Outputs and Outcomes:

Do we have an impact?

During 2009 two of our funders (The Ford Foundation and Oxfam Novib) conducted evaluations of their performance and in order to do that formulated to their grantees, with a similar methodology, the request to provide examples of outcomes of their work.

In this evaluations, outcomes were understood as “changes in the behaviour, relationships, activities policies or practices of the people, groups, and organizations (also referred to as “social actors”) that are beyond your control but which you have influenced. These changes must be reasonably linked to your activities. W want you to briefly explain its significance and the way in which you contributed to the change”.

Outcomes differ from outputs, which are immediate results of your work and which you fairly well control. That is, outputs are the processes, goods and services that you produce, such as publications, campaigns, advocacy, and capacity-building, to name a few. Outputs are very important and in no way are they inferior to outcomes; indeed, without outputs, few outcomes would be realized. They simply are a different type of result. 


This was an interesting exercise for the secretariat of Social Watch, as it requested us to think differently about our activities. Our reports, including the secretariat report to this Assembly, are about outputs. But what do those outputs achieve? Here are some examples. The list is certainly not exhaustive and it does not include national level outcomes of the efforts from the Social Watch coalitions. Compiling those might be a worthwhile effort to undertake for our own evaluations.

Outcome 1

The General Assembly of the UN itself, which had no provisions for civil society participation, organizes hearings previous to 2005 World Summit which result in which three NGOs were invited to address the heads of State.

Outcome: Contrary to the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the UN, which regularly consults with accredited NGOs, the General Assembly of the UN does not recognize any right of civil society organizations to address or participate in its proceedings. In November 2004, when the 2005 “World Summit” was starting to be prepared, civil society organizations led by SocialWatch expressed to the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan and to UNDP Administrator Mark Malloch-Brown their concern about being excluded from the Summit, which would be focused on poverty. ( see Annexes 1 and 2) As a result of that expression of concern Ms. Louise Frechette, Deputy Secretary General of the United Nations met with NGOs in January 2005 to discuss these issues. Hearings with civil society organizations were convened by the UN before the Summit and the drafts documents were made available to civil society organizations in time for them to submit their comments. Some of the comments by civil society, in particular by Social Watch, made their way into the report of the UN Secretary General. 

An “outcome of this outcome” is that the comments contributed to Secretary General Kofi Annan proposing that debt sustainability of developing countries be defined in a way that allows them to make the necessary expenditures to achieve the MDGs before paying interest on the external debt and changed the way the UN has since referred to the MDGs as an expression of the most urgent tasks by the international system but not a substitution of the more comprehensive social development agenda developed in the nineties through a series of world conferences.

Those invited to address the heads of state were: Leonor Briones for Social Watch, Guy Rider for the unions and Virginia Vargas for the women organizations.

Significance: Because the World Summit had been organized as a high level meeting of the UN General Assembly, the rules governing it did not allow for civil society participation. (Rules governing UN conferences organized by ECOSOC do contain provisions for civil society participation.) The UN World Summit meeting marked the 10th anniversary of the UN Copenhagen Social Summit, and the UN Beijing Women’s Conference, as well as the halfway point between these events and the target dates set for many social and development goals known as “The Millennium Development Goals”. Many civil society organizations worldwide have knowledge and experience of how the goals have served as incentives, as well as the extent of progress made toward them, hence calls for a heightened level of civil society inclusion in the World Summit.

The meeting convened by the UN Deputy Secretary General (see list of participants in Annex 3) only partially met the objective of gaining a larger space for civil society at the Summit itself. The discussion did, however, lead to involvement of civil society in the substantive discussion of the UN secretary general report, and in shaping hearings with civil society (an unprecedented mechanism) and the UN General Assembly, which took place in June 2005. (see next outcome). Since then the UN GA has convened several hearings with civil society organizations, for example in preparation of the summit on Financing for Development, to be held next December in Doha, Qatar.

Contribution of Social Watch: Social Watch has since 1996 published a yearly report on progress toward the international agreed Millennium Development Goals, and actively advocated for greater space for civil society participation in UN formal and informal dialogues. Social Watch drafted the letter (and organized the sign-on of civil society organizations) to UN Secretary General Kofi Annan that resulted in the 2005 meeting with the Deputy Secretary General 2005. Roberto Bissio, Coordinator of the Social Watch Secretariat, participated in the meeting, and served as a lead strategist for the civil society agenda.

Outcome 2

In 2005, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan redefines Millenium Development Goals as a set of urgent tasks that do not replace the wider development agenda agreed in World conferences during the 1990s.  

Outcome: In his report to the UN General Assembly in preparation for the March 2005 World Summit, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan redefined the way the Millennium Development Goals were perceived by the organization, and from then on the MDGs were no longer perceived as the only objective of the international community but as a set of urgent tasks that do not replace the wider development agenda agreed in the world conferences of the nineties.

Significance: The MDG agenda, focalizing international policies (and aid) in the extremely poor was seen by many civil society organizations as replacing the wider development and social justice agenda (including issues such as gender rights and redistribution of power and income) that was agreed upon by several high level UN conferences during the nineties. By understanding the MDGs as just an expression of the most urgent needs, but not a substitution for other goals and targets, some balance was recovered in the UN agenda.

Contribution of Social Watch: Social Watch was an active participant in the hearings with civil society convened by the General Assembly of the UN as a result of the actions described in the previous outcome, where it was represented by several speakers from all continents. In addition, a paper drafted collectively by the membership of Social Watch “A Civil Society Benchmark for the 5-year Review of the Millennium Declaration” served as the basis for many of the civil society interventions at the hearing.

Further, Roberto Bissio articulated civil society suggestions in a substantial paper (see Annex 4) submitted to the UN secretariat, of which some elements were later included in the UN Secretary General’s report to the General Assembly. The ideas articulated by Bissio in that paper were not all original, of course, but expressed what many NGOs were thinking and proposing at that time.

For example, in his paper, Bissio argues that:

“It can be argued that pursuing an ambitious global governance agenda is a long-term project that fails to meet the urgent needs of people that are desperately poor and hungry today. The MDGs, while certainly not a summary of all of the UN conferences of the nineties and definitely not a substitute for them, can legitimately claim to be an expression of the most urgent needs.”

The UN Secretary General’s report to the summit, titles “In larger Freedom” reformulates the way the MDGs are seen as a mandate by the UN Secretariat in the following way:

“29. The Millennium Development Goals (.. ) reflect an urgent and globally shared and endorsed set of priorities that we need to address at the September 2005 summit. (...) 

30. At the same time, we need to see the Millennium Development Goals as part of an even larger development agenda. (...)They do not directly encompass some of the broader issues covered by the conferences of the 1990s, nor do they address the particular needs of middle-income developing countries or the questions of growing inequality and the wider dimensions of human development (...)” 


Outcome 3

In 2000, the responsibilities of developed countries regarding MDGs, encapsulated in “Goal 8” is included in the UN draft list of MDG responsibilities, enlarging the original list drafted by the OECD which had excluded any commitment by industrialized countries

Outcome: The United Nations secretariat, in compiling the list of Millennium Development Goals after the Millennium Summit in September 2000, added to the list of targets to be met by developing countries an eighth goal on “global partnerships” outlining the responsibilities of developed countries. Since then it had been demanded by civil society and developing countries that rich countries and in particular the G8 should meet their commitments or (at least partially) share the blame for not accomplishing the MDGs.

Significance: The Millennium Development Goals are a summary formulation of the widest international consensus around the objective of development policies. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has highlighted that “the MDGs set time-bound targets, by which progress can be measured.” By including a goal where specific responsibilities of developed countries are articulated (such as increasing aid and creating a global trade system favourable to developing countries) the MDGs reintroduced some balance in  the international debate, which until then pointed only to the need of developing countries to democratize, privatize and open up their economies. 

Contribution of Social Watch: In June 2000, during the Special Session of the General Assembly in Geneva on the review of the Social Summit, the UN secretariat, the IMF, the World Bank and OECD launched a common report titled “Better World for All”, which summarized development goals agreed by the international community in previous UN conferences and added a new one on extreme poverty: “reduce by half the proportion of people living under $1 a day by 2015” (which had been agreed by OECD countries but not by the UN). Social Watch organized a fast reply, convened a press conference by civil society organizations in which the "Better World for All" report was nicknamed “Bretton Woods for All” and participated in a public debate with the institutions endorsing the report. The point was made that the underlying assumption of the BWfA report was that to achieve the goals developing countries had to follow the World Bank-IMF recipes of privatization, liberalization and opening up of trade, investment and capital flows, without any corresponding commitment from donors and creditors grouped in the OECD.

John Langmore, former director of the United Nations Division for Social Development commented in a public meeting that “the Social Watch network literally killed the “Better World for All report”.

As a result of the critique by Social Watch, the “BWfor All” report, which was announced as a yearly publication, was never published again, developing countries refused to endorse the report during the session in Geneva and later in the year, when the Millennium Summit issued a Millennium Declaration in September, a Goal 8 was added to the list of what became the MDGs, which in all other aspects is the same list of targets announced in June.

It is clear for many UN observers that Goal 8 would not have been included in the list by the end of the year if it had not been for the energetic reaction against the BWforA report in June.

Outcome 4

In  September 2008, the High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness that took place in Accra, Ghana, organized by the OECD and the World Bank, includes in its outcome document (called Accra Action Agenda) promises to change the definition of “ownership”, to revise conditionalities and to better involve parliaments and civil society organizations in the aid process.

Outcome: Pressed by growing criticism about ignoring the demands and rights of developing countries, the High Level Forum on Aid Effectivenes that took place in Accra, Ghana, in September 2008, organized by the OECD and the World Bank, included in its outcome document (called Accra Action Agenda) some demands of “partner countries” that had been ignored by the “Paris Declaration” (approved by a similar ministerial forum in Paris, 2005). 

Significance: Briefly explain why the outcome is important. The challenge is to contextualise the outcome so that a reader who does not have country and topical expertise will be able to appreciate why this outcome is significant.

The Paris Declaration and the AAA are perceived as expression of the highest international consensus on aid policies, even when they do not emanate from a formal negotiating process (such as that of the UN). The results of the high level fora on aid effectiveness not only have a moral prescriptive role over the aid policies of donors, members of the OECD, but it is also the programmatic basis around which bilateral donors coordinate they policies on the ground between themselves and with the World Bank and other multilaterals. 

Contribution of Social Watch: The OECD policies on "aid effectiveness" were challenged by Social Watch as a potential threat to the Right to Development. As a result developing countries and civil society organizations demanded changes in the Accra Action Agenda (September, 2008) introducing explicit references to human rights, gender rights and “democratic ownership”.

Civil society participation in the “aid effectiveness” process was largely confined within the strict limits imposed by the OECD. By working “from the outside” Social Watch managed to raise awareness of the dangers of a purely donor-driven process among civil society and developing country governments, which in turn resulted in an influence over the AAA itself.

In February 2008, Roberto Bissio submitted a paper (see annex 5) to the experts groups on the right to development of the UN Council on Human Rights showing how the “aid effectiveness” process was in practice resulting in additional conditionalities and reduced policy space of developing countries, in turn undermining democracy in them. Similar criticism was later raised by Social Watch representatives in the Development Cooperation Forum of the ECOSOC. While some of the points of view had been expressed before by civil society organizations “inside” the OECD preparation process towards Accra, only when they were brought “outside” could they gain political clout.

Jash Tandon, head of the intergovernmental South Center, based in Geneva, wrote that “Roberto Bissio of “Social Watch” wrote the most critical assessment so far; and he did so on assignment from the UN Human Rights Council’s High-Level Task Force on the Implementation of the Right to Development. Lack of adequate UN involvement is only one serious problem . Others include dubious criteria for measuring performance, governance and related issues”.

Aeneas Chuma, in his farewell speech as UN resident coordinator in Zambia extensively quoted Bissio’s paper (see annex 6). His speech became, in turn, a source of inspiration for developing country delegates in Accra demanding a drastic change in the way conditionalities are formulated in the aid process.

Outcome 5

On September 11 2009, the United Nations ad-hoc working group on the economic and financial crisis met for the first time, inaugurating a new era in global governance

Description: The UN had been excluded from economic and financial issues since 1982, when Ronald Reagan ended the UN-sponsored North-South dialogue in Cancun. Those issues had been confined to the World Bank-IMF or to the G8 and more recently G20, where developing countries (an absolute majority of the world population and countries) are a small minority or are completely excluded.

After having systematically vetoed during almost three decades any resolutions giving the United Nations a say in global finances and the economy, developed countries agreed to a consensus document (in the case of the US with reservations formulated as “vote explanations”, which do not block the outcome) in June 2009 during the UN High Level Conference of the Financial and Economic Crises and its Impact on Developing Countries. Contrary to the prediction that there would be no outcome or that a G192 document would be a watered down version of what the G20 had previously agreed, the “G192 consensus” goes beyond any previous international agreement in blaming the crisis explicitly on the countries and policies that originated it, suggesting that a debt standstill mechanism for countries in default could be needed and creating an institutional mechanism -the ad hoc working group- to further elaborate an ambitious anti-crisis and economic reform agenda, including a call to introduce gender analysis in anti-crisis policies and to open up to gender and regional diversity the selection of the new heads of the International Finance Institutions..   

Significance: Since the end of the North-South dialogue promoted by the “Willy Brandt Commission” in 1982, the Washington Consensus has been the “single party line” in development policies and developing countries have been excluded from global financial and economic governance. While the G20 has been hailed by many as a widening of the obsolete G8 to incorporate some key Southern players, it still excludes a majority of countries and, lacking any discernible governance mechanisms, procedures to reach decisions or even a secretariat, it is felt to be “not transparent and manipulative” (as described to the author by a Southern Central Bank governor). The voice and vote of developing countries is a precondition (but certainly not a guarantee) for any meaningful defense of the interests of the poor people in those countries. Yet, the United Nations, which has the legitimacy and transparency required to become a global governance institution has been dismissed from that role with the argument that it was inefficient and unable to reach decisions. The “G192 consensus” process started with the creation of the “Stiglitz Commission” in September 2008 to provide the president of the UN General Assembly with high level advise on the crisis and then continued with the Doha Summit on Financing for development (December, 2008) that in turn convened the June High Level Conference at the UN. This new consensus legitimizes gender analysis, introduces a notion of environmental limits to the economy and clearly identifies the poor in general and the poor in poor countries (and women in particular) as the most affected by a crisis they had no responsibility in creating. It thus paves the way for their interests not to be further ignored in the shaping of anti-crisis policies.

Contribution of Social Watch: Social Watch reaffirmed in its Sophia Assembly (2006) a strategy that has the United Nations as the main institutional focus, with an aim of strengthening it as a key piece in global macro'economic governance. Thus, Social Watch participated actively in the hearings and other activities towards the Doha Summit, it led a campaign aimed at promoting high level participation in that event and at isolating the blockading attempts characterizing them as the last steps of the “lame duck” Bush presidency. Social Watch also contributed with written and verbal inputs to shape the substance of the Stiglitz Commission recommendations and it held a “Peoples' Voices” event in New York , on the eve of the HLC in June, where local social movements (of NYC and of the US) affected by the crises shared experiences with international civil society. 

Outcome 6

Singapore government is forced to revise decision not to allow civil society activists to enter the country during the World Bank-IMF assembly in 2006.

Description: On the eve of the World Bank-IMF yearly common “assembly of governors” (the annual world gathering of finance ministers and heads of central banks) in 2006, the Singapore government announced that 26 civil society activists formally accredited to attend the meeting would not be allowed in the country for security reasons, implicitly equating them with dangerous terrorists. The protest from civil society organizations gained mainstream media attention, the heads of the IFIs had to personally address the situation with the Singaporean prime minister and as a result for the first time the government of Singapore reviewed a human rights-related decision under public opinion pressure. Additionally, the World Bank and IMF started a review process of their own relations with civil society organisations. (CSOs).

Significance: Singapore is known as one of the most authoritarian regimes in the world, with enormous restrictions to the voicing of divergent opinions or the organization of any opposition. Thus, the civil society events parallel to the annual meetings of the World Bank and IMF were organized in the neighboring Indonesian city of Bataam. Several civil society activists arriving to Singapore with proper visas in order to reach Bataam via ferry were deported. Further, the Singapore government announced that 26 civil society participants to the World Bank-IMF own “civil society forum” would not be allowed to enter the country, even when their accreditations had been properly screened beforehand by the World Bank-IMF and by their own country governments. The Singapore government was known for its stubbornness in not changing decisions once made, rejecting any international pressure, as in the case of Australian surfers hanged for possession of minor doses of marihuana or an American kid pùblicly canned for scratching a parked car. Thus, the last minute reduction of the list from 26 to 5 and finally to zero was commented in the local press and blogs as a proof that human rights campaigning could indeed bring some results and it encouraged opposition to organize the first street demonstration in decades (rapidly disbanded).

Contribution of Social Watch: When alerted of the situation the few NGOs present in Singapore decided to raise the issue during the “townhall meeting” of World Bank president Paul Wolfowitz and IMF managing director Rodrigo Rato with civil society and the press. The Global Campaign Against Poverty (GCAP) “no voice” masks were used as a protest on the banning of key civil society participants (and not just as a reminder of the need to increase developing country voice in the board of the IFIs) and Roberto Bissio from Social Watch and TWN-Latin America was appointed as spokeperson. The argument was raised that the integrity of the whole international system was at risk of properly accredited participants were banned from entering by the host country. The US cannot ban Cubans or Iranians from entering a UN conference, nor can the Arab countries ban Israeli delegates. The conference should have been suspended because of the breach of the host country agreement and of international practice. When Wolfowitz and Rato “explained” that “we did all we could”, which included personally addressing the issue with the Prime Minister and that “you are right but we can not stop the conference at this stage”, Bissio led the NGOs to walk out of the room. The incident was televised and prominently reported by mainstream media, including Washington Post, AP and Financial Times. That same afternoon the Singaporean government announced the reduction and later dismissal of the black list.

Since Rato and Wolfowitz had already stated that they had tried to convince the Prime Minister that “he's shooting himself in the foot” --according to Wolfowitz's public townhall intervention-- the CSO action and its media repercussion were widely seen as the only new action that could have made the government change its mind. On top of its potential to inspire and stimulate democratic campaigning in Singapore, the action dramatically showed that civil society participants in World Bank-IMF meetings lack any rights comparable to those enjoyed by NGOs in UN conferences, a malaise that led the IFIs to promise a revision.

Outcome 7

On 14 September 2009, French President Nicolas Sarkozy presided over the launch of the report of the Commission on Measuring Economic Performance and Social Progress and committed himself to bring to the EU and to the G20 its recommendation that Gross National Product be substituted as key economic indicator in favour of measures that take the environment and equity into account.

Description: The report was launched by French president himself at the Sorbonne and it is backed by two Nobel prize winners: Amartya Sen and Joseph Stiglitz and by the president of the Observatoire Français de Conjoctures Economiques (OFCE) Jean-Paul Fitoussi, which gives the 300 pages report high academic and political value. A process is now open where the EU and later the World Bank and the UN will have to determine which new indicators are measured and followed regularly and how to do it.

Significance:  GDP (Gross Domestic Product) or GNP (gross national product) is the major and frequently only indicator of economic success. It is used to classify countries (poor, rich, middle income) and its growth is the only factor characterizing, for example, the beginning and end of recession. By promoting a new standard to measure wellbeing (of the economy, of people, of a nation), new policies are made possible that do not only emphasize growth but also care for other values, like environmental preservation or the achievement of equity (between people, between genders, between generations).

Contribution of Social Watch:  The shortcomings of GNP-GDP are well known. The UNDP started twenty years ago to promote the Human Development Index (where Amartya Sen was one of the contributors to its development) as a better alternative. But the HDI still relies heavily on income as one of its components. Social Watch has criticized GDP and the GDP-derived $1 a day poverty line as conceptually weak and leading to the wrong anti-poverty policies. Social Watch developed its own Gender Equity Index and Basic Capabilities Index to show that a GDP only or GDP-based indicator is not necessary and that alternative indicators can be built. In that way, Social Watch contributed to the debate that now gets a major push with the launch of the new report. 
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