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The September gathering of world leaders has come and gone, and UN Secretary-General 
Guterres is now back at his desk. Whilst his attention is likely to be focussed on headlines 
coming from North Korea, Syria and Myanmar, he is also battling to advance reform of the 
UN system. As with any large bureaucracy (not least one which has to manage the 
expectations of 193 member states) the ever present reform agenda can quickly 
become  all-consuming for a Secretary-General. This leaves very little time to look outside 
the UN system and its political machinations, and identify challenges and opportunities on 
the horizon. Such as emerging technologies. 

Big Questions 
The pace of technological change brings with it extraordinary opportunities and challenges 
for the UN and its work. A new report looks ahead, shines a spotlight on the future, and 
makes some practical recommendations for the Secretary-General on how the UN can 
respond. Authored by former UK Ambassador Tom Fletcher and supported by the Emirates 
Diplomatic Academy, New York University and the Makhzoumi Foundation, “United 
Networks – How Technology can help the United Nations Meet the Challenges of the 21st 
Century” sets out some big questions for the future of the UN: 
   “How can the UN adapt its methods to the Networked Age without compromising its 
values? How can technology increase UN effectiveness and efficiency, build public trust, 
mobilise opinion and action, and weaponise compassion? How to make the sum of the parts 
more able to deliver on the goals set out so powerfully in the UN Charter seven decades 

ago?” 

20 recommendations 
As part of a team of expert contributors (including young people, tech gurus and activists), I 
led on the public engagement and political issues which emerging technologies can bring. 
Consulting with innovation leaders, governments, tech companies and NGOs, we were 
astounded by the many examples where existing technology is already being used to tackle 
many of the problems which the UN seeks to solve. It also makes 20 recommendations for 
the Secretary-General to consider, proposing international agreements (e.g. a Geneva 
convention on state actions in cyberspace, a universal declaration of digital rights, a single 
digital identity), equipping the UN with the right skills and resources (e.g. a Deputy 
Secretary-General for the Future, a global crowdfunding platform to fund humanitarian 
work, machine learning & data modelling to predict migrant and refugee flows, harnessing 

artificial intelligence and big data to make better decisions), and using the UN’s status to 
enhance citizenship and reduce extremism (e.g. diplo-bots to reduce online extremism, 
enhancing internet access and reducing the digital divide, a digital global curriculum). 

Reputation & public engagement 
A critical factor in the reform agenda and the ability of the UN to effectively innovate and 
harness technology is its reputation and public engagement – the UN is nothing without 
public, business, civil society and member state support. Considered by many to be the 
closest humanity has to world government, many of the criticisms of the UN are borne from 
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the high expectations citizens have of the organisation, particularly regarding transparency, 

accountability, legitimacy, demonstrating impact, and regaining trust. And so in engaging 
with its audiences, the UN faces a profound dichotomy in managing expectations – how to 
balance the aspirational and moral value of the UN with the realist politics of a multilateral 
organisation within a cumbersome bureaucracy. UK Prime Minister Theresa May highlighted 
this very issue in her recent address to the General Assembly: “…throughout its history the 
UN has suffered from a seemingly unbridgeable gap between the nobility of its purposes and 
the effectiveness of its delivery. When the need for multilateral action has never been 
greater the shortcomings of the UN and its institutions risk undermining the confidence of 
states as members and donors.” 

The report presents this expectation / impact gap with 21st century digital twist – emerging 
technologies in public engagement will only exacerbate citizens’ demands for information, 
evidence of impact, authentic engagement, and compelling narratives on the value the UN 

brings. This is coupled with the rapid pace of technological change, media consumption and 
marketing shifts (voice, mobile, AR & VR), changes in attention spans, information 
expectations and social media echo chambers. 

Nevertheless, emerging technologies can also help solve some of these challenges. 
The report provides some practical recommendations in this area, with a common thread 
involving harnessing technologies to provide both wider and deeper engagement – 
empowering audiences to both input into and communicate the UN’s work and mission. 
Examples include a digital first strategy, stronger authentic social media engagement by 
officials, a more transparent process for S-G selection, crowd sourcing of solutions, digital 
platforms for policy debate, chat-bots to enhance audience engagement and 
democratisation of user generated content to empower citizens, activists and campaigners 
in the digital space.” 

More opportunities than challenges 
An inherently optimistic report, it does not see emerging technology as a panacea to solve 
all the UN’s many challenges. It won’t always be as empowering and enlightening as Silicon 
Valley tech gods may opine, and will inherently be somewhat limited by our mere human 
use (or misuse) of it. Nevertheless, it recognises that there are opportunities, and that the 
UN must innovate with urgency or face a slow slide into under resourced decline and 
irrelevance. More importantly, it highlights the need for the UN to be ahead of the curve – 
looking outwards, partnering and engaging, and setting the agenda – just as it has already 
achieved in many other areas. A stronger reputation and public engagement can only help 
in making this aspiration a reality. As Fletcherconcludes: 

“If digital information is the 21st century’s most precious resource, the battle for it will be as 
contested as the battles for fire, axes, iron or steel. Between libertarians and control freaks. 

Between people who want to share ideas and those who want to exploit them. Between 
those who want more transparency, including many individuals, companies, and 
governments. And those who want more secrecy. Between old and new sources of power.” 
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