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In the history of the United Nations, there have been turning points when the UN 
has had the vision to see an opportunity emerge and to seize that opportunity, 
thereby reaffirming its relevance and vitality.

In a rapidly changing world, where the world as we know it is changing before 
our eyes, the web of values and normative frameworks that lie at the foundation 
of so many of the processes required for an inclusive globalisation need to be 
nurtured, perhaps adapted and certainly strengthened. In his oath of office speech, 
the new UN Secretary-General, António Guterres, noted that “Today´s paradox 
is that, despite greater connectivity, societies are becoming more fragmented … 
In the end, it comes down to values. We want the world our children inherit to 
be defined by the values enshrined in the United Nations Charter: peace, justice, 
respect, human rights, tolerance and solidarity.”1

Repeatedly, in many different fora, the international community has stressed 
the unique role the UN should play in this sphere; for example, with respect to 
the future role of the UN development system, there seems to be a very clear 
consensus that one of the UN’s most vital tasks relates to its normative agenda. 

There is nothing new in recognising the importance of the normative agendas 
pursued by the UN system. What is striking is the importance and profile being 
given to this function today. Reaffirming and asserting the UN system’s unique role 
in securing agreement and implementation on normative frameworks represents 
an enormous opportunity. The obvious question though is why now?
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Why now? 
Over the last decade, there has been a strong conver-
gence of inter-related forces that have brought to the 
fore the family of concepts addressed above.  
Four elements stand out:

 There has been a major reconfiguration of  
 power among states, in particular in terms of 
 economic power. Historically major changes in  
 the distribution of power always present a 
 fundamental challenge to the existing rules by which  
 the international system plays. This is very much  
 evident today. From debates over the composition of  
 the Security Council, to voting rights in the  
 International Monetary Fund and the World Bank  
 Group, to the concept of the G20, to the  
 establishment of new international development and 
 infrastructure banks, to jockeying for the top  
 positions in international institutions, there is no  
 doubt that the existing rules are being challenged.   
 This puts into play existing norms, values, and  
 standards, as well as approaches to the provision of  
 global public goods. 

 Secondly, there has also been a transformation in  
 the relationship between states and markets,  
 fueled in large part by the extraordinary growth in  
 the global economy, which has altered the balance  
 between public and private as well as between 
 international and domestic. The influence of markets 
 has been paralleled by the emergence of multiple  
 stakeholders (multilateral, bilateral, non-state, civil  
 society etc.) in different issue areas. As stated by the  
 World Economic Forum in its Global Redesign   
 initiative, the challenge for international 
 leadership is ‘to embed intergovernmental relations  
 in the broader set of values and norms coming from  
 these social forces,’2 social forces implying the many  
 new stakeholders.  
 
 By the same token, the importance of the public  
 sector providing normative and value based frame- 
 works becomes increasingly evident. An excellent  
 example of the UN’s attempt to navigate these   
 waters is provided by John Ruggie’s contribution  
 to establishing a set of Guiding Principles on 
 Business and Human Rights.3 In many respects, the  
 adoption of Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 
 Development, whose implementation necessitates  
 engagement of a broader set of actors including the 
 private sector, represents a high point in the 
 establishment by the UN of a broad normative 
 sustainable development framework. 

 Thirdly, the last decade has seen the emergence  
 for the first time of a class of development   
 challenges that require a collective response if  
 there is to be any chance of a successful resolution.  
 Generating a collective response requires in turn  
 reaching agreement on the allocation of 
 responsibility for providing the solution. Agreement  
 on the allocation of responsibility for the provision  
 of global public goods in turn requires an underlying 
 agreement on norms and values. As economist 
 Joseph Stiglitz has pointed out, there are only three  
 ways to meet the challenge of under provided goods:  
 a great power absorbs the costs, the world chooses  
 not to provide the goods or the international 
 community negotiates the principles which are to  
 underlie the allocation of responsibility.  The first  
 of these options does not appear any longer to be  
 plausible and the second is an abdication of 
 responsibility.4 That leaves only the option of 
 negotiation: a function which surely calls for UN  
 leadership. The recent Commission Report on the  
 future of the Multilateral Banks, chaired by Summers 
 et al, calls for the World Bank Group to take on  
 global public goods as one of its core function in  
 the future.5 This is an area which cries out for 
 UN/World Bank Group partnership. 

 Fourthly, the rapid pace of technological innovation 
 has brought to the fore many issues relating to the  
 application of standards, and the need for norms, not  
 least with reference to governance practices. There  
 is a broad range of issues that have emerged over the  
 last decade which call into question the need for  
 new regulatory frameworks. 

So again, why now? Because changes in the distribution 
of power between states and between states and markets, 
the emergence of a new class of development challeng-
es that require a collective response, and the challenges 
presented by powerful new technologies all require that 
today’s international rules of the game need major ad-
justments. And the foundation for these adjustments lies 
in the sphere of norms, values and standards.

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Norms, sovereignty and responsibility 
The acceleration of globalisation has led to adjustments 
in the role of states.  In some respects, it has led to a loss 
in practical terms in the exercise of national sovereignty. 
This has been reflected in the emergence of the concept 
of responsible sovereignty. This concept encompasses 
several important principles. Among other things, it  
recognises that in a globalising world with porous borders, 
countries have responsibilities for the consequences of 
their action or inaction of other countries. The articula-
tion of those responsibilities forms the foundation for a 
set of evolving norms that define the responsibilities of 
countries to one another.

This formative process is reflected increasingly in many of 
the agenda items taken on by the UN Security Council. 
The Security Council has become a major influence in 
norm creation on a wide range of issues. Striking  
examples are SC resolution 1371/2001 on counter- 
terrorism, SC resolution 1540/2004 on non-proliferation 
and SC resolution 2177/2014 on the Ebola outbreak. 
In each case the Security Council is in a certain sense 
promulgating a set of responsibilities which member states 
are required to exercise domestically in the broad interests 
of the international community.

The Security Council has entered into the business of 
articulating and setting norms which guide domestic 
regulatory frameworks in the interests of the broader in-
ternational community. In a globalising world, norms have 
gone beyond the aspirational to becoming instrumental to 
the exercise of responsible sovereignty.

The UN and norms today
There are three dimensions to any discussion of where 
the UN is today on the issue of strengthening norms.  
The first is to recognize the range of issue areas in which 
the normative framework is currently contested and 
where the UN system may be a significant actor. The  
second is to consider the spectrum that norm creation 
covers which runs from legally binding conventions to 
voluntary association and implementation with a certain 
regulatory framework. The third is to consider the way 
normative activities are captured, defined and financed.

  Possible range of a UN system wide  
  normative agenda
The purpose of this paper is not to provide a compre-
hensive framework for the entire range of activities that 
constitute the UN’s contribution to norm creation. This 
would constitute an enormous task, one that would 
immensely valuable, but well outside the scope of this 
paper. Table 1 provides a modest attempt to categorise a 
few key areas relating to current normative activities.

The range of agendas to pursue is huge. A major stra-
tegic issue for the UN is to decide in any given year 
which of these will get priority attention because, for 
a myriad of reasons, the UN is positioned to be able 
to make a significant contribution on the issue at that 
particular time.

a.

Table 1: Spheres for UN normative action6

Human rights
• Gender equality
• Labour conventions and standards
• Humanitarian law
• Responsibility to protect 

Security 
• Nuclear proliferation 
• Terrorism
• Cyber security

The underside of globalisation 
• Illicit narcotics 
• Illicit financial flows
• Piracy
• International financial transparency 

Sustainable development 
• Agenda2030
• Refugees and forced migration 
• Pandemics
• Intellectual property 
• Social protection floor
• Climate change
• Resource scarcity and  

sustainability 
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  A new trajectory in the development 
  of international norms? 
Norms can lie any place along a spectrum that extends 
from voluntary compliance to clear legal enforcement 
measures, with any array of reporting mechanisms in 
place along the way. Historically it has been rare for global 
enforcement regimes to buttress international norms, or 
at least rare for them to be able to do so successfully.  In 
this respect, the evolution in the norms governing the 
international response to climate change from Kyoto to 
Paris is quite instructive.

The Kyoto Protocol represents the classical treaty based 
instrument to set global emissions standards through 
legally binding targets. Under the right conditions this 
type of approach retains its value. This is reflected by the 
successful formation of two very recent agreements: The 
Kigali agreement on the reduction of climate-warming 
hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs) and the agreement on  
curbing emissions in the aviation industry.  

The Paris Climate Change Agreement by contrast 
embodies a somewhat different approach.  What we 
are seeing is not the ‘classical’ norm which is buttressed 
through enforcement powers. Instead, we see a norm 
as a lever which exercises influence using empirical 
evidence and data and the power of monitoring. Norm 
leveraging takes place at the intersection of the public 
and the private. The force of the Paris Agreement is not 
the boldness of the public sector commitments being 
made but rather the hope that the public stance will 
be influential in signaling to markets that the time for 
betting on fossil fuels is behind us. The mechanism is not 
so much ambitious targets as the power of evidence and 
data to impact on investment decisions. The trajectory 
from Kyoto through the Paris Agreement has important 
implications for the UN’s approach to strengthening the 
norms agenda.

b.

  Practical matters: 
  capturing, defining and financing
A number of house cleaning matters need to be  
addressed if the UN is to commit itself to a credible 
strengthening of its normative agenda.

The first relates to the iron wall that separates normative 
and operational activities within the system. The gover-
nance of the system is split along these lines, the most 
senior management committees are split along these lines, 
and financial reporting supposedly differentiates between 
these two types of expenditure. Agenda 2030 is a powerful 
call for abandoning this artificial divide. Normative frame-
works should be providing the foundations for a unified 
response by the UN system. But in practice the critical 
work on norms often proceeds in the shadow of the  
reality that income gravitates towards operational 
activities. The huge gaps that exist between normative 
frameworks and operational realities represents a huge 
liability for the UN system and a threat to its credibility. 
The cases of the 2013 collapse of the garment factory in 
Bangladesh and the 2014-2015 Ebola crisis in western 
Africa are very high profile cases in point. A starting 
point for strengthening the UN’s normative agenda 
must start with the way the UN system organises itself.

A second house cleaning matter relates to how norma-
tive activities are accounted for and reported on. There 
is no indicator more telling on how marginal norms 
activities are in the UN’s core narrative than the fact 
that it is impossible to determine credibly the level and 
nature of expenditures that go into the system’s norma-
tive activities.7 

A third issue that needs to be addressed is how nor-
mative agendas should be financed.8 Over the last two 
decades, a transformation in the financing of the UN 
development system from un-earmarked funding (core) 
to mainly earmarked (non-core) has taken place. The 
un-earmarked funding takes the form of assessed contri-
butions (legally binding) and voluntary ‘core’ contribu-
tions. The UN’s activities in norms has been estimated 
at around $5-6 billion (although the credibility of this 
figure is contested). Today this is financed from a combi-
nation of assessed, core voluntary and non-core with the 
ratio of non-core to assessed/core having risen dramati-
cally in the last decade. This raises a larger question that 
needs to be addressed. Is it possible to conceive of an 
evolving and adaptive framework of international norms 
which reflect the forces of change in today’s world while 
increasingly financing that framework from a select 
group of donors who pick and choose the norms they 
want to support?

c.
‘The force of the Paris Agreement is  
not the boldness of the public sector  
commitments being made but rather  
the hope that the public stance will be  
influential in signaling to markets  
that the time for betting on fossil fuels  
is behind us.’
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Identifying current normative gaps
Where are the major normative gaps today related to 
the UN and its normative role?

Leadership gap on the norms narrative 
Perhaps most critical today is the need for UN leader-
ship to embrace a powerful norms narrative. This paper 
has argued that there are powerful forces converging that 
have propelled a norms agenda to the core of any multi-
lateral agenda. Globalisation is currently seeing a signif-
icant backlash with populist movements exploiting the 
idea of elites benefiting at the expense of the population 
at large. The role of a powerful norms agenda as the 
foundation for an inclusive, managed form of globalisa-
tion is today’s missing narrative. An integral part of this 
missing narrative is the role of multilateral instruments 
in bringing this narrative to life.

A norms gap 
A basic question is whether there are major gaps in the 
norms architecture? Are there international norms that 
need to be defined and articulated that currently do not 
exist, or current norms in need of adaption or updating? 
For example, in the area of migration and refugees, does 
the existing norms framework need to be expanded? In 
the rollout of Agenda 2030, what are areas which require 
further work on the norms framework?

A financing gap 
A further question relates to the financing of the norms 
agenda. This question is in two parts. The first is the 
issue of the type of financing that is appropriate to the 
financing of international norms. This is discussed above. 
The second question that is becoming increasingly 
pressing relates to the financial model being used. The 
report on the future of the multilateral finance institu-
tions referred to earlier puts the issue of the financing 
model at the centre of its vision. The financing of global 
public goods requires a different financial model. This 
is politically challenging and will require a very strong 
narrative around global public goods and norms.

A mainstreaming gap
There is a spectrum that flows from the adoption of a 
norm, to its integration into legal and policy frameworks 
and then to implementation. We refer to this process as a 
process of mainstreaming, where normative institutional, 
policy, capacity and implementation aspects should come 
together.

This process is currently flawed. There is a need for a 
system-wide strategic capacity to identify critical norms 
to be addressed by the UN system. There is a need for 
a coherent policy capacity to support the integration 
of norms into policy development. There is a need for 
integrated structures that do not divide the normative 
from the operational. There is a need for a mechanism to 
bring together the development of a norm, its integra-
tion into policy and its implementation at the country 
level. There needs to be clarity with respect to where 
responsibility lies during each stage of the process.
There is an additional disconnect between the expected 
central role of the UN’s normative work and the way 
the UN system is organised to deliver on that function, 
in terms of formulating, advocating and implementing 
norms.

Conclusion
A revitalised multilateral agenda must be built on the 
back of a strong, inclusive normative framework.  
Against the background of the current populist backlash 
to globalisation and multilateralism, this will be  
politically very challenging. The President of the  
Council on Foreign Relations Richard Haass has  
recently made a compelling case for embracing the  
concept of sovereign obligation, defined as what  
countries owe to other countries.9 He argues that the 
international order of the future will require an  
 expanded set of norms and arrangements for a highly 
inter-connected world. Needed urgently is a compelling 
norms narrative. This cries out for strong multilateral 
leadership.

A revitalised multilateral agenda must be built on 
the back of a strong, inclusive normative framework. 
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