the FVC is not currently being 

implemented in the programmatic way described in the assumption, meaning the 

proposed benefits of reduced costs and fragmentation and increased value for money via 

this route are not being fully realized. 

Assumption 3. If effective and responsive governance and strategic prioritization of flexible funds 

are placed at the centre of delivering results, it will enhance FAO’s contribution to the achievement 

of the SDGs. This assumption is partially supported in principle, as the evaluation links improved 

governance to effectiveness, but is challenged by the findings on strategic prioritization. 

i. Effective and responsive governance: The evaluation notes that the strengthening 

of the FVC mechanism over time, resulting in revised governance documents and 

guidelines, has been an enabling factor for delivery. This suggests that aspects of 

improved governance do contribute positively. However, concerns remain 

regarding the lack of clarity and transparency surrounding the subprogramme 

selection process and the need for improved internal communication and 

knowledge management. 

ii. Strategic prioritization: This is a key area identified as problematic in the 

evaluation. The findings repeatedly highlight the lack of consensus and a clear 

process for strategically prioritizing funds within the Strategic Framework. The 

process is largely applicant-led, leading to a diffuse set of proposals rather than 

selection aligned with corporate strategic priorities or under-funded areas. Key 
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criteria represent a “low bar”, some lack clarity and consistent application. This 

indicates that strategic prioritization, as described in the assumption, is not 

currently “placed at the centre” of the process. 

iii. Enhancing FAO’s contribution to SDGs: As noted earlier, the FVC does contribute 

to results aligned with the SDGs (the four betters). The assumption posits that 

placing governance and strategic prioritization at the centre enhances this 

contribution. While improved governance is an enabling factor, the evaluation 

suggests that the lack of clear strategic prioritization and unclear selection criteria 

potentially hinder the ability to achieve more focused outcomes, such as 

consistently successful innovations, and contribute to difficulty in demonstrating 

overall impact and sustainability. 

4. Thus, while effective governance is seen as beneficial, the assumption’s premise about 

strategic prioritization being “at the centre” is not fully aligned with the evaluation findings. 

Addressing this lack of strategic focus and transparency (as proposed in the 

recommendations) is likely crucial for truly enhancing FAO’s contribution through the FVC. 

Assumption 4. If both FAO and its Members will fulfil their shared responsibilities for the UN 

Reform in the context of the UN Funding Compact, it will accelerate the achievement of the SDGs. 

This assumption is supported in its overall goal (accelerating SDGs) but challenged by the evaluation's 

findings on the extent to which the necessary conditions (FAO and Members fulfilling responsibilities) 

are being met, particularly concerning the volume of flexible funding. 

i. FAO and Members fulfilling responsibilities (Funding Compact): The UN Funding 

Compact promotes flexible and pooled funding. While FAO has made efforts to 

align FVC with its Strategic Framework and standardize processes, the evaluation 

highlights significant challenges on both sides. 

• FAO: lacks a specific FVC resource mobilization strategy, and the FVC is not 

substantively included in corporate resource mobilization plans. Internal 

challenges exist in areas like data tracking for marginalized groups and 

adopting a fully programmatic approach; 

• Members: the evaluation shows that despite the push for flexible funding 

under UN Reform, the FVC volume remains modest (2 percent), and its 

proportion relative to FAO’s total (highly earmarked) contributions is 

decreasing. This suggests that Members’ responsibilities, particularly in 

increasing the volume of predictable and flexible funding as envisioned by 

the Funding Compact, may not be fully realized according to the evaluation 

data. 

ii. Accelerating the Achievement of the SDGs: The evaluation confirms that FVC 

contributions do support SDG-aligned results and assist in leveraging other 

resources. This work could contribute to accelerating SDG achievement. However, 

the extent of this acceleration is likely limited by the modest volume of FVC 

relative to overall funding and the internal process challenges within FAO that 

hinder strategic focus, efficiency and the demonstration of long-term impact. 

5. In conclusion, while fulfilling Funding Compact responsibilities would logically accelerate 

SDG achievement, the evaluation findings indicate that the conditions outlined in the 

assumption – particularly concerning the volume of flexible funding provided by Members 

and certain internal FAO processes – are not fully being met, thereby limiting the potential 

for significant acceleration through the FVC mechanism at present. 
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