


The Background

The UN Staff College inaugurated the UN Leaders programme in May 2009. It is an agency-complementary, themed strategic

leadership programme with a One UN outlook for UN senior staff. After the success of the first cohort (Strategic Leadership 

and Climate Change), the UN Staff College hosted the second cohort (Strategic Leadership, Ethics and Accountability) 

in November/December 2009.

The Design

“Different to any other UN Leadership training programmes. 

This one is really interactive and creative, brings together different entities and supports team spirit.”

The underlying premise for the programme is to combine theory and practice, anchored in a “real” world challenge; in the second

cohort “Ethics and Accountability”. The programme is built around:

• A pre-residential component, with individual explanations of the personal leadership challenge, learning materials and networking 

support on the dedicated website. 

• A 41/2 day residential component, with:

- A combination of theory, practice and self-reflection within a learning-by-sharing framework, using innovative and non-traditional 

learning elements. 

- Alternating learning formats (plenary, small dialogue groups and self-reflection sessions) to facilitate a journey of self-discovery. 

- Atypical sessions with, for example, an orchestra conductor, senior UN leaders, a photographer, the military, a team of chefs,...

• A post-residential component, with an on-line community of peers, evaluation and personal commitment reminder.



The Delivery:

“A flawlessly designed programme that gave new leaders, time for reflection and fun!” 

“The range and quality of speakers was outstanding.”

The second cohort was held at the UniCredit Training Facility in Turin, from 30 November to 4 December 2009. 41 participants 

from 24 UN organizations actively engaged in the programme. The non-traditional setting for learning contributed to the spirit 

of innovative thinking and frank consultation. The layout of the open space Agora hall with its break-out areas underlined 

the interconnectedness of the One UN effort, while the specially designed energy, conversation/kitchen and reflection rooms 

invited for action, debate and introspection.

Day 1: Leadership, Ethics and Accountability

• After participants’ introductions, they were exposed to a first personal leadership journey with Carlos Lopes, Assistant-Secretary 

General and Director UNSSC.

• The central theme of the day - ethics and accountability -, was then explored through the lens of an academic and practitioner, 

Dr. Klaus Leisinger, Novartis Foundation and Basel University, and a UN leader, Dr. Radhika Coomaraswamy, Under-Secretary General 

Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict. 

• Peer-sharing and consultation on leadership ethics in dialogue groups was followed by the first instalment of the daily reflection time. 

Some participants used the venue’s specially designed reflection areas, such as the indoor Zen Garden.

• In the evening, participants gathered for the opening dinner and some more leadership reflections on reputation management 

were shared by Rino Piazzolla, Head of Human Resources, UniCredit Bank.



Day 2: Strategic Leadership: Leading to break barriers

• Focus on Day 2 was on Professor John Adair’s Strategic Leadership Theory and its application in the UN context. 

• The interplay of gender, culture, family and education in the individual’s leadership journey were the topics of the presentation made 

by keynote speaker Thoraya Obaid, Under-Secretary General and Executive Director, UNFPA.

• Participants shared their own leadership paths and the role of background and experience in overcoming barriers in a group setting.

• Dr. Otto Scharmer from MIT took the participants on a holistic exploration of their inner leadership capacities and possibilities. 

This session was followed by a presentation on ethics as seen through the eyes of an artist, the photographer Steve McCurry, 

complemented by more informal discussions during a Turin style aperitivo.

Day 3: The United Nations, Ethics and Partnerships 

• Is the UN still relevant? The day started with a lively BBC debate on the continued necessity or obsoleteness of the United Nations.

• A panel discussion with UN Leaders participants Joseph Scalise, Director, Ethics Office, WFP, Amanita Gueye, UNHCR representative 

in the CAR, and Lex Takkenberg, Senior Ethics Officer, UNRWA highlighted the roles of the UN Ethics mechanisms and the issues 

faced by different UN Agencies, both at headquarter and field levels.

• How does good leadership correlate with good followership? The critical and often neglected role of followers in the leadership 

process was examined by Professor Barbara Kellerman, Kennedy School of Government, Harvard. 



• In the afternoon, UN case studies and scenarios of ethical challenges were discussed. Hans von Sponeck, former Assistant-Secretary 

General and Humanitarian Aid Coordinator for Iraq, illustrated the need for cooperation between UN Agencies and shared his 

own ethical compass. Participants then consulted on the themes presented in the venue’s conversation and energy rooms.

• Carlos Lopes presented on the tension between ethical means and ethical results before participants closed the day 

with feedback and reflection time.

Day 4: Practical Leadership, Accountability and Creativity

• A session with the Taurinense Alpine brigade of the Italian Military gave participants experience of hands-on decision-making, 

negotiation and conflict resolution in a humanitarian crisis situation in an endangered UN mission. The UN Leaders debriefed 

with representatives of the Alpine Brigade their respective impressions of their own and the others’ leadership style over lunch.

• Professor Payam Akhavan from McGill University shared his experience with accountability at international criminal tribunals 

and urged UN Leaders to consider more preventative measures in addressing mass violence and genocide, and formulated 

an accountability standard for UN Leadership.

• In an interview with UN Leaders participant Anne-Marie Deutschländer, UNHCR representative in Mauritania, Maestro Kristjan Järvi, 

Guest Conductor at the Regio Theatre, examined leadership, diversity, creativity and achieving excellence in leading an orchestra. 

• With the assistance of four chefs, participants engaged in a very lively cooking contest and experienced planning, teamwork, 

and creativity. In a grand finale, the jury named the winners 

of the competition and invited the UN Leaders to enjoy 

the results at the closing dinner.



The Conclusions:

• At senior level, UN Leaders prefer not to be taught leadership, but to be exposed to a range of leadership theories, skills and qualities 

from both within and outside the UN system.

• The variety of experiences in combination with innovative elements such the encounter with the orchestra conductor, 

the military field exercise and the cooking contest were much appreciated for deepening leadership awareness 

and initiating self-reflection.

• The avant-garde venue was recognized as a stimulator for learning and innovative thinking.

• Participants greatly enjoyed the networking and support opportunities and expressed interest in expanding them in the online 

community of peers.

• Having speakers and facilitators from both within and outside of the UN system brought a good balance to discussions.

Day 5: Synthesis and Outlook

• The final day of the programme was devoted to the tasks ahead, the responsibility required for growing one’s own leadership qualities 

and abilities and those of the next generation of leaders. 

• In a consultative setting, each participant was invited to share a leadership challenge with a small group of peers and discuss 

possible solutions.

• The UN Leaders demonstrated their innovative and generous spirit in a “giving back” segment.

• With the end of the programme, the UN Leaders devised their commitments when returning to their duty stations and joined 

an Alumni Community of Peers to assist and support one another.



The Evaluation: 

“Highly recommend this course as an inspiring approach to developing UN leaders and One UN…The mix of speakers, dialogue, 

great venue, time for reflection and fun was wonderfully calibrated. It was a flawless group of UN colleagues to work with.” 

“This is the best leadership course in the UN and I recommend it. It’s great that the UN gathers its leaders and leads to be 

at the interagency level and to think out of the box.”

The reaction of the participants was overwhelmingly positive with a 4.9 out of 5.0 recommendation rate. 

• Self-reflection is a major contributor to changing leadership behavior. By exposing participants to different leadership challenges, 

issues, styles, and creating the appropriate space and mechanisms to reflect, awareness of their own strengths and weaknesses 

is heightened.

• The UN Leaders Programme demonstrates that a learning initiative with an innovative design can meet the needs of a highly diverse 

target group. All participants, be they from administration or programme backgrounds, headquarters or field, rated the programme 

as highly relevant and effective.
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Programme Objectives Average

The programme gave me the opportunity to review and develop my own strategic leadership in the context 4.7

of the UN today and tomorrow.

The programme gave me the opportunity to feel as being part of a common culture of UN leadership 4.6

and experience an esprit de corps among senior UN leaders.

This programme has laid the foundation of a community of leaders who share knowledge, practices and inspiration. 4.3

This programme has helped me identify my leadership strengths and areas of development. 4.4

When I arrived at the programme, I believed in the possibility of One UN. 3.8

As I leave this programme, I believe in the possibility of One UN. 4.3

When I arrived at this programme, my engagement in driving forward action on the One UN was high. 3.7

As I leave this programme, my engagement in driving forward action on the One UN will be high. 4.3

This programme was a good investment in me. 4.7

This programme was a good investment of my time. 4.8

I will recommend this programme to others. 4.9

SCALE: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 5 = Strongly Agree


