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This synthesis summarises the key points emerging from the online consultations.  It focuses on those 
points around which there appeared some critical mass of opinion (and tries to identify differing views 
where those were expressed).  It does not reflect consensus among the contributors, nor is it 
comprehensive.  Contributors’ original comments remain available for reading on SparkBlue. 
 

Critical long-term shifts transforming how we think about 
development 
Our world looks a fractured place.  There are myriad risks and challenges ahead, from rising geopolitical tensions 
and a weakening of multilateralism to the growth of autocracies and increasing nationalism.  Adherence to human 
rights norms and agreements is weakening.  Citizens’ dissatisfaction with growing inequalities and a sharp increase 
in poverty – exacerbated by the differentiated impact of COVID-19 – have prompted protest movements and 
activism.  Trust in governments and institutions is declining, while we lack leaders who put people and the collective 
interests of humans and planet at the centre of decision-making.  Digitalisation poses challenges to inclusive 
governance via the digital divide, overuse of artificial intelligence and how the media shapes perceptions and 
narratives: ethical as well as technological challenges.  The fourth industrial revolution will continue to disrupt 
labour markets and change how we work. 

The climate emergency, continuing biodiversity loss and ecosystems collapse are degrading the planet and threaten 
even human existence.  Urbanization, long-term demographic shifts, migration and displacement are altering the 
geographic patterns of human activity.   Conflict is widespread and increasingly protracted, with many complex 
conflicts (and heightened risks of fragility) occurring in middle income countries.  Violent extremism and 
radicalization threaten peaceful development.  The development, humanitarian and peace and security agendas 
are still not viewed as a coherent whole or supported by properly integrated financing.  Too much thinking and 
planning is limited by short-term horizons. 

Many of these challenges stem from unresolved issues like governance crises, gender inequality, weak social safety 
nets or income and health inequalities.  Compounding these trends has been the impact of COVID-19, hitting the 
poorest hardest and threatening decades of development gains.  The pandemic has exacerbated the roots of 
conflict like inequalities.  Its long-term impacts (on job markets, supply chains, global trade) and costs in human 
capital (loss of life, health and interrupted education) have reinforced that the poorest need social protection and 
multidimensional poverty interventions for resilience.  COVID-19 is bringing us closer to multiple tipping points – 
small shifts that may drive structural changes – for example in teleworking or remote schooling, or increased social 
expectations regarding universal health care or basic incomes.  Meanwhile, the spotlight COVID-19 shines on gaps 
in healthcare, economy, infrastructure and government may offer the opportunity to build better social contracts 
and governance. 

In parallel we see a decline in development funding and the rise of alternative visions of development assistance 
with less transparency, fewer efforts to build local capacity and that may lead to unsustainable debt.  Dismantling 
of systems of international agreements and the aggravation of geopolitical power conflicts complicate efforts to 
maintain or further a shared global vision of development. 

Yet positive signals emerge also.  While we are still far from the SDGs, some trends have been moving in the right 
direction over several decades, for example poverty reduction, gender equality and the number of 
democracies.  Fewer people die in war; on average, they live longer.  More recent trends have some upside, 
too.  From citizen protests could evolve more structured engagement with the tools and platforms of governance, 
offering opportunities to transform social contracts.  People questioning the “old” world order may increase social 
connectivity, creating opportunities for reduced inequality and more sustainable solutions.  Digital tools can 

https://www.sparkblue.org/group/106/about
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connect, mobilize and transact in transformative new ways.  There is growing recognition of the damage to 
ecosystems and biodiversity; climate-positive technologies like renewable energy and smart infrastructure are 
growing.  Developing country governments are increasingly able to finance and direct their own development 
pathways, using domestic fiscal resources, blended or private finance.   

Taken together these trends point to a complex future: one with increasingly complex, multidimensional and 
interconnected challenges, where the only thing we can be sure of is continual uncertainty.  Shocks like COVID-19 
will be increasingly frequent, requiring a new approach to risk management.   Such complex challenges will demand 
very different solutions, oriented around systems, which traditional development programming framed around 
projects cannot provide.  Many have transnational dimensions, requiring countries to collaborate for shared 
solutions.  Yet every context is different, and development actors must adapt to that diversity. 

 

What role should organizations like UNDP play in the future? 
Organisations like UNDP should pursue a rights-based, human-centred agenda that builds human security.  They 
should support countries to build greener economies with better public service delivery (including universal 
healthcare and education), to strengthen governance institutions for greater trust and social cohesion, and to be 
resilient to future conflicts and crises.  They should articulate the value of the environment through the 
development lens, promoting integrated solutions that value natural assets.  They should help societies build new 
social contracts, by re-establishing the rules and norms that regulate the dynamic interactions among governments, 
civil society and the private sector, so that the economy serves the whole of society, not the other way 
around.  While addressing such complex challenges requires work at several levels of governance, the impact needs 
to be felt at local level. 

Avoiding short-termism, their vision should encompass both longstanding issues (poverty is far from being 
eradicated and it may manifest in new dimensions or different geographic areas) as well as newer challenges like 
the digitalization-governance-social contract nexus (including building partners’ digital governance capacities or 
responding to challenges of AI, privacy and data protection).  A rights-based approach is paramount.  Efforts should 
be redoubled towards gender equality, including to address the structural causes between gender and poverty and 
tackle gender-based violence more effectively through evidence-based approaches.  Since conflict destroys 
development; prevention must be a priority.  Integrated prevention and peacebuilding solutions are needed to 
mitigate and prevent conflict risks.  Such solutions should integrate work across sectors like rule of law, prevention 
of violent extremism, climate, governance and disaster risk reduction. 

This normative, human-centred approach needs to engage more strongly with power asymmetries, using tools like 
gender analysis and feminist economics, to help create truly inclusive social protection and governance systems at 
all levels. 

Organisations like UNDP should advocate for and demonstrate the value of multilateralism and collaboration over 
exclusion and nationalism.  This might include new forms of transnationalism, based on the concept of shared value 
and vulnerability, through helping build coalitions of countries with the largest possible impact on solving a 
particular problem.  They should use their convening power to magnify voices on development, for example positive 
‘peer’ pressure from the public and champions – especially youth - about the benefits of immediate action on the 
SDGs and climate change. 

If UNDP and its peers are to help countries re-imagine their future in an age of uncertainty, how might they do 
this?  They can share lessons from their global network and experiences.  They can provide research to inform 
policy-making, at country, regional and local levels.  They can help develop new capabilities, for example designing 
or facilitating large-scale open platforms that address the SDGs collaboratively. This could include co-designing 
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resilient systems that can adapt quickly to emerging challenges and crises.  Such networked solutions can bring 
diverse stakeholders into designing development – youth, differently able, vulnerable groups, local and regional 
government, business – helping build trust and inclusion, or mobilizing private finance for change at scale.   

The potential of UNDP, in particular, rests on its ability to convene and connect, to be an innovator, advocate, 
partner and integrator – including with the public, private and financial sectors as well as the United Nations system 
and the broader development fraternity.  Rather than being a think tank, it needs to understand other players’ 
comparative advantages so it can better connect the dots to find multi-sector solutions.  Its innovation role is vital 
- it could be the “global innovation lab”, focusing on immediate challenges such as COVID-19, climate and 
connectivity, or an “ideas warehouse”, leveraging its data and insights for wider benefit. 

 

What outcomes should UNDP achieve to make an impact in 
this future? 
UNDP should continue to focus on the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs.  Certain goals were highlighted, including decent 
work and social protection, better education, green economies, gender equality.  But the emphasis must be not 
just on the individual goals but on promoting and delivering the integrated, universal, indivisible vision that the 
global community created in 2015.  This means building inclusive, sustainable societies, based on new social 
contracts, resilient to cope with crises like COVID-19 as well as risks of conflict, disaster and climate change.  Such 
resilience requires stronger risk management, including perhaps a new risk governance regime to identify and 
manage multi-dimensional risks. 

The overall goal should be a reinvigorated development approach that caters to the needs of the diverse realities 
of countries, whether MICs, LICs, or LDCs.  This should be underpinned by new development metrics (national and 
global) that go beyond GDP to capture the human-centred development we aspire to: harmonious sustainable 
development within planetary boundaries, enshrined in human rights and leaving no one behind. Such metrics 
should include governmental systems of planning and budgeting that take account of the earth’s finite natural 
resources. 

Reaching these goals will require more diverse funding for development – including bolder funding for systems 
transformations.  Governments are increasingly able and willing to finance their own development.  UNDP can 
support countries in creating an enabling environment for private, green investment in the SDGs, including setting 
standards through SDG certification; develop innovative financing mechanisms accessible at local and regional 
levels; and build a set of service offerings (based on proven solutions) to unlock co-financing and align public and 
private investments. 

 

What would contribute to achieving those outcomes? 
UNDP mandate and programming 
UNDP should embrace the complexity and uncertainty of the future development landscape, move away from 
projects towards portfolios and invest in systems thinking and transformative change.  UNDP is actually pioneering 
here, with initiatives like the Climate Promise and integrated support to governments’ 2030 Agenda planning.  In 
crisis contexts this has to involve integration across the resilience, recovery and governance portfolios.  Working 
like this on systems and transformative change involves behavioural change, institutional strengthening and people 
engagement: a necessarily longer-term approach that requires UNDP to move away from its emphasis on year-end 
delivery. 
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UNDP’s broad mandate cuts both ways.  It gives UNDP tremendous (unrivalled?) opportunity to achieve impact at 
scale, to use its convening capacity and partnerships in the service of this new vision of development and more 
networked and inclusive multilateralism.  No-one disputes that sustainable human development should be at the 
heart of the UNDP Strategic Plan.  Yet it is hard to develop a strong brand and a clear value proposition when the 
mission is so broad (some say when UNDP is spread too thinly).  UNDP’s broad mandate can mean it spends more 
time explaining its SDG integrator role than achieving the SDGs.  Some suggest that, in a crowded field, UNDP should 
focus on its areas of comparative advantage.  Rather than being “everything to everyone”, UNDP should define 
which role to play in which context, moving from a “doer” to an enabler and facilitator of change.  Is there even a 
case for UNDP to focus on a flagship area (eg its unique role in promoting governance and accountability) or on 
those furthest behind (eg by an explicit focus on the extreme poor across all programming)? 

Whatever the answer to this question, UNDP needs to take a systems approach to the challenges it tackles and 
leverage its impact with stronger evidence-based, data-driven programming.  For example, it needs to be clear how 
it is building digital ecosystems, not just adding a digital dimension to projects.  The same might be said of 
gender.  When thinking how to Leave No One Behind, it should not start from a list of vulnerable groups (though 
they may indeed be the beneficiaries), but rather think about creating partnerships to change the systems that 
impose barriers and expose individuals and communities to risks.  It should look for synergies across the SDGs, 
looking for example how interventions on energy or climate reverberate across Agenda 2030.  It should focus its 
policy inquiries and programmatic investments in areas that have the potential to accelerate progress across 
multiple SDGs.  It should play a more active role in convening financial institutions, private sector and governments 
to deliver structural transformations that help countries leapfrog.   

UNDP also has an important advocacy role.  It should speak out more boldly for human rights, multilateralism, 
democracy, even on sensitive issues like tax havens or extremism.  It should venture outside its comfort zone as a 
neutral broker and advocate strongly for sustainable and low carbon development, including a price on carbon and 
the removal of fossil fuel subsidies. 

UNDP should continue to convene diverse stakeholders and build partnerships, especially in fragile contexts where 
greater investment is needed in building capacities for conflict prevention and peacebuilding.  With COVID-19 
having demonstrated our global interdependence, UNDP should seize the opportunity to promote collective 
approaches to shared challenges.  This could include creating incentives for countries to commit to and abide by 
global commitments.  The organisation should influence and convene at different levels, for example tackling 
transnational environmental challenges, linking regional processes to nationally determined contributions (NDCs), 
and supporting local solutions to climate change and green recovery from COVID-19.   

 
UNDP operating system 
UNDP’s next Strategic Plan should be a bold “reset”: no return to the old normal.  This is both about UNDP’s vision 
of more inclusive, sustainable development, and about the internal transformation it needs to accomplish in order 
to get there.  The organisation needs to develop a UNDP operating system - how it works, in the broadest sense - 
that can deliver at speed and scale in an increasingly dynamic, uncertain environment. 

UNDP needs to be more agile and responsive, with a flatter decision-making structure and empowered teams that 
can act with speed even when information is patchy.  The SDGs are UNDP’s compass, but its country offices should 
have the necessary flexibility to adapt quickly to changing realities, tailor responses and venture into new areas and 
partnerships.   

UNDP’s workforce and representation should be racially and ethnically diverse and gender-balanced.  The 
organization should hire young people, from diverse backgrounds.  More partnerships, vendors and consultants - 
perceived, at least, as predominantly North American/European - should be local.  UNDP needs transformational 
leaders who believe in these goals and exemplify cooperation and collaboration across all levels. 
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Investment is needed in new capabilities and skills for the future, like foresight, forecasting and machine 
learning.  This may involve strengthening skills in specific areas, for example communications – increasingly 
important in a polarized environment where misinformation spreads fast – or infrastructure (for example to meet 
SIDS' needs).  This also extends to broader capabilities, such as UNDP’s corporate capacity to identify tipping points 
that need addressing, or how it can envision the “macro” view beyond its own more narrowly focused project 
view.  Some of these capacities relate to UNDP’s culture and how it should evolve; for example the need to be able 
to find and champion “unobvious” solutions or positive deviances and their sources, for which the organisation has 
to tackle its explicit and implicit biases and the narrative of “surprising performances” when successful innovations 
originate from developing countries. 

UNDP should embrace transformational thinking, too, in the way it conducts its work. It could serve as an “ideas 
warehouse”, offering proprietary services to governments and private sector, building on its knowledge of the 2030 
Agenda and critical interlinkages across SDGs, as well as e-governance, digital markets, workplace transformation 
and innovative financial products.  This requires investment in knowledge management and thought leadership: 
high-quality product development and dissemination; promoting virtual offices and remote services provision, 
utilizing AI to mine big data on emerging trends, then interpreting and using it.  UNDP the thought leader should 
continue to take on hard subjects – perhaps a Human Development Report examining the record of neo-liberal 
economic approaches in tackling major development challenges? 

UNDP needs to empower such multidisciplinary (systems) work with truly networked learning and technical 
capacities, as the Global Policy Network was created to do.  The organization needs a decentralized, connected 
knowledge system, premised on critical connections, and a better understanding of the “interconnectedness” 
across systems.  It should better leverage its diverse, diffuse expertise, connecting different fields but also seizing 
opportunities for cross-sectoral impact (for example, making all UNDP specialists “climate champions”).   

A new monitoring, evaluation and learning system is needed, based on an online participatory platform.  Atlas is 
outdated.  To foster creativity and learning, cultural change is needed: more honest critical reflection and a 
readiness to normalize failure.  Linked to this should be a new strategic risk management regime that helps staff 
analyse and manage risk, not simply a defensive box-ticking exercise.  Continuously improving the transparency of 
UNDP’s work will help strengthen trust.  

Change is needed to how UNDP mobilises and manages its resources.  UNDP needs to present a clear value 
proposition to its partners: what do you get when you invest in UNDP?  Compacts with donors should be redefined 
to reward increased efficiency: maximizing value from limited resources. UNDP should aim to be innovation and 
technology partners for governments, the organization governments turn to when they want to achieve real 
change, rather than just a financial service or operational support.  Resource mobilization should not be left to 
country offices.  The pressure on them to raise funds devours precious time, especially in MICs.  For corporate 
offerings and service lines, the centre should have resources available to COs as needed.  In addition, UNDP should 
revisit the allocation of core resources to countries; determining core resource allocation based simply on a 
country’s GDP is no longer equitable or efficient.  MICs, for example, are allocated fewer core resources but are 
expected to deliver and report in a similar way to LIC/LDCs.    

 

What are obstacles to achieving these outcomes?  
Fragmentation of development actors’ efforts on development, with UN agencies working in silos, would make 
collaboration difficult and ineffective.  Aggravation of geopolitical power conflicts and indifference or hostility to 
multilateralism, as well as commercial or political interests that prevent concerted action, would further weaken 
any cohesion around global challenges.  A decline in development funding, especially UNDP core resources, would 
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constrain the scope for action, for example the ability to invest in new staff capabilities.  Short-termism could be a 
perpetual barrier to fostering longer term social and environmental change. 

Within UNDP, progress would be obstructed by a “business-as-usual” culture.  If staff do not feel empowered to do 
things differently, they are unlikely to take risks or test new approaches.  There may even be resistance to change 
(for example resistance to shift to digital platforms; shying away from speaking out on delicate issues).  Other 
obstacles could be lack of clear strategic intent; the ability of leadership to adjust to changing realities; and current 
organizational structures, legal systems, funding arrangements and financial rules and regulations which are 
(probably) not designed to take UNDP into the future.  If UNDP continues to work with short term and linear 
projects that do not amount to a well-rounded portfolio of solutions, the organization will be spread too thinly and 
fail to achieve systemic change.   
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