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This paper was developed by Young UN: Agents for Change (Young UN), a global 

network of more than 1,500 members, working in 100+ countries across all UN 

system entities represented in the High-Level Committee on Management (HLCM). 

The network is open to all employee categories and contract types, including 

consultants and interns, and has no age limit. Young UN members recognise that 

there are many common challenges across the UN system and are proactive in 

addressing them in order to transform the UN system to live by the principles it 

stands for. 
 

Following Young UN’s participation at the April 2019 session of the HLCM, this 

study was prepared by Young UN at the request of the HLCM as an input to 

deliberations on “The Future of the UN System Workforce”. 
 

This paper is the result of a process using new ways of working (see Annex 1). The 

main data source for this study was a survey that asked UN employees about their 

experiences and expectations at the workplace and how the UN needs to adapt for 

the future of work. The survey received a total of 859 respondents from 34 UN 

entities, 91 countries and across different contract types and length of service in the 

UN (for more information, see Annex 2). 

  

http://www.young-un.org/
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Key messages 
 
 

The UN has the potential to be the most attractive employer in the world… 
 

 – The UN system has no problem attracting employees and they are motivated 

to stay primarily due to the UN’s compelling purpose and the opportunity to 

do meaningful work. 
 

...and it has a highly-skilled, mobile talent pool that is looking for diverse 

opportunities and flexible career paths to apply their skills... 

 – In the next five years, the majority of the 859 employees surveyed for this 

study are primarily interested in transitioning within the UN system, 

between entities or duty stations, re- and upskilling. 

 – More than 80% are interested in collaboration opportunities outside their 

core team. 

 – Opportunities for flexible working are highly appealing. Around a third of 

respondents already use telecommuting within the duty station, a quarter 

do coworking or use flextime. 

 – More than 70% are looking to their supervisors for career guidance, mentoring 

and professional coaching. 

...but current systems and practices need to change to enable people to 

reach their potential, giving them space, choices and security to grow. 

 – Under 20% of respondents believe that their organization enables them to 

reach their full potential. 

 – Less than a third feel their organization helps them to acquire the skills and 

knowledge needed to get better at what they do, and only 25% feel their 

organization supports their career development. 

 – 68% want to stay in the UN system, but many feel they do not have a choice. 

More than 90% of those on consultant, service contracts and temporary 

appointments feel concerned that they will have to leave the UN within two 

years because their contract expires. For about 75%, their current contract 

situation allows them to plan ahead for one year or less, which two thirds 

consider to be insufficient. 

 – Two thirds of respondents are actively seeking job opportunities, 

mainly within the UN system. 

 – A lack of career development opportunities, poor management practices, 

underutilization of skills, and lack of employment predictability are the main 

reasons prompting people to leave the UN. 

The UN is not sufficiently prepared for the future of work. 

 – Almost 40% of respondents feel their organization is not at all prepared for 

the future of work. 
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 – Opportunities for collaboration, flexible working and career development 

support do not seem to be available to the majority, or are blocked by their 

supervisor. 

 – A culture of innovation and collaboration is sorely lacking. Only 14% of 

respondents think that their organization has a culture of innovation and risk-

taking. The majority do not feel encouraged to experiment due to a lack of 

support from senior management or direct supervisors (60% and 40% 

respectively) and lack of dedicated time within working hours (38%). 

 – Less than half of respondents feel encouraged or empowered to share 

information and collaborate within their organization; less than a quarter 

feel encouraged to do so within the UN system or with others outside the UN 

system. 

Four shifts in mindsets, structures and practices can make the UN fit for 

the future of work: 

 1. From hierarchies to self-managing teams: redesigning the UN as an agile 

organization 

 2. From competition to collaboration and transparency: creating a network of 

empowered, cross-functional teams 

 3. From risk aversion to innovation: enabling learning at all levels 

 4. From putting employees into boxes to putting people at the centre: 

embracing a mobile, flexible workforce 
 

 

  



 
CEB/2019/5/Add.2 

 

7/45 19-21472 

 

Introduction 
 

 

Where the journey could take us: outlooks on the future of work 
 

The future of work has already started. Rapid and radical changes in the world are 

reshaping working environments, ways of working and people’s expectations of 

employers. While the implications of the future of work vary by organization, sector, 

and type of work, organizations everywhere are grappling with the same questions. 

The UN system shares many struggles with other large organizations that need to 

change to remain relevant and retain talent in today’s world. 

This paper sets out core themes as they pertain to the UN context and the changes 

needed to make these shifts. More data than ever is available on what organizational 

values, structures, and ways of working lead to which results and why. As outlined 

below, five major trends emerge across related studies and articles. 

 

1. Organizations redesign themselves to become more flexible and agile 
 

Traditional organizational structures are ill-suited for new ways of working. 

Hierarchical command and control structures are limited in a variety of ways, most 

notably when it comes to effective communication and rapid processing of tasks.1 

New or ‘reinvented’ organizational models are on the rise, which are agile in the 

sense that they embrace change and can react quickly to keep pace with the 

challenges of a complex, unpredictable world.2 

 

2. Cross-functional teams foster collaboration 
 

As organizations strive to become more agile, they reduce hierarchies, silos, and 

bureaucracy, while nurturing highly collaborative, empowered, and cross-functional 

teams. High performing organizations are nowadays operating as a network of self-

managing teams, with people moving from one team to another.3 For managers, 

this shift requires that they focus on building positive relationships and an enabling 

environment, instead of taking away responsibility and ownership from employees.4 

This increased collaboration usually goes hand in hand with a high degree of 

transparency and distributed authority, supported by digital tools. 

 

3. Learning enables innovation, adaptation and growth 
 

The future of work requires the ability to constantly learn and adapt.5 Adaptation 

and learning also takes place at the organization-wide level through innovation. 

Instead of prescribed learning approaches, employees expect dynamic, self-

__________________ 

 1  Erica Volini & Garth Andrus (2018) The Future of Work is Here. Here’s How Your 

Organization Needs to Change. 
 2  Deloitte University Press (2016) Global Human Capital Trends 2016. The new organization: 

Different by design, p.4. 
 3  Ibid, p.17; Chris McGugan (2019) Future of Work: Three Steps for Navigating a new Era of 

Collaboration. 
 4  Gallup (2017) State of the Global Workplace , p.7; Ben Rossi (2019) How businesses can 

avoid “fake agile”. 
 5  Heather McGowan (2018) The Future of Work is Learning. 

https://www.chieflearningofficer.com/2018/01/18/future-of-work/
https://www.chieflearningofficer.com/2018/01/18/future-of-work/
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbestechcouncil/2019/07/15/future-of-work-three-steps-for-navigating-a-new-era-of-collaboration/#6215693a3e64
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbestechcouncil/2019/07/15/future-of-work-three-steps-for-navigating-a-new-era-of-collaboration/#6215693a3e64
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238079/state-global-workplace-2017.aspx
https://www.raconteur.net/business-innovation/fake-agile
https://www.raconteur.net/business-innovation/fake-agile
https://www.valamis.com/blog/heather-mcgowan-the-future-of-work-is-learning
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directed, continuous learning opportunities from employers.6 Strategies that enable 

them to identify, develop, and use their natural talents to become strengths have 

the potential to dramatically improve workforce productivity.7 Work itself turns into 

continuous learning. 

 

4. Work is flexible and mobile 
 

The future of work is flexible and distributed. The large majority of employees feel 

that flexible working environments and arrangements improve their productivity and 

they also create many benefits for employers.8 Young people anticipate working as 

part of different teams, in different geographies and for different employers seeking 

an enriching experience at every stage.9 Organizations need to embrace the 

change and adopt more flexible work environments to enable this and retain talent. 

 

5. The future of work is meaningful 
 

People want to work for organizations that have a clear purpose, which resonates 

with their personal values.10 Aspects such as visions, values or contribution to 

society are driving engagement more than ever. Organizations with a clear and 

meaningful mission will pull in the best talent by offering employees a deeper 

purpose.11 

 

Where we are now: time to get moving 
 

The UN system has the potential to be the most attractive employer in the world. It 

has a compelling purpose, mandate and vision. People want to bring their skills to 

solve the world’s toughest challenges. As identified in this study, the opportunity to 

do meaningful work, passion for their specific area of work as well as the 

mission/mandate of the organization were the top reasons respondents cited that 

would motivate them to keep working in the UN system in the long term, directly 

echoing the reasons respondents applied to the UN in the first place.12 Job 

advertisements in the UN receive countless applications. 

Yet despite broad interest to join the UN and a commitment to work for the 

organization, many UN employees – especially young ones – face a series of 

challenges and frustrations. And here the UN is falling short for the wrong reasons: 

it does not make the most of its people and their potential. 

__________________ 

 6  Deloitte University Press (2016) Global Human Capital Trends 2016. The new organization: 
Different by design, p.57. 

 7  Gallup (2017) State of the Global Workplace, p.6. 
 8  Ernst & Young (2017) The future of work is changing. Will your workforce be ready? 

UN Women (2019) Supplementary https://www.unwomen.org/-
/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-
enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-
en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535Guidance on the Enabling Environment – Guidelines for the 
United Nations System. 

 9  Deloitte University Press (2016) Global Human Capital Trends 2016. The new organization: 

Different by design, p.2. 
 10  Danielle Guzman (2018) Five Workplace Trends Shaping the Future of Work: Which Are 

Most Important to You?  
 11  Deloitte University Press (2016) Global Human Capital Trends 2016. The new organization: 

Different by design, p.50. 
 12  Young UN (2018) Global Ideas Survey 2017. 

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238079/state-global-workplace-2017.aspx
https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/ey-the-future-of-work-is-changing-will-your-workforce-be-ready/%24FILE/ey-the-future-of-work-is-changing-will-your-workforce-be-ready.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/gender-parity-enabling-environment-guidelines-supplementary-guidance-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=1535
https://www.mercer.com/our-thinking/career/voice-on-talent/five-workplace-trends-shaping-the-future-of-work-which-are-most-important-to-you.html
https://www.mercer.com/our-thinking/career/voice-on-talent/five-workplace-trends-shaping-the-future-of-work-which-are-most-important-to-you.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/HumanCapital/gx-dup-global-human-capital-trends-2016.pdf
http://www.young-un.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Results_Young-UN-Global-Ideas-Survey.pdf
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In line with previous Young UN surveys, the study found that less than 20% of the 

UN employees surveyed believe that their organization enables them to reach their 

full potential and apply their full talents to support its mission. Employees are often 

not enabled to learn and grow, to share information and collaborate with others, to 

take calculated risks and innovate, or to fail and try again. 

 

This is an opportunity for the UN system 
 

With plenty of critical challenges ahead, the UN cannot afford to let the potential of 

its workforce go untapped, lose talent to other organizations, or continue to compete 

internally instead of collaborating towards a common purpose. The UN can serve 

as an example of an empowered organization that establishes, upholds and 

defends essential values and lives by them. Doing this will require some 

fundamental shifts. It will require identifying and challenging the underlying 

assumptions that inform current structures and practices, such as fear and control. 

Shifting to a mindset of mutual trust and openness can create a UN where 

information is openly available to all by default, where employees feel encouraged 

to challenge, speak-up, take risks and potentially fail, where systems are in place 

that enable and facilitate collaboration, where all employees are able to shape and 

contribute to decisions, and where teams are organized based on principles of self-

management, not hierarchies or control. This shift will not happen from one day to 

the next and it will be an adventurous journey – but one that is worth it. 
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From Today’s UN to Next UN: four shifts are needed 
 

 

1. From hierarchies to self-managing teams: redesigning the 

UN as an agile organization 
 

“As companies strive to become more agile and customer-focused, organizations 

are shifting their structures from traditional, functional models toward 

interconnected, flexible teams… A new organizational model is on the rise: a 

‘network of teams’ in which companies build and empower teams to work on specific 

business projects and challenges.” Deloitte (2016, p. 4). 

When asked to describe the UN in one word, the adjectives used most frequently 

by early-career UN employees are: bureaucratic, slow, inefficient and hierarchical.13 

Bureaucratic organizations are characterized by a hierarchical structure and 

governed by a set of laws, rules and procedures as the basis of authority and 

direction. They assign a personnel number, a pay grade and an office number to a 

worker and expect pre-defined outputs to be delivered within a rigid framework. 

Such a system neither caters for the needs of people nor unlocks their full potential. 

It is time to rethink the current cog-in-a-machine mentality and create a modern and 

transparent system that puts people at the centre. On paper, the UN system has 

the ingredients to become an agile organization, driven by its values and the 

commitment of its employees. To put this into practice, self-management as well as 

a safe and supportive environment are two important concepts to consider. The UN 

can work towards these by moving from hierarchies to networks, by piloting self-

management models at first on small scale and – if proven successful – scaling to 

the whole organization. 

 

Only 43% of respondents consider their level of responsibility as about right, and 

about a third wish for more autonomy and a lower workload. Inefficient management 

practices and attitudes seem to be at the heart of the problem. 

 “People become managers because of their technical skills but have no idea 

of how to manage programmes or people.” 

 “Make sure managers know how to manage, and leaders how to lead.” 

(Quotes from survey respondents) 

__________________ 

 13  Young UN (2018) Global Ideas Survey 2017. 

http://www.young-un.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Results_Young-UN-Global-Ideas-Survey.pdf
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Being aware of the value of proper management skills, the majority of respondents 

also name them as the top skill they would like to acquire over the coming years. 

Poor management practices are also quoted as one of the major reasons for early 

career employees to leave the UN system (47%) with lack of recognition from 

supervisors (24%) being another. While respondents would like to be mobile 

(84% would like to gain experience at another UN organization and 79% would like 

to move geographically), management practices seem to be a barrier, rather than 

an enabler. The culture of bureaucracy and formal hierarchy is criticized in open 

comments from respondents across all UN organizations. 

 

Less than half of the respondents (44%) state that they get sufficient feedback on 

their performance. However, giving feedback is not a one way street: The majority 

of respondents (53%) would like to be given an opportunity to provide upward 

feedback to their supervisors. Although provided the opportunity, about 15% of 

respondents do not feel comfortable giving honest upward feedback. These findings 

draw a rather dark picture of the current management practices. 

Trust is also an important dimension for the management of performance and 

behavior: Employees have to be able to trust in a system which recognizes and 

rewards good performance and behavior, while it addresses and – if applicable – 

sanctions poor performance and misconduct. 

 “The UN is a generous system but it is abused by some staff members.” 

 “Have the courage to put words to action, no matter who/what level is 

concerned (e.g. misconduct, mismanagement, bad performance).” 

 “Change recruitment and add real accountability to ensure that poorly 

performing staff-members have to leave the organization while well performing 

staff members have opportunities for career development (mobility both 

vertical and horizontal).” 

(Quotes from survey respondents) 

Self-management enables individuals to perform management tasks freely and 

autonomously within a given, flexible framework but without a mechanistic hierarchy. 

If equipped with the right amount of autonomy, it provides the opportunity for small 

teams to develop a strong sense of accountability and responsibility. A safe and 

supportive environment is required to foster the exchange of experience, share 

knowledge and information, and reflect on failures and achievements. To get there, 

the UN culture needs to be reset and rebuilt based on mutual appreciation and trust, 

where learning, risk-taking and honest feedback – both positive and negative – 

become the default and a daily routine for employees and managers. When asked 

to describe their ideal supervisor, the top words were supportive and empowering. 
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Support and empowerment facilitate a shift towards self-management where the 

role of current managers is reimagined to focus on enabling functions, including 

coaching, mentoring and guiding team members, encouraging their learning and 

growth. Continuous feedback is a crucial element in this context since it will motivate 

employees to acquire new skills.14 This time could be freed-up by reducing lengthy 

bureaucratic procedures, strengthening autonomy of employees and sharing 

responsibilities more widely. 

 

Recommendations 
 

 • Redefine management to focus on enabling functions and move towards 

self-managing teams: The role of the manager as coach should be included 

in job descriptions as a core part of their duties and with an allocated amount 

of time (e.g. 50% of working time). Supervisees should confirm their yearly 

satisfaction with the coaching and development support received from their 

supervisors. 

 • Provide expert career tracks without managerial responsibility: Provide a 

career track for highly skilled technical experts without managerial aspirations 

by decoupling the compensation from the management status. 

 • Revise performance management systems and enforce compliance: Good 

performance and behaviour need to be recognized and rewarded, while poor 

performance and misconduct need to be addressed rigorously at every level. 

 • Senior management champions on calculated risk-taking: Respected 

senior leaders should be encouraged to share their learning experiences and 

how mistakes and risk taking have led them through their career. 

 • Mandatory 360° feedback surveys: 360° feedback surveys should be 

compulsory for all employees in supervisory roles, and also be available for 

employees without supervisory responsibility. Such surveys should be 

accompanied by adequate training, ongoing coaching and support to managers. 

__________________ 

 14  Gallup (2019): The Real Future of Work: The Disruption Issue. 

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/265901/future-work-disruption-download.aspx
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 • Regular career counselling and coaching: Professional career counselling 

services should become an integral part of talent management. Every UN 

employee (incl. interns) should be assigned one HR partner who supports 

them in their career path. 

 • (Cross-UN) mentoring programs: Establishing mentoring programs within 

all UN organizations with mentors coming from within the same UN entity or 

another one, contributing to further cross-fertilization. 

 • Compulsory management skills training: Employees assuming 

management responsibility should be required to acquire managerial skills 

prior to switching into their new role 

 • Probation period with involvement of supervisee: A 12-month 

probationary period for any new supervisor, with feedback from team members 

taken into account before confirming the supervisor in their management role. 

 

Good practice examples 
 

UN internal good practices 
 

 • ILO offers three kinds of management courses: One for emerging leaders who 

will assume management responsibility in the close future, and two for more 

experienced managers. 

 • Collaboration between UN Secretariat, WHO and WIPO: Coaching and career 

counselling for all employees, and coaching skills for managers. 

 • The Young UN network is an example within the UN system operating on 

principles of self-management, without need for either hierarchy or consensus. 

Young UN works on the basis of constant questioning, creating, 

experimenting, testing and improving. Members take a solution- and action-

oriented approach, forming fluid teams that gather and disperse according to 

the initiative underway. Projects and geographical hubs can be initiated by any 

member of the network and rely on the commitment of members to drive them 

forward. The fundamental assumptions underpinning Young UN’s work 

include trust, transparency, collective intelligence, shared responsibility and 

distributed leadership. This report is an example of this style of working. 

 

External good practices 
 

 • When assuming his role, the Chairman of the Belgian Federal Office of Social 

Affairs cut three of five layers of hierarchy, encouraged all employees to 

challenge the status quo, identify areas for improvement and eliminated as 

many meetings as possible.15 

 • From large multinational companies, to public institutions including schools 

and a nursing cooperative, Reinventing Organizations Wiki16 provides a list of 

28 organizations who have made the journey to self-management, including 

transitioning from traditional hierarchical structures.  

__________________ 

 15  Corporate Rebels (2016) Frank van Massenhove: the man with the funny stories and the silly shoes 
 16  Reinventing Organizations wiki, Case Examples of successful journeys organizations have 

made to self-management 

https://corporate-rebels.com/frank-van-massenhove/
https://corporate-rebels.com/frank-van-massenhove/
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2. From competition to collaboration and transparency: 

creating a network of empowered, cross-functional teams 
 

 “In the past, information was the currency of power: hard to come by 

and hard to spread… In this world of abundant information and 

connectedness, the potential benefits of trusting people who share the 

organization’s purpose to act on information as they see fit usually 

outweigh the potential risks of open information being used in counter-

productive ways” (Dwarfs & Giants) 

Only 23% of survey respondents agree that their organization is ‘transparent 

and openly shares information with employees’. 43% feel empowered to share 

information and collaborate with others across their organization. This figure 

drops to 22% and 20% in relation to sharing information and collaborating across 

the UN system and outside the UN system respectively. These build on previous 

Young UN findings where 77% of 643 respondents17 said they had experienced 

competition between different UN agencies or departments that has had a 

negative impact on the UN’s effectiveness, and only 22% were satisfied with the 

transparency of the recruitment process in the UN. 

Together these figures describe a status quo where information and decision-

making power continues to function in what Heimans and Timms (2014) describe 

as an “old power”18 way – like a currency, held by a few and inaccessible to the 

majority. As one respondent explained, “as a young staff member and junior 

staff, it is very challenging...as a lot of important decisions, access and 

information are held by senior managers”. 

Simultaneously, given the prominence of purpose for UN employee motivation 

as described above, the UN has the potential to have incredibly high employee 

engagement which is critical for organizations to succeed. Yet, this strong 

commitment suffers from a lack of engagement and opportunities to participate 

and shape the organization. In addition to the low level of autonomy and 

responsibility already highlighted, only 21% of people feel they have a voice and 

opportunities to shape decisions in their organization. Highly hierarchical 

structures were repeatedly mentioned as a key barrier.  

__________________ 

 17  Young UN (2018) Global Ideas Survey 2017.  
 18  Jeremy Heimans & Henry Timms (2014) Understanding “New Power”. 

http://www.young-un.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Results_Young-UN-Global-Ideas-Survey.pdf
https://hbr.org/2014/12/understanding-new-power
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The UN has to its advantage that employees have a strong willingness and 

interest in collaborating across boundaries. More than 80% of respondents were 

interested in each of the following: supporting the work of other teams in their 

organization on an ad-hoc basis, working in cross-functional teams in their 

organization, working in cross-UN teams and through short-term assignments to 

other teams and/or duty stations in their organization and short-term 

assignments or secondment opportunities to other UN organizations.  

The ingredients are there to create the fluid approaches demanded by the 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs), where the UN system can tap into  the 

collective talent pool and people can contribute where their skills are needed.  

Yet to do so, the UN must remove the barriers that prevent more than half of 

those interested from taking up such opportunities as they are either not 

available or not supported by supervisors. The need for systems to enable 

collaboration and to distribute authority and decision-making call for a different 

approach. This requires a shift from static job descriptions, grades and boxes, 

which define people’s roles and place in the organization, to a project-based 

approach where teams gather and disperse according to needs, where the UN 

system has one talent pool, aligned to its overarching purpose, rather than 

competition between entities, where people can bring their potentia l without 

being boxed as a ‘G’ or ‘P’ staff, international, national, etc. 

On-the-job learning (i.e. job shadowing), temporary job swaps, (temporary) 

assignments and inter-agency movements should be a common practice instead 

of a once-in-a-lifetime experience for those who are strong enough to overcome 

all doubts and regulatory restrictions. 

As highlighted by many respondents, key barriers to collaboration in the UN 

system are also around appropriate tools for the job and proper training for 

existing tools. The need for collaborative platforms was repeatedly stressed. 

One respondent explained, “we have worked closely with other duty stations for 

a specific project… the use of technologies was crucial (to meet remotely, work 

on collaborative documents, etc.) We tried to use the tools provided by the 

organization but we faced many problems and IT issues. We ended up using 

external tools, not “allowed” by the UN. It is sad that so much time and energy 

of staff is taken away because of inefficient IT tools provided by the UN”. 

Information about what is being used where and how it is working is also 

missing: “It is with great sadness that I find out on my own about innovative apps 

or tools that have proved effective for other UN entities whilst these have not 

reached my “family of entities”, even though these would be very useful”. 

 

Recommendations 
 

Invest in UN-wide tools and platforms to enable collaboration, information 

access and to enable people to make original mistakes and tap into the full 

potential of UN system. This could include, for example: 
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 • Create a common skills sharing, innovation and collaboration platform for 

the entire UN system to enable people to link skills, projects and career 

opportunities within the UN system to enhance collaboration and cross-

fertilization and unleash the full potential of the organization and its people.  

 • Create a searchable repository for all past and current projects, policy 

documents across the UN system to enable continuous learning and to 

make original mistakes rather than reinventing the wheel. 

 • Create a Wiki UN (cross-UN internal wikipedia) built and maintained 

through crowd wisdom, where employees can find different examples of 

how to go about core practices. This could also include a crowd-based chat 

forum to crowdsource for tacit and institutional knowledge.  

 • Crowdsource ideas and solutions: Instead of appointing task forces, make 

them (partly) open for all colleagues to attend and to provide inputs.  

 • Make existing Microsoft 365 packages inter-operable (this functionality is 

currently limited) to enable UN system collaboration using existing tools.  

 

Demonstrate commitment to transparency through actions: 
 

 • Make all non-sensitive information accessible to all UN system employees 

by default. 

 • Ensure transparency around how decisions are made. 

 • Openly share information and prioritize dialogue with employees: Explicitly 

and proactively invite feedback, views and opinions from colleagues.  

 • Publish the agenda of important (closed) meetings (e.g. senior 

management meetings) before they take place and create a space or 

channel where ideas, suggestions or concerns from employees can be 

discussed on higher level. Encourage senior leaders to provide debriefings 

of the outcome of the meeting. 

 

Flatten hierarchies in the organization: 
 

 • Transfer more autonomy, responsibility and decision making authority away 

from senior management teams to increase accountability and shorten 

approval processes. 

 • Recognize the contribution of informal networks, e.g. Young UN and the UN 

Innovation Network, to creating a culture of collaboration and innovation. For 

example by recognizing contributions of employees to these networks in 

performance appraisals. 

 

Good practice examples 
 

UN internal good practices 
 

 • Young UN has developed a concept for conecta, a UN system-wide skills 

sharing and collaboration platform. A self-managed team is working on a 

prototype to pilot this within the Young UN network. conecta would combine 

four components: (i) a cross-UN global directory of employees; (ii) skills and 

https://www.uninnovation.network/
https://www.uninnovation.network/
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expertise profiles; (iii) a project inventory to find projects in need of collaborators 

and networks of interest; and, eventually, (iv) facilitating a cross-UN talent 

management approach where employees can find opportunities for new jobs, 

mentorship and networks of practice. For such a platform to operate at scale, it 

would need the buy-in and support of all UN entities. 

 • UN Women has an informal youth council network, which has regular 

interaction with senior management. 

 • UN Secretariat/OHR, ‘Coffee with Directors’: every week, a random group of 

collaborators are picked to have a one-hour informal discussion around a 

coffee with a director. The aim is to restore trust through frank and direct 

situations. 

 • The Director-General of UNIDO periodically offers “DG Informal Talks” for a 

group of up to 10 persons, organized by HR. 

 • The Director-General of UNOG hosted ‘staff engagement dialogues’ where all 

staff were invited and both the DG and young staff shared personal 

experiences of risk-taking and innovation. 

 

External good practices 
 

 • Inspired by how social movements operate, the New Horizons team in the 

British National Health Service (NHS) apply a network and new power 

approach to large scale change in a public service organization with 

1.2 million employees.19 They prioritize change platforms not programmes20 

as a way to engage thousands of employees in developing solutions to 

challenges. The School for Change Agents is an open access online course to 

build change agency among employees. 

 • The Government of Canada’s Talent Cloud is an ‘experimental new staffing 

platform for project-based employment’.21 It aims to become a ‘validated, 

searchable repository of cross-sector talent’,22 prioritising workers access to 

rights, benefits and union representation, while retaining the flexibility to 

choose work inside and outside government. 

 • The company Patagonia prioritizes information transparency for not only 

employees but also customers and suppliers. Customers can see where 

everything is made, how it is made or what the impact of transportation and 

water usage is on the overall carbon footprint. 

  

__________________ 

 19  NHS England (2018) Leading Large Scale Change: A practical guide. 
 20  Gary Hamel & Michele Zanini (2014) Build a change platform, not a change program. 

 21  The GC Talent Cloud, https://www.csps-efpc.gc.ca/events/gctc/index-eng.aspx. 
 22  OECD Case Study (2018) Free Agents and GC Talent Cloud – Canada.  

https://talent.canada.ca/en
http://www.patagonia.com/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/practical-guide-large-scale-change-april-2018-smll.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/build-a-change-platform-not-a-change-program
https://www.csps-efpc.gc.ca/events/gctc/index-eng.aspx
https://www.oecd.org/gov/innovative-government/Canada-case-study-UAE-report-2018.pdf
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3. From risk aversion to innovation: enabling learning at all levels 
 

To remain relevant in the future, learning needs to be at the heart of 

organizations. Innovation is a vital learning mechanism for an organization.  

 

The learning organization 
 

The need for innovation is recognized and prioritized at the highest levels of the UN 

system. As the UN Secretary-General has underscored “the UN system has a moral 

obligation to its stakeholders to innovate in order to better serve its beneficiaries, 

deliver its mandates more efficiently and effectively, and scale its collective impact to 

help meet the SDGs”.23 Further, in the CEB meeting in May 2018 on innovation, it was 

acknowledged that “innovation [needs] to be a part of every staff member’s job, 

regardless of the role being fulfilled” and that “young staff in particular were seen as 

a fertile source of ideas and suggestions for improvement”.24 

Yet, and despite this strong commitment from the top, when asked whether their 

organization has a culture of innovation and risk taking, only 14% of respondents 

agree or strongly agree. This is a testimony that changing culture and integrating 

innovative approaches into the DNA of an organization takes time, and that our 

journey towards an innovative UN has a long way to go. 

 

This study found that the main limiting factors for UN employees to try new 

approaches and better ways of doing things were lack of support from senior 

management or direct supervisor and lack of dedicated time within working 

hours. In a similar vein, support from supervisor was seen as the most important 

enabling factor, followed by intrinsic motivation and relevant knowledge and 

skills. The findings show the key importance of a shift to a culture of learning 

and innovation in order to be sustainable, rather than as a separate activity. One 

respondent explained: “To promote innovation, we need to have more time and 

space to brainstorm and collaborate”. 

 

__________________ 

 23  Chief Executives Board for Coordination (2018) First regular session of 2018, p.6. 
 24  Ibid. p.8. 

https://www.unsceb.org/CEBPublicFiles/CEB-2018-1-Summary%20of%20Deliberation-Final.pdf
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While the term innovation often risks becoming a buzz word, or a synonym for the 

latest technology hype, innovation in agile organizations is seen as a means to an 

end rather than an end in itself. Facing uncertain, complex and fast changing 

external environments, organizations have to be able to adapt and learn 

continuously rather than relying on top-down, long term planning that risks to 

become quickly outdated. 

Mainstreaming innovation across the UN requires shifts on many levels, including 

time and space to experiment and develop ideas, creating incentives for innovation, 

openness and creativity, and establishing a supporting structure that enables 

innovation to happen across functions, departments and duty stations. Other 

methods include engaging employees through approaches such as crowdsourcing, 

foresight thinking and rapid prototyping to identify opportunities for improvement 

and iterate solutions. 

 

Recommendations 
 

Empower employees to experiment and develop ideas: Provide time, space and 

(if necessary) funding to reflect, think critically and test new approaches. This may 

include: 

 • Adopt a broad definition of innovation: Communicate that innovation is 

everyone’s job and not the sole responsibility of a dedicated department. 

 • Introduce initiatives that create innovation time, space and modalities and provide 

an enabling function such as innovation teams to support employees to drive 

innovation. Moreover, a UN system-wide ‘innovation fund’ should be established 

where people can apply for funds to test and scale successful innovations. 

Incentivize a culture of openness, collaboration, creativity and learning from 

failure: A culture shift is the most sustainable approach to mainstream innovation. 

This may be attained by: 

 • Include and incentivize innovation in performance appraisal so that 

supervisors are encouraged to provide employees space for innovation and 

be open to new approaches. 

 • Communicate openly that failure is part of learning, allow for original mistakes 

and focus on learning from failure and iteration in a constructive way. As part 

of this, a space to exchange experience on failed projects could be created 

(e.g. UN internal fail faires or FUN: F**k Up Nights). 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1FsqKn4LK0W0DZfhJnZPbkZqXlI-ROy3g/view
https://fuckupnights.com/
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 • Include innovation explicitly in organizations’ core values/competency 

frameworks. 

Identify and support innovations from informal networks: Scan the horizon and 

tap into informal networks such as Young UN and UNIN as sensing networks for 

emerging challenges. 

 

Good practice examples 
 

UN internal good practices 
 

 • IMF’s i-Time policy: IMF has established i-Time, an innovation time policy. 

Under this policy, all IMF employees may – on the basis of a detailed project 

proposal – request to assign up to 20% of their time to innovative projects 

related to improving the work of the Fund. 

 • Young UN innovation time pilot: In a first step towards a UN system that 

provides time and space for employees to develop and test unconventional 

solutions, Young UN has piloted innovation time. 30 employees from 10 

organizations in Geneva are participating in the pilot, each dedicating up to 

20% of their working hours to develop an innovative project or idea. 

 • Tanzania Innovation Safari: In collaboration with the Resident Coordinator’s 

Office and WFP’s Innovation Hub, UNIN is piloting the Tanzania Innovation 

Safari, a “slow-motion” innovation bootcamp specifically tailored to the needs 

of innovators in country offices. The Innovation Safari will include joint problem 

identification, ideation, design and development around key challenges that 

UN entities in Tanzania are experiencing. 

 • The World Bank Group: The World Bank has piloted new agile ways of working 

within several teams of the organization. For example, as part of the pilot 

programme, the senior vice president for operations at the World Bank issued a 

“waiver” to teams involved in the agile programme to free them from the Bank’s 

existing internal processes and encourage them to experiment, fail, and learn. 

 • Innovation labs: Innovation labs such as the WFP Innovation Accelerator, the 

ITC Innovation Lab or UNDP’s Network of Accelerator Labs provide numerous 

examples of new approaches, supporting actors across the UN system to 

innovate with end-users in mind and accelerate new solutions and ideas. 

Following the recommendation of its Global Commission on the Future of 

Work,25 the ILO is currently developing an innovation laboratory on digital 

technologies that can support decent work. Several other UN entities are also 

in the process of setting up dedicated innovation teams. 

The learning employee 

Despite the CEB Leadership framework emphasis on learning and its inclusion in 

Human Resources strategies across the UN system, reality is a different story. Less 

than a third of respondents feel their organization helps them to acquire the skills 

and knowledge needed to get better at what they do and 25% feel supported in their 

career development. 

__________________ 

 25  ILO (2019) Work for a brighter future. 

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/future-of-work/publications/WCMS_662410/lang--en/index.htm
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With significant cuts to staff training budgets in some organizations26 and an 

inconsistent allocation of training and staff development funds among staff 

categories, it does not come as a surprise that many survey respondents cited lack 

of resources as a limiting factor for learning and development. Among the skills 

mentioned as mostly needed to acquire and further develop to be prepared for future 

trends and changes in ways of working, only about 5% of respondents quote 

technical skills. The overwhelming majority see a clear need to acquire 

management (30%), digital (29%), communication (20%), and general soft skills 

(15%) such as team work, collaboration and problem solving. 

It is time to walk the talk on employee development and learning. Regardless of 

their grade or contract type, all employees should be regarded as an asset rather 

than a liability. Consequently, any expenditure in their learning, development and 

training should be seen as an investment that reaps significant returns, rather than 

a cost. Identifying transparent career path curricula and learning opportunities 

should come before any external recruitment exercise in order to allow existing 

employees to develop their skills and take up new opportunities. In a work 

environment where technical skills can become quickly outdated, investments 

should be made in people, in meta-skills and digital capabilities. 

In the next five years, the majority of respondents are eager to move within the UN 

system, entities or duty stations, to gain experience outside the UN system, and to 

re or up-skill. 

__________________ 

 26  According to the Office of Human Resources Management, $640 was spent per staff in 1994 
compared to $484 in 2010. 



CEB/2019/5/Add.2 
 

 

19-21472 22/45 

 

UN system organizations will need to adapt to facilitate versatile and flexible career paths 

of this nature. Ensuring the portability of skills and entitlements will be critical. Individual 

training accounts as well as unified skills certification and recognition systems could be 

a potential avenue to facilitate the transition of employees across the UN system. 

While training budgets should be increased, participation in career development 

opportunities and provision of individual career support mechanisms are needed for 

employees. This will require a new link between selection and employee 

development policies for most UN organizations. 

Recommendations 

 • Shift from hiring new staff to investing in staff development and growth: 

Shift the culture from selecting new employees for specific posts to identifying, 

developing and promoting internal employees for new functions (on a part- or 

full-time basis). 

 • Select for potential rather than past experience: Establish UN-wide internal 

vacancy announcements which allow to identify and select candidates based on 

skills and development potential rather than for past formal work experience. 

 • Transparent career development curricula: Establish a clear grid of career 

paths for employees in different job families which allow for changes of 

function, new tasks and projects with a minimum of formal requirements. 

Identify learning opportunities and assignments required for employees to 

have a clear idea of their potential career paths in different areas. 

 • Recognize lifelong learning as an entitlement: Lifelong learning should be 

formally recognized as a universal entitlement to all employees, including interns. 

 • Support lateral learning opportunities: Proactively support internal career 

development opportunities such as job shadowing, temporary assignments 

and swaps/lateral moves, especially between UN entities. Establish a common 

skills certification and recognition framework to enable mobility. 

 • Establish portable individual training accounts: Allow all employees to 

accumulate time and budget for learning, training and development activities, 

and ensure portability across the UN system and beyond. 

 • Increase the staff development and learning budgets and allow for outside-

the-box learning: Invest in the individual as a whole person, lower the need to 

identify an imminent return on investment and focus on shaping the future 

generation of UN employees in terms of adaptability, creativity and resilience 

 

Good practice examples 
 

UN internal good practices 
 

 • The #NewWork initiative in the UN Secretariat includes innovation and risk 

taking, capacity building, collaborative environment and working flexibly 

among its top priorities. The initiative plans to use a network approach to 

engaging employees and driving change. 

 • ILO: Free and unlimited access to Lynda eLearning courses and favorable 

rates on courses offered by the International Training Centre (ITC). 
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4. From putting employees into boxes to putting people at the 

centre: embracing a mobile, flexible workforce 

Putting people at the centre means providing both flexible working arrangements, 

job security and predictability. More flexible working arrangements (FWA) is one of 

the most frequently mentioned desires of today’s labour force.27 Such arrangements 

bear benefits for both employees and the organization, such as a reduced rate of 

unscheduled absenteeism and a better work-life balance. Moreover, they can have 

a positive impact on the environment by reducing greenhouse gas emissions from 

commuting to and from work.28 

 “Telecommuting has definitely increased both my productivity and job satisfaction.” 

(Quote from survey respondent) 

 

Despite calls from Member States29 and a keen interest among survey respondents, 

FWA are still not available to all employees in the UN system. Even where those 

arrangements are available, there is a disconnect between policies and their 

application. The vast majority of survey respondents are interested in working from 

outside the office (87% within and 83% outside their duty station), flextime (82%) or 

coworking (66%). Slightly fewer respondents (40%) are interested in working part-time. 

For the majority of those interested, FWA are not available or not supported by 

supervisors. Stigmatization of such arrangements and a mistrust towards 

employees seem to be key barriers: 

 “Working remotely is seen often as essentially cheating the system to take time off.” 

 “My supervisor is stuck in the Stone Age and believes that one can only work 

if in the office.” 

(Quotes from survey respondents) 

__________________ 

 27  See, for instance: Ernst & Young (2017) The future of work is changing. Will your workforce 

be ready? and Jon Messenger (2018) Working time and the future of work.  
 28  For an overview of FWA and their mutual benefits, see UN Women (2019) Supplementary 

Guidance on the Enabling Environment Guidelines for the United Nations System.  
 29  Adopted in 2011 and reiterated in 2013, Member States have requested the Secretary-General 

to report on efforts to “enhance the understanding and implementation of the principles of work-
life balance and a flexible workforce across the Secretariat.” (GA resolutions 65/247 and 

67/255). Consequently, many organizations have developed or updated their FWA policies and 
the number of staff utilising FWA increased significantly since 2011. 

https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/ey-the-future-of-work-is-changing-will-your-workforce-be-ready/%24FILE/ey-the-future-of-work-is-changing-will-your-workforce-be-ready.pdf
https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/ey-the-future-of-work-is-changing-will-your-workforce-be-ready/%24FILE/ey-the-future-of-work-is-changing-will-your-workforce-be-ready.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---cabinet/documents/publication/wcms_649907.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/02/supplementary-guidance-on-the-enabling-environment-guidelines-for-the-united-nations-system
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/02/supplementary-guidance-on-the-enabling-environment-guidelines-for-the-united-nations-system
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/02/supplementary-guidance-on-the-enabling-environment-guidelines-for-the-united-nations-system
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Moreover, lengthy and bureaucratic approval processes as well as a lack of 

adequate IT equipment are mentioned frequently as disabling factors. 

The wish for more flexible working arrangements is often confused with a wish for 

more flexibility regarding employment contracts. While there is a strong desire for 

more flexibility regarding working arrangements, there is also a strong desire for 

more stable and predictable employment. Job security and predictability are 

important dimensions of ILO’s Decent Work agenda since they enhance social 

security for workers and their dependents, increase productivity, and provide better 

prospects for personal development and social integration. 

 “Sometimes I think [the] UN abuses the enthusiasm and beliefs of a better 

world that young people have, then keep them working with lower salaries, 

with any employment security under consultant contracts.” 

 “I myself had 6 temp contracts in the last 1.5 years. This is unacceptable for 

someone who has a family.” 

(Quotes from survey respondents) 

Given the opportunity, about 68% of respondents would like to stay in the UN 

system for more than two years. However, more than half of all respondents are at 

least somewhat concerned that they might have to leave the UN system within the 

next two years because their contract expires. About 75% of respondents indicate 

that their current contract situation allows them to plan ahead for a maximum of one 

year; oftentimes considerably shorter. Two thirds consider their planning horizon to 

be (highly) insufficient. 

 

The lack of employment predictability and a proper planning horizon is amongst the 

top four factors for people considering leaving their organization or even the UN 

system. Therefore, it is not surprising that about two thirds of respondents are 

actively seeking new jobs inside and outside the UN system. 
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Even if a contract is extended, this happens most often on very short notice: Only 

36% of respondents receive their contract more than a month before their actual 

entry on duty date. The lack of predictability can result in both an unnecessary 

financial burden as well as emotional stress for employees, while extensions on 

short notice also occasion costs for the organization by initiating and then often 

postponing, or even cancelling the repatriation process of employees. 

The UN needs to act on its principles when it comes to basic employment security 

and social support. More transparent and predictable career paths need to be 

provided which allow for a longer planning horizon of employees, free from fear 

about their personal and professional future. 

 

Recommendations (job security and predictability) 
 

 • Provide bridge financing: Considering the unpredictability of the receipt of 

payments on the side of organizations (e.g. due to delayed payments by 

Member States), a ‘stopgap fund’ could bridge the gap between a donors’ 

funding commitment and the actual payment receipt, and would enable the 

organization to issue a contract in due course; ideally, more than two month 

before the expiration of a contract. 

 • Guarantee universal social protection for all employees including 

consultants and interns: At a minimum, the UN has to guarantee access to 

essential health care and basic income security to all employees, including 

interns, over the life cycle.30 However, minimal is not optimal and the UN 

should lead by example, i.e. progressively strive for higher levels of social 

security. This is not a nice to have, it is fundamental if the UN is to regain 

credibility in the public eye and as an employer. 

 • Remove all barriers and inequities in contracting: People should be 

employed as people with potential to bring to the organization not put in limiting 

boxes. One standardized UN contract would be the ultimate solution. As an 

interim step, enable all current employees to apply to all types of jobs across 

the UN system, regardless of their contract type and status. 

 • Limit number of short-term contract extensions: To improve the overall job 

security of employees, the number of extensions of short-term contracts 

should be limited. Organizations may, for instance, only extend such a short-

term contract a maximum of three times and/or may not exceed a total duration 

of two years; after that, a more permanent contract has to be provided.31 This 

would also counteract the practice in some organizations to increasingly 

employ consultants for performing staff functions. 

 • Remove mandatory breaks between contracts: Mandatory breaks between 

contracts can be financially and emotionally destabilizing. These can be 

especially detrimental to those with dependents, those with disabilities and/or 

those from lower socioeconomic groups, which limits the ability of the UN to 

ensure diversity in its employees. 

__________________ 

 30  See ILO’s Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102) and Social 

Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202). 
 31  See, for instance, German part-time and fixed-term Employment Act. 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB%3A12100%3A0%3A%3ANO%3A12100%3AP12100_INSTRUMENT_ID%3A312247%3ANO
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB%3A12100%3A0%3A%3ANO%3A%3AP12100_INSTRUMENT_ID%3A3065524
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB%3A12100%3A0%3A%3ANO%3A%3AP12100_INSTRUMENT_ID%3A3065524
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB%3A12100%3A0%3A%3ANO%3A%3AP12100_INSTRUMENT_ID%3A3065524
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 • Improve transparency in recruitment: In order to ensure transparent and 

qualification-based recruitment processes, open chat rooms could be created 

as the only means for interaction between applicants and hiring managers. 

Moreover, a recruitment mechanism should be considered which enables the 

direct placement of qualified employees through a reduced competition. This 

would reduce the number of pseudo job postings with pre-selected candidates. 

 

Recommendations (flexible working arrangements) 
 

 • Destigmatize FWA: An important element to destigmatize FWA is trust: 

Supervisors have to trust employee that tasks are completed, and employees 

have to trust supervisors that FWA requests are only rejected on an 

exceptional basis. One way of establishing this mutual trust relationship is to 

approve FWA requests as the rule and to reject them only as an exception. 

 • Reconsider core working hours: In addition, the concept of core working 

hours should be reconsidered: Instead of defining core working hours as those 

hours employees need to be present at their desks, it should be defined as the 

hours when they can be reached (e.g. via phone or email); regardless of where 

they are. At the same time, the organization should support workers to enforce 

their right to disconnect. 

 • Provide information and training: Employees as well as supervisors should 

be well informed about the possibilities of FWA. Tailored information sessions 

and trainings for both supervisors (e.g. how to manage virtual teams) and 

employees (e.g. conditions of a remote working place) can address prejudices 

and improve efficiency. Certainly, not all positions within an organization are 

equally suitable for FWA. For transparency reasons and also to manage 

expectations, the suitability of FWA should be clearly stated in job descriptions. 

 • Harness technology: A precondition for FWA is the provision of a reliable IT 

infrastructure that enables remote access and collaboration, including hardware 

(e.g. laptop, mobile phone, etc.) and software (e.g. cloud-based storage and 

collaboration platforms, online telecommunication tools, etc.). Regular training 

sessions on using technology can help demystify their use for FWA. 

 

Good practice examples 
 

 • UNICEF has a ‘365 days Programme’, which allows qualifying employees to 

work remotely for a year. The organization also has a policy in which FWA are 

automatically accepted unless a manager submits a compelling reason for 

rejection. 

 • The UN Secretariat has revised its policy on FWA, which allows up to three 

days of telework per week (more in case of temporary disability) as well as 

telework from a different duty station for up to 6 months (+3 additional). There 

are also courses on flexible working arrangements for managers (managing 

flexible teams) and for staff (on working remotely). 

 • UN Women: FWA are encouraged, including working away from the office 

(telecommuting) 
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 • ILO: Employees on contracts without limit of time or a fixed-term contracts can 

apply for ad hoc or regular (up to 50% of working time) teleworking. The tasks 

and outputs have to be specified in advance and the Office provides the 

necessary equipment, subject to availability. 

 • ITC: Introduced an Enhanced Work-Life Balance (WLB) Framework which 

included promoting FWA (staggered working hours, teleworking within 

commuting distance and remotely, compressed work schedules and flexible 

schedule breaks for external learning). 

 • UNHCR developed a Pocket Guide to Flexible Working, Moving UNHCR 

Forward Together to help supervisors discuss FWA with colleagues. It 

includes examples of how UNHCR colleagues working around the globe have 

used flexible working arrangements in the different duty stations, especially 

deep field. 
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List of recommendations 
 

 

From hierarchies to self-managing teams: redesigning the UN as an agile organization 

 • Redefine management to focus on enabling 

functions and move towards self-managing 

teams 

 • Redefine management to focus on enabling 

functions and move towards self-managing 

teams 

 • Revise performance management systems and 

enforce compliance 

 • Senior management champions on calculated 

risk-taking 

 • Mandatory 360° feedback surveys 

 • Regular career counselling and coaching 

 • (Cross-UN) mentoring programs 

 • Compulsory management skills training 

 • Probation period with involvement of 

supervisees 

 

 

From competition to collaboration and transparency: creating a network of 

empowered, cross-functional teams 

 • Invest in UN-wide tools and platforms to enable 

collaboration, information access and to enable 

people to make original mistakes and tap into 

the full potential of UN system 

 • Demonstrate commitment to transparency 

through actions 

 • Flatten hierarchies in the organization 

 

 

From risk aversion to innovation: enabling learning at all levels 

 • Empower employees to experiment and develop 

ideas 

 • Incentivize a culture of openness, collaboration, 

creativity and learning from failure 

 • Identify and support innovations from informal 

networks 

 • Shift from hiring new staff to investing in staff 

development and growth 

 • Select for potential rather than past experience 

 • Transparent career development curricula 

 • Recognize lifelong learning as an entitlement 

 • Support lateral learning opportunities 

 • Establish portable individual training accounts 

 • Increase the staff development and learning 

budgets and allow for outside-the-box learning 

 

 

From putting employees into boxes to putting people at the centre: embracing a 

mobile, flexible workforce 

 • Destigmatize flexible working arrangements 

 • Reconsider core working hours 

 • Provide information and training 

 • Harness technology 

 • Provide bridge financing 

 • Guarantee universal social protection for all 

employees incl. consultants and interns 

 • Remove all barriers and inequities in contracting 

 • Limit number of short-term contract extensions 

 • Remove mandatory breaks between contracts 

 • Improve transparency in recruitment 
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Annex 1: Background and methodology of this study 
 

 

Why this study was done 
 

Young UN: Agents for Change (Young UN) is a global network of more than 1,500 
members, working in 100+ countries across the UN system. The network is open to 
all staff categories and contract types, including consultants and interns, and has 
no age limit. Young UN members recognize that there are many common 
challenges across the UN system and are proactive in addressing them in order to 
transform the UN system to live by the principles it stands for. 

Young UN serves to (1) crowdsource ideas and feedback globally from across the 
UN system and advocate for change, (2) pilot and incubate innovative ideas and 
(3) drive a bottom-up movement for cultural and mindset change to mainstream 
innovation across the UN’s work. 

Young UN has already produced a number of studies and surveys in the past to 
gain a clear and holistic understanding of (particularly young or entry-level) 
employees’ experiences, expectations and aspirations, and to provide bold 
recommendations on how the UN system needs to change to enable people to 
reach their potential and to prepare for the future of work. 

Following Young UN’s participation at the April 2019 session of the UN Chief 
Executives Board (CEB) High-level Committee on Management (HLCM), Young UN 
was invited to provide input at HLCM’s October retreat on “The Future of the UN 
System Workforce”. These results will also inform Young UN’s advocacy efforts and 
practical action to shape the UN. 

 

How this study was done 
 

The main data source of this study is a survey that asked UN employees about their 
experiences and expectations at the workplace and how the UN needs to adapt for 
the future of work. The survey was developed using new ways of working: members 
of the Young UN Network were invited to join a dedicated project team that primarily 
coordinated itself through an online collaboration platform and via video calls. The 
distribution of roles and tasks within the group was fluid and based on availability, 
ability, and preference. Some team members participated in a Young UN pilot 
project and used “innovation time” for their contributions. 

The survey was developed using an evidence-based approach, building on previous 
Young UN studies32 and external studies or articles related to the future of work. 
Key aspects were collected and grouped according to main themes and linkages, 
while identifying pain points or best practices. Based on this overview, the questions 
and survey outline were developed. The entire work process took around three 
months (July to September 2019). Young UN received pro bono support from 
Agenda Consulting, an Oxford-based not-for-profit organization with extensive 
experience on staff engagement surveys, particularly within the UN system. 

The survey was online for 12 days33 and had a total of 859 respondents. Responses 
were received from 34 UN entities, 91 countries and across different contract types 
and length of service in the UN. 

 

 

__________________ 

 32  A Young UN ‘temperature check’ conducted in April 2019 amongst 689 respondents was 

used as a main input for these considerations. Themes surfaced in the 2017 Global Ideas 
Survey, 2018 innovation survey and 2019 UN Reform Temperature Checks also informed 

closed question responses. 
 33  From 23 August to 3 September 2019. 

http://www.young-un.org/
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Annex 2: Data sheet – Full survey results 
 

 

Attached on the following pages. 
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