
Learning to Lead in the 
Midst of Tectonic Shifts

Transformation Literacy 



COVID-19 has changed the development landscape. Progress toward
SDGs has been reversed.

The 2030 Agenda is our guiding vision, but we need a “new logic of
development investments” to achieve it.

One key part of this - less visible before this moment - is the need to
grow capabilities for navigating the decade of action, and seize the
emergent opportunities for systems transformation.

Our Reality Check



➔ For the United Nations, this supports movement toward 
integrated solutions and systems approaches to go beyond 
optimizing the status quo and build capacity for the system to 
traverse tectonic shifts.

➔ For UNDP, our SDG integration mandate powers 
experimentation with innovating on policy approaches, analyzing 
systemic risk,  exploring uncertainty and navigating complexity. 
This supports a wider agenda to build a dynamic, learning 
organization.

The Transformation Journey



Systems transformation requires situating ‘self’ in ‘systems’, a
reflexive process that gives space and value to understanding agency
and influence.

Practitioners who successfully lead in this moment (and going
forward) will need to see, think and act while cognizant of their
actions.

This is foundational to drive transformative development investments
in the decade ahead and toward an emergent UNDP and UN
system.

Integration of ‘Self’ & ‘System’



A New Logic for 
Development 
Interventions & 
Investments



Partnership with 
MIT’s Presencing Institute (PI)

A Tailored Theory U 
for UN Practitioners

Awareness-based systems 
transformation

From Ego-system to Eco-
system

Blindspots- not acting, 
feeling or seeing

An integration of mind (intellect), heart (compassion), & hand (action)



In June-September 2020, UNDP tested a partnership with MIT’s Presencing
Institute to build systems capabilities through “awareness-based systems
transformation” dialogues. UNDP staff in attendance provided feedback leading
to four key insights that will drive the next phase of the partnership:

We need spaces to connect on our individual and collective experiences of
vulnerability and confusion, for deep listening, reflection, and silence.

We need the tools and practices of transformation literacy to co-create
the future we want to emerge from the chaos of the COVID-19 pandemic.

We need to empower our staff to lead systems inquiry with local partners
- strengthening leadership capabilities applied to real development
challenges that can be sustained and expanded over time.

We need to go beyond fixing what is broken in our current systems and
toward creating the conditions for new systems to emerge, founded on
shared values.

Summer Dialogue Series  
“Ultimately, we aspire to 
reinvent the concept of 
development, whereby 
multiple partners 
collectively address 
problems they share and 
where the solutions will 
rely on high levels of 
collaboration.” 

- Achim Steiner, UNDP
Administrator



Leadership Learning Spaces for Transformation Literacy
November 2020 - June 2021

Partnership with MIT

What are our aims?

To support a shift in leadership 
practices from reactive approaches to co-
creation and collective action.

To build action confidence through 
growth in awareness/cognition and 
connections to leverage points for change 
in development systems.

What will participants gain from this 
experience?

➢ capabilities to lead systems inquiry
➢ action-learning through exploring real

contextual issues
➢ exposure to awareness-based learning

practices and access to case studies
➢ belonging to an advanced practitioner

network across the UN system



● Six global dialogues powered by UNDP and open to UN staff,
focused on building understanding and practical application of
systems change. The dialogues will centre on a co-inquiry into the
2020 HDR on Human Development and the Anthropocene that asks:
how might we find paths that expand on human freedoms, choice and
agency while erasing planetary pressures?

● Each dialogue will be a virtual gathering & learning space,
combining expert inputs, group discussion, and an
examination of Theory U application. Participants will explore
systems change in action that integrates science, consciousness, and
profound social change methodologies.

1- Global Dialogues



2 - Practitioner Development
● UN staff (in teams or individuals) will apply to participate in a 4-month

action-learning practitioner journey.

● Practitioners will deepen their knowledge and applied skills in systems
transformation, and build ‘action confidence’ through dedicated
coaching circles.

● The action-learning will be designed and directed by MIT’s The
Presencing Institute, with invited thought leaders.

● Methods to build systems capabilities through action-learning include:
generative listening/dialogue, and vertical prototyping.



As an emergent set of mindsets and practices, Transformation Literacy
requires measuring goals and success in different ways, and presents
an opportunity for imagining new values to drive systems change.

To measure changes in systems capabilities, we will partner with
a learning institution (consortium of senior researchers) to
conduct an applied learning process that accompanies UN
practitioners in their transformation journeys.

A series of feedback loops will drive the applied learning, and
insights will be derived from interactions and connected up to
development goals core to the 2030 Agenda.

Applied Learning to Measure 
Systems Capabilities



Roadmap
Nov 2020 Dec 2020 Jan 2021 Feb 2021 March 2021 April 2021 May 2021 June 2021 July 2021 August 2021

Dialogue 1

Dialogue 2 

Design of curriculum 
for Practitioner 
Development

Selection of UN Staff 
for Practitioner 
Development

Practitioner 
Development

Dialogue 3

Dialogue 4

Dialogue 5 

Dialogue 6

Learning & 
Measurement


