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Introduction
ES1

FAO’s knowledge products and services, such as publications, databases, networks and
learning resources, are core elements to fulfil the Organisation’s mandate to “collect,
analyse, interpret and disseminate information relating to nutrition, food and agriculture”.
In 2014-15, the Office of Evaluation (OED) evaluated the contributions made by FAO’s
knowledge products and services to sustainable food and agricultural development
in response to a request by the FAO Programme Committee with the aim of providing
evidence-base recommendations for making FAO’s knowledge-related work more relevant
and useful.

ES2

The evaluation assessed the relevance, efficiency and effectiveness of FAO’s knowledge
products and services, including quality assurance and dissemination processes. The
latter are key elements in the new strategic framework and within the remit of FAO’s new
objectives 6 (technical quality, knowledge and services) and 8 (outreach). It was undertaken
in a consultative manner, and guided by seven evaluation questions. The evaluation met
with almost 400 stakeholders; reviewed about 300 documents; assembled an inventory
of over 600 FAO’s publications, 70 databases, 120 networks and 70 learning resources;
surveyed over 100 staff members and 3 000 known users; carried out a meta-analysis of
over 50 evaluations and selected cybermetric analyses; and consulted all FAO member
countries as well as a sample of core clients in thirteen members.

Main findings
ES3

The main findings of the evaluation are presented below, grouped by evaluation question.

1.

Are FAO’s knowledge products and services consistent with the
Organization’s goals and based on expressed needs or mandates from the
Member Countries?

ES4

FAO knowledge products and services are largely consistent with the Organization’s
mandate. There is however limited involvement of users and potential partners at the
design stage, especially from key target groups such as national governments. More
consistent involvement of such users and partners would further enhance the relevance of
FAO knowledge products and services.

2.

Are FAO’s knowledge products and services adequate, in view of the context,
needs or problems to which they are intended to respond?

ES5

Most FAO knowledge products and services are frequently accessed and read, but some
need to increase their visibility and accessibility, especially in terms of language coverage
and online access. Furthermore, some knowledge products and services should be better
designed and more user-oriented in order to enhance their utility.

3.

How well does FAO ensure the technical excellence and quality of its
knowledge products and services?

ES6

FAO knowledge products and services are widely recognized for their technical excellence.
The Organization provides guidance and mechanisms to ensure the quality of technical
content. Some gaps exist, however, especially at implementation level. Overall, end users
and experts have a positive opinion of (and high expectations for) the quality of FAO
databases and publications. This positive assessment should serve as an incentive to
both strengthen and consistently apply quality assurance mechanisms for all knowledge
products and services.
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4.

How efficiently has FAO used its human and financial resources in the
production and dissemination of knowledge products and services?

ES7

FAO knowledge products and services are produced in a decentralized manner, and
generally operated on a shoestring budget. In particular, few resources are devoted
to dissemination activities, which limit outreach to potential new users. Although
cooperation with external partners has helped to cope with the lack of resources, there has
been less cooperation between authoring and decentralized offices, between technical
and communication experts, and among operators. Greater internal cooperation and
coordination would enhance their efficiency.

5.

Are there synergies, duplications or gaps in the knowledge products and
services produced and disseminated by FAO?

ES8

Although there appear to be few duplications, knowledge gaps exist in some thematic
areas, especially those addressing specialized topics. FAO data, analyses and learning
resources are often disseminated through unrelated platforms and channels.

6.

Have FAO’s knowledge products and services reached the intended users
and uses?

ES9

The extent varies to which user-groups are effectively reached by, and make effective
use of, FAO’s knowledge products and services. International organizations, national
governments, research and academia benefit the most from FAO data and information.
Country-level users, especially from developing regions with poorer internet connectivity
and/or language coverage, face more problems accessing FAO data, analyses and resources,
and demand context-relevant knowledge products and services.

7.

What outcomes have FAO’s knowledge products and services achieved, or
contributed to achieving?

ES10 FAO knowledge products and services have contributed to enhancing technical knowledge
and analyses, and strengthening the evidence base for policies and programmes. User
feedback is not systematically collected, and the influence and results achieved by FAO
knowledge products and services are rarely recorded, especially at organizational and policy
levels. Furthermore, opportunities to capitalize on successful experiences are often missed.

Conclusions and recommendations
Conclusion 1: FAO produces a broad range of knowledge products and services, which
largely respond to the Organization’s mandate and Member Countries’ requests. Several
are widely recognized and appreciated, such as the statistical databases. Some however,
could be even better tailored to the specific needs of their target audiences. Also, not
enough is done to ensure users’ easiness of access to, awareness of and satisfaction
with FAO knowledge products and services, or to document and capitalize on successful
experiences.
Recommendation 1. FAO could pay greater attention to users’ and learners’ needs, as
well as the potential for improving ease of use and expanding the resources’ influence to
a broader audience.
ES11 FAO produces a wide range of knowledge products and services. Some are produced
in response to global commitments and demands, such as the statistical databases and
flagships, whereas others (especially at country level) are geared towards emerging or
immediate knowledge needs. The diversity in the objectives, capacities, and means of the
potential recipients of FAO knowledge products and services is very broad. At present, not
enough is being done to assess users’ and learners’ needs, which is a limiting factor for
their use.
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ES12 Some users look for different sets of data and information, which they expect to find with
the minimum amount of effort. Others do not have time to search or are not aware of what
FAO can offer; and even when they are aware, they require additional support to translate
the knowledge gained into concrete actions. FAO may consider anchoring future online
dissemination efforts on FAOSTAT, one of its most successful platforms, and facilitate
greater discoverability and use of its knowledge products and services by providing greater
user support and by “blending” dissemination activities with capacity development and
experience capitalization initiatives. In an era of data and information overload, FAO
should consider developing a corporate vision outlining how it intends to position itself to
ensure that it continuously meets emerging and changing user needs and expectations,
and facilitate accessibility and findability of its different products and services. Such a vision
should also describe how the Agency will support users’ capacities and skills to enable
maximum use of FAO’s data and analyses, and that the products and services disseminated
by the Organization benefit from institutional knowledge.
Conclusion 2. FAO data and information are used to improve the relevance of research and
analyses, and to support evidence-based decision making in governments and international
organizations. However, quality assurance procedures are applied inconsistently.
Recommendation 2: FAO should continue to strengthen the mechanisms and measures in
place to ensure technical excellence of its knowledge products and services.
ES13 Building on the policies and guidelines that already exist for databases and learning
resources, FAO should develop tailored guidance for quality assurance of publications.
These guidelines should take into account the different types and scopes of FAO knowledge
products and consider not only the quality and integrity of technical content, but also other
factors that influence the excellence of FAO’s knowledge, such as their consideration of
environmental and social standards, equity and local/indigenous issues.
ES14 FAO should strengthen the existing mechanisms to ensure technical excellence. In
particular, it should pursue the implementation of the quality assurance framework that
already exists for databases and consider strengthening the role of the Chief Statistician
to enable the effective application of the framework. Similarly, it should strengthen its
efforts to promote the application of good learning and publishing practices throughout
the Organization. The newly established technical networks could support awareness of
and compliance by promoting the adoption of relevant policies and standards. Guidance
on how best FAO networks can fulfil this role is needed.
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