
Update on the context and trends
Digital technologies are no longer simply about supporting operations; they have become essential to 
how UNICEF does business. These technologies offer new and faster ways of analysing insights into 
the needs of vulnerable populations and investing in human development and humanitarian action. 
For much of the past decade, through partnerships, UNICEF ICTD has been dedicated to harnessing 
this potential and modernizing the organization to better leverage digitization to deliver results for 
children faster and at scale. Our digital experts have moved from being a “back office” support 
function to one that permeates every aspect of the organization’s work. Digital subject matter experts 
increasingly take on strategic and programme roles across the organization.
This transformation is evidenced by the growth of INVENT, UNICEF’s digital inventory of innovation 
solutions. More than 1,400 Technology for Development (T4D) and innovation initiatives have been 
registered since its 2020 launch, giving promising ideas from across UNICEF greater visibility and 
alignment with resources to bring them to scale.
The COVID-19 pandemic has propelled this organization-wide effort to scale up digital technologies 
and innovative solutions across UNICEF programmes, finances and operations. Online collaboration 
tools have expanded in all UNICEF offices – the use of virtual meetings and other online tools 
increased tenfold – and digital solutions have helped continue and grow UNICEF programmes across 
all sectors in one of the most challenging years in recent memory. 
On the other hand, the COVID-19-related lockdowns accentuated the challenges inherent in the 
process of digitizing large organizations such as UNICEF. For example, inconsistent digital 
governance and oversight has led to fragmented approaches to dome aspects of digital transformation, 
such as the process through which we strategically choose and building upon select core, corporate 
technologies (a practice known as Enterprise Architecture); budgeting for digital projects and products; 
scalability of tools and platforms, and security practices.
To address such challenges, UNICEF adopted a ‘OneDigital’ initiative which, in 2021 and beyond, 
aims to integrate UNICEF’s efforts in the areas of Enterprise Architecture, information and cyber 
security, and digital governance and oversight across the organization.
The partnerships created and results achieved in 2020 – which are described throughout this report – 
are paving the way towards this modern, digital UNICEF.

Major contributions and drivers of results
Fostering a digital transformation in UNICEF programming
ICTD transforms and builds partnerships with stakeholders to design and implement UNICEF 
programmes using technology-enabled solutions and digital innovations. ICTD works in close 
collaboration with programme teams and partners to plan and implement this work, and accelerate the 
achievement of results for children, across the world. This section provides a summary of the 
programme results that ICTD contributed to in 2020. These results are detailed at length in the 
companion ICTD report ‘Harnessing the power of technology and digital innovation for children’.
Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic
With its dual humanitarian and development child rights mandate and substantial presence at the field, 
country and regional levels, UNICEF has been well positioned to address the scale of needs related to 
the COVID-19 pandemic globally. Information and communication technologies have been integral to 
this effort – across key pillars of the UNICEF response to COVID-19 – including risk communication 
and community engagement; digital health and education initiatives; and the COVID-19 vaccine 
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rollout. The results achieved across these pillars are described throughout this section.
Engaging communities and raising risk awareness
In 2020, ICTD supported UNICEF to reach 3 billion people through risk communication and 
community engagement initiatives – many of which employed digital solutions – to help communities 
halt the transmission of COVID-19 and mitigate its socio-economic impacts. UNICEF deployed 
chatbots, SMS, interactive voice response and other technologies through multiple channels, including 
U-Report, RapidPro, Infolines, HealthBuddy, VIAMO Services and Commcare, to reach affected 
communities with life-saving information. These engagements are promoting facts over fear, bringing 
reliable guidance to communities, and providing frontline responders with the information and 
resources they need. 
Advancing the role of digital health
UNICEF is working with national authorities and implementing partners to adapt service delivery 
systems to cope with the socioeconomic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, limit service 
interruptions and secure equitable access. This effort has raised the profile and value of digital health – 
for delivering life-saving services in the short term and strengthening national systems, capacities and 
infrastructures over the long term. With ICTD support, countries are digitizing health systems where 
this process was already underway; and mapping existing digital health solutions with the potential to 
support vaccine rollout. 
For example, in 10 countries in Eastern and Southern Africa, UNICEF, with the support of ICTD and 
Programme Division-Health, launched the Rockefeller Foundation funded Integrated Community 
Health Systems programme. The programme aims to optimize community platforms for responding to 
COVID-19 and continuing essential services.
Bringing the COVID-19 vaccine to populations in need
UNICEF leadership – including ICTD – is also actively engaged in the Access to COVID-19 Tools 
Accelerator (ACT-A), a global collaboration to accelerate the development and production of – and 
equal access to – COVID-19 tests, treatments and vaccines. UNICEF is the official coordinator of the 
COVAX Facility, a global initiative that brings together governments and manufacturers to ensure that 
COVID-19 vaccines reach those in greatest need. 
To prepare countries for this historic vaccine rollout, ICTD participated in the COVAX Innovation 
Working Group, the COVAX Digital Health Donors Working Group, the WHO Smart Vaccination 
Certificate Advisory Group, and the COVID-19 Vaccination Delivery Innovation Team, which are 
helping countries in need deploy innovative approaches to reaching their populations with vaccines, at 
scale. 
Increasing access to learning using digital tools
In 2020, UNICEF launched Reimagine Education – a global initiative aimed at connecting some 3.5 
billion children and young people to world-class digital solutions by 2030. The goal is to make sure 
that every child and young person across the globe has access to personalized learning that helps them 
leapfrog to a brighter future. 
ICTD is supporting this effort by:

• Establishing device standards and specifications, including for accessibility in support of persons 
with disabilities, and guidance for countries on device planning and deployment

• Defining strategies to access affordable devices with government partners
• Creating incentives for affordable devices in local commercial markets
• Identifying new partnerships to enable access to devices for learning globally
• Negotiating free internet access (zero-rating)

Enhancing child protection data management
UNICEF is using technology and digital innovation to strengthen and secure child protection 
information management systems – including civil registration and vital statistics systems, monitoring 
and reporting on violations against children, and case management. This work is not only generating 
reliable and timely data on child protection, but is also connecting children with the protection services 
they need. 
Primero is a robust, secure and fit-for-purpose digital public good for the social welfare sector, 
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developed by and for the partners and workers who use it. Globally, nearly 3,000 case workers and 
case managers use the app to support service delivery to over 100,000 children. In 2020, UNICEF, in 
partnership with Microsoft, launched Primero X, optimized as a Software-as-a-Service to meet the 
demand for these services in the context of COVID-19 and beyond.
Tackling poverty by strengthening social protection systems
Building on the principle of leaving no one behind, UNICEF works to tackle key dimensions of 
inequity and discrimination that prevent the realization of children’s rights, while contributing to the 
Sustainable Development Goals. This includes implementing programmes that strengthen social 
protection mechanisms – such as cash assistance – to reduce child poverty. In 2020, ICTD supported 
UNICEF to implement cash transfer solutions in 30 country offices. In Yemen alone, UNICEF reached 
2.8 million households – including 8.4 million children – and completed five payment cycles over the 
course of the year. 
Engaging youth through U-Report
U-Report – a social messaging tool and data collection system developed by UNICEF to improve 
citizen engagement, inform leaders, and foster positive change – has been a powerful tool in the 
COVID-19 response. In 2020, UNICEF and partners used U-Report – in combination with WhatsApp 
– to engage adolescents in Ecuador on the COVID-19 crisis, strengthen their participation in the 
decisions that affect their lives and provide information about the rights and services available to 
adolescents and young migrants and refugees across the country. During the year, UNICEF reached 
over 5.3 million young people in Ecuador through U-Report, up from over 1.5 million in June 2019.
Modernizing humanitarian preparedness and response
In 2020, ICTD provided direct support that enabled UNICEF to continue life-saving emergency 
preparedness and response in nine countries – Armenia, Lebanon, Libya, Mali, Mozambique, Nigeria, 
the Syrian Arab Republic, the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela and Yemen. For example, in Syrian 
Arab Republic, UNICEF-trained responders to set up two-way satellite ground stations in just two days 
– establishing connectivity that is vital to the provision of life-saving services including in remote areas 
that deepen the complexities of UNICEF’s operationalization.
ICTD was also instrumental to UNICEF’s ability to stay connected in emergency situations during 
COVID-19 lockdowns and travel restrictions. To ensure the continuity of life-saving support, UNICEF 
and its partner Danimex Communication A/S designed a portable renewable energy solution that 
would permit staff to telework from remote locations where power was either unreliable or 
unavailable. More than 250 units of the kits were ordered by 11 country offices.
In addition to enabling humanitarian operations, ICTD also applied digital innovations as an integral 
part of humanitarian programming in 2020. 
Modernizing partnerships and resource mobilization
Cooperation between UNICEF and its partners – from civil society actors to national responders and 
international non-governmental organizations – is critical to the delivery of results for children. ICTD 
continues to play a leading role in enabling UNICEF’s strategic relationships with industry leading 
technology partners, including Microsoft, WhatsApp and Facebook, among many others.
For example, in the early stages of the pandemic, ICTD, the Private Fundraising and Partnerships 
Division and the U.S. Fund for UNICEF secured a short-term Facebook Messenger COVID-19 policy 
exception for RapidPro-supported messaging programmes. This exemption expanded the reach of 
messaging programmes on the Messenger platform, resulting in more than 25 million responses about 
UNICEF interventions. These responses helped inform and improve UNICEF programmes across the 
world.
Working closely with the Programme Division and the Office of Emergency Programmes, ICTD 
streamlined the process for the creation of 13 partner websites generating savings and efficiencies in: 
requirements development, procurement process, project management support and hosting. This 
enabled ICTD and PD to deliver high quality results and raise the visibility of the several partnership 
sites that serve as robust knowledge management tools, data visualization platforms and technical 
resources for partner organizations and stakeholders.
Global Commons Development Platform
The Global Development Commons portal, which UNICEF launched in September 2020 in partnership 
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with eight universities, is an open access digital platform for crowdsourcing evidence and innovations 
to support the child-focused Sustainable Development Goals. It is a digital space for discussion and 
problem solving, accessible publicly and across sectors. It brings together three key voices: decision 
makers, frontline workers and young people. 
UNICEF has also partnered with the Lancet COVID-19 Commission to establish the Global 
Development Commons as a home for resources, tools and discussions related to the pandemic. The 
goal will be to accelerate global, equitable and lasting solutions to the global outbreak of COVID-19.  
Streamlining programme and partnership processes through eTools
Over the past few years, UNICEF has invested in developing eTools – a suite of online solutions – that 
are simplifying, streamlining and modernizing its programme and partnership processes and increasing 
its capacity to deliver results for children. To date, more than 80 country and regional offices across 
seven regions have adopted eTools and are using it every day to manage partnerships and programmes 
in the field.
These tools proved vital in 2020 and helped offices adapt programmes to meet the needs of the 
COVID-19 crisis. Over 14,000 civil society organizations have joined the United Nations Partner 
Portal, allowing UNICEF to easily identify and rapidly mobilize partnerships with organizations 
already working on the ground to deliver life-saving services. With the launch of the prevention of 
sexual exploitation and abuse procedure in February 2020, eTools is also facilitating the rapid 
assessment of 2,000 non-governmental organization partners for risks related to sexual exploitation 
and abuse.  
Digital fundraising and engagement
The Supporter Engagement Strategy initiative aims to expand UNICEF’s base of supporters to 100 
million people willing to donate, advocate and volunteer. The Strategy was created to inspire 
individuals to donate their money, voices and time to the cause of children and young people by 
improving supporter satisfaction and loyalty in markets worldwide, one touch point at a time. 
In 2020, a customer relationship management platform launched in India saw pledge acquisition more 
than double – from 33,000 in 2019 to 72,000 in 2020 – and pledge cancellation decline by more than 
50 per cent in spite of getting affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Over the next five years, ICTD 
plans to expand the system to 33 country offices.
UNICEF is also implementing internal tools to strengthen its ability to mobilize resources effectively. 
The automated UNICEF Funding Compendium Report gives staff immediate access to a wealth of 
real-time donor information, including contribution history and trends. The Income Forecast Digital 
Solution has simplified and automated the organization’s US$5 billion income forecasting process, 
with a 100 per cent user adoption rate.
Partnering to help leverage transformative innovative technology 
ICTD partners with regional offices, country offices, divisions and other stakeholders to identify and 
leverage technological solutions and innovations that address challenges and create new opportunities 
for UNICEF programming. This can include real-time monitoring and predictive analytics, digital 
identity, artificial intelligence/deep learning, and digital innovations. This section provides a summary 
of the programme results that ICTD contributed to in 2020. These results are detailed at length in the 
companion ICTD report ‘Harnessing the power of technology and digital innovation for children’.
Protecting child rights in an AI world
UNICEF’s Office of Global Insight and Policy is leading a two-year project to explore approaches to 
protecting and upholding child rights in an evolving AI world. This project is being carried out with 
the Government of Finland, the IEE Standards Association, the Berkman Klein Centre for Internet & 
Society, the World Economic Forum, the 5Rights Foundation and other organizations that form part of 
Generation AI.
In 2020, ICTD participated in a series of workshops around the world to gain regional perspectives on 
AI systems and children. The conversations helped UNICEF develop draft policy guidance on how to 
promote children’s development in AI strategies and practices. The guidance aims to bring a balanced 
perspective to the policy table with clear, usable principles for implementing AI that supports child 
rights.
Leveraging MagicBox to analyse the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
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Magic Box is a collaborative platform made possible through the contributions of private sector 
partners such as Telefonica, Google, IBM, Amadeus and Red Hat, which share their data and expertise 
for public good. 
In 2020, ICTD used Magic Box data to produce real-time analyses of the socioeconomic impacts of 
COVID-19 that are helping global health partners, including WHO, respond more effectively to the 
pandemic. UNICEF also convened a global network of scientific collaborators and data partners such 
as Cuebiq, to produce near real-time analyses on the effects of physical distancing policies, and deep 
dive analyses on children and poverty in 10 programme countries. In Colombia, Ecuador, Indonesia 
and Sierra Leone, ICTD is using Magic Box to expand access to data, analysis and experts and build 
big data tools and insights to support the pandemic response. 
Using Big Data to inform critical decision making
In Indonesia, where the COVID-19 pandemic is threatening to undermine recent development gains, 
understanding the direct and indirect effects of the pandemic on child well-being using big data is 
essential to the response. ICTD is supporting the Government of Indonesia’s COVID-19 response 
through a range of cutting-edge data platforms and partnerships – including with WhatsApp – such as 
hospital capacity dashboards, hygiene monitoring dashboards, mobility Insight dashboards, poverty 
analyses, school connectivity data, COVID-19 immunization dashboards, nutrition Chatbots and more.
Using technology to design safer and more inclusive cities
The Safetipin application brings a gender lens to urban infrastructure to enable women and girls to 
access public spaces in India more freely. ICTD has partnered with Safetipin to use technology to 
capture women’s and girls’ experiences of cities; map streets, infrastructure and services; and 
crowdsource data to help city authorities design and plan safer and more inclusive cities. The 
2019–2021 pilot project – the Safetipin Nite Tool – which is funded by UNICEF’s Office of 
Innovation and implemented by gender and ICT focal points in Surat City, India – uses a machine 
learning algorithm to automate the detection of safe and unsafe urban and peri-urban spaces, and 
leverage that data to influence public policy and infrastructure expenditure for women’s safety in 
public spaces. 
Building capacities for drone technology
Under the leadership of UNICEF’s Office of Innovation and the Malawi Country Office, ICTD is 
supporting the African Drone and Data Academy to equip Malawian and African youth with globally 
competitive and critical 21st century skills in data and drone technology. The project also gives youth 
the opportunities to apply their knowledge to solve development and humanitarian problems – such as 
vaccine delivery and disease outbreaks – in their own country.
Between August 2019 and December 2020, 146 students received and completed training (60 per cent 
of women and 68 per cent Malawians). Eighty-three per cent graduated from the four programmes on 
drones and data. Within three months of course completion, 90 per cent of graduates from the first 
cohort were employed in the drone industry and another 21 per cent reported bringing drone 
competency to their current jobs. 
Graduates from the inaugural cohort applied their newly acquired 21st century skills as employed 
drone pilots or data analysts of companies and organizations conducting research on malaria vector 
control; and delivered medicines and other essential health commodities to remote areas across 
Malawi.
Making use of cryptocurrency
In 2020, under the leadership of its Office of Innovation, UNICEF announced its largest-ever 
investment in start-ups in developing and emerging economies with cryptocurrency through the 
CryptoFund. Eight technology companies from seven countries used the investment of 125 ether each 
to develop prototypes of, pilot or scale up their technologies. ICTD supported the CryptoFund by 
supporting the establishment of new crypto processes and adapting the technological setup for remote 
working. 
With the support and input of ICTD, the Office of Innovation also launched Juniper, a toolset that 
supports internal functions of the CryptoFund. This includes a public visualisation tool to see details of 
the CryptoFund in real-time, as well as a Portfolio tool that supports the tracking and valuation of 
crypto assets. 
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Strengthening operational efficiency and effectiveness
ICTD works through partnerships with the business divisions and offices to develop and enables 
information technology solutions and approaches that make UNICEF offices and staff more fit for 
purpose and productive, by simplifying business processes, improving user experiences, increasing 
access to information and enabling remote work.
A modernized digital workplace
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need for an agile, digitally enabled organization to 
continue to deliver for children. In 2020, UNICEF rapidly pivoted to mandated teleworking and scaled 
up online collaboration tools across all offices. These efforts – as well as ongoing work to modernize 
the organization’s ways of working – yielded important steps forward in 2020. Across the 
organization, UNICEF implemented tools that better-connected staff and partners; streamlined their 
remote work processes; and helped them accelerate the delivery of results for children. 

Improving UNICEF’s ability to manage risk 
Robust ICT systems that support a mobile and versatile workforce and flexibility in business 
operations are essential to keeping pace with the risks and opportunities posed by rapidly evolving 
technology. ICTD therefore manages emerging risks to UNICEF’s programmes and operations by a) 
looking into risks that affect or are inherent in UNICEF’s business strategy; b) identifying and 
mitigating risks through internal risk assessment, audits and other processes; and c) maintaining 
regulatory documents that address potential risks. In 2020, ICTD conducted the annual ICTD risk 
assessment; enhanced the ICT operational risk register; and aligned the ICT risk management 
programme with the new electronic Governance Risk and Compliance framework.

Page 6  of  7

Page 6  of  7



Lessons Learned and Innovations
The 2020 COVID-19-related crises revealed that, while UNICEF is digitally prepared to continue its 
operations in times of crisis, the organization needs to strengthen multiple aspects of digital 
transformation, including governance and accountability, funding modalities and planning, and staff 
digital skills. For example, decentralized digital governance and oversight has led to fragmented 
approaches to how we strategically select our core corporate technologies, a practice known as 
Enterprise Architecture.
Such challenges are not unique to UNICEF, but inherent to digital transformation in general.
To address these challenges, UNICEF adopted a ‘OneDigital’ initiative. The initiative aims to 
strengthen information and cyber security; improve digital governance and accountability for global 
information systems and platforms; improve financial planning and centralize accountability and 
funding for corporate digital component; and develop an organizational Real Time Data Strategy. 
OneDigital will guide UNICEF’s digital transformation for years to come, starting with 
‘Reimagine UNICEF’, a digital transformation effort adopted in 2020 aimed at process simplification 
and modernization of UNICEF’s operations and programmes.
The pandemic normalized remote work. The knowledge of using digital tools for productivity and 
collaboration has become more vital than ever. Although staff adapted quickly to using current tools to 
continue working remotely, the continued adoption of new products might still prove as challenging as 
it was in the past, leading to the continued pursuit of even more digital solutions by different offices. 
The risk of duplications and redundancies could remain or even increase under the growing digital 
trend. Realizing the benefits of a reimagined workplace requires investment in a cultural shift towards 
a digitally skilled workforce with trainable staff, who are comfortable with using new digital tools.
UNICEF is also working to learn from recent experience with real-time data solutions to improve the 
effectiveness of vaccination programmes. In 2020, UNICEF and GAVI Alliance launched a global 
report, ‘The Use of Digital Technologies for Real-Time Monitoring of Supplementary Immunization 
Activities; Good Practices and Lessons Learned’. The report provides a critical roadmap for how 
UNICEF and national partners can expand the use of real-time monitoring approaches in immunization 
campaigns, including COVAX roll out, going forward.
Given the focus on digital transformation under UNICEF’s new 2022-2025 Strategic Plan, ICTD is 
applying lessons learned over the years to revise its structures and staff capacities to better support 
digital transformation. In 2020, UNICEF approved the ‘ICTD Transition and Transformation’ 
initiative. It involves moving the bulk of the Division to Valencia, Spain, to form a new Digital Core. 
A new Digital Centre of Excellence will also be created in Nairobi, Kenya, to address current gaps in 
delivering the digital transformation of programmes and emergency response, through a dedicated, 
field-facing global structure.
The work related to making the Transition and Transformation initiative a success will prove 
challenging, and it will pose some constraints to some areas in 2021.
The global recession of 2020 posed significant financial and human resource constraints on UNICEF’s 
information and communication technology projects. ICTD is adapting to this new normal by 
continuing to expand its partnerships and further its supporter engagement strategy.
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