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© UNICEF/UNI314576/ On 23 October 2019, nurse Hindia Al-Zoubah checks on a 5-day-old baby girl 

who is making good progress in the neonatal intensive care unit at the Al Sabeen Maternal Hospital in 

Sana’a, Yemen. More than four years of armed conflict have brought Yemen’s essential public services to 

the brink of collapse. 

 

Part 1: Executive summary 
 
In 2019, the UNICEF Office of Innovation ushered in change with a strategic shift to accelerate 
scale and continue to develop sustainable partnerships. The Office of Innovation has taken 
leaps to integrate new ways of problem solving throughout the organization which capitalize on 
UNICEF’s value add through decades of innovating for children and with great reach across the 
world.  
 
The Evaluation of Innovation in UNICEF Work (released in 2019) generated valuable 
information on the organization’s values, structures and systems related to innovation that were 
acted upon in 2019. The Evaluation recommendations – to develop a shared strategic vision 
and approach centred on programme-led, problem-based innovation at scale; to act on needed 
structural changes by leveraging UNICEF’s unique strengths; and to embrace a portfolio 
management approach to scale up innovations across the organization (described in detail 
below) – were used to inform the development of the UNICEF Global Innovation Strategy and 
Framework 2.0 and begin to adapt the innovation function to be more fit for purpose. The new 
approach has identified four main areas of innovation: digital, product, frugal and finance. 
Furthermore, the shift brought into focus the following sections as priority areas: water, 
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sanitation and hygiene, learning, newborn health and new and emerging areas such as mental 
health and climate change. 
 
The Office of Innovation at UNICEF delivers change by combining high-quality programmes at 
scale, harnessing innovation and collecting evidence in partnership with governments, other 
United Nations organizations, civil society, the private sector, communities and children. 
Experimentation and incubation of new solutions continues by applying new and integrated 
approaches to address challenges facing women and children in an urbanizing world.  
 
UNICEF’s reach is broad in scope and geography, is informed by local needs and strengthened 
by partnership. For example, in 2019 UNICEF partnered with the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, Arm and the African Academy of Sciences to create meaningful solutions to 
increase access to WASH in urban areas. Through the Dutch and UK National Committees, the 
Office of Innovation secured funding from ING and Arm to co-invest in a cohort of Fintech 
startups in the Philippines. And in powering partnerships with and for young people, Viber and 
UNICEF Innovation -- through U-Report -- embarked on a mission to provide clients with access 
to information. These initatives are detailed below.  
 
The Office of Innovation contributed to prototyping and testing potential solutions for children to 
prepare UNICEF to take advantage of technological advances (e.g. drones, data science, 
artificial intelligence, blockchain and digital public goods) and implement these at scale where 
they are needed most. During the year, the Venture Fund made eight new investments that 
brought the total number of country office projects and start-up companies funded to 45; and six 
new investments in start-up companies, bringing the total number of companies funded to 39. In 
a global first, the Government of Vanuatu awarded three commercial contracts to two drone 
companies, and between January and May, the companies delivered 17kg of vaccines, syringes 
and other medical and non-medical goods to 33 different locations. Continued investment in 
blockchain in Kazakhstan led to the development of a first prototype of Digicus -- a blockchain 
based application for streamlining and increasing transparency of payments between UNICEF 
and its vendors. 
 
As stated, a key aspect of the Office of Innovation’s work is supporting UNICEF offices to scale 
technologies and practices that strengthen the organization’s work for children at the country 
level. Over the course of the year, the Office of Innovation supported some 93 countries to 
improve programme results by adapting innovative solutions to challenges in their specific 
contexts. This included U-Report, a social messaging tool that launched in 15 new countries (67 
total) and added nearly 2.5 million new users (9 million users total). Youth were also engaged 
and empowered to become social innovators and entrepreneurs through UPSHIFT, which 
blends learning approaches with youth and adolescent development, and the Generation 
Unlimited Youth Challenge. By the end of 2019, 21 countries had UPSHIFT programmes and 40 
countries were hosting Generation Unlimited Youth Challenges (50 countries in total). The 
Generation Unlimited Youth Challenge is co-hosted by UNICEF, UNDP, Plan International and 
Scouts, with the Office of Innovation supporting joint inter-agency working in 30 countries 
between UNICEF and UNDP.  
 
During the year, the Office of Innovation worked through its vast network of partners from both 
the public and private sectors to coordinate all aspects of its work and support its team of 
innovators worldwide. The results achieved over the course of the year would not have been 
possible without the ideas, expertise, advocacy and financial support of government and 
development partners, including Arc’Teryx, Arm, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Ethereum 
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Classic Labs, Ethereum Foundation, GerHub, the Governments of Belgium, the Netherlands 
and Norway, ING, Rhodes University South Africa, Takeda and Viber, among others. 
 
Importantly, UNICEF’s new Innovation Strategy addresses some of the key constraints 
identified by the Evaluation -- in effect, by focusing directly on how innovation delivers impact 
and tangibly changes lives. The strategy not only pivots to focus on scaling innovation and 
shifting the institutional talent and architecture to achieve this, but is supported by the pillars of 
building and sharing experience and capabilities within UNICEF’s extended networks.  
 
Knowledge sharing builds local skills and capacity for the adaptation and application of new 
technologies to the unique challenges of the context. Specific focus areas and learnings 
designed to address this include: Youth Innovation (e.g. designing an initiative like UPSHIFT for 
scale in a new country, balanced with a human-centered design approach to localising and 
piloting); and New Technologies and Digital Public Goods (e.g. building skills and local capacity 
for technologies like drones -- recently with the launch of Africa’s first Drone and Data Academy 
in Malawi, young people were prepared with skills to join the technology workforce, and an 
open-source curriculum that can be used as a Digital Public Good by other countries and their 
growing youth populations.) 
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© UNICEF/UN0316033/Diarassouba A group of children wave outside of a preschool made of 
plastic bricks in Gonzagueville, Côte d’Ivoire. 
 

Part 2: Context and trends 
 
The widening gulf between rich and poor, rapid urbanization, climate change and the rapid pace 
of technological change and digital access necessitates that UNICEF adapt and create new 
solutions to confront the challenges facing children today.  
 
In the next 10 years, it is projected that:  

- 2.9 million children under 5 will die from diarrhoeal disease due to poor water sanitation 
and hygiene; 

- 26 million newborns will die due to complications and illnesses at birth; 
- 1.4 billion children will be school age in low and middle income countries. 

 
In 2019: 

- 700 million people practice open defecation 
- Some 420 million children are living in areas affected by conflict; 
- Nearly 69 million children have been uprooted from their homes.1 

 

 
1 United Nations Children’s Fund, Global Annual Results Report 2018 - Humanitarian Action, UNICEF, 
New York, 2019. 
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development highlights a determination to take bold and 
transformative steps to shift the world onto a sustainable and resilient path. Dynamic multi-
stakeholder partnerships, utilizing innovation and effective technology solutions are recognized 
as key to help present and future generations in all countries.  

 
Innovation continues to hold great promise to reach more children in new ways – not just 
through technology, but through new partnerships, new ways of working, new sources of 
financing, and new ways to identify and scale-up promising platforms, products, services and 
programmes that will reach more children and young people in need. 
 
UNICEF adds value in multiple roles in a global ecosystem, always in partnership. The 
organization has a 70-year history of innovating for children, and throughout its history, 
innovation has been critical to its achievements. Through digital, product, financial and enabling 
innovations, we work to improve programme results, the efficiency and effectiveness of 
programmes, approaches and processes, and boost our organizational capacities. UNICEF is 
also committed to developing, contributing and using Digital Public Goods - digital products and 
applications that can be deployed to advance humanity - and supporting open source solutions 
wherever possible. 
 
A key focus of UNICEF’s work is investing in and scaling innovation. Our impact depends 
heavily on our ability to expand and scale novel solutions that already exist and have proven to 
be effective. For UNICEF, innovating at scale means making a positive impact for children at the 
national level and across multiple countries. This is also the level at which significant economies 
of scale can be unlocked.  
 
The Office of Innovation has chosen focus areas that will move the organization toward 
achieving strategic results where progress is lagging and innovation can generate needed 
momentum. These four areas include: Water and Sanitation, Newborn and Maternal Health, 
Learning and Humanitarian Contexts. 
 
The areas in which UNICEF works demand constraints be turned into advantages, making 
frugal innovations invaluable. Innovations are frugal if they use the minimum environmentally 
sustainable resources need to develop simple products or services that dramatically cut costs, 
outperform alternatives and can be scaled up. 
 
Innovation at UNICEF uses a risk/impact matrix to help plot projects based on perceived risk in 
terms of personnel, reputational risk and data privacy. An Innovation ambition matrix has also 
been applied to plot ongoing projects and where they fall on the continuum of existing to new 
and where the change falls between incremental to breakthrough. 
 
This report describes how the Office of Innovation took this work forward in 2019, and the 
achievements we realized in our efforts to innovate for children over the course of the year. 
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© UNICEF/UNI318705// Frank Dejongh  A boy is studies at home, in Abidjan, in the South of Côte 

d'Ivoire. 

 

Part 3: Key results in 2019 
  
 

 Adapting UNICEF’s innovation function to be more fit for purpose  
  
The world is changing faster than ever, as are the challenges facing its most vulnerable. Conflict 
and displacement, disasters and climate change, and urbanization and disease outbreaks are 
growing in complexity and interrelated. Exploring new ways of delivering programmes, with new 
partners and new technologies, is increasingly recognized as crucial to facing global challenges 
and meeting the promise of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
UNICEF remains committed to achieving the greatest impact for children by adapting to the 
changing context and challenges. 
 
Improving the effectiveness of the innovation function in UNICEF 

  
In 2019, UNICEF released the ‘Evaluation of Innovation in UNICEF Work’, which was 
commissioned to generate important information for organizational learning. The objective was 
to assess UNICEF’s ‘fitness for purpose’ to employ innovation as a key strategy to achieve the 
outcomes and goals defined in the strategic plan periods 2014–2017 and 2018–2021. It also 
sought to provide insights on how innovation contributes to UNICEF’s goals as well as how it 



8 

might contribute to increasingly effective organizational responses in the coming years. The key 
recommendations were: 

● Develop a shared strategic vision and approach that directly addresses constraints and 
drives decision making; 

● Act on needed structural changes by leveraging UNICEF’s unique strengths in its 
decentralized structure and collective capacities at centralized levels; and 

● Embrace a portfolio management approach to upscale all innovations of the 
organization. 

 
In line with these recommendations, improving the effectiveness of innovation as a change 
strategy to accelerate programme results was a key focus of the Office of Innovation in 2019. In 
global consultation, the Office interprited and acted on the recommendations, with the 
development of the UNICEF Global Innovation Strategy and Framework 2.0 (released in 
January 2020), implemented structural changes to make its work more fit for purpose and 
introduced a new portfolio management approach, along with portfolio management tools to 
help coordinate and streamline ideas and bring successes to scale.  
 
Exploring innovative financing approaches 

  
UNICEF is working to deliver results for children by developing innovative financing approaches 
that help to leverage additional resources for development through new financial structures, and 
make new and existing resources more efficient or results-oriented.  
 
Like all innovation, Innovative Finance in UNICEF is not any single division’s sole responsibility. 
The Innovative Finance team, administratively situated in the Office of Innovation, works in 
close collaboration with PFP, PPD, DFAM, and PD and other stakeholders to concretize an 
organization wide Innovative Finance strategy. The work is framed through a shared definition 
of innovative finance as financing approaches that help to: (1) leverage additional resources for 
children through new financial structures (or existing structures applied in a new way); (2) make 
resources more efficient; and/or (3) make resources more results oriented.   

Building on earlier experiences such as UNICEF’s Advanced Market Commitment U$ 1.5 billion 
for the pneumococcal conjugate vaccine, UNICEF in 2019 established a board co-chaired by 
the Deputy Executive Directors for Partnerships, and Innovation & Field Results, to oversee and 
advocate for financial innovation projects. Among the first projects to be channeled through this 
internal accelerator in its first year of operation are:  

Solar for Kids. Solar for Kids is a joint UNICEF/ UNDP/UNHCR project of 3 phases. First to 
solarize our offices, then our programmes, then surrounding health centres and schools, using a 
Power Purchase Agreement and an Innovative Financing mechanism. Solarizing UNICEF 
buildings and programmes will save money currently spent on dirty energy that could be 
reinvested in programmes. It will also significantly reduce our carbon footprint. Phase 3 is critical 
for the achievement of SDG 3 and 4.  

Sustainable WASH in fragile contexts. UNICEF has identified demand of more than $500 million 
for infrastructure projects in fragile settings that are suitable for investment through public 
private partnerships, and blended finance. Such solutions could significantly reduce aid costs in 
the water sector, and massively reduce carbon footprint of trucking water.   

Middle Income Countries Financing Facility. In 2019, the Office of Innovation advanced several 
innovative financing initiatives that have the potential to leverage more than US$700 million. 
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This included the Middle-Income Countries Financing Facility -- a collaboration between the 
Office of Innovation, Supply Division, Division of Finance and Administration and the Legal 
Office -- that involves creating a financing vehicle merging successful precedents of pre-
financing with a special contracting facility. The capital structure will enable middle-income 
countries to scale up pneumococcal conjugate vaccines and other essential health supplies. 
The mechanism could result in an estimated US$300 million in annual savings by 2023 and 
facilitate the immunization of 11 million children annually in 35 countries. 
 
Mobile Health Microinsurance. During the year, UNICEF also advanced the mobile 
microinsurance for health initiative -- which aims to increase the number of people with 
improved health care access and financial protection through mobile microinsurance 
mechanisms. The idea is for UNICEF to work with insurers and other partners to expand access 
to mobile microinsurance for health in countries with low rates of health coverage and financial 
protection. The project’s initial geographic focus is in South and Southeast Asia, as Asia 
accounts for 66 percent of people incurring catastrophic health costs globally. 
 
To advance this initiative, the Office of Innovation conducted a mapping exercise to identify 
mobile health microinsurance products and key players, with support from GSMA intelligence. 
Key microinsurance experts and stakeholders were engaged to discuss health microinsurance 
and explore opportunities to design, develop and scale mobile microinsurance products. 
Common Health expressed the strongest interest in developing a child-focused microinsurance 
product, and UNICEF Myanmar will support an initial country roll out in 2020.  
 

 
© UNICEF/UNI281307/Mukherjee Frugal innovations, like kangaroo care (skin to skin contact for 
premature infants), use local and sustainable resources to improve the lives of children and increase 
survival. 
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 Identifying new ideas and solutions 
  
The Office of Innovation looks at the two- to five-year horizon to evaluate emerging and trending 
technologies to support UNICEF to work with the private sector to find shared value in this 
future space -- for companies to do better business while improving access to essential services 
for children. 
 

 
© UNICEF/UNI322852/Modola A disability-friendly latrine in the Balukhali refugee camp, Cox’s Bazar, 
Bangladesh. 
 

 
Physical product innovation 

 
When the market does not have a solution, UNICEF works with industries and partners to 
identify needs, develop requests for proposal and then ultimately develop new or improved 
physical goods. These physical products have included portable incubators, accessible latrine 
slabs for children with disabilities, compressed air for pneumonia, new diagnostic tools and 
multi-purpose lightweight tents. Through a trial and error approach, products are tested in labs, 
the field and then taken to scale when ready. 
 
In 2019, UNICEF started to bring accessible latrines to the Rohingya camps in Cox’s Bazar and 
Teknaf in Bangladesh where 14 per cent of households have a person with a disability. 
 
UNICEF worked with WHO to produce interagency guidance on a wide-range of products that 
delivery basic oxygen therapy for use by clinical decision-makers, procurement officers, 
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biomedical engineers and policy makers. This type of guidance shows the importance of 
sustainable innovation at scale. 
 

 
©UNICEF/UNI313220/Abdul A nurse using clean water from a solar powered water facility provided by 
UNICEF at one of the hand washing points within Bondo Health III, Arua District. 

 
Urban innovation 

  
Urban Innovation at UNICEF is about applying new and integrated approaches to tap into 
opportunities and address challenges facing women and children in an urbanizing world. 
Through visionary research, child-centred programme and product design, and co-creative 
partnerships, we inform actionable strategies to introduce technology products and services 
that cater to the most vulnerable children and young people in rapidly changing cities. 
 
UNICEF is partnering with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Arm and the African Academy 
of Sciences to lead the enquiry to create meaningful solutions to increase access to WASH in 
urban areas. In 2019, the partners wrapped the Gates Grand Challenge for Innovations for 
WASH in Urban Settings to improve access to safe, clean and affordable water and sanitation 
through digital solutions. The Challenge received 547 proposals in nearly 50 countries -- one of 
the largest number of applications received in the history of the programme. The partners 
selected 15 proposals for Phase 1 grants, two thirds of which came from the African continent, 
and are currently engaging with the grantees to bring these solutions to scale.  
 
As part of the Designing the 21st Century Ger initiative -- a human-centred design project -- 
UNICEF Mongolia and the Office of Innovation brought together partners such as the University 
of Pennsylvania, Arc‘Teryx, Kieran Timberlake, GerHub and other local stakeholders to distill 
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learning from a series of experiments and prototypes on energy efficiency and air pollution. The 
exercise kick-started a range of domestic, frugal solutions based on evidenced-backed research 
about the most effective strategies, as well as informed policy changes at the state and national 
levels designed to reduce air pollution.  
 
Frugal innovations such as these, which work within the constraints of the environment and use 
local solutions and materials, are key to sustainable change. 
  
 
Market research 

  
Emerging technology solutions have tremendous potential to deliver social impact for women 
and children across a range of UNICEF priority sectors, from access to basic services to 
emergency response. The Office of Innovation has therefore sought to capture the most 
promising cases in emerging markets and the business rationale for technology actors to enable 
these. 
 
Through the Dutch and UK National Committees, the Office of Innovation secured funding from 
ING and Arm to co-invest in a cohort of Fintech startups that are building solutions with the 
potential to help disadvantaged youth and families in the Philippines. The partners will search 
and award up to six startups with funding of up to US$100,000 and engage them with invaluable 
technical and business mentorship over a 12-month incubation period. ING and Arm will provide 
equity-free funding, as well as technical expertise and mentoring, and potentially graduation 
funding for the most promising startups. 
 

 
© UNICEF/UNI322851/ ADDA student from Kenya, Annie Nderitu (right) and Malawian student Hope 

Chilunga attach a sensor to the s-500 drone 

 

 Prototyping and testing 
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The Office of Innovation also invests in early stage solutions that show great potential to 
positively impact children in the one- to two-year future.  
  
The UNICEF Venture Fund 

  
The UNICEF Venture Fund is a US$20 million pooled fund investing in early stage, open-
source, emerging technology with the potential to impact children on a global scale.  It also 
provides product and technology assistance, support for business growth and access to a 
network of experts and partners. The UNICEF Venture Fund is the first financial vehicle of its 
kind in the United Nations and enables UNICEF to learn from and to shape markets of emerging 
technology that exist at the intersection of US$100 billion business markets and 1 billion 
persons’ needs. 
  
In 2019, the UNICEF Venture Fund made eight new investments in projects led by UNICEF 
country offices during the year, bringing the total number of country office projects funded to 45; 
and six new investments in start-up companies, bringing the total number of companies funded 
to 39. These drone focused start-up investments are part of UNICEF’s larger drones 
programme exploring the use of the technology for a range of applications, including 
humanitarian supply chain systems and delivery, improved connectivity in hard-to-reach 
communities, and aerial imaging for better preparedness and response in emergencies. 
 
Over the past year, UNICEF and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation collaborated on mentoring 
startups working on solutions to strengthen vaccine delivery systems and ultimately save 
children's lives. These startups are working with frontier technology solutions from using high-
resolution satellite imagery to predicting the demand for vaccines using artificial intelligence. 
This cohort (startups) has been awarded a Phase I Grant from Grand Challenge Explorations 
(US$100,000) to pilot and validate their innovative solutions. 
  
The Fund also launched the “Smart Investing” initiative, which aims to grow the proportion of 
female-led companies in its portfolio from 30 per cent to 50 per cent of new companies. This 
includes developing new sourcing partnerships, targeted communication and a free Master 
Class series directed to female entrepreneurs in developing and emerging economies. 
 
Two free flagship e-learning courses were published in 2019 by the Fund, for colleagues in 
UNICEF, across the United Nations, and from startup companies. The courses cover how to 
prototype new solutions on the intersection of frontier technology and social good, and on how 
to build sustainable business models on open source technology solutions. 
 
Drones for good 

  
UNICEF has identified drone technology and drone-based services as a means to strengthen 
and improve its work in global health and community resilience. The Office of Innovation is 
supporting the organization to better understand these opportunities, address key 
considerations on the use of drones, and craft a practical way forward for UNICEF to globally 
leverage this technology in protecting and advancing the rights of children.  
 
Through a Venture Fund investment, the Office of Innovation supported UNICEF’s Pacific 
Islands country office and the Government of Vanuatu to implement the first vaccine drone 
delivery network in the world. As part of this initiative, the Government of Vanuatu awarded 
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three commercial contracts to two drone companies: Swoop Aero of Australia and Wingcopter 
of Germany. These companies have designed and implemented logistic procedures for vaccine 
supply chains by drone, and provided training to local health workers receiving the vaccines at 
rural facilities.  
 
The two drone companies delivered 17 kilograms of vaccines, syringes and other medical and 
non-medical goods to 33 different locations on Epi, Erromango and Pentecost Islands. All 
vaccines were delivered within acceptable temperature limits, with no more than one in-flight 
reported loss or delay. Flying at speeds between 75 km/h to 100 km/h and 400 feet above the 
ground, 55 beyond visual line of sight flights were made, accounting for more than 30 hours in 
the air. A total of 586 children younger than 1 year of age, 22 children aged 1 to 5 years, 368 
school children and 90 pregnant women were vaccinated with drone-delivered vaccines.  
 
The drone policies and regulations developed for Vanuatu, in collaboration with the country’s 
Civil Aviation Authority and with support from the Global Fund, will be used by the International 
Civil Aviation Organization as a better practice for global recommendations on how to safely use 
drones for humanitarian missions. 
 
In Malawi, the Office of Innovation has provided continuous support to the UNICEF Country 
Office to manage the humanitarian drone testing corridor that was launched by the Government 
in 2017. In 2019, more than 15 companies, universities and research centres from all over the 
world participated in Malawi’s corridor to test their drone technologies and services. These 
organizations have collected aerial images that are being used to train algorithms that help 
identify infrastructure (e.g. schools, clinics, water sources), prevent natural disasters (floods and 
mudslides) and diseases (malaria and cholera), improve crop yield and water management for 
farmers, among others. The companies and universities who used the corridor have also 
conducted drone workshops to benefit over 100 young Malawian technologists and students. 
  
In Kazakhstan, the Office of Innovation has supported the Country Office with the 
implementation and management of the drone corridor to test the use of drones in disaster 
preparedness and emergency response. Four Kazakhstan and Central Asian drone companies 
have tested their technology in this corridor for search and rescue operations, wildfire response 
and mountain mapping. UNICEF Kazakhstan, in collaboration with Kazakhstan’s Center for 
Emergency Situations and Disaster Risk Reduction, conducted a training seminar on how to use 
drones for emergency response. Forty-two participants from emergency response agencies in 
Afghanistan, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan participated in this event. 
 
In Sierra Leone, through a Venture Fund investment, the Office of Innovation supported the 
launch of a humanitarian drone testing corridor with the objective to test the technology in the 
delivery of medical supplies to reduce the risk of maternal mortality for women in remote rural 
communities. UNICEF partnered with the Directorate of Science, Technology and Innovation to 
launch this drone corridor in rural Njala, with the participation of H.E. President Julius Maada 
Bio. Drones were launched to demonstrate their ability to travel in a 200km square airspace to 
deliver supplies to health centres. Sierra Leone's drone corridor will explore the use of aerial 
drones for medical deliveries, emergency response activities, agroforestry and geospatial 
mapping. The Government of Sierra Leone, through the Civil Aviation Authority and the 
Directorate of Science, Technology and Innovation, is working with partners to develop a 
regulatory framework for drones to take flight for health service delivery and other use cases for 
societal impact. 
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In December, UNICEF announced that the Venture Fund will invest in six drone startups: 
Bioverse Labs (Brazil), Cloudline Africa (South Africa), Dronfies Labs (Uruguay), Prokura 
Innovations (Nepal), qAira (Peru) and Rentadrone (Chile). These seed investments to 
entrepreneurs will accelerate the development of digital public goods in the drone technology 
sector. These digital public goods can be either the design and blueprints to build low-cost and 
long-endurance drones for the delivery of medical supplies under an open-source license, or 
open-source algorithms to model precipitation and floods that help to better identify households 
at risk. Each investment within this cohort has the potential to improve efficiencies within 
UNICEF’s programmes, creating solutions that contribute to improve the living conditions of the 
most disadvantaged children. 
 

 
© UNICEF/UNI270734/Urdaneta On 10 December 2019 in the Bahamas, a damaged globe lies on the 

floor amid debris in Central Abaco Primary School in Marsh Harbour, Abaco, which was severely 

damaged by the Category-5 Hurricane Dorian that struck Abaco and Grand Bahama Islands on 1 

September 2019. 

 
Data science and artificial intelligence 

  
Magic Box 
The Venture Fund is investing in Magic Box, a collaborative platform that is made possible 
through the contributions of private sector partners such as Telefonica, Google, IBM and 
Amadeus, who share their data and expertise for public good. By harnessing real-time data 
generated by the private sector, UNICEF can gain critical insights into the needs of vulnerable 
populations, and make more informed decisions about how to invest its resources to respond to 
disasters, epidemics (e.g. the Zika outbreak) and other challenges. This represents an entirely 
new way of working in emergencies for UNICEF. 

http://unicefstories.org/2016/09/16/can-big-data-be-used-as-a-social-good-in-the-fight-against-disease-epidemics/
http://unicefstories.org/2016/09/16/can-big-data-be-used-as-a-social-good-in-the-fight-against-disease-epidemics/
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In 2019, UNICEF, with support from the Office of Innovation, grew the Magic Box portfolio by 
exploring applications covering the following areas: 1) information poverty: measuring and 
quantifying gaps and inequities in a child’s access to information using qualitative research, new 
data sources and machine learning; 2) fighting epidemics: estimating the risk of disease 
spread using network analysis and identifying mobility patterns from various sources (e.g. 
mobile data, social media, flight data, etc.) (e.g. In Colombia); 3) school mapping: mapping 
schools and measuring their connectivity in real time using high resolution satellite imagery, 
deep learning techniques and crowdsourcing (e.g. in Kyrgyzstan and Sierra Leone); and 4) 
social indicators: generating real-time information on social and economic inequality using 
satellite imagery, artificial intelligence and human activity patterns from mobile operators (e.g. in 
Iraq). 
 
 
Generation AI 
Generation AI seeks to set and lead the global agenda to advance children’s rights in the 
artificial intelligence age. Through partnership, research, and policy work, the goal is to arrive at 
an understanding of what the United Nations, governments, companies and caregivers can do 
better in order to ensure artificial intelligence systems develop in a way that advances every 
child’s opportunities to realize their rights, and limit the risks of harm. This will inform a series of 
actionable recommendations that will be stress-tested and adopted by partner organizations 
(governments, companies) and widely circulated.  
 
In 2019, the Office of Innovation continued to support the University of California, Berkeley 
course on child rights and artificial intelligence. A first research report based on the course, 
‘Artificial Intelligence and Children’s Rights’,2 with executive summary and case studies, was 
finalized and published. The report provides an overview of why an investigation into child rights 
and artificial intelligence matters. 
  
Blockchain 

  
Blockchain and cryptocurrency are being explored by UNICEF to better understand where the 
technology can create internal efficiencies, and/or play a role in programme delivery.3 The Office 
of Innovation supports startups that are part of the Venture Fund’s blockchain portfolio by 
providing technical mentorship. Investments are also made in country offices looking to explore 
the technology, and in those cases, the blockchain team acts as advisors. Supporting country 
offices, National Committees and young people as they learn about this new technology is core 
to the Office of Innovation mandate.  
 
The Office of Innovation worked with various groups within UNICEF to launch the first 
cryptocurrency denominated fund within the United Nations.4 UNICEF is now able to receive, 
hold and disburse donations of cryptocurrencies ether and bitcoin (the two largest 
cryptocurrencies by market capitalization) through the UNICEF Cryptocurrency Fund. UNICEF 
will use cryptocurrencies to fund open source technology benefiting children and young people 

 
2 United Nations Children’s Fund and the University of California, Berkeley, School of Law Human Rights 
Center, ‘Executive Summary: Artificial Intelligence and Children’s Rights’, UNICEF, 2019, 

<www.unicef.org/innovation/reports/memoAIchildrights>, accessed 21 February 2020. 
3 For more information, see <www.unicef.org/innovation/blockchain>. 
4 United Nations Children’s Fund, ‘UNICEF Launches Cryptocurrency Fund’, UNICEF, 8 October 2019, 
<www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-launches-cryptocurrency-fund>. 

https://www.unicef.org/innovation/reports/memoAIchildrights
https://www.unicef.org/innovation/blockchain
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-launches-cryptocurrency-fund
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around the world, and explore how digital economies and currencies have the potential to shape 
the lives of coming generations. The first contributions to the UNICEF Cryptocurrency Fund 
were received from the Ethereum Foundation, and benefit three grantees of the Venture Fund 
(working on digital prescriptions, community decision making and impact funding) – and a 
project coordinated by the GIGA initiative to connect schools across the world to the internet. 
The Cryptocurrency Fund follows the same principles as the USD denominated Venture Fund 
fund, but instead makes investments in companies in bitcoin or ether. 
 
In 2019, the Office of Innovation also supported the UNICEF Kazakhstan Smart Contract 
Project named “Digicus”,5 which aims to build a blockchain-based application to streamline and 
increase transparency of payments between UNICEF and their vendors. During the year a first 
prototype of the platform was created and tested by UNICEF Kazakhstan and implementing 
partners, with initial results reflecting increased efficiency in the overall process.  The prototype 
proved to increase the transparency of transferring value between parties, improved the 
operational efficiency in dealing with implementing partners, shortened the time for spot checks, 
and created a possible channel to release payments quickly.  
 
Many education sessions on cryptocurrency took place over the year, both within UNICEF and 
also with our National Committees. And the Office of Innovation continued to implement 
Learning Days and Hackathons on blockchain for young people, officially launching the SURGE 
brand and series.6 SURGE is an immersive series of events that invites youth to learn new 
skills, while at the same time exploring where blockchain could play a vital role in addressing 
global challenges. In 2019, SURGE events were held in South Africa, Thailand and the United 
States of America; and SURGE is now a packaged offering that any country office or National 
Committee can use to engage young people on the topic of blockchain. In 2019, UNICEF 
helped to shape the first ever Impact Track at ETHDenver, the largest Ethereum blockchain 
community gathering. Six of the final 20 projects were impact related.  
 
The Office of Innovation also supported the French National Committee on the development of 
several Blockchain prototypes and the launch of a non-monetary token7 to incentivize the 
creation of digital public goods. These efforts raised the National Committee’s visibility in the 
cryptocurrency donor community and led to new partnerships. 
 
 
GIGA  

  
Digital technology is changing modern culture at warp speed and scale. For people connected 
to the internet, the vast array of open source digital goods and services available to them has 
the capability to greatly improve—and potentially even save—countless lives. Increasing access 
to these “digital public goods,” and the tools to utilize them, is an opportunity that should be 
available to everyone in the world, regardless of location, race, gender, religion or socio-
economic standing. 
 
Project Connect 

 
5 Lomazzo, Christina Rose and Mehran Hydary, ‘Digicus: Blending the old with the new’, UNICEF, 13 
February 2020, <www.unicef.org/innovation/blockchain/digicus>. 
6 For more information, see: <www.unicef.org/innovation/SURGE>. 
7 United Nations Children’s Fund, ‘Introducing the Boost Token’, UNICEF, 5 August 2019, 
<www.unicef.org/innovation/stories/Boost>. 

https://www.unicef.org/innovation/blockchain/digicus
https://www.unicef.org/innovation/SURGE
https://www.unicef.org/innovation/stories/Boost
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UNICEF is working with governments and private sector partners to create a global, public map 
of school connectivity and ensure that all children have equal access to information, opportunity 
and choice.  
 
By mapping every school in the world, advocating for and facilitating connectivity in schools, and 
eventually delivering relevant content, Project Connect is helping ensure that the rapidly 
growing global population of adolescents and young people have access to the information, 
skills and services they need to shape the future they want. Ultimately, UNICEF’s Project 
Connect aims to use this data-centered approach to promote digital collaboration and advocate 
for Internet connectivity worldwide with interested parties.  
 
To date, the Office of Innovation has helped to map more than 800,000 schools in 15 countries, 
with connectivity data for 120,000 of them. In 2019, new countries such as Benin, Kenya, 
Mexico, Sierra Leone and Rwanda joined, and the pipeline of interested countries continues to 
expand. Working with partners from academia and the private sector, the Office of Innovation 
used machine learning and satellite imagery to automatically map schools in Colombia at a 
national scale, expanding on the work done in Liberia in 2018, where we came in second in the 
Digital Global GBDX Sustainability Challenge. Since Project Connect began in Kyrgyzstan in 
2018, we have mapped 2,100 schools, and the Government has used the mapping to connect 
400 schools. 
 
In February, Project Connect was featured in the keynote address by Greg Wyler, founder of 
OneWeb at the World Government Summit, in front of more than 300 high-level country 
representatives, raising its profile globally. 
 
GIGA 
In 2019, UNICEF and the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) launched GIGA, a 
global initiative to connect every school to the internet and every young person to information, 
opportunity and choice. GIGA aims to provide connectivity to every school in the world, bringing 
the power of meaningful connectivity to fast track young people’s access to educational 
resources and opportunities. It will ensure that every child is equipped with the digital public 
goods they need, and empowered to shape the future they want. 
 
The GIGA initiative consists of four pillars: 

1. Mapping: In partnership with governments, GIGA is mapping connectivity demand, 
using schools as a base point, and identifying where there are connectivity gaps. This 
information, combined with existing ITU mapping data, allows countries to take stock of 
their existing infrastructure and assess wired and wireless availability when assessing 
appropriate solutions for connecting schools. Already more than 800,000 schools in 15 
countries have been mapped. 

2. Connect: In partnership with industry, and based on the mapping results, GIGA will 
determine the best possible technical solutions available to provide schools with the 
required connectivity. This includes determining the best possible solutions for last mile 
connectivity. 

3. Financing connectivity: GIGA will advise governments on building country-specific 
models for finance and delivery, subsidizing market creation costs and incentivizing the 
private sector to invest with outsized returns. 

4. Empowerment: Building on investments by the Venture Fund in open source solutions, 
digital public goods will be delivered and scaled by governments and local industry to 
make digital content, information and skills available to children, teachers and 
administrators. 
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GIGA is focusing its initial efforts on East Africa, Central Asia and the Eastern Caribbean with 
governments and regional leads. The first GIGA bid will be launched in September 2020. 
 

 
© UNICEF/UNI322840/ There are 10,710 U-REPORTERS in Jamaica partnering with 11 million U-
REPORTERS in 66 countries worldwide. 

 

 Scaling technologies and practices 
 
The Office of Innovation identifies proven solutions with the potential to be implemented at 
national scale in multiple countries. In 2019, the Office supported some 93 countries to improve 
programme results by adapting innovations to their specific contexts, in collaboration with 
private sector partners, governments, universities and communities. 
  
Accelerate to Scale  

 
Building on the Global Innovation Center five-year journey  
 
UNICEF’s new Global Innovation Strategy and Framework 2.08 emphasizes innovating at scale 
and making a positive impact for children at the national level and across multiple countries. In 

 
8 United Nations Children’s Fund, ‘UNICEF Global Innovation Strategy and Framework 2.0: The ‘ABCs’ of 
innovation’, UNICEF, <www.unicef.org/innovation/GlobalStrategy>. 

http://www.unicef.org/innovation/GlobalStrategy
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line with the strategy, UNICEF will allocate 80 per cent of innovation resources to solutions in 
the scale-up and product lifecycle stages; and 20 per cent to solutions in the ideation and proof-
of-concept stages. This is also in line with a key recommendation of the 2019 Evaluation of 
Innovation in UNICEF. 
 
Between 2014 and 2019, the Office of Innovation Global Innovation Centre has been one of the 
key mechanisms and drivers of the organization’s efforts to scale innovations. The Accelerate to 
Scale team (A2S) was established with the vision of inspiring and supporting the scale up of 
proven innovations within UNICEF’s work and the work of its partners to achieve powerful 
impacts for all children. The A2S team harnesses the learning and experiences of the Global 
Innovation Centre five year journey: from 5 to 500 partners and from solutions in a handful of 
countries to scaled innovations in 109 countries benefiting 150 million children.  
 
Scaling innovation as a shared service  
 
A2S is an advisory service within the Office of Innovation designed to provide technical 
assistance to support selected UNICEF innovations to transition to sustainable scale and 
strengthen the organization’s scaling capability. A2S advisory services include, but are not 
limited to technical support in three distinct areas: 

1. Deployment: Designing and developing scalable deployment strategies and packaged 
and standardized deployment resources;  

2. Business models: Assessing the overall business model, clarifying its value proposition 
to different types of end users and developing cost and revenue structures; and 

3. Evidence: Designing robust methods for generating evidence of results and impact.  
 
Across these three service areas, the A2S team leverages human-centred design methods to 
ensure relevance and impact of its work.  
 
Achievements in 2019 
 
A2S engages with a portfolio of interventions designed to solve different problems related to 
how UNICEF and its partners deliver results for every child at scale. In 2019, the A2S team 
provided technical scaling support to over six UNICEF projects, including: Primero, Oky, Internet 
of Good Things, Design for Health, U-Report, Plastic Brick Initiative. For example: 

● Primero: A2S has supported Primero - an innovative inter-agency initiative offering 
easy-to-use digital solutions for case management, incident monitoring and family 
tracing and reunification - to systematize and refine its Child Protection and Information 
Management System deployment package for field-based partners. 

● Oky: A2S has built the foundations for scaling Oky - a mobile phone application that 
enables adolescent girls to manage their menstruation with normalcy and dignity - 
through the development of diagnostic tools for hosting and deployment and a revenue 
model analysis. In 2019, the initiative was piloted in Indonesia and Mongolia. 

● Internet of Good Things: A2S has supported the Internet of Good Things - a UNICEF 
initiative that aims to bridge the digital divide and build knowledge in societies - to 
transition to sustainable scale through deployment diagnostics, deployment journeys for 
country offices and business model analysis. The Internet of Good Things  has already 
scaled to 63 countries and 32 million users to date. 

 
Developing a portfolio approach to manage innovation 
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A2S has been convening the co-design of UNICEF's portfolio approach to innovation, one of the 
three endorsed recommendations of the Evaluation of Innovation in UNICEF.  
 
The portfolio approach to innovation aims to support the organization to make evidence-based 
and decentralized decisions about: 

● Which priority problems to tackle, with a focus on intractable problems, problems with 
stagnating progress and stubborn barriers that can be accelerated by an innovative 
approach based on programme-led analysis;  

● Which new or significantly improved interventions best align to selected priority problems 
guiding core investments in innovation; and 

● Balancing efforts and resources between scaling up tried-and-tested solutions (80 per 
cent resource allocation) and developing nascent solutions to scale-up (20 per cent 
resource allocation). 

 
In 2019, A2S convened a cross-functional team9 to: 

● Build, test and refine a working model of UNICEF portfolio approach to innovation; 
● Co-develop specialized innovation portfolios in four identified priority areas for the 

organization: 1) water, sanitation and hygiene; 2) learning; 3) humanitarian; and 4) 
maternal and newborn health; 

● Co-develop the global inventory of innovation projects/initiatives at UNICEF; and 
● Co-develop and test the first prototype of the UNICEF innovation portal, which will host 

and manage the global inventory of UNICEF innovations and UNICEF innovation 
portfolio. 

● Co-develop a digital library on innovation for improved knowledge management and 
sharing across the organization. 

 
The approach will enable strong oversight of the innovation pipeline, so that sufficient innovation 
is in the works to handle future needs, and to help decision-makers effectively judge the 
initiatives that are taken to scale. The approach will be guided by a framework based on the 
Ambition Matrix and used in public-sector innovation. 
 
 
Youth engagement and empowerment 

  
U-Report 
 
U-Report is a free social messaging tool that allows users to speak out on development issues, 
support child rights and improve communities. In 2019, U-Report was launched in 15 new 
countries - including Ecuador, Iraq, the Gambia and Romania – and added almost 2.5 million 
new users (a 56 per cent increase from 2018). There are now 9 million U-Reporters active in 67 
countries.  
 
For example, after Cyclone Idai hit Malawi in March 2019, the Government used U-Report to 
conduct immediate community needs assessment and gather feedback from beneficiaries on 
the humanitarian response. The data revealed knowledge gaps on disaster safety among 
affected people, which the Government was able to use to design and prioritize awareness 
campaigns. 
 

 
9 This team included the Programme Division, Supply Division, Office of Innovation, Office of 
Emergencies Programmes, Information and Communication Technology Department and field offices. 
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U-Report is increasingly being applied in a range of emergency contexts. In Nigeria, U-Report 
24/7 focuses on emergency preparedness, response and transition. In Côte d’Ivoire, young 
people themselves have extended the use of the platform even further, using U-Report to 
coordinate volunteer activities to help communities in need. 

 

 
© UNICEF/UN0285243/ Volodymyr Charushyn, 16, is a participant in UPSHIFT Ukraine. Here he is 
running a master class for creation of “interactive sign language alphabet”. Each wooden cube has a 
letter represented by a hand gesture and objects that have the letter in their name. 

 
Jobs for the future 

  
UPSHIFT 
 
UPSHIFT is an innovative programme that blends leading approaches to youth and 
adolescent development, social innovation and entrepreneurship to empower marginalized 
young people to become social innovators and social entrepreneurs. The programme 
combines social innovation workshops, mentorship, incubation and seed funding to equip 
young people with the skills and resources they need to identify problems in their own 
communities and design entrepreneurial solutions to address them. UNICEF is working with 
governments, NGOs and private sector partners to scale and sustain UPSHIFT through 
integration, including in formal and non-formal education systems. 
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By the end of 2019, nine additional countries had begun UPSHIFT, bringing the total number of 
UPSHIFT10 programmes active in countries to 21. The programme is now reaching hundreds of 
thousands of youth with skills for life and livelihood, while positively impacting local communities 
through youth-led ventures. 
 
For example, in Tajikistan, the Ministry of Education is scaling UPSHIFT in the non-formal 
education curriculum. UPSHIFT is now a core part of the Innovation Lab programme, alongside 
the Adolescent Kit for Innovation and Expression and Digital Skills for girls. Since the 
programme started two years ago, 14 innovation labs have been established in 11 towns and 
districts, including in remote areas. Overall, 11,000 youth have been supported to build their 
skills and 160 teams of young people have developed solutions through UPSHIFT that are 
improving lives in their local communities.  
 
Generation Unlimited Youth Challenge 
 
The Office of Innovation continued to support Generation Unlimited11 to host the GenU Youth 
Challenge in 2019. In the first Youth Challenge, which was launched in 16 countries in 
September 2018, 80 youth-led projects received US$1000 seed investment and mentorship 
(five in each country). In February 2019, the 32 most promising projects were selected to enter 
the global judging process, with five global winners announced in April.  
 
These five teams have received global seed funding and tailored mentorship and business 
development support to pursue their projects. For example, Team Amigo from Zimbabwe is 
building a web and mobile application that delivers learning materials to students at low cost; 
and Team AndroMeta in North Macedonia is developing an application - SpeakOut - to tackle 
bullying. The application provides a forum where young people can connect to offer and obtain 
peer-to-peer support, and also be linked to trained volunteers and professionals.  
 
The Office of Innovation, in partnership with UNDP, Plan International and the World 
Organisation of the Scout Movement, launched the second GenU Youth Challenge in 
September 2019. The most promising solutions from each country will be entered into the global 
judging process in June 2020, with winners being announced in September 2020.  
 
 
Digital health 

 
Digital health technologies contribute to strengthening health systems and enhance the 
quality, reach and feedback of vital health information and services, including for the most 
disadvantaged children and their families. The Office of Innovation supports UNICEF country 
offices and governments to design and deploy digitally-enabled health systems that improve 
quality and increase the reach of essential health services. 
 
Over the last five years, the Office of Innovation’s collaboration with health sector specialists 
has been key for UNICEF to design, test, validate and scale a range of Digital Health 
solutions across 18 countries. These solutions range from birth notification; and stock 

 
10 The programme isn’t called UPSHIFT in all 21 countries, as local brands have been co-created with 
stakeholders in some countries. 
11 Generation Unlimited is a global multi-sector partnership to meet the urgent need for expanded 
education, training and employment opportunities for young people, aged 10 to 24, on an unprecedented 
scale. See <www.generationunlimited.org/>. 

https://www.generationunlimited.org/
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notification and commodity management; to targeted client communication; and digital health 
record for tracking of patients’ /clients’ health status and services. Significant contributions 
were achieved in the application of human-centred design to the demand for health services. 
More than 85.8 million mothers, community health workers, vaccinators and health facility 
staff in 18 countries have benefited from digital health platforms and the communities they 
connect to the health system. 
 
In 2019, the Office of Innovation marked a milestone for its work in digital health with the 
successful scaling and mainstreaming of these functions into the UNICEF Programme 
Division Health Section. A new Digital Health Team has been established in PD, along with a 
global Review Group, and new institutional arrangements and funding to support the 
expansion of this work. 
 
 
  

 Partnerships 
  
Partnerships continue to play a crucial role in the success of the UNICEF Office of Innovation. 
We work to create new partnership structures that can narrow the gap between technologies 
(and practices) and the people we need to reach. Our partners apply their expertise, networks, 
internal platforms and data — not only to delivering viable business strategies, but also to 
creating long-term value for entire populations, systems and countries. 
  
In 2019, the Office of Innovation continued to build on this approach, growing our existing 
partnerships and working with new partners through innovative collaborations. Highlights 
included: 
  
Arm:  Arm continues to be an important partner of the Office of Innovation, providing vital 
funding, offering core business expertise and sharing global platforms at events such as the 
World Economic Forum and the United Nations General Assembly. In 2019, Arm Chief 
Executive Officer Simon Segars also became a Champion of the Generation Unlimited initiative, 
with a specific remit to support the Global Breakthroughs.  
 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation: In partnership with Arm, the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency and the African 
Academy of Sciences, UNICEF launched a Global Grand Challenge to discover digital solutions 
that improve access to WASH and selected 15 proposals to receive funding and year-long 
mentorship toward deploying or scaling their solutions. In 2019, we continued to work with these 
innovators to accelerate their projects, including delivering a bootcamp in Munich alongside Arm 
and WFP. In 2019, we also worked with a cohort of Gates grantees in the area of vaccinations. 
 
Ethereum Classic Labs: The Office of Innovation secured a new US$1 million partnership with 
Ethereum Classic Labs, which has contributed US$250,000 to the Venture Fund and committed 
to investing US$750,000 as follow-on investment for blockchain companies graduating from the 
fund. 
 
Ethereum Foundation: In 2019, the Office of Innovation launched a new partnership with the 
Ethereum Foundation that will contribute 8000ETH (US$2 million) – the first contribution that 
UNICEF has ever received in cryptocurrency and for the newly launched cryptofund.   
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Government of Norway: The important and long standing relationship with the Government of 
Norway continued to grow in 2019 following a US$4.6 million commitment to Digital Public 
Goods, including establishing a Digital Public Goods Secretariat and continuing to build the 
alliance and platform. 
 
ING: Building on the longstanding partnership between ING and UNICEF in support of 
UPSHIFT and other adolescent development programmes, in 2019, the Office of Innovation 
developed a new programme with ING to explore Fintech for Impact. Through the collaboration, 
partners will invest in four to six of the most promising open-source Fintech solutions in the 
Philippines that can help accelerate progress towards the SDGs. 
 
Rhodes University, South Africa: The Office of Innovation collaborates with Rhodes 
University’s Biotechnology Research Group to undertake pioneering global work. The group is 
producing completely new biological materials for tests, known as aptamers. These new 
aptamers behave like the antibodies used in today’s diagnostic tests, but they are cheaper and 
last longer. These are highly accurate, low-cost, and resistant to temperature and humidity, 
making them easy to transport and store. 
 
Takeda: The Office of Innovation secured a significant new partnership with Takeda to support 
the Venture Fund through 2024. Takeda has committed US$9 million in funding. 
 
Arc’Teryx, Montcler, the North Face: The ‘21st Century Ger’ initiative applies human-centred 
design to tackle air pollution in Mongolia’s cities, where the health and wellbeing of hundreds of 
thousands of young people is being compromised. Over the last decade in the capital, 
Ulaanbaatar, cases of respiratory infections have nearly tripled and pneumonia is now the 
second leading cause of death for children under five years old. With UNICEF Mongolia, we 
have focused an innovative array of partners both international and local, on how we might take 
a new and different approach to improving the thermal performance of the traditional, tent-like 
Ger dwellings, which house more than half the population, to reduce pollution and promote child 
and maternal health. The results so far include the first thermal performance model of the Ger 
along with one of the richest, sensor-based data sets; a set of validated strategies to improve 
ger insulation, and a number of tested prototype solutions for the floor, walls, door and roof. 
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© UNICEF/UNI211906/Schermbrucker A laboratory technician in Uganda uses a point of care diagnostic 
machine for early infant diagnosis of HIV. 

 

Part 4: Lessons learned and constraints 
 
A culture that embraces failure and learns quickly from mistakes is at the crux of the 
organizational shift that started in 2019. To continue to deliver results in this ever-evolving 
landscape, the organization must evolve and continue to be fit for purpose in a changing world.  
 
The Evaluation of Innovation in UNICEF Work instigated change by addressing key questions 
around values, structures, and systems related to innovation: To what extent does UNICEF’s 
organizational culture stimulate or incentivize innovative thinking? To what extent is space 
created for new ideas for ‘intrapreneurs’? How effectively does UNICEF leverage resources for 
innovation across offices, divisions and levels? How effectively are activities, results and good 
practices of innovative work documented and shared? 
 
As a result, UNICEF’s new innovation strategy focuses directly on how innovation delivers 
impact. Significantly, we cannot drive innovation forward without taking risks, learning from 
mistakes, adjusting and doing better. In practice, this translates into institutional talent and 
architecture that support this approach, as well as communication and knowledge mechanisms 
in place to ensure the sharing of ideas across the organization.  
 
In the coming years, this will also require the Office of Innovation to provide a more structured 
and collaborative approach to curating, documenting, and disseminating knowledge and best 
practices. This includes many of the activities that were undertaken to broaden the sharing of 
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knowledge and expertise, and to disseminate learning and experience. Specific examples of this 
-- as applied to two key areas of work in 2019 -- include:  
 
Youth innovation: 

● In bringing an initiative like UPSHIFT into a new country, it is vital to design for scale 
from the start, with a big vision and ensuring key stakeholders are on board. However, 
this needs to be balanced with an iterative, human-centred design approach to localising 
and piloting UPSHIFT in the country. During 2019, the Office of Innovation worked 
together with Programme Division (Adolescent Development and Empowerment and 
Education teams) to develop guidance on scaling and sustaining UPSHIFT.  

 
New technologies and Digital Public Goods (e.g. Drones): 

● The main challenge for the sustainability of drone delivery networks and for collecting 
relevant aerial imagery remains the lack of skills and local capacity to build, operate and 
maintain drones -- initiatives using drones often rely on international contractors or staff 
deployed for a certain period; while these initiatives demonstrate the positive impact of 
drones in supporting humanitarian and development operations, there is an incomplete 
process of knowledge transfer.  

● For these reasons, UNICEF recently launched the first African Drone and Data Academy 
in Malawi. The Academy will provide technology education for post-undergraduate 
African students in the physics of drone flight, communications, mechatronics, 
autonomy, data analysis, GIS and entrepreneurship.  

● With Africa’s start-up industry growing rapidly, the addition of thousands of new 
technology and drone-related jobs to the global economy presents a unique growth 
opportunity for African youth. The Drone and Data Academy will prepare young Africans 
with the skills needed to join the new technology workforce, and contribute to their 
communities’ economic and social development.  

● During 2020, UNICEF will continue to expand the model of the Academy to other 
countries and develop an online and open-source curriculum and certification process 
that can be used as a Digital Public Good by other countries to provide young people 
with the skills to thrive in drones- and related-technology industries.  

 
After this period of reflection, UNICEF is also working to refine and build the organization’s 
flexibility and agility. We need to deploy an assortment of approaches and tools tailored to the 
requirements of projects, stage of development and adapted to other details of the context.  
 
Knowledge sharing is key and must be prioritized in this phase of using innovation to achieve 
UNICEF’s Strategic Plan. Innovation is relevant to every programme area in every country, 
especially in emerging areas of work such as climate change and mental health, but innovation 
also must be applied in a targeted and focused way.  
 
Working across headquarters, regions and countries, priorities must be set based on regional 
and country-level issues and challenges. Frontier innovations should be piloted at the country 
level. Partnerships with the private and public should be facilitated at the regional and country 
levels. 
 
In the coming year, close collaboration with Private Fundraising and Partnerships, Public 
Partnerships Division and the Division of Communication are all critical to the success of 
innovation work.  
 
 


