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1 Introduction 

In June 2019 Chatham House hosted the ‘Our Shared Humanity’ conference to capture the 
dispersed possibilities and opportunities which remain from Kofi Annan’s life’s work as an 
international civil servant, to situate them alongside current barriers to UN effectiveness, and 
to identify specific recommendations to address current pressing global challenges. 

Before, during and after his tenure as UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan shaped and 
expanded the reach and capacity of the United Nations in human rights, development, 
humanitarianism and security.  Friends and former colleagues and leaders in development 
and civil society identified Annan’s competencies in leadership, communications, inclusion, 
promotion of democratic principles and solidarity as central lessons to capture.   

Chatham House produced a report to highlight key points and summarise these discussions 
and recommendations.2 This piece, a companion to that report, intends to take the conference 
proceedings one step further by providing an analysis of the core themes that emerged from 
the impressive and dynamic speakers, who hailed from the UN, business and civil society.  
We feel this analysis is crucial in understanding the rationale behind the recommendations 
made in that report, as well as in developing them into a cohesive and transformative project 
for reforming our global system. As analysis of this form falls outside of Chatham House’s 
mandate, UNA-UK are publishing this analysis with the support and encouragement of 
Chatham House.  

Declining political support for multilateralism, increasingly complex situations of armed conflict, 
and divisions prompted by globalization, increasing inequalities, climate change and new 
technologies challenge the trajectory of Kofi Annan’s vision of a UN that has the capacity to 
meaningfully and effectively pursue its objectives of human rights and development, 
humanitarian protection and maintenance of international peace and security.  Yet, these 

 

1 This report was co-authored by Fred Carver, Head of Policy at UNA-UK, and Sabrina White, ESRC 
funded PhD student at the University of Leeds 

2 Available online at https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/our-shared-humanity-legacy-kofi-
annan 
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obstacles sit alongside the emergence of a wide array of opportunities, new ideas and possible 
partnerships for global solidarity, a core theme of UNA UK’s newly launched Together First 
campaign.  

The conference participants provided nuanced accounts of multiple topics covering a wide 
spectrum of issues affecting the UN’s work, but the consensus on the way forward can be 
summarised through two broad yet interconnected adaptive approaches: (1) revitalise the 
value of and scope for deliberation; and (2) build capacity for collaboration among diverse 
stakeholders.  

This analysis will first provide an overview of cross-cutting themes, connecting them both to 
the lessons learned from Kofi Annan’s legacy and to the deficits described as areas requiring 
critical attention. It will then elaborate the conceptualisation of the two themes of adaptation 
related to deliberation and interaction.   

2 Cross-cutting Themes and Lessons  

Kofi Annan’s leadership and communicative capacity, his attention to inclusion and 
participation in promotion of democratic principles, and his cultivation of solidarity were 
identified as five fundamental lessons from his legacy. He was described as a master 
communicator who valued in-depth deliberation, persuaded others to engage in the details, 
and championed for civil society and global publics.  Being able to see the bigger picture and 
the overlapping and interactive complex connections between local and global problems was 
central to his approach.  He brought together diverse stakeholders, including Member States, 
civil society and the private sector to collaborate in work towards addressing global problems.   

However, the UN after Annan is struggling to adapt to the changing nature of the global 
political, economic, environmental, technological and social climate, and deficits in those same 
five areas— 

(1) leadership 
(2) communications 
(3) inclusion 
(4) democracy and 
(5) solidarity  

Central to all the problems identified at the conference was the declining support for and rising 
uncertainty in the value and purpose of multilateralism among Member States.  Where 
Member States are unable or unwilling to develop common solutions to pressing problems 
through meaningful deliberation and political commitments, the foundations upon which the 
UN is built are increasingly fragile. The challenge then is to look for ways to enhance support 
for multilateralism, but also to seriously reflect on its sustainability in this changing world order. 

As climate change and protracted conflicts exacerbate inequalities, new technologies threaten 
human rights and democratic values, high politics expose fractures in global leadership, and 
inadequate responses dilute normative values, the stakes are raised. The UN risks being 
dangerously left behind by the 21st century.  

Having identified these five areas defining Kofi Annan’s legacy, and having noted they are 
also the main deficits in the UN’s work , the conference considered three distinct ways of 
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addressing these deficits: (1) the nature of the problem: managing the narrative on what the 
UN stands for, and following through in practice on this narrative; (2) the nature of the solution: 
embracing complexity through an inclusive approach to problem-solving; and (3) 
identifying appropriate actors to carry out the work: looking to new partnerships to address 
gaps in multilateralism. These three areas aim to deal with what the problems are, how they 
might be addressed, and who the appropriate actors are to carry out the needed work.   

These three areas were identified in the Chatham House Report as: (1) What-contemporary 
challenges and the UN’s response; (2) How-long-standing challenges and fresh approaches; 
and (3) Who-emerging actors and new partnerships.  We are including our similar 
interpretation of them here for the sake of more clearly situating our analysis. 

 

2.1 The Nature of the Problem: Managing the narrative  

A common problem identified throughout the conference was declining trust in the central 
mission of the UN, its values, its trajectory and its capacity.  If governments distance 
themselves from the UN as a source of public legitimacy, then the narrative on the central 
mission of the UN weakens.  The trust of wider publics is also itself critical to the 
institutionalisation of the UN. The legacies of the Iraq War, Libya, the Global Financial Crisis 
and sexual exploitation and sexual abuse in UN peacekeeping have had detrimental effects 
on public perceptions of the UN. It is therefore even more important to have a common positive 
narrative which is effectively communicated that can convince the diverse breadth of 
stakeholders among the global public that there is a global order that will respond to their 
concerns. There is a need to ensure that the UN stands for and works on behalf of the global 
public.  This restoration of trust should cut across different sectors, between Member States, 
between them and the Secretariat and civil society.3  But, to address the tensions in 
relationships between governments and the wider public, it is critical for Member States to 
endorse a narrative for why the UN is needed.  

It was suggested several times that the UN needs to take a stronger stance in promotion of 
respect for normative values, especially human rights. Annan was a champion of such values, 
particularly in his contribution to the evolution of human rights at the UN.  He helped shape 
the capacity of the OHCHR to monitor and record human rights abuses, oversaw the transition 
of the Human Rights Commission to the Human Rights Council, introduced the idea of 
Universal Periodic Review (UPR).4 He also brought human rights and humanitarian issues, 
including children and armed conflict, the Women Peace and Security Agenda, Responsibility 
to Protect and Protection of Civilians into international peace and security discussions, 
including at the Security Council.   

The UN is limited by the power granted to it by Member States, but these efforts and many 
others demonstrate it does play an important normative role. It has been able to shape 
normative engagement with a wide array of human rights, development, humanitarian and 
security issues with diverse stakeholders, despite high politics.  The UN is a union of states, 

 

3 Michèle Griffin speaks more about this in Panel 5, ‘The Fork in the Road’ 
4 The Universal Period Review requires UN Member States to provide updates on their progress to 

fulfil their human rights obligations.  For more details see:  Human Rights Council, Universal 
Periodic Review, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/upr/pages/uprmain.aspx  
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and therefore it cannot answer for state actions unilaterally, but it can be effective in the 
political arena where it utilises a value-driven approach.  This values narrative, especially in 
peace and security matters, needs to be clarified and reinforced through political will.5  As 
Deputy Secretary General Amina Mohammed reminded the audience at Chatham House, the 
solidarity of the UN Charter and the values enshrined throughout must continue to be our 
compass. The solutions to many of the topics discussed today do not require reinvention of 
the wheel, and in many cases could be addressed by looking at what people are already doing 
to further the goals and principles of the UN.  

2.2 The Nature of the Solution: Embracing complexity through an 
inclusive approach to problem-solving  

Adjustments to the kind of thinking and deliberative processes underpinning the UN’s work 
may help mitigate some of the problems identified above. Many participants who knew Kofi 
Annan noted the importance he placed on listening to different perspectives and trying to 
understand the relevant complex contexts of these positions. He also understood that if 
perspectives of those at the top are the only views included in deliberations, then the problem-
solving capacity of the UN will always suffer.  Any attempt to try to grasp the whole picture in 
all its messiness requires the kind of thinking and leadership that embraces diversity and 
complexity. This communication style extended to interactions with leaders in negotiations, 
where he made them engage in the details and conduct some of the research themselves.6  
He did not allow them to come with pre-scripted outcomes and persuaded them to interact 
with each other in deliberations.  

Complex problems require complex solutions, but it does not have to be an impossible task. 
Looking at prevention of conflict as a series of overlapping and interacting moving parts 
involving various actors across all levels, global and local economic, political, environmental, 
technological and social phenomena means building a more accurate picture of the scope of 
the problem at hand.  The same old thinking is clearly not working to address contemporary 
global challenges. Critical to understanding the wider picture is making sure that diverse 
voices, especially those who are frequently marginalised or silenced, have a space to voice 
their concerns, experiences and ideas.  Kofi Annan took a holistic approach to problems, 
seeing them as integrated in complex systems.  For example, Strive Masiyiwa described how 
Annan explained the dependence and connections between climate change, globalization, 
women’s roles in small holder farming, youth unemployment and political instability in Mali.7 
This kind of thinking on complexity is not new, as human rights and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) are already understood as interconnected, interdependent and 
indivisible, but there is certainly scope to expand the nature of this thinking, especially to 
include elements such as the role of technology. 

Discussion of the threats and opportunities in the role of technology threaded throughout most 
of the panels.  From harnessing the capacity of data to prevent conflicts, informing better policy 
making and delivering on the SDGs, to exploring the potential for Artificial Intelligence in 
complex decision making and prevention of conflicts, the scope for opportunity in the realm of 

 

5 Ian Martin mentioned this in Panel 1 ‘The Arc of Interventions’ 
6 Stephen Stedman mentioned this in Panel 2 ‘In Larger Freedom’ 
7 Strive Masiyiwa discusses this in more detail in Panel 3 ‘Global Market, Global Values’ 
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technology is full of possibilities.8 However, these platforms also present their own challenges, 
to democracy, to the integrity of elections, to the proliferation of ecosystems of misinformation 
and hate speech, and to widening divisions between and among people. Technology can both 
facilitate inclusion and exclusion of marginalised voices, and it is vital that the global 
community prepares now to address future threats and harnesses opportunities in this area. 
As emphasised by Danny Sriskandarajah, the tools and technology available now should allow 
for more effective consultation and outreach, organisation, mobilisation and transparency, but 
the UN system has not caught up.  

Several speakers noted the importance of listening to young people and incorporating them 
in decision making and solutions.  Annan was a great champion of young people, often giving 
them attention, care and a platform.  Incorporating diverse youth perspectives, intersectionally, 
is desperately needed to confront many of the interdependent challenges that youth and the 
world face.  Young people are already mobilising and leading, successfully, but they are doing 
so in shrinking spaces.  To achieve this, youth also need access to space to influence the 
policy realm.  Taking seriously the concerns of young people and viewing them as 
opportunities, as partners for global challenges is a necessary step forward.   

2.3 Who could carry out the work: Looking to new partnerships  

Adapting the approach to global problem solving also requires reflection on who the most 
appropriate and capable actors are to support the UN’s work. Such reflection must look to 
current as well as new allies and partnerships; the UN cannot confront all global challenges 
entirely on its own, especially in an environment of declining support for multilateralism.  
Seeking new alliances on specific topics, UN committees or other bodies could help foster 
improved communication and partnerships among key stakeholders.  

Alliances can also be built around several thematic works of the UN, and the SDGs are an 
especially important rallying point for communication and partnerships. To take one example, 
despite trade wars between China and the US, China is on the verge of eradicating malaria 
and has an opportunity to be a global leader on this topic. As the funding for malaria 
eradication comes mostly from the West, this demonstrates that there are opportunities for 
agreement, leadership and multilateral cooperation across different issues despite ongoing 
tensions, and these opportunities need to be harnessed to be able to challenge geopolitical 
tensions9. 

However, these alliances do not need to stop at the level of Member States or other traditional 
actors. A new multilateralism could include multi-level and multi-stakeholder partnerships 
which complement and temper the role of the state in the international system.  Bringing in 
different kinds of actors and organisations alongside member states offers an opportunity to 
rebuild multilateralism at the state level, for instance through targeting national problems with 
support from other organisations.  Including diverse actors outside the state may help mitigate 
some of the negative effects of political divisions among Member States. There are 
opportunities for partnerships even among organisations/actors who do not traditionally work 
together.  For instance, stakeholders from across the UN system, civil society, the private 
sector and academia could interact more intentionally to respond to the diverse needs of 

 

8 Patricia Lewis discusses this further in Panel 5 ‘The Fork in the Road’ 
9 Strive Masiyiwa mentioned this in Panel 3 ‘Global Market, Global Values’ 
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complex challenges in conflict prevention. The academic community in particular is essential 
to understanding the likely impact in preparation and resilience in prevention cases.10  
However, the UN needs the kind of leadership that can curate these partnerships and 
effectively facilitate deliberation and collaboration among them. 

For civil society to mobilise it needs to have access to space to operate and its voices need 
support at the UN. Yet, civil society space is shrinking, especially in the deeply politicised NGO 
accreditation programme.11  Further, if engagement with civil society in a multilateral system 
is to expand, the UN needs to clarify how this might work, as there are inevitable challenges 
that will emerge from shifting from top-down to bottom-up approaches to complex problem 
solving.12 The capacity for bottom-up thinking is, after all, limited by tensions between civil 
society and governments.  However, there has been some success, for example the reforms 
to the process for the selection of the Secretary General driven forward by the 1 for 7 billion 
campaign13 provides a positive example of civil society’s ability to influence UN reform.   

There were several discussions highlighting the need to improve engagement with the 
private sector in delivering on the SDGs and mitigating threats to human rights. Annan’s 
inclusions of business meant that they ‘saw they could flourish alongside the UN’s work’, and 
that responsible business provides foundations for multi-stakeholder partnerships to 
enhance implementation of the SDGs.  Businesses can help incorporate data into 
policymaking by partnering with governments to assist in sharing data to help capture 
complex problems – therefore it can be helpful to include them in shaping policy making on 
communication technologies and responsible business practices. However, inclusion also 
needs to take the form of regulation. Businesses can have huge impacts on human rights, 
development, local people—knowingly or not. Greater inclusion tied to more effective 
regulation may help align them to normative standards and principles as well as improve the 
capacity of the UN to do its work.14 

3 From Lessons to Recommendations  

The three lessons identified above: managing the narrative, embracing complexity through an 
inclusive approach to problem-solving and building alliances and new partnerships, 
emphasise the importance of seeing the relationship and interaction between the five legacies 
and deficits of leadership, communications, inclusion, democracy and solidarity. The 
recommendations arising from those lessons, while variable and covering a wide breadth of 
topical areas, all link to a need to adapt the UN’s approach to global challenges through two 
broad but interconnected approaches: (1) revitalise the value of and scope for deliberation; 

 

10 Patricia Lewis discussed this in Panel 5 ‘The Fork in the Road’ 
11 See, for example, “Overcoming the Politics of the UN’s NGO Committee by Eleanor Openshaw in 

https://www.una.org.uk/file/11621/download?token=agw75Vy5 
12 Danny Sriskandarajah mentioned this in Panel 4 ‘The Fork in the Road’ 
13See: http://www.1for7billion.org/  
14 There was some disagreement about the nature of the relationships between the UN and the private 

sector and how it should be managed. All agreed that there were considerable opportunities, some 
highlighted potential risks with regards to the control of the agenda and whose interests it serves.  
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and (2) build capacity for collaboration among diverse stakeholders.  This section will expand 
on the concepts of deliberation and collaboration alongside the summary of recommendations. 

3.1 Revitalise the value of and scope for deliberation 

Much of the discussion at the conference related to how the UN will respond and adapt to 
challenges to multilateralism.  The UN needs to work out how it relates to states and hard 
power in the context of the 21st century’s shifting ideas of sovereignty.  What is the extent to 
which the UN is a system of checks and balances on states or a rival to state power?  Should 
finding other ways to do good, through the many partnerships championed in this report, seek 
to circumvent states?  Or, should these new approaches to multilateralism allow states to 
compete, negotiate and coexist?  Is there a combination of motives that can be taken forward 
and what are its consequences?  The conference did not come to firm conclusions on any of 
these questions, which is perhaps a reflection of the fact that these are fundamental questions 
of politics and philosophy. Nevertheless, some decisions are required, especially surrounding 
the extent to which the UN should try to undermine or validate state sovereignty, as well as 
the linked question of the extent to which the UN should be state-centric. The UN also needs 
to solve resourcing and governance issues without which the UN’s capacity to implement any 
of these approaches will be significantly limited.  

Despite these gaps, there was consensus on the need for revitalising the value of and scope 
for deliberation among stakeholders and the UN. The deficits in leadership, communication, 
inclusion, democracy and solidarity can begin to see movement where there is a commitment 
to including and understanding the diverse needs, concerns and interests of micro, meso and 
macro level actors. Enhancing the quality of information and inclusion of diverse voices is a 
step in the right direction, but for deliberations to be meaningful, leaders need to incorporate 
these voices into the decision-making process.  

Deliberation in this context could be summarised as value-driven and logically developed 
approaches to decision-making which have the capacity to embrace complexity, include 
diverse and marginalised voices and regularly engage to try to understand the whole picture 
of the problem at hand. Valuing deliberation would indicate that stakeholders do not view 
interaction on global challenges as a zero-sum game, but a process and relationship where 
working together and disagreeing are co-constitutive.  Clarity of purpose and clear 
communication on core values should be central to these relationships.  Expanding the scope 
of deliberation relates more to the quality and inclusivity of information which is used for 
decision-making. There should be a willingness to see the whole picture as well as the finer 
details to ensure the map of possibilities for action is comprehensive. 

3.2 Build capacity for collaboration among diverse stakeholders 

Strategies for improving the capacity for collaboration among diverse stakeholders in new 
partnerships constitutes a large portion of the recommendations.  The UN already works in a 
wide array of partnerships in various committees, agencies and other bodies, but there is room 
for improvement inside and outside traditional state-centric relationships in the UN system.  
The mechanisms for interaction with those outside the UN system could also be improved. 
The world is changing rapidly, globalization and new technologies are interacting with existing 
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political structures, and a more effective UN needs to be capable of both seeing the diversity 
of these interactions and using them to build capacity for specific and wider areas of its work.  

In addition to getting a better picture of the realities of complex problems, stronger 
relationships among diverse stakeholders brings new resources, talents and perspectives 
which may be more effective in strategizing and responding to global challenges.  They may 
also help to mitigate the detrimental effects of resistance to multilateralism. Building capacity 
for collaboration would indicate improved approaches, processes and practices and 
interactions among UN offices and programmes, Member States, international organisations, 
civil society, especially women, youth and other marginalised groups, the private sector, the 
scholarly community and others. The influence and reach of business are valuable tools for 
progressing in UN work, but outside of partnerships aligned with ideas around human rights, 
development and international security, business may inadvertently be exacerbating 
insecurity. They need to be brought in more closely, to be informed on the impact of their 
operations and to explore the potential of collaboration.  A commitment to diversity indicates 
intentionally seeking interactions with new partners, new relationships and new opportunities, 
especially with civil society. 

The UN needs to especially reorient itself with respect to how it relates to civil society.  Civil 
society has immense value and potential for the work of the UN, in knowledge, expertise, 
accountability, transparency, oversight and innovation.  The nature of the UN as a system of 
global governance is changing rapidly, and if the institution is to survive it needs to adapt to 
the kind of global changes that could also see its demise, especially in meeting the legitimacy 
deficit and countering the risk of alienation and the populist critique of the institution. A civil 
society-UN nexus to global governance could develop strong allies and alliances with greater 
capacity to shape the work of the UN. Addressing sexual exploitation and abuse perpetrated 
by UN agency and aid staff could be a fruitful rallying point for two areas: cooperation between 
the UN and civil society and clarifying the narrative of what the UN stands for.  In 
acknowledging mistakes and reforming their approach to a problem that has heavily disrupted 
the Organisation there are opportunities to develop a much more positive narrative and to 
improve partnerships.  Beyond this moral support, civil society has an abundance of skills and 
expertise to help shape UN agendas, to champion inclusion, diversity and capacity building, 
and to add legitimisation by claiming a ‘we the peoples’ human-centred approach to the work 
of the UN.  

3.3 Recommendations  

The Chatham House Report lists all the recommendations that came out of discussions.15 
These recommendations should be understood as means for deepening the extent and quality 
of collaboration and deliberation in pursuit of the kind of multilateralism that is capable of 
responding to 21st century challenges.   

The recommendations covered areas such as: leadership, protection and promotion of human 
rights,  enhancing mechanisms for civil society participation in global governance with the UN, 
consistent and meaningful youth engagement, making entrepreneurship a priority, harnessing 
the capacity of data, addressing ecosystems of misinformation on a digital age, improving the 
integrity of elections and democracy amidst emerging threats, meaningful mandate setting in 

 

15 See https://reader.chathamhouse.org/our-shared-humanity-legacy-kofi-annan 
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UN missions, creative approaches to political challenges, practical approaches to UN reform 
and much more.  

What the recommendations have in common are the themes of deliberation and collaboration, 
which should be understood as inextricably linked and together form the critical gears of a 
strengthened multilateralism. 

Inclusive and accurate information, commitment to institutional values and a political 
willingness to exchange diverse perspectives are fundamental to devising strategies to 
address global challenges.  A clear understanding of the problem and an understanding of 
what each actor is willing and able to offer independently and in collaboration builds on 
deliberative effectiveness. Thus, collaborators inform this deliberative process but are also 
critical elements of delivering these strategies.  

The recommendations are achievable - the energy, talent and resources exist. But turning 
aspiration into reality will require political will and a vibrant civil society campaign to push for 
full implementation. This is where the Together First campaign,16 cofounded by UNA-UK, 
comes in. Together First provides a platform to compile and coordinate the world’s campaigns 
for a better world in an online database. It will then both feed these ideas into the consultation 
the UN is running on the occasion of its 75th anniversary year17 and throw the considerable 
campaigning weight of its broad global coalition of supporting organisations behind the most 
viable proposals.  

In this way Together First will maintain the momentum generated by this conference, and 
ensure that part of the legacy Kofi Annan leaves behind is, as he would have wished, a vibrant 
campaign for reform of our global institutions. 

 

 

 

16 See www.together1st.org   
17 See https://www.un.org/en/un75 


