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 I. Introduction 
 

 

 A. Context, objectives and scope 
 

 

1. The present review was included in the programme of work of the Joint 

Inspection Unit (JIU) for 2025. It was conducted within the scope of the JIU Strategic 

Framework for 2020–2029, with a focus on management and administration practices 

and methods. 

2. The review aims to: (a) assess the adequacy of existing policies, procedures and 

practices for conceptualizing and operationalizing the strategic planning function; 

(b) assess the function’s impact on programme design, delivery and resourcing; 

(c) identify opportunities for strategic planning to expand synergies and reduce 

duplication within and across United Nations system entities; (d) identify challenges, 

opportunities, good practices and lessons learned in relation to the conceptualization and 

operationalization of the function; and (e) recommend actions to strengthen the function.  

3. The review is system‑wide and covers the corporate‑level strategic planning 

function of all JIU participating organizations. It examines strategic plans that were 

ongoing or under development in 2025 and limits its analysis to the function and its 

associated processes. It does not assess the substantive content of the strategic plans 

themselves. 

 

 

 B. Methodology 
 

 

4. Desk research and data collection were conducted between March and 

December 2025, using a mixed‑method approach combining qualitative and 

quantitative analysis. Sources included documentation from 28 JIU participating 

organizations, questionnaire responses and interviews with 164 individuals. A draft 

report underwent internal peer review before circulation to participating 

organizations. The Inspectors confirm that independence, impartiality and 

professional integrity were maintained throughout the review. Two outputs were 

produced: (a) the present report, containing key findings, conclusions and 

recommendations, issued in all six official United Nations languages; and (b) an 

expanded, English‑language report (JIU/REP/2026/4 [Expanded report]) providing 

broader analysis, detailed findings and all annexes. To accommodate word count 

limitations for the official report, the expanded report additionally addresses the 

following elements: (a) strategic planning-related terminology; (b) linkages of 

strategic planning with programme design and delivery, and financial and human 

resources management; (c) methodologies for strategic planning; (d) measuring the 

impact of the strategic planning function; and (e) utilization of strategic planning 

outputs by senior management.  

5. The present report includes both formal and informal recommendations. One 

formal and six informal recommendations are addressed to legislative organs and 

governing bodies. Eight formal and 24 informal recommendations are addressed to 

the executive heads. One informal recommendation is addressed to the members of 

the United Nations Strategic Planning Network. All informal recommendations are 

indicated in bold text in the narrative. The annex delineates the entities to whom 

each formal recommendation is addressed. The review also collects existing good 

practices – which facilitate the implementation of the formal and informal 

recommendations – for the consideration of executive heads and governing bodies. 

These good practices and the corresponding entities are detailed in the annexes of the 

expanded report. The Inspectors note that some of the challenges highlighted are 

closely linked to the funding cuts several organizations faced during the conduct of 
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the review in 2025. The findings, conclusions and recommendations are expected to 

assist organizational leadership and strategic planning practitioners in strengthening 

the efficacy of the strategic planning function, while providing member States with 

guidance to strengthen their corresponding oversight role.  

 

 

 C. Acknowledgements 
 

 

6. The Inspectors wish to express their sincere appreciation to all the 

representatives of United Nations system organizations who assisted in the 

preparation of the present report, in particular those who responded to the 

questionnaires and other information requests and/or participated in the interviews 

and so willingly shared their knowledge and expertise.  
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 II. Foundations of strategic planning: mandates, policies, plans 
and coverage 
 

 

 A. Mandate on strategic planning 
 

 

7. An organizational mandate – whether a resolution, decision or 

recommendation – provides the foundational authority for strategic planning. The 

Inspectors found that 24 organizations have received such mandates, ranging from 

directives on the planning function to mandates tied to a specific planning cycle. Only 

four organizations (see figure I) embed mandatory planning requirements in their 

foundational texts. Entities with clear mandates note that these elevate the strategic 

plan as the central corporate framework, strengthening its alignment with their 

mission, international commitments and decision‑making. Flexible mandates are 

valued for enabling adaptation to evolving needs.  

 

  Figure I 

  Mandates and policies on strategic planning  
 

 

 

 

8. The four organizations without formal mandates on strategic planning (see 

figure I) rely on internal governance arrangements, formal approval by the governing 

body of programme and budget documents, senior leadership direction, and corporate 

vision and policy frameworks. These entities note that adopting a legislative mandate 

would clarify expectations, strengthen alignment between activities and mandate, 

reduce potential misalignment, foster member State ownership and political 

commitment, and enhance transparency through formal mechanisms for requesting, 

approving and monitoring priorities. The implementation of the following 

recommendation is expected to strengthen coherence and harmonization vis-à-vis 

how strategic planning is conducted, governed and reviewed. 

 

 

Recommendation 1 

By the end of 2029, the legislative organs and governing bodies of the 

JIU participating organizations that have not yet done so should adopt 

a resolution or decision on strategic planning that sets out the 

overarching principles guiding the planning process; specifies the 

deliverables (e.g. strategic and operational plans); defines the plan 

component areas (e.g. strategic direction, priorities, framework for 

future actions); establishes the periodicity of the planning cycle; and 

identifies the entities responsible for plan approval and oversight.  
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Constitutional mandate: 
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Mandate by legislative decision: 
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UNCTAD, UNODC), UNAIDS, 

UNDP, UNEP, UNESCO, 

UNFPA, UN-Habitat, UNICEF, 
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Alternative guidance: FAO, ICAO, 

ILO, IMO, UNAIDS, UNDP, 

UNEP, UNFPA, 

UN-Habitat, UNICEF, UNIDO, 

UNOPS, WFP, WHO, WIPO

Policy document: 

IAEA, ITU, United Nations (also 

ITC, UNCTAD, UNODC),

UNESCO, UNHCR, UNRWA, 

UN-Women, WMO
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 B. Policies on strategic planning  
 

 

9. Mandates for strategic planning should be operationalized through 

organizational policies outlining planning structures, deliverables and responsible 

functions. The Inspectors found that among participating organizations, 12 have a 

single policy document, while 13 rely on alternative guidance such as memorandums 

or instructions (see figure I). Key constituent policy provisions include defined 

strategic planning terminologies; delineation of steps for developing a strategic plan; 

requirements to align planning with results by linking resources and activities to clear 

objectives; delineation of how strategic objectives are to be formulated, monitored 

and evaluated; provision of an accountability framework; and identification of roles 

and responsibilities. Entities generally consider existing policies to be adequate, 

noting that strengths include coherent end‑to‑end frameworks, alignment with results-

based management principles, and supporting guidelines and tools.  

10. The Inspectors found that, where no centralized policy exists, some 

organizations codify practices through internal procedural manuals (e.g. United 

Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), World Food Programme (WFP)), or by offering 

detailed guidelines and timelines issued at the start of the planning cycle in 

memorandums (e.g. International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)) or guidance letters 

(e.g. International Labour Organization (ILO)). Organizations also documented best 

practices to clarify strategic planning roles and ensure accountability. While some 

entities (e.g. United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 

United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS)) noted that governing body 

mandates defining core workstreams can substitute in part for formal policy, the 

Inspectors caution that such an approach risks conflating the distinct responsibilities 

of legislative organs and management.  

11. The Inspectors caution that the lack of a stand-alone strategic planning policy 

can undermine organizational coherence, authority and accountability. Without a 

codified mandate, strategic planning responsibilities remain fragmented and 

dependent on individual staff knowledge rather than on standardized institutional 

procedures. This allows technical silos to prevail over system-wide priorities and 

leaves strategic planning units with limited authority to align divisions or broker 

necessary trade-offs. This can result in generic, low-impact plans, diminished long-

term focus and largely reactive operations. This policy gap also diverts planners’ time 

towards ensuring compliance and reporting, weakening proactive analysis, 

institutional learning and evidence-based organizational change.  

12. Entities generally acknowledged that a formal policy would help to clarify steps 

in the plan development process, reducing reliance on tacit knowledge. While some 

entities cited limited human and financial resources as constraints to policy 

development, they recognized that coherence and harmonization of internal planning 

standards and processes could be enhanced through the implementation of the 

following recommendation.  

 

 

Recommendation 2 

By the end of 2030, executive heads of the JIU participating 

organizations who have not yet done so should develop and adopt a 

stand-alone organizational policy on strategic planning which defines 

its scope and associated terminologies, details internal roles and 

responsibilities, and outlines a structured planning cycle that 

integrates results-based management, theory of change and strategic 

foresight. 
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 C. Corporate-level strategic plans and framework 
 

 

13. The Inspectors found that all but one of the participating organizations 1 have 

corporate-level strategic plans or frameworks as apex planning documents. These 

typically outline the institutional context, the organizational vision and strategic 

priorities to be achieved (“the what”), strategies and capacities required to realize the 

vision (“the how”) and implementation arrangements. Most are high‑level plans 

accompanied by operational plans linked to budget cycles and detailed results 

frameworks connecting outcomes to outputs, indicators and targets.  

14. Twenty‑seven organizations 2  have operational plans, and 20 have subsidiary 

plans3  tailored to countries, themes or sectors. Subsidiary plans enhance granular 

work planning and oversight but increase planning and reporting burdens and can 

create misalignment when cycles differ. Most organizations (e.g. UNICEF, United 

Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-Women), 

WFP, World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)) consciously align 

operational and subsidiary plans with the apex plan; misalignment arises mainly from 

divergent planning cycles. To maintain coherence, entities link priorities to resources, 

use enterprise resource planning systems to integrate programmatic and financial 

data, and synchronize planning and budgeting cycles. While strategic plans are 

generally considered pertinent and responsive, misalignment persists between 

ambitious mandates and static or shrinking budgets.  

15. A persistent challenge diluting the viability of strategic plans is the accumulation 

of mandated areas of work over decades. Some entities have described this process as 

convoluted and haphazard, and as the frequent result of political compromises, result ing 

in an overabundance of policy frameworks in some entities and many unreviewed 

mandates in others. The accumulation of mandates has expanded expectations at a pace 

that typically outstrips available resources. To address this, the Inspectors call upon 

governing bodies to task executive heads to establish priorities among existing 

mandates and eliminate outdated or low-priority ones. 

16. The Inspectors found that the recommendation in the 2012 JIU strategic 

planning review (JIU/REP/2012/12) that organizations should align planning cycles 

with the quadrennial comprehensive policy review of operational activities for 

development of the United Nations system (QCPR) has largely been implemented by 

entities with one-, four- or eight‑year planning cycles, contributing to simplified 

reporting and enhanced system-wide coherence. The United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) assessed its shift to an eight‑year 

cycle as being beneficial despite the transition costs. The timely finalization of the 

next QCPR indicator framework to inform the development of agency strategic plans 

would support further alignment by all organizations.  

 

__________________ 

 1  The World Tourism Organization (UN Tourism) has neither a strategic planning function nor a 

strategic plan. 
 2  UN Tourism does not have an operational plan.  
 3  Organizations with no subsidiary plan: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

(FAO), IAEA, International Telecommunication Union (ITU), Joint United Nations Programme 

on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), UNCTAD, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), UN 

Tourism, WIPO. 

https://docs.un.org/en/JIU/REP/2012/12
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  Figure II 

  Duration of strategic planning cycles 
 

 

 
 

 

17. In terms of duration, 17 organizations operate on four-year cycles and 

8 organizations on cycles of five to eight years; the United Nations uses a one‑year 

cycle and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) a 25‑year cycle. 

Agencies favouring four-year cycles cited dynamic work areas (e.g. information and 

communications technology, trade) and volatile contexts as determining factors, 

though limitations include insufficient time to incorporate lessons learned and 

difficulty assessing long‑term impact. Eight-year cycles can support continuity and a 

deeper impact assessment, while six‑year cycles help align successive operational 

cycles. The ICAO 25-year horizon (2026–2050) is anchored in its Assembly’s goal of 

addressing decarbonization in the aviation sector by 2050 and is complemented by 

triennial business plans.  

18. The United Nations retains a three-year plan outline alongside the annual 

programme plan to preserve a longer-term perspective. While the annual cycle is valued 

for improving reactivity and efficiency in mandate delivery, senior Secretariat personnel 

engaged in strategic planning opined that it rewards conservative approaches and 

discourages ambitious planning. The Inspectors call upon executive heads to 

deliberate the pros and cons of extending the strategic planning cycle to 6 to 10 

years in order to support long-term interventions and robust impact measurement, 

while keeping operating plans on 1- or 2-year cycles to foster agility, and to present 

their findings to their respective legislative bodies for consideration.  

 

 

 D. Key business areas covered under strategic planning function  
 

 

19. Core business areas under the strategic planning function include programme 

planning, monitoring and reporting, financial planning, and human resources 

management. Some organizations also include partnership and/or resource 

mobilization, risk management, evaluation and knowledge management. 
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  Figure III 

  Key business areas covered by the strategic planning function  
 

 

 
 

 

20. Where these areas fall outside the strategic planning function, consequences can 

include operational fragmentation, with perceptions of the organization as isolated 

sub‑units, inconsistent monitoring, and weak influence of strategic plans on budgets. 

In addition, resource allocation may be driven by departmental preferences. To 

address these limitations, some organizations (e.g. UNCTAD) have empowered 

strategic planning leads to coordinate across departments, issue planning guidelines, 

integrate cross‑cutting issues and identify duplication. Others (e.g. World 

Meteorological Organization (WMO)) have consolidated related functions into a 

single office or operating model to enhance coherence.  
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 III. Strategic planning levels, leadership, coordination, 
resourcing and training 
 

 

21. Strategic planning in international organizations spans corporate, business, 

functional and operational tiers, each performing distinct but interdependent roles. 

Entity-wide effectiveness depends on coordinated engagement across levels, 

including to determine whether each level is mutually reinforcing under the leadership 

of senior management and whether each tier is appropriately positioned, resourced 

and empowered. The corporate level provides strategic direction, while the business 

level translates that direction into realistic plans. Functional teams ensure that 

systems, budgets and evidence support those plans, while operational teams adapt the 

strategy to national contexts.  

 

 

 A. Corporate-level strategic planning 
 

 

22. The Inspectors found that at the corporate level, the executive head holds primary 

authority for strategic direction and for translating mandates into coherent strategies. 

Corporate functions set standards, steward policy and govern methodologies, including 

regulatory architecture, terminology, alignment of political direction with risk and 

foresight analysis, and integration of risk treatment into strategic plans. However, 

limitations arise when planning sits too low in the hierarchy, when rigid multi‑year 

cycles constrain agility and when fragmented or field‑intensive structures lead to uneven 

implementation. Identified good practices to address these limitations include: situating 

the planning function within the executive office to avoid siloed processes; treating the 

strategic plan as the central thread linking objectives, risks and resources; employing 

hub‑and‑spoke models that balance central guidance with contextual adaptation; and 

embedding strategy as a standing item in senior management committees.  

 

 

 B. Business-level strategic planning 
 

 

23. The business level translates corporate strategy into implementable deliverables, 

defining baselines, risks and performance measures. In decentralized structures 

(e.g. United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Office of the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), UNICEF, WFP), country offices adapt 

global outcomes through country strategic plans, supported by regional quality 

assurance (e.g. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 

UNHCR, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)). In normative or 

headquarters‑centric entities (e.g. ICAO, International Telecommunication Union 

(ITU), WIPO), technical departments align programmes to corporate results 

frameworks. However, effectiveness is limited by the distorting impact of earmarked 

funding, difficulties in evidencing causal pathways to outcomes among normative 

entities, capacity gaps in decentralized environments, and predominantly top‑down 

information flows that underrepresent field realities. Identified good practices to 

address these limitations include use of evidence‑based planning instruments, 

implementation of digital controls requiring activity‑to‑result tagging before 

resourcing, conduct of peer and regional quality assurance, and iterative planning that 

channels field insights back into corporate direction.  

 

 

 C. Functional-level strategic planning 
 

 

24. Functional units (human resources, finance, information technology, 

procurement, and risk management) serve as strategic partners by translating plans 

into enabling systems. They develop supporting strategies, scrutinize proposals, 

provide evidence for successor plans and convert strategy into outward‑facing 
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messages. However, their effectiveness is limited by unpredictable funding that forces 

reactive management, interoperability gaps between systems that create data silos, 

and governance weaknesses that prevent risk registers and evaluation findings from 

informing strategic prioritization. Identified good practices to address the limitations 

include formally integrating functional units into corporate outcome delivery; 

unifying planning, risk and finance within a single management environment; 

consolidating related functions to improve coherence; and designating functional 

directors as accountable planning champions.  

 

 

 D. Operational-level strategic planning  
 

 

25. Operational or field-level focal points translate global strategies into outcome-

based and annual country-level workplans and also contribute to situation and common 

country analysis, which provide the diagnostic and analytical foundation for country 

cooperation frameworks (United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation 

Frameworks). However, focal points’ effectiveness is limited by heavy workloads and 

staffing shortages in field offices, which hinder meaningful engagement; insufficient 

planning capacity, which compels country and regional office staff to combine planning 

with other duties; weak national statistical systems that undermine evidence‑based 

planning; and the dual burden of aligning country office workplans with both 

agency‑specific plans and external country-specific system‑wide frameworks. Identified 

good practices that address these limitations include embedding field leadership into 

executive decision‑making and using decentralized systems that streamline workflows. 

To better assess integration between corporate and field levels, the Inspectors urge 

executive heads to include indicators within the results frameworks of strategic 

plans that explicitly assess the effectiveness of coordination between field and 

corporate levels, supported as appropriate by internal management mechanisms, 

such as periodic management reviews and operational dashboards. 

 

 

 E. Leadership on strategic planning 
 

 

26. The Inspectors found that strategic planning leads typically manage the full 

planning cycle, including plan formulation, integration of programmes and budgets, 

stewardship of results-based management and, sometimes, corporate risk 

management. Leads that are positioned within the executive office (e.g. IAEA, ICAO) 

or with a direct reporting line to the executive head (e.g. FAO), deem that such 

placement strengthens their coordination authority and integration with budget 

processes. Moving leads away from the executive level was deemed as diminishing 

their perceived importance. To define the responsibilities of the planning lead, entities 

typically use a patchwork of legal and administrative instruments, which creates 

ambiguities vis-à-vis the scope of work and boundaries of the position. Furthermore, 

the accountability of planning leads to governing bodies remains indirect, with plan 

development and delivery often serving as proxy indicators of performance. The 

implementation of the following recommendation is expected to address these 

limitations and enhance the effectiveness of the planning function.  

 

 

Recommendation 3 

By the end of 2029, executive heads of JIU participating organizations 

who have not yet done so should ensure that the organizational lead 

on strategic planning is positioned with a direct reporting line to the 

executive head, or her or his deputy, and supported by formal terms 

of reference. 
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 F. Coordination and contingency planning  
 

 

27. The Inspectors found that coordination structures on strategic planning vary by 

complexity and degree of decentralization. Entities that have more complex or multi -

tiered planning arrangements often use multi‑level governance arrangements, while 

entities with more centralized arrangements tend to rely on senior‑level coordination. 

However, the effectiveness of coordination structures is limited by entrenched 

functional silos, misaligned planning, budgeting and human resources cycles, weak 

national statistical systems hindering evidence‑based field planning, high vacancy 

rates in planning teams and reliance on static analytical tools, which limits real‑time 

oversight. Identified good practices to address some of these limitations include 

deploying dedicated digital platforms to communicate on strategic planning progress; 

conducting targeted surveys to measure coordination quality at the operational level; 

and using integrated, real-time analytical platforms where strategic priorities 

systematically drive resource allocation and allow for faster identification of 

misalignments. 

28. Contingency planning to address unforeseen challenges to strategy development 

or execution relies on tiered escalation mechanisms that escalate competing priorities 

to senior management or executive heads for resolution. Identified good practices 

include maintaining emergency reserves and working capital funds to address 

unforeseen needs (e.g. ILO); implementing provisions to expand existing plans (e.g. 

United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East 

(UNRWA)); developing modular plan designs that allow for shifts in technical 

emphasis (e.g. FAO); formulating broadly framed goals to accommodate evolving 

activities (e.g. WMO); and treating plans as living documents subject to regular 

review (e.g. United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)). Despite these measures, 

contingency efforts are often strained by external shocks, financial instability from 

non-payment of dues, and weak baseline data in volatile environments.  

 

 

 G. Resourcing the strategic planning function  
 

 

29. The Inspectors found that the resourcing of strategic planning varies 

considerably, with staffing levels ranging from no dedicated personnel (e.g. World 

Tourism Organization (UN Tourism)) to an integrated approach, where a centralized 

team, tasked with carrying out funded strategic planning functions, is complemented 

by support from staff from across the organization (e.g. UNESCO); financial 

allocations span from $0 to close to $5 million per year in 21 entities and exceed 

$10 million at UNDP and the World Health Organization (WHO). Figures are not 

comparable across entities as they reflect different accounting methods and scopes of 

activities; planning also relies on significant but largely uncosted digital and 

governance infrastructure. The estimation of resource allocations is further 

complicated by the absence of stand-alone budget lines, workloads that fluctuate 

between plan formulation and implementation phases, and decentralized structures 

that limit precise measurement. Most organizations consider the resources available 

to be insufficient, citing their reliance on temporary contracts and the obstacles posed 

by hiring freezes. Identified good practices include establishing dedicated planning 

units with full‑time staff and converting temporary roles into permanent ones to 

reinforce institutional stability.  
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  Table 1 

  Annual resourcing of the strategic planning function (2025 or other year) a 
 

 

Budget (United States dollars)  Entity  

  < 0.5 million  IMO, ICAO, UNODC, UNOPS, WIPO  

0.5 to < 1 million  ILO, ITC, ITU, UN-Habitat, UNRWA, UPU, WFP 

1 to < 2 million  UNICEF, WMO 

2 to < 5 million  FAO, UNAIDS, UNEP, UNESCO, UNFPA, UNHCR, UN-Women 

> 10 million  UNDP, WHO 

 

 a 2025: ITC, ITU, UNDP, UNEP, UNFPA, UNICEF, UNOPS, UNRWA, UPU, WMO; 2024 –

2025: FAO, ILO, UNESCO, UNHCR, WHO; 2023: UN-Women; year not specified: ICAO, 

IMO, UNAIDS, UN-Habitat, WFP, WIPO. 
 

 

30. The Inspectors note with concern that the absence of comparable data and of a 

common methodology for determining planning-related costs represents a significant 

accountability gap. Only a few organizations expressed allocations as a share of their 

total budget, and reported figures reflect differing accounting methods. Existing data 

typically exclude indirect contributions, and planning expenditures cannot be separated 

from monitoring expenditures, which limits governing bodies’ ability to assess resource 

sufficiency or ensure long-term sustainability. To address this limitation, the Inspectors 

call upon executive heads, through the United Nations System Chief Executives 

Board for Coordination (CEB), to consider the development of a common 

methodology for defining, classifying and reporting human, financial and digital 

resource costs related to strategic planning. The Inspectors further call upon 

executive heads to produce a dedicated annex, to accompany each strategic plan 

submission, that presents a transparent overview of the human, financial and 

digital resources supporting the planning function, such that the governing body 

has a complete picture of the resource requirements for its consideration.  

 

 

 H. Training and capacity-building on strategic planning 
 

 

31. The Inspectors found that training is commonly embedded within broader 

results-based management curriculums, with limited focus on planning-related 

specialized skills such as foresight or prioritization. Identified good practices include 

immersive workshops on pathways of change, applied learning labs to practice 

planning concepts, and annual strategic planning courses and intranet-based 

communities of practice; however, several entities report minimal dedicated training 

due to financial constraints (e.g. International Maritime Organization (IMO), United 

Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), UNOPS, UNRWA). 

Field‑level capacity-building is essential for translating corporate priorities into local 

results but remains uneven. Identified good practices in this area include maintaining 

regional networks to provide technical guidance and implementing train‑the‑trainer 

models for the conduct of strategic foresight by regional managers.  

32. System‑wide capacity gaps include a prevalence of technical deficits among 

planning personnel in indicator literacy, data management and results‑based planning. 

In addition, episodic training is concentrated during plan formulation but neglected 

during implementation, while high turnover and temporary staffing in planning units 

further undermine long‑term training investments. To address these limitations, the 

Inspectors call upon executive heads to develop and maintain a structured 

strategic planning related training plan covering foresight, scenario analysis, 

risk-sensitive planning and digital literacy, and ensure that such training occurs 

at least once per planning cycle for all staff with planning responsibilities.  
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 IV. Stages of strategic planning 
 

 

33. The strategic planning process generally follows a 10‑stage cycle: planning and 

preparation; internal and external assessment; review of mission, vision and values; 

strategic direction and goal‑setting; strategy formulation; action planning; 

implementation; monitoring and reporting; audit and evaluation; and review and 

revision. The process engages senior leadership, technical units, governing bodies and 

multiple stakeholders, including system partners, donors, civil society, communities 

and independent experts. 

 

 

 A. Planning and preparation 
 

 

34. The Inspectors found the planning and preparation stage to be characterized by 

the development and approval of procedural approaches, road maps, planning 

timelines and consultation structures. The efficacy of this approach is challenged by 

requirements to initiate the process often up to two years before the plan comes into 

effect, making it difficult to maintain relevance in a rapidly evolving context. Some 

organizations also lack established planning traditions (e.g. ICAO) or encounter staff 

resistance to new methods (e.g. Universal Postal Union (UPU)).  

35. Recurring challenges include detailed operational planning beginning before 

strategic direction is settled, and governing-body deliberations becoming dominated 

by technical detail at the expense of strategic vision. The Inspectors suggest that, to 

preserve space for strategic reflection, executive heads agree upon a high-level 

concept note prior to developing the detailed strategic plan outline. The 

Inspectors further suggest that governing bodies consider utilizing a two-layered 

approach to plan development, whereby technical working groups address 

detailed issues while higher-level bodies focus on strategic vision. Governing 

bodies may also consider adjusting the timing of constituent body sessions to facilitate 

timely inputs into the planning process.  

 

 

 B. Situation analysis 
 

 

36. The Inspectors found that while situation analysis consists of internal 

assessments of organizational readiness using tools such as strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats (SWOT) analyses, staff surveys, and business model 

reviews, such assessments can be limited by significant analytical burdens in 

processing large volumes of data, rigid templates limiting analysis and lessons learned 

dispersed across multiple sources. To maximize the utility of large-scale datasets, 

the Inspectors urge executive heads to integrate advanced analytical tools, 

including artificial intelligence, early in the assessment phase with a view to 

streamlining coordination and consolidating and analysing diverse inputs from 

a multitude of stakeholders. Such tools should complement rather than replace 

human analysis, stakeholder engagement and contextual judgement. Additionally, to 

improve the representativeness of planning inputs, the Inspectors call upon 

executive heads to ensure that all affiliate personnel are able to contribute to 

strategic planning related surveys.  

37. Situation analysis also includes external environmental scans to identify global 

political, economic and social drivers that impact an organization’s mandate, through 

the utilization of tools such as strategic foresight, horizon scanning and the 

exploration of alternative future scenarios and megatrends. However, entities often 

struggle to synthesize diverse external perspectives into a single document without 

raising expectations among contributors whose inputs may not be fully reflected. To 
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ensure transparency and manage partner expectations, the Inspectors suggest 

that executive heads publish the results of consultations with partners as annexes 

to official documents. The publication of consultation results should remain context-

specific and respect data-protection and privacy best practices.  

 

 

 C. Mission, vision and core values review  
 

 

38. Following the conduct of a situation analysis, most organizations refine identity 

statements and develop strategic narratives linked to system‑wide frameworks, 

including the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (e.g. FAO, ILO, UPU). 

These include corporate-level theory-of-change exercises that map the logical 

pathways from current interventions to desired global impacts, to objectively test 

whether foundational identity statements remain fit for purpose or require strategic 

recalibration to align with contemporary frameworks. However, updates to identity 

statements can be limited by member States’ preference for continuity, resulting in 

identity statements that may not adequately factor in evolving global contexts.  

39. The Inspectors urge executive heads to ensure that all future strategic plans 

are accompanied by corresponding theories of change that translate mission 

statements into logical action plans, and map connections across mandates to 

align overlapping priorities. Such theories of change should articulate the 

assumptions, causal pathways, risks and system-level dynamics through which 

change is expected to occur. The Inspectors further note that such theories of change 

will be particularly valuable for organizations with wide mandates, multiple 

stakeholders or overlapping priorities, or that are undergoing major internal changes 

or operating in a rapidly evolving environment. The Inspectors further call upon 

governing bodies to engage early in defining the post-2030 framework for 

sustainable development to ensure that their organizations’ core mandate and 

vision remain central to future global priorities.  

 

 

 D. Strategic direction and goal setting  
 

 

40. The Inspectors found that direction and goal setting involve organizations 

determining high‑level priorities, impact areas and accelerators through bottom‑up 

prioritization exercises with governments and field offices, and leadership retreats to 

stress‑test emerging priorities. However, such efforts can be limited by an 

overabundance of internal and external policy frameworks generating competing 

priorities that hinder strategic focus; difficulty deselecting areas; political 

compromise weakening ambition; donors treating strategic plans as rigid project 

documents rather than flexible, nationally owned frameworks; and ambiguity over 

whether implementation actions underlying each outcome are primarily the 

responsibility of the organization or of the member State. 

41. Identified good practices to address limitations include: iterative co‑design of 

direction and goals with member States through annotated outlines and structured 

feedback loops; provision of scenario‑based guidance for early direction‑setting; 

implementation of predefined prioritization criteria to manage divergent inputs; and 

conduct of joint analytical exercises and alignment workshops with United Nations 

system partners to reinforce system‑wide coherence.  

42. To address the difficulty of deselection, the Inspectors encourage governing 

bodies to expeditiously reconfirm long-term goals and strategic objectives when still 

relevant. Furthermore, to strengthen accountability for plan delivery, the Inspectors 

urge executive heads to proactively engage with legislative bodies (as and where 

pertinent) to encourage them to ensure that each outcome and output in the results 
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framework that are the primary responsibility, respectively, of a member State and 

the organization, are clearly linked to implementation actions, while preserving 

the principles of national ownership and collective accountability for results.  

 

 

 E. Strategy formulation 
 

 

43. The Inspectors found that the strategy formulation phase brings together the 

outputs of earlier phases and crafts them into a strategic narrative that outlines 

theories of change and the results architecture, and translates goals into measurable 

outputs, indicators and costed implementation frameworks. This involves extensive 

cross‑office coordination and governing‑body engagement to secure consensus and 

institutional ownership. However, effective formulation is limited by uncertain budget 

ceilings, fluctuating contributions requiring multiple scenarios, the need to balance 

donor and organizational priorities, growing political sensitivities on cross-cutting 

issues and uneven drafting capacity across units.  

44. Identified good practices to address limitations include: implementing 

peer‑review mechanisms to reduce overlap and strengthen inter‑sectoral synergies; 

using of plain language and glossaries to further accessibility; using auditor‑validated 

indicators; co‑drafting with governing bodies to reinforce political support and 

allowing for late‑stage outcome adjustments to adapt to shifting trends. For plans that 

span multiple years, strategy formulation should necessarily include annual 

checkpoints to assess progress towards planned targets, which in turn facilitates 

timely course correction. However, annual milestones appear to be the exception 

rather than the norm in the results framework of the majority of organizations. To 

remedy this deficit, the Inspectors propose the following recommendation, the 

implementation of which is expected to enhance control and compliance.  

 

 

Recommendation 4 

By the end of 2029, executive heads of JIU participating organizations 

who have not yet done so should ensure the inclusion of annual 

milestones for pertinent indicators and corresponding targets in the 

results framework of corporate strategic plans.  

  

 

 

 F. Action planning and approval 
 

 

45. The Inspectors found that, while action planning operationalizes the = strategic 

plan – as it involves developing detailed workplans with defined outputs, indicators, 

roles, responsibilities, technical benchmarks and resource allocations – its 

effectiveness is constrained by a mismatch between the global and the country‑level 

strategic programme planning cycle; resource structures tied to traditional 

organizational units; uncosted subsidiary plans that are disconnected from corporate 

operating plans; short intervals between plan approval and implementation; and 

challenges in shifting from output indicators to integrated impact metrics.  

46. Identified good practices to address these limitations include: developing 

participatory indicators to ensure shared understanding; using staged implementation 

tools to enable timely high‑level decisions; implementing multi‑year resource 

mobilization mechanisms that further flexibility; using digital tools to automate 

linkages between global and country plans; and developing programmatic 

arrangements that allow for mid‑cycle resource adjustments in response to evolving 

priorities. Nevertheless, at a time when organizations are facing increasing financial 



 
JIU/REP/2026/4 

 

26-10479 15 

 

pressures, the Inspectors caution that action planning can be rendered ineffective 

when planned results have not been thoroughly costed and subjected to budgetary 

processes. To this end, the implementation of the following recommendation is 

expected to enhance the effectiveness of action planning by ensuring that plans 

translate into funded commitments.  

 

 

Recommendation 5 

By the end of 2029, executive heads of JIU participating organizations 

who have not yet done so should ensure that corporate strategic plans 

are explicitly linked to the corresponding budget process, such that 

planned strategic results (outcomes and outputs) are directly connected 

to the formal resource requests submitted to governing bodies.  

  

 

47. With regard to the approval of strategic plans, the Inspectors found that, 

typically, such plans undergo a process of internal validation of technical soundness 

by the executive head, prior to their transmission to a subsidiary body of member 

States for its endorsement, followed by adoption by the plenary. In some cases, final 

approval authority rests with the executive head (UNRWA, WIPO). A key limitation 

is the difficulty of amending strategic plans once they have been adopted by governing 

bodies. Some organizations address this issue by enabling updates to the operating 

plan without reopening the strategic plan.  

48. The Inspectors urge governing bodies to effectively play their role in ensuring 

an ambitious yet achievable plan that is aligned with political guidance by going 

beyond merely rubberstamping the strategy developed by working groups and 

maintaining regular linkages with such groups throughout the process. Governing 

bodies should also make full use of audit advisory committees to obtain independent 

expert advice on implementation and risk management.  

 

 

 G. Implementation 
 

 

49. The Inspectors found that while implementation involves the translation of 

strategic plans into programmes at global, regional and national levels, in line with 

country priorities and United Nations system-wide frameworks. Effective 

implementation can be limited by unpredictable earmarked funding; liquidity 

constraints caused by unpaid dues for assessed funding; expanded mandates whose 

requirements exceed available resources; weak incentives for cross‑office 

collaboration; resistance to ending legacy activi ties; and the proliferation of 

unaligned, parallel plans. Identified good practices to address these limitations 

include coordinated rollout of tools and guidance for all units; strategic donor 

dialogues to secure flexible funding; modular management approaches that facilitate 

crisis response; and outcome‑oriented budget reviews to ensure that expenditures 

consistently support priority results. To strengthen effective implementation, the 

Inspectors call upon executive heads to establish – where pertinent and when a 

new strategic plan begins – a dedicated coordination team to steer and monitor 

the realignment of processes, systems and country-level plans.  

 

 

 H. Monitoring and reporting 
 

 

50. The Inspectors found that monitoring and reporting related to strategic planning 

involve tracking implementation progress using performance indicators, milestones 

and financial delivery. Centralized digital dashboards and corporate performance 
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systems are used to visualize real‑time data (e.g. FAO, UNFPA, UN-Women, WFP) 

and issue annual and multi‑year results reports for governing‑body review and 

guidance (e.g. UNESCO). However, the effectiveness of monitoring and reporting is 

limited by inconsistencies in the quality of self‑reported data; lack of agreed 

performance benchmarks; uncoordinated monitoring tools that create duplication and 

necessitate extensive manual validation; output‑heavy results frameworks that 

obscure impact; loss of institutional memory due to staff turnover, leading to 

confusion about indicator methodologies; and pressure to present positive results, 

leading to suppression of candid reporting on shortcomings.  

51. Identified good practices to address these limitations include: exceptions‑based 

reporting, which focuses on areas needing urgent action; hybrid rolling reviews that 

combine rapid assessments with staff interviews to generate real‑time insight into 

implementation challenges; codified indicator methodologies and handbooks that 

preserve institutional memory and further consistent measurement; and dedicated 

senior management reviews of lessons emerging from evaluations of strategic plans. 

To strengthen the clarity, consistency and traceability of performance measurement, 

the Inspectors propose the following recommendation, the implementation of which 

is expected to enhance transparency and accountability in monitoring and reporting.  

 

 

Recommendation 6 

By the end of 2029, executive heads of JIU participating organizations 

who have not yet done so should ensure that the methodology, 

calculation rules and validation criteria for each indicator in the 

results framework associated with corporate strategic plans are 

developed and made publicly accessible through a virtual handbook 

or dashboard, or other suitable means.  

  

 

52. Additionally, to create a unified organizational framework governing how 

performance information is collected, synthesized and reported, the Inspectors 

propose the following recommendation, the implementation of which is expected to 

strengthen coherence and harmonization in monitoring and reporting.  

 

 

Recommendation 7 

By the end of 2029, executive heads of JIU participating organizations 

who have not yet done so should develop and adopt a comprehensive 

institutional policy for corporate monitoring and reporting that 

streamlines processes and aligns monitoring and reporting practices 

with the requirements of corporate strategic plans and their associated 

results framework. 

  

 

 

 I. Audit and evaluation 
 

 

53. The Inspectors found that audits and evaluations provide independent oversight 

of organizational performance on strategic plan delivery through end‑of‑cycle 

evaluations, risk‑based audits and early evaluability assessments. The effective 

execution and impact of audits and evaluations are limited by overlapping oversight 

demands, which contribute to oversight fatigue; limited early-cycle data; difficulties 

in reconciling divergent stakeholder priorities, resulting in evaluations that lack focus; 

overly broad recommendations that lack operational specificity; and resource 
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constraints that restrict independent assessment coverage. Identified good practices 

to address these limitations include: conducting early evaluability assessments to 

ensure measurability; making available dedicated evaluation resources; synthesizing 

large volumes of findings with the support of artificial intelligence; and conducting 

joint audit‑evaluation exercises that provide comprehensive system‑wide insights into 

planning processes and results. 

54. To further the effective uptake of oversight findings, the Inspectors urge 

executive heads to establish formal procedures detailing how the strategic 

planning function will systematically review and incorporate major findings 

from evaluation and audit offices into the development of the strategic plan or 

midterm adjustments to the plan. This includes ensuring that evaluation findings, 

including meta-analyses of programme- and project-level evaluations, are 

systematically fed into the next strategic cycle, and that midterm review timelines are 

structured to allow such findings to directly inform the preparation of successor 

strategies.  

 

 

 J. Review and revision 
 

 

55. The Inspectors found that midterm reviews assess the continued relevance and 

impact of the strategic plan and lead to updates of results frameworks and workplans. 

However, the effectiveness of midterm reviews may be limited by reporting intervals 

that are too short to demonstrate progress on long‑term outcomes; reviews conducted 

too late for meaningful course correction; data lags that weaken the evidence base; 

and competing reporting demands, which limit qualitative analysis. Good practices 

identified to address these limitations include developing visually engaging 

performance reports that improve understanding of complex results; making explicit 

links between lessons learned and future planning; setting annual milestones within 

long‑term frameworks; and conducting comprehensive surveys to inform midterm 

diagnostics. To enhance the uptake of midterm review findings, the Inspectors 

encourage executive heads to match adaptive planning with efforts to secure 

predictable, flexible funding that enables mid-cycle adjustments. With respect to 

organizations funded largely through voluntary contributions, the Inspectors further 

note that effective mid-cycle revision depends on the timely guidance of governing 

bodies and the provision of flexible funding by member States, in addit ion to effective 

engagement by organizational leadership.  
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 V. Systems and tools, accountability, risk assessment and 
change management 
 

 

 A. Systems and tools for strategic planning  
 

 

56. The Inspectors found that digital infrastructure that supports strategic planning 

is typically comprised of multi‑layered ecosystems that combine specialized planning 

and results‑management applications with enterprise resource planning systems. Such 

infrastructure at participating organizations ranges from purpose‑built platforms that 

integrate directly with the core enterprise resource planning system – allowing 

real‑time modelling of resource, staffing and programmatic data – to systems focused 

mainly on implementation tracking. Other entities continue to rely on fragmented 

spreadsheets or basic financial modules, which underscores the significant 

technological disparities across the United Nations system.  

57. Identified limitations include: a structural mismatch between 

transaction‑oriented enterprise resource planning systems and the forward‑looking, 

integrative requirements of strategic planning, leading to manual workarounds; 

non‑interoperable systems, requiring staff to manually reconcile fragmented data; 

lack of predictive modelling capacity, restricting evidence-informed planning; 

chronic underfunding; duplicative reporting demands for field staff; and persistent 

data-quality challenges. Identified good practices to address limitations include: 

intentional system design centred on planning and accountability needs rather than 

only financial processing; integration architectures that consolidate data 

automatically across systems, providing end‑to‑end visibility from design to 

expenditure; and flexible monitoring systems that support decentralized reporting.  

58. The Inspectors are of the view that efforts by organizations to eliminate manual 

data reconciliation through the development of automated integration layers will help 

to free up planning staff to engage in higher‑value analytical tasks. Governing bodies 

should support such efforts to modernize information technology tools that support 

strategic planning in order to close technological gaps and reduce dependence on 

legacy systems and manual workarounds. To this end, and to better utilize the vital 

information that electronic data platforms provide to support strategic planning, 

the Inspectors call upon executive heads to actively engage in efforts to develop 

United Nations system-wide data standards to address the non-interoperability 

of such platforms. 

 

 

 B. Accountability for strategic planning 
 

 

59. The Inspectors found that accountability for strategic planning functions 

through layered relationships that link governing bodies, the executive head, senior 

managers and staff. Governing bodies establish the strategic plan as a public compact, 

and the executive head is accountable for its delivery. Strong accountability depends 

on sustained governing body engagement, regular scrutiny reinforces incentives, 

while limited oversight weakens the chain of responsibility.  

60. Strategic commitments are operationalized through senior manager compacts, 

performance evaluations tied to strategic objectives, assigned ownership of corporate 

goals tracked through centralized systems, and departmental coordinators who help 

maintain accountability across hierarchical layers. While oversight functions can 

reinforce accountability when findings are systematically incorporated into planning, 

this is contingent on follow‑through by management and governing bodies. Effective 

mechanisms ensure that responsibility is visible and continuous through regular 
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management forums, linkages between oversight findings and strategic design, and 

independent validation of performance data.  

61. Identified limitations include: weak accountability below senior levels; 

methodological challenges in attributing high-level outcomes to specific actors in 

multi‑partner settings; shifts from strategic delivery to donor‑driven project 

compliance due to reliance on earmarked funding; absence of binding targets 

approved by member States, depriving systems of objective metrics; and diffusion of 

responsibility across actors in joint stakeholder arrangements. Identified good 

practices to address limitations include quarterly reviews that drive proactive 

management; the integration of independent evaluation results directly into plan 

formulation; and independent data-validation practices that reduce incentives for 

overly favourable performance presentation.  

62. To strengthen accountability, the Inspectors call upon executive heads to 

extend the accountability cascade below the senior management level by 

incorporating objectives from the strategic plan and related operational 

instruments into performance appraisals for relevant staff. The Inspectors also 

encourage executive heads to assign clear ownership of all strategic plan goals 

and indicators at the appropriate level. Furthermore, to open up real‑time access 

by governing bodies to performance data, the Inspectors propose the following 

recommendation, the implementation of which is expected to enhance transparency 

and accountability. 

 

 

Recommendation 8 

By the end of 2029, executive heads of JIU participating organizations 

who have not yet done so should develop and make accessible to 

governing body delegates a digital results-monitoring portal providing 

regular structured performance data on strategic plan implementation.  

  

 

 

 C. Risk identification and management related to strategic planning  
 

 

63. While the identification and management of risks and strategic planning are 

mutually reinforcing, the Inspectors found that the maturity of risk integration in 

participating organizations ranges from compliance-driven reporting to advanced 

strategic intelligence. The latter supports timely course corrections and informs 

resource allocations through the aggregation of programme‑level risks into a 

corporate profile. While most entities align their risk management with international 

standards, reliance upon professional judgment tends to take precedence over the use 

of data‑driven metrics. Additionally, while corporate risk registers are commonplace, 

their value depends on whether they map specific risks to defined strategic outcomes 

rather than generic threats.  

64. Limitations identified include: absence of a system‑wide methodology for risk 

identification, leading to inconsistent risk scoring and prioritization; non-availability 

of resources to implement mitigation measures that fall outside donor priorities; 

planning cycles that lag behind evolving conditions; functional silos inhibiting 

coordinated responses; and poor synchronization between risk assessment and 

planning timelines. Cultural divides between technical risk officers and planners limit 

the use of risk insights in core decision‑making, while structural constraints, such as 

rigid budget ceilings, impede effective risk‑informed adaptation.  

65. Identified good practices to address limitation include: treating mitigation as a 

funded requirement during plan drafting; requiring technical departments to maintain 
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risk registers tied directly to planned activities; articulating risk appetite statements 

that turn mitigation into a deliberate strategic choice informed by tolerance 

thresholds; assigning mitigation actions to named individuals with deadlines; 

generating risk intelligence ahead of planning decisions; and integrating threat 

profiles into strategic options.  

66. To strengthen a risk-informed planning culture, the Inspectors call upon 

executive heads to integrate risk assessment into the planning workflow, 

institutionalize risk identification as a continuous activity within high‑frequency 

leadership forums, mandate risk identification as a prerequisite for resource 

access, ensure that risk management personnel participate directly in planning 

forums, and implement rapid re-planning mechanisms that allow for mid‑cycle 

adjustments to mitigation strategies in volatile operational environments.  

 

 

 D. Change management  
 

 

67. The Inspectors found that change management remains a critical but often 

under‑institutionalized dimension of strategic planning, requiring organizations to 

shift behaviours while maintaining alignment with updated strategic directions. 

Entities that produce desired results balance adherence to new strategies with staff 

ownership, using approaches such as embedding plan rollout within broader 

transformation initiatives (e.g. ITU, UNOPS), reorganizing structures to reflect 

strategic priorities (e.g. Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), WMO), integrating reforms into 

daily workflows (e.g. FAO, IMO), co‑creating plans with staff (e.g. ILO, UNODC) 

and applying phased transition frameworks (e.g. WHO).  

68. Evidence suggests that building resilience is driven less by flexibility provisions 

than by institutional design, with stable, high‑level plans supported by short 

operational cycles that enable real‑time adjustments. To address under-

institutionalization, the Inspectors encourage executive heads to treat strategic 

plan roll-out as a formal change‑management exercise by investing in dedicated 

transformation capabilities rather than limiting efforts to communication 

activities. Such efforts should be context-specific and proportionate to the scale and 

nature of the changes introduced by a new strategic plan.  

 

 

 E. Organizational repositioning under the UN80 Initiative  
 

 

69. The UN80 Initiative has become the principal external driver of change across 

the United Nations and its funds and programmes, prompting reviews of mandates, 

staffing adjustments, organizational repositioning and adoption of United Nations 2.0 

modernization priorities. 4  This change process includes reframing comparative 

advantages around systems approaches and shared services and embedding reform 

principles into programme planning, structural reviews, business model updates and 

efficiency measures. Specialized agencies, while not formally bound to the UN80 

Initiative, monitor developments closely and contribute to selected reform clusters. 

Many pursue modernization, using internal reviews and digital tools, to streamline 

functions and update mandates while preserving autonomy. Self‑financed entities 

view efficiency and modernization as continuous necessities shaped by competitive 

pressures rather than external mandates. Irrespective of formal mandates, therefore, 

__________________ 

 4  Other external drivers include funding constraints and resource mobilization pressures, which in 

many cases represent immediate drivers of efficiency measures and organizational adjustment.  
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broader United Nations system reforms and external drivers continue to shape 

organizational repositioning across all entity types.  

70. Within this evolving environment, the focus of the strategic planning function 

is expected to shift from coordination to becoming a data‑driven capability that 

underpins organizational intelligence and transformation. Key enablers include digital 

modernization, redesigned planning cycles capturing long‑term impacts, enhanced 

transparency in results-based management, and deeper integration of risk 

management and foresight.  
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 VI. System-wide coordination on strategic planning 
and alignment 
 

 

 A. Alignment of strategic plans with United Nations 
system-wide mandates  
 

 

71. The Inspectors found that strategic plans across the United Nations system were 

principally grounded in the 2030 Agenda, which provides the overarching vision and 

basis for defining collective results. For entities operating in development contexts (e.g. 

UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA, United Nations Human Settlements Programme 

(UN-Habitat), UN-Women, WFP) the QCPR provides core operational and policy 

direction to ensure coherence, efficiency and accountability. Plans are further aligned 

with major global mandates and intergovernmental frameworks, the Secretary-General’s 

“Our Common Agenda” initiative and the UN 2.0 quintet of change, which collectively 

emphasize data, innovation, digital transformation, foresight, and behavioural science.  

72. Alignment is reinforced through participation in inter-agency coordination 

mechanisms (e.g. CEB, High-level Committee on Management, High-level 

Committee on Programmes) which facilitate coherence, shared methodologies and 

system‑wide standardization. At the country level, alignment is operationalized 

through cooperation frameworks derived from system‑wide programming instruments 

(e.g. Cooperation Frameworks), ensuring that planning processes reflect common 

priorities. These system‑wide initiatives enhance the impact of strategic planning by 

providing unified frameworks that support transformative change, reduce duplication, 

clarify division of labour, articulate comparative advantages within collective United 

Nations efforts, set common performance benchmarks, and drive investment in digital 

and foresight capacities.  

73. Identified limitations include: lack of interoperability across systems, resulting 

in duplicative reporting; rigid planning cycles that hinder synchronization with 

system‑wide reform directions; difficulties in balancing global mandates with 

technical mandates; complexities in translating high‑level principles into actionable, 

sector‑specific measures; and strains on institutional capacity to effectively address 

expansive cross‑cutting agendas.  

74. Identified good practices to address limitations include: mainstreaming 

cross‑cutting priorities into strategic framework revisions rather than creating parallel 

workplans; using expenditure markers (e.g. gender, disability, youth) to translate 

commitments into measurable outcomes; mapping policy outcomes to prioritized 

global targets; leveraging system‑wide networks and communities of practice for 

knowledge-exchange and methodological standardization; and adopting model United 

Nations policies to avoid duplicating policy development. To strengthen coherence 

across the strategic planning landscape, the Inspectors urge executive heads, in 

their role as CEB members, to adopt common and complementary indicators for 

the results frameworks of strategic plans, developed in coordination with 

pertinent United Nations system partners, while preserving mandate specificity, 

programmatic flexibility and capacity to reflect diverse operational contexts and 

data availability of each organization. The elaboration of a post‑2030 development 

framework presents a timely and concrete opportunity to advance this action.  

 

 

 B. Furthering synergies in mandate implementation  
 

 

75. The Inspectors found that, at the headquarters level, the strategic planning 

function strengthens coherence by embedding technical expertise within central 

coordination mechanisms (e.g. CEB, High-level Committee on Management, High-
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level Committee on Programmes), enabling alignment with United Nations 

system‑wide commitments and participation in thematic workstreams. Specialized 

agencies often lead or co‑lead system‑wide responses to global challenges, ensure 

data sharing and joint analysis, contribute to joint results and accountability 

frameworks, and support benchmarking and methodological alignment through 

shared publications and studies via the United Nations Strategic Planning Network.  

76. At the field level, strategic planning is operationalized through participation in 

system-wide cooperation frameworks (e.g. Cooperation Frameworks) and common 

country analysis processes. Resident coordinators and joint results groups facilitate 

integration by helping agencies define responsibilities and report implementation 

through shared platforms. In locations without a permanent presence, agencies engage 

as non‑resident actors to ensure that their mandates are reflected in joint analysis and 

programming. Coordination is further enhanced through regional collaborative 

platforms and thematic coalitions linking local priorities to broader strategic 

objectives. 

77. Identified limitations include: resource competition that fuels scope creep and 

overlapping activities; lack of real‑time mandate mapping mechanisms; intensive 

demands on staff time associated with inter‑agency coordination; consensus‑driven 

processes that risk unambitious outcomes; institutional and procedural differences 

(e.g. varying clearance processes, management structures and planning timelines) that 

complicate coherence; misalignment between agency‑specific strategic cycles and 

country cooperation frameworks, resulting in dual planning and reporting burdens; 

and financial barriers limiting full participation in inter‑agency bodies.  

78. Identified good practices to address limitations include: establishing formal 

divisions of labour in joint programmes to clarify roles and allocate resources based 

on comparative advantage; designing strategic plans with clearly delineated mandate 

boundaries; organizing system‑wide consultations prior to plan finalization to review 

priorities and focus areas; adopting common chapters within strategic plans to 

articulate areas of collaborative strength; using artificial intelligence tools to identify 

mandate overlap; and mapping policy outcomes to global targets to identify 

partnership opportunities.  

79. To further system-wide coherence, the Inspectors call upon executive heads, 

in their role as CEB members, to explore the feasibility of developing a system-

wide mandate mapping mechanism, hosted within an appropriate inter-agency 

coordination body, to support proactive de-confliction during strategic planning 

cycles, drawing on agreed interpretative frameworks that account for the legal 

and political nature of mandates and their differing formulations across 

governing bodies.  

80. The Inspectors suggest that, to streamline internal prioritization, executive 

heads utilize digital tools, including artificial intelligence, to systematically 

review organizational resolutions and mandates in order to identify potential 

overlaps and contradictions, with such tools complementing rather than 

replacing institutional and contextual interpretation by member States and 

governing bodies. 

81. To further synergies, the Inspectors urge executive heads to use their 

organization’s strategic plan, in conjunction with existing coordination 

mechanisms – including the common country analysis and United Nations 

sustainable development cooperation frameworks and country team processes – to 

clearly articulate the organization’s comparative advantage within joint 

programming, indicating where it expects to lead and where it will contribute 

alongside others while preserving partnerships and national ownership.  
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 C. United Nations Strategic Planning Network  
 

 

82. The Inspectors found that the United Nations Strategic Planning Network 

functions as an informal community of practice that convenes planning and results -

based management practitioners across the system. Operating under Chatham House 

rules, it provides a collegial environment for the exchange of technical experiences, 

good practices and methodologies, rather than serving as a policy‑setting body. It is 

led by two co‑chairs with staggered terms, with roles carried out voluntarily and 

logistical support provided by their respective organizations. Their responsibilities 

include communication management, organization of the annual meeting and 

development of the meeting agenda. The effectiveness of the co-chair role depends 

largely on the personal commitment and available capacity of those serving.  

83. Knowledge management is facilitated through a shared digital repository, 

though its effectiveness is limited by reliance on voluntary contributions, the absence 

of a permanent secretariat and inconsistent continuity due to staff turnover. Annual 

meetings enable dialogue, networking and replication of successful methodologies. 

While agendas co‑created with members enrich relevance, some participants consider 

the meetings to be too focused on entity‑specific presentations rather than on 

collective, system‑wide challenges. Awareness of the network remains uneven due to 

its informal structure and limited institutional visibility; it was suggested that a 

public‑facing website would broaden its outreach.  

84. The Network’s principal added value lies in serving as a laboratory for 

innovation which supports the diffusion of frontier approaches and harmonization of 

results-based management. Identified limitations include: absence of authority to set 

system‑wide standards; limited accountability for shared outputs due to the voluntary 

nature of engagement; and resource shortages. Perspectives on formalizing the 

network diverge. Some members advocate full formalization with dedicated resources 

and legal standing; other members support partial formalization to secure 

administrative support while keeping its informal ethos; and others favour 

maintaining the current voluntary model with reinforced voluntary engagement to 

preserve flexibility and avoid bureaucratic burdens.  

85. To enhance the utility of the Network, the Inspectors call upon its members 

to organize annual meetings around focused, high‑priority themes; engage in 

working groups on frontier topics to foster innovation; and regularly update 

agency‑specific templates, tools and guidelines in the Network’s SharePoint 

repository to make it into a reliable knowledge base.  

86. The Inspectors further call upon executive heads to formally recognize staff 

participation in the Network, support the creation of a dedicated administrative 

function for the Network through cost‑sharing or secondment, and utilize the 

Network as a platform to harmonize system‑wide terminology and to conduct 

peer reviews of draft strategic plans in order to leverage system‑wide expertise.  

Executive heads, in their role as CEB members, may consider exploring the added  

value and feasibility of formalizing the Network as a sub-group under a pertinent 

established coordination body in order to give its outputs greater institutional weight.  
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 VII. Influence and impact of strategic planning 
 

 

 A. Impact of strategic planning on programme design and delivery  
 

 

87. The Inspectors found that the strategic plan functions as the core framework 

shaping programme design. The strategic plan cascades into programme budgets, 

business plans and country-level documents, and in many organizations it is directly 

linked to human and financial resource allocation. Alignment mechanisms, such as 

project review committees, ensure coherence with corporate strategy and with global 

frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals.  

88. Organizations reported that strategic planning has contributed to reducing silos 

(e.g. FAO, ICAO, UNAIDS), strengthened inter‑sectoral collaboration and enhanced 

programmatic coherence (e.g. IAEA, UNAIDS, UNDP, UNESCO). The influence of 

strategic planning is also evident in the shift towards thematic approaches in technical 

cooperation (e.g. IMO), improved resource mobilization (e.g. WHO) and enhanced 

real-time management supported by digital dashboards (e.g. UN-Women, WMO).  

89. However, its impact is less visible in day-to-day operations, where reporting 

requirements may be viewed primarily as compliance exercises (e.g. IAEA, UPU). 

Challenges are particularly pronounced in emergency settings (e.g. UNHCR), in 

subsidiary and regional plans (e.g. WMO) and when translating new evidence into 

timely reprioritization (e.g. WHO). Persistent difficulties include aligning corporate 

objectives with country programme realities and demonstrating transformative impact 

within relatively short strategic planning cycles (e.g. ILO, UNDP).  

90. The implementation of the following recommendation is expected to enhance 

the effectiveness of strategic planning, by making organizations better at 

understanding what works, why and over what timeframe.  

 

 

Recommendation 9 

By the end of 2030, executive heads of JIU participating organizations 

who have not yet done so should develop and apply methodologies, 

indicators and data-collection tools to capture the impact of all strategic 

interventions that extend beyond a single strategic planning cycle. 

  

 

 

 B. Impact of strategic planning on resourcing  
 

 

91. The Inspectors found that in most organizations, strategic plans serve as 

foundational instruments for budget formulation, guiding managers in defining 

resource requirements aligned with thematic priorities. Increasingly, strategic 

planning influences human resources management through results-based workforce 

planning (e.g. UNDP, UNEP), though the extent of integration varies across 

organizations, with some entities reporting weak coordination between human 

resources and strategic planning functions (e.g. ILO, UPU). Funding models 

significantly shape the nature of this influence: self-financed entities (e.g. UNOPS, 

WIPO) or those relying on regular budget resources (e.g. IAEA, WMO) are better 

able to ensure a direct cascade from strategic goals to resource allocation, whereas 

those dependent on voluntary funding (e.g. UN-Habitat, UNODC) face the constraint 

of donors largely dictating final resource allocation. In such contexts, the strategic 

plan functions primarily as a guide for resource mobilization and advocacy rather than 

as a strict tool for internal budget control.  
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92. The impact of strategic planning on resourcing is most evident in organizations 

that have institutionalized integrated resource and results frameworks (e.g. UNDP, 

UNFPA, UNICEF, UN-Women), enabling multi-year planning, organizational 

restructuring, strategic workforce planning and more structured prioritization 

exercises. Conversely, the influence of such planning is weaker where human 

resources planning remains disconnected from programmatic priorities (e.g. UNIDO), 

where historical budget patterns persist due to fixed costs (e.g. IMO) and where 

linkages between individual workplans and corporate strategic goals are 

inconsistently applied (UN-Women, WMO). 

93. To enhance the impact of strategic planning on resourcing, the Inspectors 

call upon executive heads to ensure that human resources, finance and planning 

departments are engaged concurrently from the outset of strategy formulation 

to optimize resource allocation. Furthermore, the Inspectors encourage executive 

heads to use the strategic plan to identify future competency needs and develop 

upskilling or workforce acquisition road maps.  

94. By taking several key measures, governing bodies can greatly enhance the 

impact of strategic planning on resourcing.  First, the Inspectors urge governing 

bodies to address the constraints resulting from high levels of earmarking by 

increasing soft-earmarked or unearmarked funding for underfunded strategic 

areas, as identified in the strategic plan. Second, the Inspectors encourage 

governing bodies to task executive heads to develop needs-based allocation 

formulas to ensure that resources flow to the areas with the greatest strategic 

demand, as identified in the strategic plan. Third, the Inspectors call upon 

governing bodies to ensure that new legislative mandates are accompanied by 

adequate resources for implementation, in order to avoid eroding resources 

already committed to existing strategic priorities.  

 

 

 C. Efficiency gains attained through strategic planning  
 

 

95. Reported efficiency gains derived from strategic planning fall into five major 

categories. First, organizational restructuring and strategic alignment have enabled 

entities to dismantle silos (e.g. FAO), further unified action between headquarters and 

field operations (e.g. UNHCR) and streamline planning processes (e.g. International 

Trade Centre). Second, operational streamlining has shortened planning 

timelines – sometimes by up to 50 percent (e.g. UNFPA) – and reduced administrative 

burdens through consolidated annual reporting, leading to simplified decision-making 

procedures (e.g. UNESCO).  

96. Third, financial efficiencies have redirected substantial resources towards 

priority services, with documented improvements in expenditure ratios (e.g. UNDP), 

redeployments of funding, and reductions in operational costs (e.g. ILO), including 

energy savings (e.g. UNRWA). Fourth, programmatic integration has strengthened 

cross-sectoral collaboration (e.g. UN-Habitat), reduced duplication (e.g. UNFPA)  

and facilitated portfolio-based approaches across multiple countries (e.g. UNDP). 

Lastly, digital transformation has modernized results-tracking and service delivery 

through integrated enterprise systems (e.g. the Quantum system shared by 10 

agencies), artificial intelligence-assisted data analysis (e.g. UNDP), automated 

business processes (e.g. UNRWA) and transparency platforms integrated with 

corporate enterprise resource planning systems (e.g. UN-Women), reducing manual 

workloads and improving real‑time visibility across organizational tiers.  
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Annex 
 

  Overview of actions to be taken by participating organizations on the recommendations of the 

Joint Inspection Unit 
 

 

  Participating organizations of the Joint Inspection Unit  
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Recommendation 1  d L L L L L L L L L L L L L L   L L L L  L L L L  L  

Recommendation 2  d E E E E E E E E  E E E E  E  E E E E E E E E E E E  

Recommendation 3  f E E E E   E E E  E E  E E E E E E E E E  E E E E E 

Recommendation 4  e  E  E   E E E E E     E E E E E E  E E E  E  

Recommendation 5  f    E     E         E  E E   E     

Recommendation 6  a E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E  E E 

Recommendation 7  d E E E E  E E E   E E E  E  E E E E E E E E   E  

Recommendation 8  a E E E E  E E E E E E E E  E E E E E E E E  E E  E E 

Recommendation 9  f E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E E 

 

Legend: 

L: Recommendation for decision by the legislative organ 
E: Recommendation for action by the executive head 

   Recommendation does not require action by this organization 

Intended impact:  

a: enhanced transparency and accountability; b: dissemination of good/best practices; c: enhanced coordination and cooperation; d: strengthened coherence and harmonization 

e: enhanced control and compliance; f: enhanced effectiveness; g: significant financial savings; h: enhanced operational efficiency; i: other. 

 a As listed in ST/SGB/2015/3. 
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