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Executive summary 

Following three independent evaluations on refugee women, refugee children and 
the role of community services, UNHCR launched an age and gender mainstreaming 
pilot project in early 2004.  To date, country assessments followed by capacity 
building and planning workshops have been conducted in Colombia, Ecuador, 
Egypt, Greece, Guinea, India, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, North Caucasus/Russian 
Federation,  Sierra Leone,  Syria, Venezuela and Zambia. 

This report is based on eight country evaluations, which took place from January to 
March 2005 in Colombia, Ecuador, Egypt, Greece, India, Syria, Venezuela and 
Zambia.  Individual country reports are available and provide more details of project 
implementation and impact in each country. This report advances the individual 
country evaluations to provide a strategic overview of the pilot project experience, 
drawing out findings, good practice, lessons learnt and recommendations for the 
future.  The strategic overview is intended to enhance consideration of a roll-out of 
the age and gender mainstreaming approach across UNHCR programmes 
worldwide, including at headquarters. 

Impact on attitudes and analytical approaches: In all countries it was felt that the 
pilot project has had an impact on attitude change and analytical approaches. It is 
important to note that in a number of countries the pilot built on work that was 
already being conducted, particularly in terms of gender awareness. Many 
interviewees said that they now look at issues addressing ‘men, women, boys and 
girls’ as opposed to seeing people of concern as a homogeneous group.  

Impact on procedures and work processes: In all countries it was felt that there have 
been positive changes in terms of greater inclusion of age and gender equality issues 
during daily work routines. The extent of these changes has differed by country. 
Interestingly, different elements of the methodology have been prioritized by 
different countries. A strong impact has been in terms of improved partnership 
working as a result of the methodology. UNHCR’s profile has also increased through 
the use of the participatory assessment tool 

Management and leadership: Leadership by the representative is seen in all 
countries as pivotal to the success of the initiative. Where the representatives have 
been actively involved in mentoring, supporting and engaging collective ownership 
of staff including with the Multi-Functional Team(MFT), the work plans are being 
implemented and staff feel positive about the initiative. Accountability is wider than 
leadership, however, and greater emphasis is needed as to the responsibility of all 
staff to ensure that they mainstream age and gender analysis within all work 
activities. 

Pilot methodology and delivery: The project was set up in a relatively short time 
frame to address fundamental and concrete concerns that arose from the three 
independent evaluations on refugee women, children and community services. The 
approach required re-structuring, team building and improving UNHCR functioning 
and accountability to people of concern at field and headquarters. As a consequence, 
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the methodology has developed ‘on the job’. The key elements are now seen to be in 
place, although improvements are needed, as per the recommendations made in this 
report. 

Good practice: A number of good practice examples are provided in the report to 
highlight the important and innovative steps that pilot countries have made in their 
attempts to incorporate the age and gender mainstreaming approach. These relate to 
the development of the MFT, the use of the participatory tool, leadership and 
accountability and collaboration with headquarters. 

Learning and recommendations: The age and gender mainstreaming pilot involves a 
massive organizational change exercise. It is important to note the complexities 
involved in bringing together age and gender mainstreaming with children’s issues, 
education issues, rights based approaches and community development approaches. 
These are being addressed, not with case studies and theories, but directly with 
operational teams who are in many cases coming together for the first time to discuss 
concepts and practices without hierarchy.  In addition, the project also attempts to 
strengthen the relation between UNHCR and persons of concern as well as partners, 
to address the organization’s fragmented way of working, both at Headquarters and 
in the field, and to improve accountability and leadership.  

This report documents specific learning in terms of the MFTs, partnership working, 
methodology, leadership in the field and at headquarters, ownership and 
accountability. Each learning is accompanied by a recommendation. 

Overall, it is recommended that the eight pilot countries evaluated continue with age 
and gender mainstreaming and that the initiative is rolled out widely across 
UNHCR. This should take place within the context of the learning generated by the 
pilot experiences and of the recommendations laid down in this report. 

Conclusions: Significant progress has been made towards meeting the objectives of 
the pilot project as well as to meeting the recommendations of the three independent 
evaluations on refugee women, refugee children and community services. 

The majority of the country teams have been enthusiastic in embracing the age and 
gender mainstreaming strategy and methodology, despite some early scepticism in 
some cases. The impact of the pilot project has been mixed, with different countries 
adopting different elements of the approach, with differing levels of success. Overall, 
however, the pilot project has brought UNHCR staff and in some cases 
implementing partners, closer to UNHCR’s people of concern;  has led to a better 
understanding of their issues;  has provided a structured approach which has helped 
prioritise action, strengthen cooperation between UNHCR staff and between 
UNHCR and partners;  and has engaged leadership in becoming more accountable 
for age and gender mainstreaming.  

Wider strategies will need to be formulated, however, to overcome the many 
obstacles to consistent, committed and effective ongoing mainstreaming of age and 
gender principles. One notable area relates to the lack of age and gender 
mainstreaming at headquarters. Others relate to the need for a greater focus on 
mainstreaming age and gender within field offices, as well as on systematising the 
participatory assessment tool. A phased approach will need to be taken and priorities 
for initial action will need to be developed. 
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Introduction 

Background 

1. Following three independent evaluations on refugee women, refugee children 
and the role of community services, UNHCR launched an age and gender 
mainstreaming pilot project in early 2004. Age and gender mainstreaming is defined 
as ‘a strategy to promote gender equality and respect for women’s rights and child 
rights in order to enhance the protection of refugees, rather than a goal in itself’1.  

2. The three goals of the age and gender mainstreaming pilot project are that, 
within the framework of the Agenda for Protection and under the leadership of the 
country representative, staff of pilot countries will: promote gender equality and 
respect for the rights of refugee women and children; apply an age and gender 
analysis to operations through a community development approach; and, 
operationalise policies relating to the protection of refugee women and children. 

3. The objectives of the age and gender mainstreaming pilot project are to: 

• Promote accountability at the individual, team and country office level;   

• Establish and support MFTs (programme, community services and 
protection) to act as catalysts to facilitate the implementation of the policies 
on refugee women and children through a rights-based approach;  

• Build capacity of the MFTs in the application of age and gender analysis 
and a community development approach;  

• Use standards and indicators in each pilot country to report on progress 
achieved and test a tool for situation analysis directly with refugees.  

4. To date, country assessments followed by capacity-building and planning 
workshops have been conducted in Colombia, Ecuador, Egypt, Greece, Guinea, 
India, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, North Caucasus/Russian Federation, Sierra Leone, 
Syria, Venezuela and Zambia. 

5. The four key elements of the pilot project methodology are: participatory 
assessment2 with groups of refugee/internally displaced men and women of 
different ages and with boys and girls; operational workshop; the use of MFTs; and, 
placing accountability for in country age and gender mainstreaming with the 
representative. 

                                                      
1 Taken from UNHCR 2004 Summary of Gender and Age Mainstreaming Pilot in UNHCR, unpublished 
document.  
2 Participatory assessment refers to the element of situation analysis that involves participatory 
discussions with refugee communities. 
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6. Nearly all country offices conducted a mid-term review of their work and it 
was agreed that a process evaluation, as synthesised in this document, would be 
conducted at the end of the pilot phase.  

Country evaluations  

7. Evaluations have taken place in Colombia, Ecuador, Egypt, Greece, India, 
Syria, Venezuela and Zambia3. These countries were recommended for the 
evaluation exercise as they represent diverse situations: camp settings, urban, rural 
and internal displacement situations. Individual country reports are available and 
provide the specific details of project implementation and impact in each of the 
evaluation countries. Evaluation teams comprised UNHCR staff from the Evaluation 
and Policy Analysis Unit (EPAU), the Division of Operational Support (DOS), and 
external agencies. 

8. The individual country evaluations explore four areas. These are analytical 
approaches; procedures and work processes; leadership; and pilot methodology.  
Learning and recommendations for the country involved and for the proposed roll-
out of the project are provided in each report.  

9. Country evaluations are based on semi-structured interviews and focus 
group discussions with stakeholders. Stakeholders interviewed include: UNHCR 
desk staff in Geneva, UNHCR field staff (members and non members of the MFTs 
and the representative), implementing partners and persons of concern.  A document 
review was also conducted and included work plans, Country Operation Plans 
(COPs), project submissions and other relevant documents. 

10. The limitations to the evaluation findings are principally that the pilot 
countries have only had six to eight months to implement the methodology and pilot 
countries that benefited from more recent refinement to the methodology as a result 
of the initial country experiences are not included in this evaluation, due to the fact 
that they have been participating in the pilot for less than six months.  

Synthesis report4 

11. This report builds on the findings of the individual country evaluations in 
order to provide a strategic overview of the pilot project experience, drawing out 
findings, good practice, lessons learned and recommendations for a proposed roll-
out of the age and gender mainstreaming initiative across UNHCR. For this report, 
the country evaluations have been supplemented with focus group discussions and 
interviews with UNHCR headquarters staff involved in the pilot project. These 
included staff from relevant Bureaux, Desks, Women, Children and Community 

                                                      
3 Meetings were also held with Jordan and Lebanon projects to explore impact and learning. Findings 
are presented separately as ’Notes for the File’. 
4 The evaluator would like to thank the representatives and all staff, partners and people of concern 
who kindly gave their time to the evaluation missions as well as to all headquarters staff involved in 
focus groups discussions and meetings with myself. I would also like to thank Vanessa Mattar, Barbara 
Wigley, Ron Pouwels, Chris Bloch (JRS), Ramina Johal (Women's Commission for Refugee Women and 
Children,) Elena Shishkova and Zainab Sheikh-Ali for their incisive contributions to the development of 
this report.  
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Development Section, Department of International Protection (DIP) and DOS 
management 5.  

                                                      
5 These discussions are summarised in a Note for the File. 
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The pilot project in eight countries 

12. The eight country evaluations explored three principal areas of impact, as per 
the UN guidelines for gender mainstreaming6: analytical approaches;  procedures 
and work processes; and, leadership.  An additional area of questioning related to 
the pilot methodology, with a view to exploring whether the methodology itself was 
sound and, if so, what could be learnt for an eventual roll-out.  

Analytical approaches and attitude change 

Findings regarding attitude change and the extent to which the age and gender 
mainstreaming pilot has encouraged the consideration of age and gender 
differences and inequalities. 

13. In all countries it was felt that the pilot project has had an impact on attitude 
change and in analytical approaches. It is important to note, however, that in a 
number of countries the pilot built on work that was already being conducted, 
particularly in terms of gender awareness. Many interviewees said that they now 
look at issues addressing ‘men, women, boys and girls’ as opposed to seeing people 
of concern as a homogeneous group: 

We used to be more just on women and now we look at everybody, it 
increased our focus and we look at it in a broad way. We’re more 
critical, considering other people with special needs (MFT member, 
Zambia)  

14. The primary shift in attitudes has been in the increased awareness that age 
and gender refers to more than women and children, although this is not evident in 
all cases.  There has also been a heightened awareness of the complexities of age and 
gender dynamics and the need to consult with different groups more systematically 
to gain a more holistic understanding of the situation facing people of concern. 

15. This increased awareness of age and gender differences needs building upon, 
if there is to be a deeper change in analytical approaches and attitudes and 
consequently on practice.  There is still a predominant tendency to view age and 
gender as limited to focusing on women and children.  The wider context of power 
relations caused by societally defined age and gender roles and their impact on 
women and children are therefore being missed, as are issues of discrimination 
faced, e.g. by young or elderly men, for example.  The consequences are that staff 
will find themselves tackling symptoms and not addressing root causes of 
discrimination. Furthermore, issues such as the fact that a group cannot be classified 
as vulnerable entirely on the basis of sex or age are also being missed. Distinctions 
between different groups of children i.e. youth, infants etc. or different groups of 
women i.e. women of reproductive age, elderly women etc. are also not being 
                                                      
6 UN Office of the Special Adviser on Gender issues and the Advancement of Women, Division for 
Advancement of Women, Office of Human Resources Management. Undated. ‘Facilitator’s Manual 
Competence Development Programme on Gender Mainstreaming. P.4. 
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captured and therefore important opportunities for improving understanding and 
programming are also being missed. Failure to ensure deeper change in 
understanding could be due to the short timeframe that has elapsed since inception, 
a need for further capacity-building as well as ongoing follow-up and support. It is 
also worth noting that in all countries the capacity-building workshop was shortened 
due to office’s other commitments, highlighting the realities in which the age and 
gender mainstreaming pilot has taken place. 

16. Where staff are more aware of age and gender dynamics, there has been a 
tendency to see the initiative as a stand-alone ‘age and gender project’ as opposed to 
as an initiative which cuts across all UNHCR policy and programming. Greater 
clarity and common understanding is thus needed as to the concept of age and 
gender mainstreaming. This is reflected in the fact that the focus of all but one (India) 
of the pilot countries has primarily been on influencing change in the attitudes of 
external organizations, as opposed to ensuring age and gender mainstreaming 
within the broader UNHCR office structure. Syria has attempted to involve staff 
through training and in Syria and Greece other staff were involved in community 
meetings/in-country assessments. One reason for the external focus could be that 
staff often assume that they understand the issues that underlie age and gender 
relations and it is only when they are questioned on these that it becomes clear that 
further capacity-building is needed. 

17. UNHCR staff have noted that the attitudes of implementing partners have 
shifted through training and awareness-raising related to the pilot project:  

There has been a big effect for me personally and for the 
implementing partners that I work with. Before, we knew that there 
were differences between sex and age groups but we didn’t realize to 
what extent. There has been a total change in implementing partners’ 
attitudes … (and) in the planning activities of the Implementing 
Partners. Before they saw ‘gender’ as an obligation and they thought 
that giving assistance through women was ‘gender support’. For 
2005, things have changed, they are looking at how to differentiate 
the needs of women, children of different sexes. (MFT staff member, 
Ecuador). 

18. The participatory assessment tool has also led to increased contact with 
people of concern, which in turn has led to changes in attitudes and analytical 
approaches. For example, a greater recognition of the needs of people of concern and 
improved relationship with refugees: 

We exist because of refugees … the real danger is that we look 
inward, while UNHCR has to work with and have contact with 
refugees … age and gender mainstreaming and the community 
development approach get us closer to refugees, to groups UNHCR 
was not so much involved with, aware of. (Former representative, 
Greece) 

19. Partners have confirmed that the attitudes of UNHCR staff have shifted:  

The contact is real … Staff have better relations with refugees now.  
This is making their work better and I can see them opening up … 



SYNTHESIS REPORT 

 9

UNHCR feels the refugees (implementing partner staff member in 
Syria.) 

20. The test of whether changes to analytical approaches are reflected in practice 
lies in the 2006 Country Operation Plans and Letters of Instructions for 
programming. The extent to which these mainstream age and gender issues and 
actions are taken that advance the protection of persons of concern, will need to be 
monitored. The 2004 Annual Protection Reports do not sufficiently reflect the 
challenges and the findings of the participatory assessment that were carried out in 
the pilot countries during the pilot phase and this indicates that there have not been 
the necessary changes in terms of analytical approaches. 

Procedures and work processes 

Findings regarding changes to practice and the extent to which the age and gender 
mainstreaming pilot has encouraged consideration of gender equality and age 
equality issues at critical decision-making steps of normal work routines. 

21. In all countries it was felt that there have been positive changes in terms of 
considering age and gender equality issues throughout normal work practices. The 
extent of these changes has differed by country and even within country, as is the 
case in Zambia in particular. Reasons for this include personal interest and 
motivation of individual staff, including representatives, in engaging with 
mainstreaming as well as prior understanding of the conceptual issues that frame the 
methodology which include rights-based approaches, community development 
approaches and age and gender analysis. Interestingly, different elements of the 
methodology have been prioritized by different countries. As a result, for example, 
the participatory assessment has been the element of the methodology that has been 
most enthusiastically used in Colombia, Ecuador and Syria, whereas the MFT 
approach has been more enthusiastically embraced in India and Venezuela. 

22. Mainstreaming age and gender issues into wider UNHCR work: One of the 
weakest areas of the pilot project according to countries assessed, has been in terms 
of ensuring that all staff have an understanding of the need for age and gender 
mainstreaming within their own work. Much of the focus has been on capacity 
strengthening the MFT who have then focused on capacity strengthening partners. 
This is despite the clear recommendation in the Terms of Reference that MFTs must 
play a catalyzing role within their wider office. Failure to address this element 
adequately may be due to a number of factors, including the in-house assumption 
that UNHCR staff have adequate capacity (which many do not), a lack of follow-up 
by facilitators on the content of the work plans and the fact that partners were less 
likely to be involved in the early pilot projects than in the later projects (which are 
not documented here). India provides a good example of concrete efforts by the MFT 
to capacity build staff and this has had positive results. In other countries, some 
efforts were made but when non-MFT staff were interviewed most were unclear as to 
the purpose of the project except those who had a prior interest in and knowledge of 
age and gender mainstreaming.  

23. Some concrete examples of age and gender mainstreaming within UNHCR 
work practices are highlighted below: 
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• In India and Syria, reception areas have been modified to ensure greater 
privacy for different groups and in India separate reception areas have been 
built for women, children and elderly people; 

• Public Information publications and databases have also been improved 
and modified as a result of the age and gender mainstreaming project 
(Colombia, Ecuador, India, Syria, Venezuela); 

• The age and gender mainstreaming pilot and more specifically the 
comprehensive work plan considered to be the primary benefit of the 
workshop, assisted UNHCR staff in taking a wide range of initiatives to 
strengthen age and gender-sensitive approaches in its protection and 
assistance activities. (India); 

• Protection and programme planning modules have been modified to 
incorporate differences by age and gender (as well as by other factors) 
(Colombia); 

• More meetings held with women, and women encouraged to take on more 
leadership roles (India, Zambia); 

• The community development approach and participatory approach 
promoted by the mainstreaming model have impacted on the development 
of Sexual and Gender Based Violence workshops with implementing 
partners and then with refugee groups (Egypt); 

• Age and gender mainstreaming has been added to staff CMS objectives and 
activities (Colombia, Greece, India, Syria, Venezuela). 

24. A significant change to work practices has come through improved relations 
with implementing partners. This has been through joint involvement in the 
participatory assessment as well as in workshops. Implementing partners feel that 
UNHCR staff now have a better grasp of the realities facing people of concern and 
this has improved working relationships and regular contacts. 

25. In terms of changing work practices of partners, there has been a strong 
emphasis on encouraging partners to look at age and gender issues within their 
work. This has occurred through training by UNHCR of implementing partners, 
government counterparts and other agencies (Colombia, Ecuador, Egypt, Syria, 
Venezuela) and presentation of and dialogue around participatory assessment 
findings (Ecuador). In Ecuador, government counterparts now engage women to 
interview women asylum-seekers, and implementing partners are required to 
consider age and gender mainstreaming within their proposals. In Syria, one of the 
partners no longer decides ‘for’ refugees but ‘with’ refugees. 

26. In terms of looking at the extent to which age and gender have been truly 
mainstreamed into the operations and planning, it will be important to seehow much 
the forthcoming Country Operation Plans, Standards and Indicators Reports actually 
incorporate age and gender issues through protection, programme and policy 
actions. As mentioned above, the 2004 Annual Protection Reports do not sufficiently 
reflect the challenges and the findings of the participatory assessment that were 
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carried out in the pilot countries during the pilot phase and this indicates that there 
have not been the necessary changes in terms of work practices. 

27. MFT Approach: In terms of addressing the fragmented approach of UNHCR, 
the MFT has had a strong positive impact in most of the countries evaluated with 
staff from programming, protection, community services and others working 
together. The diversity of skills and experiences brought to the MFT are seen to be 
one of its biggest strengths. It is also felt that team dynamics in the office have 
improved. 

28. MFT composition:  Most countries were able to meet the criteria for 
composition of the MFT  (see Annex 1) but rotation has meant that in some countries 
international staff members have left and not yet been replaced. It is clear that it is 
important to ensure that someone with an age and gender background is involved in 
the MFT to provide technical support in the early stages of the initiative.  Colombia, 
Greece and Venezuela included a staff member from Public Information in the MFT 
and this was felt to have a constructive impact.  

29. In most countries, the driving force behind the MFT is a middle management 
level woman. Where there is a community services post, it is often the community 
services staff member who has taken on the role of chairing and driving the MFT. 
This is seen to be due to the feeling that there is a natural alignment with the 
participatory assessment function of the MFT and the day-to-day community 
engagement functions of the community services officer. In countries where there is 
not a community services post, different sections have taken on this role. There is no 
consistent pattern in terms of background, the only consistency being a dynamic, 
committed personality. In all cases, however, there appears to be one member of staff 
who has taken on responsibility for championing the MFT. This differs from the focal 
point approach in that the individual is supported by a team, including the 
representative, whose purpose is to play a catalytic role within the office. In Syria, it 
is interesting to note that there is a system of rotating chair depending on the theme 
of meetings to ensure wide ownership of the MFT. 

30. Three countries included implementing partners on their MFTs (Ecuador, 
Greece and Zambia). This was seen to have positive results, including increasing the 
profile and credibility of UNHCR as well as improving working relationships with 
implementing partners. This improved working relationship has been attributed to 
increased protection of people of concern, through speeding up referral processes 
and better information-sharing across agencies.  

31. The MFT has thus had a positive impact in terms of bringing different staff 
together and of capacity-building on age and gender issues. The approach has not 
been without its difficulties, however: 

The team is a good idea on paper, but in the end the perception is 
that there are people who are landed with particular roles. Are we 
working as a team? We’re still stuck in a focal person system. (MFT 
member, Egypt Office). 

32. Primary difficulties in operationalising the MFTs cited include: 
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• lack of clarity on roles and responsibilities (Colombia, Ecuador, Egypt, 
Greece); 

• irregularity of participation (Greece); 

• team too large and difficult to co-ordinate (Egypt); 

• limited staff capacity, with staff overstretched in regular work. 
Participation in MFT seen to be an extra task (Ecuador, Syria, Venezuela); 

• rotation of staff may see a loss of active and committed staff, which may 
leave team without a leader or the necessary skills (Zambia). 

33. Participatory assessment7:  The participatory assessment tool is seen to have 
been particularly helpful in terms of bringing staff closer to the persons of concern to 
UNHCR.  Positive elements cited include: learning more about the realities of people 
of concern; developing new contacts; the value of separating groups for discussion; 
inspiring a greater sense of  staff commitment and empowerment and increased 
empathy towards people of concern.  It is worth noting that the aims of the 
participatory assessment also involve addressing root causes and identifying the 
resources and capacities of people of concern so that they can engage actively in 
solving the protection gaps identified. These two more radical and empowering 
elements of the participatory assessment were unfortunately not captured by the 
pilot countries.  

34. In all countries except Colombia, India and Syria, the participatory 
assessment tool has only been used once, in conjunction with the launch of the pilot 
project. Two countries (Colombia and India) have defined plans for the next 
participatory assessment. Other countries would like to conduct further assessments 
but these have yet to be scheduled. This shows that while countries find the tool 
helpful there is a need for further prioritization from management as to its 
importance. 

35. Almost all pilot countries felt that the tool was too complex to use efficiently 
(currently being addressed with the finalization of a shortened, simplified version).  
It is also felt that the tool is not sufficiently adapted to the context of working with 
dispersed populations, such as in the urban context.  

It’s difficult doing a proper ‘sitan’. You can organize meetings but it’s 
very limited. They’re not organized, how representative are the 
groups? Others don’t feel they represent each other. You can create 
more problems unintentionally. (MFT member, Egypt) 

36. Where the participatory assessment tool was used to inform programming, it 
has been seen to be helpful in developing the Letters of Instruction and Country 
Operations Plan (Ecuador, India, Venezuela), and has contributed to greater 
engagement with people of concern (India, Syria, Venezuela): 

It gave us a renewed understanding of the importance of 
communicating directly with people of concern and an opportunity 

                                                      
7 Participatory assessment refers to the element of situation analysis that involves participatory 
discussions with refugee communities. 






























































