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Welcome!

This guidance, and associated Portfolio Document template, is the result of an ongoing
transformation captured in the current UNDP Strategic Plan 2022-2025:

“UNDP will look beyond sectoral challenges for opportunities for transformative change. A portfolio
approach means understanding issues from a systems perspective, leveraging linkages across
interventions to achieve broader goals. This requires a different risk appetite, prepared to explore
innovative options”.

With this ambition in mind, UNDP’s Strategic Plan calls for a portfolio way of working built on

a system’s approach, leveraging linkages across interventions to achieve transformative change.

Guidance to help prepare a systems portfolio document.

This document provides guidance to help prepare a UNDP Portfolio Document. More resources
to support the initiation and design of a portfolio can be found in the “Portfolio Approach

Source Board” here).

A new instrument, complementing existing ones.

This new instrument adds to the array of existing UNDP development instruments. Each one is
designed for a specific purpose and care must be taken in choosing the appropriate instrument
for the challenge type being addressed. Projects are an effective modality for more bound and
familiar challenges; portfolios are better suited for more complex systems challenges. Some
key difference, between project and portfolio modality, are listed in the policy on portfolios.

A new instrument in an existing environment.

We took a lot of care to ensure portfolio compatibility with the current regulatory environment.
Running a successful portfolio will also require a lot of care in enabling a cross functional, team-
based way of working within country and regional offices. This might mean a little extra effort
in working across programme and project logics of work, to enable a new way of working.
Portfolio results for example, may also require a bit of extra work to package them to meet
corporate reporting requirements. We are confident, however, that the benefits afforded by such
a strategic instrument will offset these efforts.

An evolving instrument, shaped by growing field experience.

This systems portfolio tool was created in response to the new Strategic Plan, based on the
growing field experience and feedback from Country Offices. It is the fruit of the active
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collaboration between Country Office, Regional, HQ teams, and support staff teams across the
organization to better understand what works. It is also UNDP’s first attempt to build a systems
level portfolio modality. A modality that goes beyond ideas of project aggregation, to address
the underpinning logics of complexity and systems challenges There is no off-the-shelf solution
to a systems approach to development. This is a challenge of continual improvement and

investment in new organizational capabilities to generate new know-how.

We welcome feedback on how to help improve the document and its guidance.

BPPS Effectiveness Group (EfG) & Strategic Innovation Unit (SIU)



Notes on linking existing projects to a portfolio.

Portfolios are not a tool to aggregate projects, but instead, are an instrument to address system

challenges.

There are different pathways to building a portfolio. Ideally, portfolios would be built from

scratch, starting with a clear sense of direction and organizing principles.

However, in some cases there may be multiple existing projects in a Country Office that might

benefit from being reframed in the context of a portfolio. There are mainly two alternatives:

Existing projects form the basis of a portfolio

This option is used when there is a clear synergy between existing projects (for example;
projects are contributing to the same CPD/ RPD Outcome, have the same IP, SP Outputs
and Outcomes) that can become the foundation of a new portfolio.

An existing portfolio benefits from an existing project

This option is used when an existing portfolio would benefit from the synergies afforded
by an existing project.

Steps in transitioning projects into a portfolio

1.

Make sure you have engaged in the UNDP Portfolio Primer process before making any

project related transition decisions (link to come soon). Use that process as a basis to

make a strategic decision about projects and portfolios.

Explore with great consideration what projects might be portfolio-relevant, which ones
are not, and which ones require changes. Remember that a portfolio is a systems

transformation instrument, not a project aggregator.

Ensure that any project that is integrated into a portfolio is aligned with this portfolio
guidance. This means that all projects:

Are aligned and integrated to the portfolio Theory of Change
- Share a common portfolio Results Framework

- Areintegrated into an updated multi-year work plan approved by the respective
implementing partner(s)

- Have secure agreements from the implementing partners on convening a
portfolio board and the Portfolio Shared Results Committee (PSRC).
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How to use this guidance
This guidance is the companion to the Portfolio template. We suggest you read through this
entire guidance before starting work on the Portfolio template.
Five easy steps
1. Review this guidance

2. Use the guidance to work through the template sections 0-7 to generate a portfolio

document that meets your needs.
3. Provide portfolio details replacing all pink text prompts.

4. When the document is final, “select all” in your text processing program and change the

document text color to black.

5. Use the checklist provided at the end of this guidance to make sure you've included

everything.

We hope that this guidance helps you prepare a document that defines the standards and
criteria for a successful portfolio document. The template is provided to help facilitate the
process. It includes sections for Country Offices and Regional/Global Programmes to fill out

with tight text limits to focus on the essential, based on the idea that format drives content.

Questions? Contact the secretariat of the Portfolio Acceleration Committee (PAC) — BPPS’

Strategic Innovation Unit & Effectiveness Group.



Key terms

In this document we use the following terms as defined below.

- Systems approach is an approach to complexity, based on the dynamic, emergent and
interconnected nature of many of today’s most vexing development challenges.

- Sense making [protocol] is a process that enables teams to reflect on their current
portfolio, intending to assess coherence, identify synergies & generate new
interventions, and maximize and speed up impact and effectiveness of their work.

- Adaptive management is a process of evolving strategy, work, and resourcing in an

adaptive and real time manner, as context and learnings evolve.

- Discovery is the process of uncovering something that was previously unknown or

unseen.

Key concepts

What is a portfolio?

A UNDP portfolio is a set of interconnected interventions that work together to deliver
strategic development impact. It is designed, managed, monitored, and evaluated under

a single, integrated, and dynamic operational framework.

What is not a portfolio?

A collection or thematic aggregation of projects is not a portfolio’. Projects do not add up
to a portfolio if there is no collective systems transformation objective nor clear
underpinning systems synergies that shape and integrate efforts across all projects.

What advantages does a portfolio bring?

Portfolios are designed for system level challenges, leveraging intersectionality. They
work towards impact at a high level and contribute to one or more United Nations
Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF)/Country Programme
Document (CPD) outcomes, Regional Programme Document (RPD) outcomes or the
Strategic Plan. Organizationally, a portfolio can house multiple implementing partners
under a single portfolio board thereby reducing the transaction costs on developing
multiple project documents. Portfolios are not classified as NIM or DIM as some Multi-

1 Some may have experienced working under an old UNDP portfolio modality outlined in the Formulate Programme and Projects
document dated 5/6/2018. This portfolio approach has significantly evolved and has been further strengthened in the new policy
and this guidance.



year work plans under a portfolio may be nationally implemented while others could be
implemented by UNDP.

Why are portfolios relevant to development?
Today’s large-scale development challenges require adaptable mechanisms that can
create synergies across different kinds of interventions to deliver large-scale

transformation. This is what a portfolio is designed to help achieve.
At what level does a portfolio operate in a UNDP?

At the country level

1. Portfolio’s intended results sit between CPD outputs and CPD outcomes Portfolio
delivers across multiple CPD outputs under multiple CPD outcomes.
2. Portfolio delivers across multiple CPD outputs under a single CPD outcome.

Portfolio delivers a new CPD output under UNSDCF outcomes.

At the regional level

4. Portfolio delivers results across multiple RPD outputs under single of multiple RPD

outcomes

At the global level

5. Portfolio delivers results across multiple SP outputs under single or multiple SP

outcomes



Key abbreviations

CPD Country Programme Document

CSO Civil Society Organizations

DIM Direct Implementation Modality

EfG Effectiveness Group

ERM Enterprise Risk Management

HQ Headquarters

IGO Intergovernmental Organizations

IP Implementing Partner

M&E Monitoring and Evaluation

MEL Monitoring, Evaluating, and Learning
NGO Non-Governmental Organization
NIM National Implementation Modality
POPP Programme and Operations Policies and Procedures
PSRC Portfolio Shared Results Committee
RBB Results Based Budgeting

RBM Results Based Management

RPD Regional Programme Document

RF Results Framework

SIU Strategic Innovation Unit

SSC/TrC South-South and Triangular Cooperation
ToC Theory of Change

TOR Terms of Reference

UNSDCF United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework
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0. Summary

This section in the portfolio document helps provide an executive snapshot of the portfolio. It
highlights key aspects such as portfolio outcomes, total resources required, strategic partners,
and signatories to the portfolio document.

Tip
- Leave this section of the template to last, once you've refined all other sections. This will
ensure that the summary is coherent with the agreement details.
- Implementing Partners (IP) may be added as the portfolio is implemented.
- IPs may also exit the portfolio as the portfolio is implemented, as long as they have
satisfactorily delivered the results they were accountable for.
FAQ

Who signs what?
The portfolio document is approved by the LPAC. UNDP and the Implementing Partners ( see
policy on Select Implementing Partner (IP)) sign the portfolio document. Signature/approval of
the IP is secured as per the policy on Appraise and Approve.



1. Theory of Change

Tip

FAQ

This section in the portfolio document presents the justification, the hypothesis, and
underlying logic of portfolio design and outlines what UNDP with partners will do to

address the development challenge.

Review the Strategic Innovation Unit’s Portfolio Primer (link)

Remember that your understanding of the challenge will evolve over time and that
your analysis and ideas will need to be updated as you learn.

A robust Theory of Change (ToC) is built through different kinds of activities and
inputs, from participatory and critical discourse to ethnographic fieldwork, to data

and political economy analysis.

A good ToC is more like investigative journalism than a peer-reviewed journal

contribution.

How is a portfolio Theory of Change different from a project one?

The key difference lies in the level of complexity these instruments are designed to
address. Projects are well suited for bounded and familiar challenges. They tend to
benefit from a ToC built on linear causality, identifying a predictable pathway toward a
desired output. A portfolio, however, is designed to address complex, systems-
challenges where change is emergent and dynamic, defying linear causality or
predictability. In other words, a portfolio ToC focuses more on “discovering” successful
pathways, rather than following a predetermined, singular pathway.

Do I need to run a separate ToC process?
No. The ToC emerges as an integral part of the portfolio design process. Look to your
Strategic Report for relevant elements to include in the portfolio document template.

What is the role of a ToC in operating a successful portfolio?

A ToC is a description of the underlying hypothesis and the dynamics through which
we intend to trigger change in a particular context. It also provides an initial baseline for
the team and evaluators to understand its analytical and propositional underpinnings.
The ToC should be revisited regularly as learnings emerge and should be thought of as a
living document that captures the “how” of change and adjustments made along the

way.
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Key steps & elements
The following steps happen during the portfolio design phase.

1. Explore: Review the country programme’s Theory of Change (ToC) which is derived
under its United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCEF),
the central UN-wide planning tool at the country level. This provides the framework
within which to position the portfolio.

2. Initiate: Launch a portfolio design process. This is an opportunity to build a shared
understanding of the challenge-space and begin to define the opportunity for change
and UNDP’s role in unlocking it. A portfolio can be designed under the approved and
current Country Programme Document (CPD), or in anticipation and support of the
design of a new one.

3. Expand: Use the Strategic Report (link) generated by the portfolio design process to
shape a working narrative for change with key questions. Socialize these ideas within
the office and among partners to further hone in on critical insights. Expand your
engagement to include donors, partners, stakeholders, beneficiaries, and possible
“unusual’ partners.

4. Examine: Augment your thinking by digging deeper, structuring your developing
hypothesis. Articulate the intent, narrative and urgency for change; the political and
economic risks and opportunities; where and how to start shifting the system; risks and
assumptions to monitor; and other critical elements underpinning the portfolio.

5. Construct: Build an expanded ToC that brings together your analysis, propositions, and

assumptions. Use this to help prepare your portfolio document template.

The following step happens regularly throughout the operationalization of the portfolio.
6. Revisit: Explore the ToC during each of the portfolio’s sense-making sessions. Monitor
how the system is reacting to the interventions and revisit assumptions and concepts.
Need-be update your ToC to reflect learnings. Document evolutions to help uphold the

portfolio course of action to the team, board, partners, stakeholders, and evaluators.

When preparing your Portfolio Document, provide the following;:

1.0 Summary

This is the high-level narrative for change- what is the challenge, what is the opportunity; and
how might UNDP contribute to trigger change? It is divided into the following three discrete
parts that work together to provide a comprehensive summary. In the spirit of format-drives-

content, each section has a tight character limit to help focus descriptions to the most critical
highlights.

1.1 Development Challenge (500 character limit)
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Describe the development challenge that the portfolio seeks to address, and how it applies to

national/regional/global development priorities of all participating countries, as applicable.

1.2

Why does this issue matter? How does it affect people?, communities, and the
environment?

What are the social, institutional, technological, political, cultural, economic, and
environmental factors shaping this challenge?

What are potential underlying shifts that might enable broader change?

What are the risks and opportunities of the challenge?

Why now, what is the urgency of change and window of opportunity?

Description of Direction of Change (500 character limit)

The central element of the ToC is to articulate how the portfolio might contribute to delivering

transformative change. Consider:

What does success look like? What does it look like in the next 6 months vs in 5 years?
What underlying shifts would achieving the portfolio’s intent entail? Use both
quantitative and qualitative descriptors of what you think change will look like.

What are the possible unintended (positive and negative) consequences of the portfolio?
What kind of change does this imply for key elements of the system (legislation,
capacities, structures, value chains, policy, etc.)?

What kinds of partnerships and collaborations might change entail? What are other
actors doing? Look at unusual actors to expand your horizon.

Remember that change can be highly unpredictable. Build a ToC that allows for the
discovery of multiple change-pathways.

What assumptions have been made in thinking about enabling change?

Where and how might the portfolio start working?

Given this, where, or on what issues will you need to build momentum around to help support

a shift towards change? This will help you design your portfolio results framework.

1.3

UNDP portfolio contribution (500 character limit)

Describe UNDP’s role and contribution via the portfolio in the two subsections below. How will

UNDP contribute to this change? Given this, consider what are some key learning questions to

pursue? This will help you design your portfolio results framework.

Briefly describe the portfolio's unique contribution to the challenge. Consider how the

portfolio might contribute to improving on a challenge-area. How is UNDP’s

contribution complementary (or adds value) to other initiatives in the same problem

2 taking into consideration the Leave No One Behind (LNOB) principle



space? Note that a portfolio might also contribute to addressing a challenge in ways that
CPD has not identified.

- Briefly describe the portfolio’s contribution to the UNSDCF/CPD. Describe how the
portfolio will contribute to the CPD outcomes, and if not within CPD, how it

contributes to UNSDCF outcomes. What are the major risks and assumptions that

need to be carefully monitored?

Remember that you will be continually revisiting and improving your ToC as portfolio
Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) helps you discover new evidence, ideas, and

opportunities for change.

Annex 8 Extended Theory of Change (optional)
You can annex your extended ToC to the portfolio document

+++

For more guidance

TOC guidance: ToC in Complex Settings (applicable to projects, portfolios, programmes)
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2. Portfolio Results Framework

This section in the portfolio document defines the portfolio’s expected results and how they

help achieve Country Programme Document (CPD) outcomes/outputs.

Tips

- The results framework is a go-to document that's useful in reminding everyone of the
portfolio's objectives.

- Theresults framework is a derivative of your Theory of Change, so keep those two
documents coupled.

- Results are also about co-defining with partners and stakeholders the ambition level of a
portfolio.

- Remember, a results framework is also an instrument that helps feed into corporate
reporting. Given that this is a new instrument, be prepared to help bridge portfolio
results and existing corporate result reporting requirements.

FAQ
How does a portfolio results framework differ from a project one?
There are 4 key differences.
- Firstly, a portfolio results framework operates at a higher level looking for total
results generated by all interventions in a portfolio.
- Secondly, a portfolio results framework is built around three suggested categories:

systems change, portfolio momentum, and portfolio learning.

- Thirdly, there are no predetermined, annual results targets for the full duration of
the portfolio, as the pathway to systems change is neither predictable nor linear.
Targets will be set on an annual basis and approved by the portfolio board, for each
subsequent 12 month period of work.

- Fourthly, any adjustments to the targets during the year will be discussed and
agreed at the PSRC.

Key steps & elements

1. Explore your Theory of Change (ToC). What are the outputs that you are working
towards? What are the categories of output and the intermediate changes that you
would expect to unlock?

2. Talk to partners and stakeholders. Share your ToC and your thinking about results.
Explore each other’s ideas and interests and build convergence.

3. Design a Results Framework. This defines the kinds of outputs that the portfolio seeks
to achieve. It is a critical instrument that helps the portfolio team, donors, and

stakeholders keep track of what they are working towards and what matters.



4. Use your Results Framework regularly to activate learnings. Are you moving in the
right direction? Use this in conjunctions with your Monitoring, Evaluation,
Accountability and Learning processes (see the next section, section 4).

5. Revisit your Results Framework when your ToC changes.

Corporate reporting

The CO will need to ensure that there is alignment between portfolio & corporate reporting
structures. Any additional resources needed to ensure this alignment should be accounted for in
terms of staff resourcing at the onset of the portfolio initiation process.

It is important to remember that portfolios are positioned at the level of CPD/RPD
outcomes/outputs and corporate reporting (ROAR) is against CPD/RPD/SP outcomes/outputs.
As such the two are well aligned.

Reporting should happen at least once a year against the agreed portfolio results framework.
All IPs will provide inputs to the report based on the MEL protocols to be consolidated by the

Portfolio Manager.
When preparing your Portfolio Document, provide the following;:

Results Framework

The Results Framework template has a general hierarchical organization to it.

The top portion relates to the overarching portfolio objective. What is it working to achieve?
And connecting that explicitly to UNDP’s in-country mission. How is the portfolio contributing
to the Country Programme Document (CPD)/RPD/SP?

The bottom half of the framework is divided into three output categories. These too, broadly
suggest a sequence (from bottom to top): “Portfolio Learnings” helps build “Portfolio

Momentum” helps unlock “Systems Change”.

Portfolio Intent? (100 character limit)

Describe the change the portfolio is working towards. This is the “north star” for all the

portfolio’s decisions and activities. As you iteratively design and implement the work of
the portfolio, a better understanding of how to improve all aspects of the portfolio will
emerge. Combined, these learnings and adaptations continually work to improve the

alignment of efforts to ensure the portfolio meets its objective.

Portfolio Contribution to CPD/RPD/SP (500 character limit)
The Country Program Document (CPD) is the link between the Country Office effort and

the national priority efforts. As a derivative of the United Nations Sustainable

Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCEF), all connections to the CPD are

3 in line with Portfolio Initiation Framework process
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automatically connected to the UNSDCEF. Describe how the portfolio contributes to CPD

outcomes. You can describe this in narrative form (leveraging the ToC “UNDP portfolio

contribution” description) and/or reference links to existing CPD output descriptions.

For Regional Portfolios: Skip “portfolio contribution to CPD”

Make sure to

1. Identify the level at which the portfolio intends to operate (vis-a-vis CPD outputs and

outcomes). At the country level they are:

Portfolio’s intended results sit between CPD outputs and CPD outcomes.
Portfolio delivers across multiple CPD outputs under multiple CPD outcomes.
Portfolio delivers across multiple CPD outputs under one CPD outcome.
Portfolio delivers a new CPD output within the UNSDCF

2. Corroborate the narrative with key quantitative data and evidence where possible.

Consider using a Strategic Plan Output Statement/ Indicator to help describe the

immediate outcome.

As the portfolio work evolves, it is possible that new and unexpected portfolio

contributions emerge. As such, it is important to update the contributions the portfolio is

making in meeting the UNSDCF/CPD objectives constantly.

Portfolio Results

It is suggested that a Results Framework is designed around one output statement (System

Change) and two (Portfolio Momentum and Learnings) results categories.

It is important to note that IPs are accountable for designated System Change outputs (or shifts)

and in doing so carry out activities that contribute to portfolio momentum and learnings.

The Results Framework needs to consider the current UNDP results architecture and leverage

UNDP”’s Strategic Plan output indicators when possible. Clearly, discussions with partners and

stakeholders will help shape the final structure and categories, but for this guidance, we suggest

portfolios consider the following three categories:

1. System Change

It's difficult to measure large-scale change. There is rarely a direct, simple correlation

between actions in a portfolio and changes in the world. More importantly, the broader

change that a portfolio seeks to unlock may come with a delay. But what a portfolio can

focus on is in observing changes in the underlying dynamics of a challenge. What are

three shifts in a portfolio’s challenge that would help speed up change? Perhaps these



might be a change in policy, a change in business practices, or a change in budgeting?
As key shifts, they are not the long term change the portfolio aspires to, but the
intermediate and critical shifts that help unlock new opportunities towards broader

change. You can find these shifts in your ToC and transpose them directly here.

Output statement (Shifts):
Identify and name the shifts that the portfolio is working towards. These
are shifts that the ToC has identified as potentially central to unlocking
change.

Indicator: Identify multiple potentially useful indicators* to help monitor and
evaluate progress in the specific area. We suggest taking an Iceberg

approach to layering multiple indicators. See guidance on Iceberg here.

Baseline: Identify the selected indicator’s current data points.

End Target: Identify the target that the portfolio aspires to reach at the end of the
portfolio. It is set at the beginning of the portfolio and revisited during

board meetings based on portfolio learning and adaptation.

Annual Targets:
Leverage your sensemaking session (see MEL section) to help inform the
trajectory of the portfolio. Use this to help the IP make an informed
choices as it sets its annual targets aligned with the agreed multi-year

work plan. These targets are approved by the portfolio board.
Narrative vs KPI

You can also choose to capture system change through a more comprehensive narrative

(rather than indicators) as long as long as that narrative is rooted in robust evidence

2. Portfolio Momentum

This category of results is generated from the aggregate of IP activities.

Large-scale system transformation does not happen overnight, it happens gradually
through a buildup or momentum. But momentum is fickle. Akin to the calm before the

storm, it is hard to measure but an inescapable sign of change to come. Especially in the

4

UNDP publishes its project information (indicators, baselines, targets and results) to meet the International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) standards. Make sure that indicators are

S.M.AR.T. (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant and Time-bound), provide accurate baselines and targets underpinned by reliable evidence and data, and avoid acronyms so that external
audiences clearly understand the results of the project.



early days of a portfolio, the capacity to generate momentum is a critical indicator of the

potential for change that you might generate. This might be visible in growing social

chatter, media attention, political will, partner’s interest, or resource mobilization.

Positive, growing momentum can lead to critical tipping points that unlock the

dynamics of change. What are a few critical dynamics you want to keep a close pulse

on? Include those in the Results Framework.

Result area:

Indicator:

Baseline:

Identify and name the type of momentum that might be critical to the
long-term success of the portfolio. Consider tracking momentum in

Political, Social, and Investments categories.

Identify potentially useful indicators to help monitor and evaluate
progress in these specific areas.

Momentum indicators and target examples could include the following
example:

Relevant political momentum
(could be further divided into Global, Regional, National, and Local)
- Source: Independent analysis of government speeches, Op-eds,
policies, reports, appointm