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Innovation aspirations at ESCWA _________

The Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) steadfastly supports 
sustainable development in the Arab region.  ESCWA has continually provided its 
services to member States and led by example, despite significant challenges and volatile 
conditions. However, emerging developments require novel solutions to tackle today’s 
complex problems. Consequently, ESCWA must find ways to be highly responsive to 
unconventional challenges presented by its growing clientele. To do so, ESCWA needs to 
become more agile, pro-active and efficient in delivering services to its member States.

Prompt delivery of effective services in an 
ever-changing context must be paired with 
the willingness to employ unconventional 
solutions. ESCWA must deploy twenty-first 
century tools to address today’s pressing 
issues, and secure significant progress toward 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has 
exposed overlooked challenges hindering 
business continuity and other vulnerabilities 
in the region. ESCWA has deployed innovative 
tools to ensure business continuity, and must 
ensure that innovative policies are leveraged 
effectively and efficiently. 

Staff members must stretch their 
imagination and expand the 
thinking to drive transformational 
change towards shared prosperity 
and dignified lives.

To ensure maximum effectiveness, ESCWA 
should follow a bottom-up approach to 
modernizing the innovation culture of the 
organization. Staff members must stretch 
their imagination and expand their thinking to 
drive transformational change towards shared 
prosperity and dignified lives. 

The ultimate goal of the present strategy is 
to sustain and grow the ability of ESCWA 
to respond to challenges, and expand its 

role as the catalyst of change in the region 
by addressing the five core organizational 
innovation targets showcased in figure 1.

To effectively deliver on this promise, ESCWA 
must articulate a strategy to align its innovation 
efforts, mostly at the substantive level, with 
its new business model. Hence, the present 
Innovation Strategy is mapped with the ESCWA 
Digital Transformation Strategy, facilitating the 
change for all staff members, primarily at the 
administration level (e.g., digitalization of Standard 
Operating Procedures). This resonates well 
with the ongoing ESCWA reform, based on the 
premise that all staff members are empowered 
through increased involvement in various aspects 
of project planning and implementation phases 
regardless of grade or role. For this approach to 
succeed, ESCWA needs to cultivate a culture of 
innovation where ideation without judgment is 
encouraged, attempting and failing is acceptable, 
and silo behaviour is rejected.

This innovation culture should extend across 
the organization in an ESCWA-wide innovation 
system: a set of coherent processes and 
structures that dictate how the organization 
selects projects for funding, searches for novel 
problems and solutions, and synthesizes ideas 
into drivers of change. An organization without 
an innovation strategy is generally incapable 
of optimizing its resources, and is therefore 
forced into unnecessary trade-off decisions.
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This strategy entails the opportunity for 
ESCWA to be ISO 56002:2019 certified1 (an 
established innovation management system for 
continual improvement). Despite the growing 
number of technological and innovative 
tools, technology adoption is relatively low at 
ESCWA. Research indicates that the older the 
organization and the interdependencies among 
its processes, the harder it is to bring about 

1. ISO 56002:2019, Innovation Management – Innovation Management System – Guidance, 2019. Available at https://www.iso.org/
standard/68221.html.

an innovative output. The present strategy 
ensures greater recourse to innovation using 
new technology by refurbishing outdated 
internal business processes. Current work 
from home modalities, alongside ongoing 
technological initiatives, have demonstrated 
ESCWA agility in deploying technological 
solutions, and has strengthened staff 
members’ support for technological solutions. 

Aligning the innovation strategy with the 
United Nations reform process ___________

The United Nations system acknowledges 
innovation as the driving force for achieving the 
SDGs. ESCWA reform builds on this concept by 
re-engineering the organization, with innovation 
as the bedrock for its operations. Therefore, 
ESCWA innovation efforts are in line with the 
overall United Nations reforms, and supported by 
the Secretary-General strategies and surveys. 

Various United Nations strategies, including 
the Secretary-General’s Data Strategy 2020-
2022, aspire to strengthen the capacity for data 
literacy, dynamic collection and data analysis. 
The Strategy on New Technologies promotes 
increased utilization of technology. The Youth 
Strategy engages the United Nations with 

young people. The United Nations Innovation 
Network (UNIN) facilitates transparency within 
the Secretariat, and with member States. 
These strategies complement the present 
ESCWA innovation strategy and promote the 
abovementioned ESCWA innovation targets.

The ultimate goal of the present 
strategy is to place ESCWA at 
the forefront of other United 
Nations sister organizations as an 
innovation role model

Figure 1: Targets of the ESCWA innovation strategy
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This support allows ESCWA to address today’s 
challenges in line with United Nations guidelines, 
without duplication of efforts and services. The 
present innovation strategy also addresses 
internal obstacles restricting employees’ 

2. United Nations Innovation Network, Innovation Capacity Mapping, 2018, 2019 and 2020.

innovative thinking and work. The following 
section showcases ESCWA progress in internal 
innovation indicators, and the way forward for an 
improved innovation mapping score.

Innovation capacity, action plan 
and requirements ______________________

Capacity
Figure 2 shows progress in ESCWA innovation 
capacity mapped on two aggregated factors: 
innovation culture and innovation capability. 
The figure is retrieved from the United Nations 
innovation mapping for the years 2018, 2019 and 
2020.2 Innovation mapping is an annual review 
of United Nations organizations’ innovation 
capacity after the launch of the system-wide 
innovation effort. In general, ESCWA innovation 
has improved from having an innovation culture 
gap in 2018, to having a small capability gap in 
2019, to becoming an innovation leader in 2020. 

In one year, ESCWA was able to improve 
the cultural aspect of the assessment from 
around 55 to 80, but regressed in innovation 
capabilities. The adoption level of new 
technologies in the United Nations ecosystem 
was the primary assessment element for 
the innovation capability aspect. ESCWA 
lagged in the adoption of such emerging 
technologies, which resulted in the capability 
gap. However, the root cause of the capability 
gap is inherited cultural barriers to innovation 
from before 2018.

Figure 2: ESCWA capability and culture maps
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The organizational innovation culture can be 
divided into two categories: basic innovation 
culture such as idea generation and sharing, 
and advanced innovation culture such as 
originality, follow-up and implementation. 

Figure 3 shows how ESCWA scored below 
average on advanced innovation culture 
elements in 2018. The identified risk-averse 
element indicates that it is the organization’s 
way of doing business that is generating the 
slack adoption of innovative ideas and the 
inability to morph ideation into action. 
ESCWA has preserved this traditional approach of 
conducting business, creating a significant share 
of staff members who operate in a within-the-box 
mindset. Therefore, the absence of an advanced 
innovation culture generated the capability gap. 
In general, this barrier to true innovation is known 
as internal resistance to change, provoked by the 
fear of failure. If ESCWA does not adhere to the 
present strategy and thus fails to acknowledge this 
barrier and its subsequent components, a spillover 

effect will generate organization-wide staleness 
and, more crucially, ESCWA will fail to cultivate an 
innovative culture. To avoid this chain reaction, the 
following section presents the culture framework 
and roadmap for ESCWA to develop organizational 
innovation sustainability, in its newly created 
innovative environment. 

We can do things differently, and we can do different things… Be                              
bold, be revolutionary…and disrupt… because without innovation, there 
is no way we can overcome the challenges of our time.           

UN Secretary-General António Guterres

Implementation action plan

According to the UNIN innovation survey, 
ESCWA ranked among the top five leading 
entities in data and digital capacity mapping 
in 2020. Internal resistance to change is the 
main barrier for true innovation at ESCWA, so 
advanced culture elements must be addressed 
to tackle this issue. 

However, this ranking as an innovation leader 
is sustained by a commitment to organizational 
innovation responsibilities. Moreover, the 
annual innovation survey is dynamic, new 
parameters introduced each year. Therefore, 

a standalone action plan must cover the 
two notions of sustaining organization-wide 
change and implementing emerging innovation 
parameters. The action plan, acting at the 
strategic and functional levels, is a time-
bound Gantt Chart, streamlining financial and 
human resources and setting out steps for 
implementing the present strategy.

The main lesson learned is that the innovation 
parameters affecting the ESCWA ranking are 
internal, which means that they are under the 
control of ESCWA policymakers and decision 
makers. This fact solidifies the importance 
of the action plan and efforts to innovate the 
organization, technologically and behaviourally.

“

Figure 3: 2018 innovation culture assessment
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Requirements for an effective 
innovation strategy

The innovation strategy benefits from the 
current landscape created by the United 
Nations reform. To succeed, additional 
initiatives must be put in place to tackle internal 
resistance to change and fear of failure, and to 
streamline the innovation strategy according to 
the overall organizational vision and mission 

Foremost, ESCWA will empower staff members 
who welcome change and new ideas by 
forming the ESCWA Innovation Lab. The 
Lab does not suggest a standalone group of 
’innovators’ or a physical facility, but rather 
brings together diverse ESCWA actors in open 
collaboration – fuelled by creativity – to share 

3 United Nations System Staff College (UNSSC), The new UN Innovation Toolkit. Available at https://bit.ly/2Q44M0f

experiences, generate insights into ongoing 
ESCWA work, brainstorm and experiment with 
ideas and potential solutions to address clients’ 
requests, and assist in resolving development 
challenges. This environment of continuous 
learning can be an extension to Young ESCWA 
and supported by staff members at various 
levels. Examples of possible actions by this Lab 
are expounded in the following section under 
the Architecture element.

In addition, ESCWA will make available 
resources to facilitate implementing the 
innovation initiatives. This includes allocating 
annual funds to promoting technology from 
OICT to anchor these initiatives; prototyping 
ideas via the “light bulb” initiative; seeking 
the ISO certification if it adds worth; and 
implementing the actions introduced in the 
following section.

Framework and roadmaps _______________

The innovation framework builds upon the 
cluster approach that ESCWA adopted in late 
2019. The Strategy, Partnerships, Architecture, 
Culture and Evaluation (SPACE) framework, 
devised by the Secretary-General, the United 
Nations System Chief Executives Board for 
Coordination and UNIN, illustrates the way 
forward for ESCWA innovation planning and 
implementation without duplicating existing 
United Nations services.3 The acronym SPACE 
covers five foundational parts crucial to 
organizational innovation: strategy, partnerships, 
architecture, culture and evaluation.

Every abovementioned framework element is 
accompanied by a roadmap acknowledging 
both ESCWA weaknesses and strengths, as 
outlined by previous UNIN innovation surveys. 
Such roadmaps foster true innovation; an 

innovation that harmonizes ideas with the 
overall five targets without restricting creativity. 

Strategy
The second step is involving various 
stakeholders to address the risk inherent 
in innovation, and the innovation levels the 
organization can undertake in the upcoming 
decade of action. Under the ESCWA new 
working model, the task falls on the Executive 
Action Team (EAT) to review and approve the 
projects that complement ESCWA innovation 
aspirations tolerating greater risk. This strategy 
does not suggest that the EAT should be willing 
to accept projects with risks greater than 
ESCWA can tolerate, but does suggest that EAT 
should seek and favour projects that include a 
significant level of innovative thinking.

https://bit.ly/2Q44M0f
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The way forward with true 
innovation is encouraging a small, 
yet targeted, portfolio of highly 
innovative pioneering projects.

Consequently, the third step is creating an 
innovation portfolio of ongoing and completed 
innovation projects in the six clusters. Such a 
portfolio minimizes, and will eventually eliminate, 
duplication and avoids taking on responsibilities 
that are better suited to another player in the 
broader United Nations development system. 
This is achieved by EAT designating a team 
member that will oversee the ESCWA projects 
that comprise the innovation portfolio (the 
existing project proposal system utilized by EAT 
can act as a digital portfolio) to:4 

1. Ensure accepted project proposals are 
included in the portfolio categorized per key 
result area (KeyRA);

2. Support project assessment using the 
defined evaluation methods; 

3. Support managerial reform as required.

4 Possible use cases of the ESCWA Innovation Portfolio are mapped with the work of UNSSC “Learning Portfolio Manager of the 
UNSSC Knowledge Centre for Leadership and Management (KCLM)” and the UNDP article “Portfolio approaches to tackle complex 
challenges”.

The organization’s portfolio, containing a 
balanced array of projects aiming for a 
spectrum of results, is a tangible approach 
to launching innovation projects that are 
more coherent with each other; stocktaking 
ongoing efforts to better manage and adapt 
to a changing context; and producing tools, 
processes and impact suited to the broader 
United Nations innovation paradigm. Therefore, 
the EAT member managing the portfolio is 
encouraged to propose and follow up on 
partnership opportunities, including new 
ventures, by participating in interagency 
meetings and working groups to exchange 
information, initiatives and policies.

Lastly, ESCWA must employ the portfolio to 
develop a global presence throughout the 
United Nations system demonstrating thought-
leadership. ESCWA must build channels, mainly 
through RCP, to showcase innovation success 
stories, especially initiatives harnessing 
innovation such as the “light bulb” initiative. 
ESCWA must also develop a fast-paced 
communication campaign targeting both social 
media outlets and United Nations innovation 
forums and magazines.

Partnerships

ESCWA must solicit innovative ideas from 
beyond the internal staff pool for original input. 
The critical success factor is a mechanism 
that safeguards the approach to untraditional 
actors. Such a mechanism dictates when 
external outreach is needed and what partners 
to primarily consider. Often, unconventional 
partners extend beyond traditional global 
development organizations to include small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs), academic 
institutions and government agencies. 

Figure 4: Roadmap for implementing the strategy 
framework
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Innovation is not only about 
technology; it’s about bringing new 
ideas to solve emerging challenges. 
It can take many forms – from 
process and policy changes, to 
new business models and ways 
of engaging stakeholders. True 
innovation is a culture.

Not only should ESCWA pro-actively import 
potential ideas but also collaborate with 
selected external partners. Teaming up is 
most effective if the intricacies of a particular 
innovation initiative can be fulfilled by an 
experienced agency. However, establishing 
a partnership is not sufficient alone to drive 
success. ESCWA must also drive innovation by 
identifying synergies and creating joint value. 

In brief, ESCWA must encourage 
unconventional yet productive partnerships in 
innovative initiatives, which require external 
practical expertise and knowledge.

Architecture
Bureaucratic organizations are characterized 
by a hierarchical structure, and governed by 
a set of rigid rules and procedures. The new 
ESCWA project-based approach (AGILE reform) 
shifted hierarchies to horizontal networks 
and, if implemented fully, will revamp standard 
procedures to effectively foster the innovation 
culture the present strategy aims to build. Such 
a system caters to both the need for change 
and unlocks employees’ full potential. 

A supportive environment must be paired 
with ESCWA reform to utilize the ingredients 
necessary for an agile organization. To put  
this into practice, ESCWA must first establish 
the Innovation Lab with the assistance of 
Young ESCWA.  

The ESCWA Innovation Lab will be the dynamic 
group at ESCWA that engages with staff, non-

staff and outside partners in open collaboration 
to support the implementation of the present 
strategy and the new post-reform ESCWA 
work environment. For example, this group can 
support existing teams and inhouse experts in 
the following:

1. Advance the present innovation strategy 
through brainstorming sessions;

2. Establish a uniform understanding among 
staff members of ESCWA innovation goals;

3. Empower ESCWA personnel to move 
towards self-managing teams, with the 
freedom to think and experiment;

4. Promote a fresh innovation culture;

5. Recognize repeatable processes and 
organizational structures to support each 
stage of the innovation life cycle; 

6. Assist in innovative planning and execution 
of projects; 

7. Utilize technology-based innovations 
furnished by the United Nations to induce 
internal ESCWA innovation;

8. Manage the “light bulb” initiative;

Figure 5: Roadmap for implementing the 
architecture framework
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9. Identify pioneers in the innovation ecosystem 
and determine their comparative advantage;

10. Source new ideas to address specific 
challenges;

11. Manage ESCWA ISO 56002:2019 compliance 
and certification;

12. Identify and support new initiatives in line 
with ESCWA innovation goals;

13. Identify areas of improvement that require 
additional innovative solutions;

14. Assist whenever needed in scaling up 
existing innovation;

15. Embed innovation in the ESCWA way of 
working to sustain innovation over time.

Culture
The present strategy employs a change 
management plan to tackle the main weakness 
exposed by previous UNIN surveys: internal 
resistance to change. A change management 
plan creates a culture of innovation by 
gradually implementing change elements, 

5 Young UN, Navigating to the next UN: A Journey full of Potential, November 2019.

while ensuring that everyone has the same 
understanding and perception. Figure 6 
shows how the ESCWA Innovation Lab could 
incorporate the shift towards innovation based 
on the United Nations system process.

To truly embed innovation in the organization, 
ESCWA must commit to the roadmap to produce 
a network of empowered and cross-functional 
teams with the skills, opportunities and incentives 
to innovate. More than 80 per cent of staff 
member across the United Nations system are 
interested in collaboration opportunities  outside 
their core team,5 reinforcing one of the most 
salient aspects of the ESCWA reform. Moreover, 
ESCWA should tolerate greater risk to eventually 
identify the most effective pathways to engage 
with risk, and potentially increase risk tolerance 
within the organization over time.

Evaluation
The evaluation and monitoring of the present 
strategy will be based on the success of the 
established initiatives, and using monitoring 
schemes suggested in ISO 56002:2019 
to determine the success of the ESCWA 
innovation system. 

Figure 6: Roadmap for implementing the culture framework
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Approve the innovation 
strategy and its 
accompanying action plan

Disseminate the 
innovation strategy to 
ESCWA staff members 
to facilitate its 
implementation and 
allow them to undertake 
tangible initiatives 
within their clusters

Handover the 
ESCWA internal 
innovation strategy 
and the action plan 
for implementation

Update the decision-making 
framework of EAT to 
enhance approval of 
innovative projects and 
tolerate the associated 
greater risk

After six months of 
establishing the 
Innovation Lab, request 
an innovation report 
providing lessons 
learnt, repetitive 
processes and 
recommendations

Derive impactful 
innovative initiatives 
from the ESCWA 
innovation portfolio 
and reflect them in 
the ESCWA annual 
report

Include an innovation 
footprint in the design 
of ESCWA projects 
and proposals

86 75

Implement innovation 
management system in 
compliance with ISO 
56002-2019, and 
eventually seek 
certification

Reform the hiring and 
retention criteria to 
include competencies 
and questions that 
determine the 
innovation mindset 
of candidates

Build partnerships 
with key players in 
the region and with 
United Nations 
initiatives (Global 
Pulse)

Digitize the knowledge 
management activities, 
including knowledge 
generation, retention, 
and disseminating

Recommendations 
for strategy implementation ______________

The following are actionable recommendations for effective implementation of the activities in the 
present strategy, set out for execution by different offices and teams at ESCWA: 
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