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Acronyms
ADM UNESCO�s Sector for Administration and Management
CCI Cultural and Creative Industry
CILAC Latin American and Caribbean Open Science Forum
CI UNESCO�s Communication and Information Sector 
CLT UNESCO’s Culture Sector
COMEST World Commission on the Ethics of Scienti�c Knowledge and 

Technology
DRR Disaster risk reduction 
DBS UNESCO�s Bureau for Digital Business Solutions
ECOWAS Economic Community of Western African States
ED UNESCO’s Education Sector
GEC Global Education Coalition 
HRM UNESCO�s Bureau of Human Resource Management
IBC International Bioethics Committee  
ICT Information and Communication Technologies
ICTP International Centre for Theoretical Physics 
IHP Intergovernmental Hydrological Programme 
ILO International Labour Organization
IOC Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO 
IOS UNESCO�s Division for Internal Oversight Services
ITU International Telecommunication Union
LAC Latin America and the Caribbean
LDCs Least Developed Countries
MOOC Massive Open Online Course 
MPTF Multi-Partner Trust Fund 
OECD Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development
OEI Organization of the Ibero-American States 

OPDs Organizations of Persons with Disabilities
PAX UNESCO�s Priority Africa and External Relations Sector
SC UNESCO’s Natural Sciences Sector
SEGIB Ibero-American General Secretariat 
SERPs Socio-Economic Response and Recovery Plans 
SHS UNESCO’s Social and Human Sciences Sector
SIDS Small Island Developing States
TVET Technical and Vocational Education and Training
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scienti�c and Cultural Organization  
UNHCR United Nations High Commission for Refugees
UNICEF United Nations Children�s Fund
WHO World Health Organization
YAR Youth As Researchers Initiative
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Abstract & Acknowledgements

Abstract

This evaluation report summarises the �ndings of a comprehensive evaluation on how 
UNESCO has adapted and responded to the Covid-19 pandemic. It describes and assesses 
the relevance and e�ectiveness of UNESCO�s programmatic response across all of its 
Sectors, and reviews how e�ciently the Organization adapted itself to ensure business 
continuity during the pandemic. With an overall focus on learning, the evaluation identi�ed 
a series of lessons and useful innovations made during the pandemic. The report�s �ve 
recommendations aim to guide UNESCO towards sustaining useful innovations and 
further increasing the crisis resilience of its operations and programme.
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Management Response
Recommendations Management response

Recommendation 1: Sustain useful change � 
avoid �bouncing back� entirely

Addressed to:  UNESCO Senior Management and 
sta� in general

Accepted 

(No management response required)

Programmatic response

Recommendation 2: Continue using relevant 
virtual formats in UNESCO programmes but take 
additional measures to ensure their e�ectiveness.  

Addressed to: Programme Sectors and IOC, with 
the support of relevant central services.

Implement by: December 2023

Accepted 

Education Sector: The Education Sector is committed to maintain the use of online modalities in a balanced way in order to ensure relevant and 
accessible participation of key stakeholders (internal and external).  The Sector is following UNESCO�s corporate guidance in this regard and has 
also developed internal guidelines for the use of online modalities through its Knowledge Management Service. Through its internal weekly email 
alerts addressed to all ED sta�, the sector provides visibility on upcoming events, including online, and shares video-recordings and outcomes of 
meetings, so that sta� can be informed and have access to relevant information, without required participation. The Sector will continue to ensure 
that events are tailored according to needs and expected outcomes, and choose carefully the need for online, hybrid or in person meetings.  

Natural Sciences Sector: SC�s overall management response�to the evaluation is�positive�and�SC will follow up Recommendation 2�both within the 
Secretariat at headquarters and in UNESCO �eld o�ces within the purview of their responsibilities.

SC plans to continue using virtual formats, along with hybrid and physical formats, to deliver projects and programmes. These virtual formats will 
take various forms, including webinars and training courses. Steps will be to taken to incorporate a brief analysis of the intended immediate results 
in the design of virtual activities and report on the extent to which the outcome of each activity has lived up to expectations. This information 
may be compiled on an annual basis, in order to pool lessons learned. Greater e�ort will also be made to match inexperienced colleagues to more 
�online-savvy� colleagues in order to support sta� in e�ectively designing and implementing virtual formats.

Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission: A balanced approach will be applied to in-person and online meeting formats, seeking regular 
feedback from participants to optimize e�ectiveness and impact. �Already developed best practices will be applied including sharing of documents 
and PPTs ahead of meetings, ensuring a balanced regional/gender representation of Member States both onsite and online, and ensuring that 
policy related matters are dealt with mainly at presential meetings.

Social and Human Sciences Sector: While in-person participation and face-to-face events generate impact�and networking�opportunities that 
cannot be fully replaced by hybrid or remote modalities, SHS�considers that�virtual formats�represent a useful complement to in-person gatherings. 
As a matter of fact, after the evaluation period, SHS has continued to�operate e�ectively despite�its limited resources by leveraging digital 
technologies to deliver on its mandate with impact. For example, following the adoption of the UNESCO Recommendation on the Ethics of Arti�cial 
Intelligence in November 2021, the development of associated monitoring tools, such as the readiness assessment methodology, was�achieved 
through working with�experts connected remotely from around the world. In addition, there are many high-level events and other fora where 
SHS would not have been present without the ability to connect remotely or send video messages. At the same time, SHS has been successful 
in getting high-level partners to participate in several events through remote participation. Remote participation modalities have also allowed 
participants and panelists who could not travel to attend and participate in the events, thus fostering inclusiveness and�allowing for more �exibility.�
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1.	Introduction
20.	 This evaluation report summarises the �ndings of a comprehensive evaluation on 

how UNESCO adapted and responded to the Covid-19 pandemic.

1.1.	 Motivation, purpose, intended users

21.	 In late 2019, an unknown virus � later to be dubbed the SARS-Cov-2 virus (also 
known as the Coronavirus or the Covid-19 virus) � was identi�ed in the city of Wuhan 
in China and started spreading into other countries over the next months. On January 
30, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the Covid-19 disease 
a public health emergency of international concern. As the number of cases rose 
signi�cantly worldwide, the WHO characterised the spread of the virus as a pandemic 
on March 11, 2020. China and Italy announced country-wide lockdowns in February 
2020. Several countries across the world followed, imposing lockdowns and severe 
travel and contact restrictions at di�erent points in time, and with varying lengths.

22.	 By the time this report was �nalised in January 2023, 663 million people had been 
infected with the Covid-19 virus, leading to over 6.7 million recorded deaths.1 The 
pandemic also disrupted lives, livelihoods, and prospects for billions of people 
worldwide. Apart from representing one of humanity�s most signi�cant health crises, 
the pandemic a�ected almost all aspects of human development on the planet. It 
reversed years of gains in the reduction and alleviation of poverty and undermined 
progress towards the goals of the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

23.	 The pandemic impacted UNESCO�s programmatic work across all its Sectors � 
Education, Natural Sciences, Social and Human Sciences, Culture, and Communication 
and Information � and the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC). 
In contrast to geographically more localised crises, the Covid-19 pandemic also 
a�ected UNESCO sta� in all �eld o�ces and in headquarters, it disrupted programme 
implementation, and it impacted how the Organization governed and managed itself.

1	 WHO, WHO Coronavirus (Covid-19) Dashboard, consulted on 17 January 2023. Please see:  
https://Covid19.who.int/table  

24.	 To address the new challenges faced by Member States during the pandemic, 
UNESCO spearheaded a broad set of new initiatives in all Sectors. Because of 
lockdowns, social distancing and travel restrictions, UNESCO, like other international 
organizations, had to adapt its working methods, its corporate governance, and how 
it managed itself. 

25.	 This comprehensive and multi-faceted response to the pandemic was both reactive 
(adapting ongoing activities to operational challenges caused by the pandemic) and 
proactive (anticipating challenges in the sectors served by the Organization). The 
disruption of programmes, governance and management required urgent �xing but 
also triggered innovation. New implementation modalities, initiatives, partners and 
management approaches were tested. Some changes were considered genuine 
improvements � useful beyond the pandemic. But more needs to be understood 
about what type of response worked, when and why, and what programmatic and 
institutional changes should be maintained. Such lessons are also relevant to inform 
and strengthen UNESCO�s crisis response and preparedness capacities.

26.	 The present evaluation serves this purpose. It takes stock and re�ects on UNESCO�s 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic. It determines which responses worked well, 
which did less so, and why. It also identi�es good practices to be maintained, 
replicated or upscaled, and areas needing further improvement. 

27.	 To do this, the evaluation:

	� Describes how UNESCO has responded and adapted to the pandemic,

	� Assesses how well UNESCO has responded, and

	� Learns from experiences made during the pandemic.

28.	 The evaluation is presented to the UNESCO Executive Board in its 216th session in 
spring of 2023. Its primary users are UNESCO senior management in headquarters 
and �eld o�ces and UNESCO donors and Member States. In addition, the evaluation 
also serves to inform general UNESCO sta�, UNESCO partners, other UN organizations, 
and the general public with interest in the subject.



https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373473_eng
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1.4. Approach and methodology

36.	 The evaluation was conducted from March 2022 to January 2023. An Evaluation 
Reference Group was formed to advise, guide, and support the evaluation. The 
reference group�s members represented the Sectors of Education, Natural Sciences, 
Social and Human Sciences, Culture, Communication and Information, IOC, the 
Cabinet of the Director General, the Priority Africa and External Relations Sector, and 
the Bureau of Strategic Planning.

37.	 The evaluation was conducted in a participatory manner. Emerging hypotheses 
and �ndings were discussed as part of later-stage interviews and early �ndings for 
each Sector Programme were shared in writing with the respective Reference Group 
Members for their feedback as a basis for the present evaluation report. The evaluation 
paid speci�c attention to adequately covering pandemic-induced inequalities 
� including those related to gender � and aspects related to vulnerable groups 
in its interviews and �ndings. The key �ndings, lessons learned and preliminary 
recommendations for this evaluation were also presented to the reference group in 
a validation workshop in February 2023 in view of discussing the key �ndings and 
�netuning the recommendations.

38.	 The evaluation team used a mixed methods approach based among other on 
interviews, desk review, �eld visits and an online survey to collect and analyse 
evidence to answer the six evaluation questions:
	� Overall, 177 people were interviewed for this evaluation process. Most (127) (131) 

were UNESCO sta�: 90 in headquarters, and 41 in �eld o�ces. In addition, 46 
external stakeholders were interviewed. The interviewees represented all divisions 
within each Sector in order to ensure broad coverage of UNESCO�s programmatic 
areas of work. 25 interviewees spanning various sections in the key central services 
at headquarters further provided insights into the administrative dimension of the 
evaluation. The interview pool was gender-balanced with 53% of interviewees 
being women (94 people). Interviewed persons are listed in Annex C. A sample 
interview guide is provided in Annex L.

	� A comprehensive desk review was conducted. The most important documents are 
directly referenced in the report and listed in Annex B.

	� The team conducted �eld visits to the Dakar and Montevideo �eld o�ces in 
July and September 2022. These destinations were selected in consultation with 
the Evaluation Reference Group. The visits were designed to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of how the o�ces had been impacted and to illustrate UNESCO�s 
pandemic response at the country level.  Mission reports are provided in Annexes 
D and E. The evaluation team also visited UNESCO�s Paris headquarters twice: in 
June 2022 to conduct inception interviews and in December 2022 for an emerging 
�ndings workshop.

	� An online survey was conducted with UNESCO National Commissions (Annex 
M). The survey was disseminated to all 204 National Commissions of UNESCO 
Member States and Associated Members. 54 responses from 48 Member States 
were received, representing a 24% response rate.2

	� The evaluation team retrieved project and �nancial databases and put together 
timelines to analyse and illustrate UNESCO�s pandemic response over time 
(Annexes F, G and H).

39.	 For synthesis and sense-making, the evaluation team �rst collected and assessed 
information separately along each of UNESCO�s �ve Sectors, IOC, the two Global 
Priorities (Africa and Gender Equality), and along key institutional functions.3 This 
analysis was based on detailed analysis templates (Annex K). This approach allowed 
for a su�cient level of detail for each dimension and function and ensured that 
evidence was structured in a way that allowed straightforward synthesis of overall 
�ndings across UNESCO�s di�erent programmatic dimensions and institutional 
functions. This detailed �bottom-up� analysis was complemented by more aggregate 
�top-down� and cross-sectoral evidence obtained through high-level interviews, 
desk review, and the Member States� survey.

2	 Multiple responses from one Member State were weighted for quantitative questions so that each 
responding Member State was equally represented. Survey results are summarised in Annex M.

3	 See the evaluation framework in Annex E for details.
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2.	The impact of the pandemic and UNESCO�s response
47.	 This chapter summarises UNESCO�s comprehensive and multi-faceted response 

to the Covid-19 pandemic. The information provided is descriptive. It serves to 
document how the pandemic impacted UNESCO and how the Organization 
responded, addressing the �rst two evaluation questions.4 This is done in two 
sections:  the �rst section does this from a development perspective for UNESCO 
Sectors. The second section focuses on how UNESCO dealt with challenges to 
programme implementation, governance, management and sta�. 

2.1.	 New challenges and new initiatives

2.1.1.	 New challenges

48.	 The Covid-19 pandemic impacted programming and the work of every UNESCO 
Sector. The following is a summary of some of these overarching impacts along 
UNESCO�s Sectors.

49.	 Education. The pandemic led to an unprecedented global disruption to education, 
with signi�cant multi-sector consequences. About 1.6 billion learners5 and 63 million 
teachers6 were a�ected by extended school closures and limited access to online 
learning opportunities due to poor connectivity, lack of equipment or limited 
knowledge of and capacity in Information and Communications Technology (ICT). 
This caused large-scale learning losses and widened the digital gap in education. 
In early 2022, two in �ve learners continued to experience signi�cant disruptions to 
their education.7 Younger and more marginalized children were often missing out the 
most. While nearly every country in the world o�ered remote learning opportunities, 
they could not replace in-person learning, their quality and reach varied greatly. 

4	 �How has the pandemic impacted UNESCO?� and �How has UNESCO responded to the pandemic?�.
5	 UNESCO. (2021). The State of the Global Education Crisis: a Path to Recovery. 
6	 UNESCO (2020, October 5). With over 63 million teachers impacted by the COVID-19 crisis, on World 

Teachers’ Day, UNESCO urges increased investment in teachers for Learning Recovery. Retrieved 
November 1, 2022, from https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/over-63-million-teachers-impacted-covid-19-
crisis-world-teachers-day-unesco-urges-increased

7	 UNICEF. (2022). Where are we on Education Recovery? New York, United States: UNICEF.

The longer-term consequences of school closures go beyond learning loss and its 
impact on life-long earnings. They also a�ect, for example, safety, health, nutrition, 
and overall wellbeing of children.

50.	 Natural Sciences. Key scienti�c events with importance for UNESCO�s Natural 
Sciences Programme had to be postponed, for example the 9th World Water Forum 
in Dakar, Senegal, and the UN Biodiversity Conference in Kunming, China. Scienti�c 
institutions such as the Abdus Salam International Centre for Theoretical Physics 
(ICTP) in Trieste, Italy had to cancel their onsite activities. Because the pandemic 
a�ected indigenous groups disproportionately, the conservation of their knowledge 
was at risk.

51.	 IOC. During the pandemic, the circulation of commercial and research ocean vessels 
decreased, and the maintenance of observing equipment su�ered. This led to 
signi�cantly less data being collected leaving an �irreparable scar� in data records8 
with wide-reaching consequences, for example regarding weather forecasts and the 
understanding of the e�ects of climate change. The pandemic also caused delays in 
the implementation of early warning services, as governments focused their e�orts 
on responding to the pandemic9. Post-pandemic �nancial pressures and shifting 
priorities are also expected to negatively impact ocean science in the longer term, 
especially in small island developing states (SIDS) and least developed countries 
(LDCs).10 The pandemic also a�ected preparations for the UN Decade of Ocean 
Science for Sustainable Development 2021-2030. 

52.	 Social and Human Sciences. The Covid-19 pandemic disproportionately hit 
vulnerable groups and fostered inequalities and discrimination: women not only 
faced increased unpaid domestic care work, increased stress and �nancial insecurity, 
but also increased domestic violence. In many countries, persons with disabilities 
were not adequately informed, let alone engaged in national dialogues on the 

8	 UNESCO-IOC. (2022). State of the Ocean Report 2022. Pilot edition ; Boyer et. Al. (2023). E�ects of the Pandemic 
on Observing the Global Ocean. Bulletin of the American Meteorological society 104(2).

9	 UNESCO Executive Board. (2020). Impact of the Covid-19 crisis on UNESCO�s programme and activities. (6 X/EX/3).�
10	 UNESCO-IOC. (2021). The United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development 

(2021-2030) Implementation Plan. 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373511_eng
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72.	 UNESCO also took part in the UN system�s global response.19 For example, under 
the umbrella of the UNSDG Task Team on �Leaving No One Behind�, the Social and 
Human Sciences Sector co-led the consultations of the Frontier Dialogue on addressing 
structural racial and ethnicity-based discrimination. This was done in collaboration 
with the WHO and with the support of the O�ce for the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR), the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the UN 
Development Coordination O�ce (UNDCO) and the UN Department of Economic 
and Social A�airs (UNDESA). 

73.	 UNESCO �eld o�ces assisted Member States in developing and coordinating Socio-
Economic Response and Recovery Plans (SERPs), and implemented projects �nanced 
by the United Nations� Multi-Partner COVID-19 Response and Recovery Trust Fund. 
In Senegal, the evaluation team for example analysed one project funded by this 
instrument, the Ensuring Continuity of Learning for Senegal�s Most Vulnerable Children 
and Teenagers project which was co-implemented by UNESCO�s Dakar o�ce.

74.	 The above-mentioned activities were also implemented at the regional and local 
level. For example, a list of �eld initiatives provided by the Priority Africa and External 
Relations Sector indicated that, as of November 2020, �eld o�ces had developed 
more than 1,000 activities in response to the pandemic.20 The activities of the visited 
�eld o�ces illustrate �eld o�ces� responses (see Table 2 below and �eld mission 
reports in annexes D and E). As noted earlier, the coverage of regional and local 
response activities is only illustrative but not comprehensive, and the selected 
examples provided below and throughout this report should be understood with 
this in mind.

19	 The United Nations also responded with two other plans to the pandemic: the �Strategic Preparedness 
and Response Plan� coordinated by WHO and �nanced by the UN Central Emergency Response Fund 
(CERF), and the �Global Humanitarian Response Plan� coordinated by OCHA and the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC) to ease the impacts of Covid-19 in the 50 most vulnerable countries.

20	 List of �eld initiatives and programmes in the context of Covid-19 (Summary of contributions received as 
of 18 November 2020), internal document provided by UNESCO to the evaluation team.

Table 3: Examples of local and regional initiatives from the UNESCO o�ces in  
Dakar and Montevideo

Local Regional

D
ak

ar

	� Facilitation of online consultation 
between experts and governmental 
stakeholders on the ethical aspects 
of Covid-19 containment measures

	� Teacher competition CREATHON to 
foster the creation of adapted online 
learning contents 

	� Training of Senegalese community 
radio journalists on fact-checking

	� UN MPTF-funded project to ensure 
learning continuity in Senegal, 
involving the distribution of devices

	� Report on the socio-economic and cultural 
impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on 
Africa and UNESCO�s response

	� Provision of online learning contents on 
platform ImagineEcole with regional and 
national components

	� Production and targeted distribution of 
practical guide for safe and qualitative 
journalism in times of epidemics

	� Regional web campaign on inter-
generational solidarity

M
on

te
vi

de
o

	� Publication and joint support to the 
National Ministry of Education in 
the process of reopening schools in 
Uruguay and Argentina

	� Teacher prize and teacher training on 
digital citizenship

	� High-level online meeting with LAC 
science ministry o�cials

	� #NuestraCienciaResponde campaign

	� Online platform Portalcheck or the 
veri�cation of Covid-19-related (dis)
information

	� Publication of three reports on the e�ects 
of the pandemic on media

	� High-level consultations with sports 
ministers/delegates in LAC and publication 
of a report on sports during the pandemic

	� Publication Assessment of the impact 
of COVID-19 on cultural and creative 
industries

	� Publication: �COVID-19 and vaccination 
in Latin America and the Caribbean: 
challenges, needs and opportunities�21

Source: Evaluation team�s analysis

21	  Available at: https://bit.ly/32JwbxN
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2.2. 	 Ensuring business continuity22

2.2.1. 	 Challenges to programme implementation

75.	 The implementation of UNESCO�s �ve Programme Sectors and of IOC�s work 
agenda was signi�cantly impacted by worldwide social distancing measures, 
travel restrictions and lockdowns imposed during the pandemic (see Figure 2 and 
Annex�F). Across Sectors, most activities involving physical presence could therefore 
not be implemented as planned. This a�ected in presentia work of UNESCO sta� as 
well as that of consultants and project partners. 

76.	 UNESCO-led trainings, onsite activities, statutory meetings, events or face-to-face 
interactions with national institutions and other stakeholders could not take place 
as planned, leading to cancellations and delays in the implementation of UNESCO�s 
programme of work.23 For example, school closure made school-based activities 
and teachers� training impossible. Further trainings involving onsite, practical 
exercises could not take place, e.g. in the �eld of ocean science. Neither could onsite 
observations and data collection be performed. For instance, the evaluation and 
revalidation missions for UNESCO Global Geoparks and some World Heritage sites 
could not take place in 2020. 

77.	 Programme implementation was also hindered by the cancellation or delay of 
international conferences and events, shifting priorities and reduced availability of 
government counterparts and project partners. This considerably slowed down 
international negotiation, agreement and rati�cation processes (e.g. of conventions in 
higher education or on biodiversity and climate change). It also resulted in di�culties 
to advocate for investments in domains not directly related to the pandemic, such 
as documentary heritage. 

78.	 In the same vein, several data-reliant activities su�ered from a drop in monitoring 
data during the pandemic. The limited operation of public sector and partner 
organizations caused a reduced availability of data, a�ecting UNESCO�s monitoring 
functions, e.g. of ocean health, protected cultural and natural sites or progress in the 
implementation of conventions and declarations. In some instances, the absence of 
monitoring activities had consequences beyond the reduction of data �ow: some 
protected sites su�ered from an increase in poaching, illegal logging and excavations 

22	  The UN Joint Inspection Unit�s de�nition of business continuity is applied, i.e. �the capability of an 
organization to continue delivery of essential and time-critical services at acceptable prede�ned levels 
during and/or following a disruptive incident.� Source: United Nations. (2021). Business continuity 
management in United Nations system organizations. Report of the Joint Inspection Unit. Geneva, 
Switzerland: UN.

23	  SISTER 40 C/5 Report by expected result � extracted on 22 April 2022.

due to an absence of surveillance. The Education Sector reported, for example, a lack 
of reliable and robust data on youth and adult literacy during the pandemic.

79.	 Programme implementation was also a�ected by persistent uncertainties about how 
long restrictions would last; especially in early 2020, when the crisis was oftentimes 
considered a crisis that might pass in a matter of weeks or months and not a�ect the 
entire world. 

2.2.2. 	 Challenges to UNESCO�s governance and management

80.	 The lockdowns and travel restrictions both in France � where UNESCO�s 
headquarters are based � and other Member States strongly a�ected UNESCO�s 
governance functions. UNESCO�s Executive Board meets twice a year and is 
composed of 58 members. Its 209th session, scheduled for March 2020, could 
not take place as planned. Three further sessions of the Executive Board and one 
session of the General Conference were foreseen during the period covered by 
this evaluation. The rules and procedures of UNESCO�s governing bodies did 
not provide for alternatives to in presentia sessions, and especially to in presentia 
voting, and thus required representatives of Member States to travel to UNESCO�s 
headquarters in Paris. Another challenge was the di�culty of �nding interpreters 
for o�ine sessions and of ensuring live translation of online meetings. For several 
weeks, the very possibility of holding the 209th session of the Executive Board 
remained uncertain for legal and sanitary reasons. The Board�s Rule of procedures 
� originally adopted in 1952 � did not explicitly consider the option of online or 
digital sessions.24 

81.	 The wave of lockdowns starting in early 2020 and a�ecting almost all countries 
worldwide compelled UNESCO personnel to stay at home and, when possible, to 
work from home. The exact periods of full work from home varied by location and 
by sta� function. Some sta� joined their families abroad while others remained 
close to their duty station. As of March 18, 2020, the date at which the French 
authorities announced a nationwide lockdown, international sta� residing in 
France, at headquarters, were con�ned at home, without the possibility to travel 
to their home country. 

82.	 With the obligation to stay at home, daily work processes and procedures that 
required physical presence were interrupted. Communication and coordination 
among sta�, e.g. via team meetings, could not take place as usual. Apart from the 
Communication and Information Sector which had been piloting the Microsoft 
Teams software for half a year, UNESCO was not equipped with or used to tools 

24	 UNESCO Executive Board (2020). Methods of work of the Executive Board under con�nement. Paris, France: 
UNESCO (6X/EX/2).

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373473_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373510_eng
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for online collaborative work. Sta� could not perform administrative procedures 
requiring signatures on physical paper or actual meetings such as procurement 
and visa validation.

83.	 In terms of �nancial management, cancellations and delays in implementation 
considerably slowed down non-sta� expenditures in 2020.25 As of December 
2020, expenditures for external training, grants and other transfers were almost 
32% lower than at the same point in time in the previous biennium.26 Sta� 
mission expenses had decreased by almost 70%.27 The impact of the pandemic 
on resource mobilization was somewhat protracted: the overall volume of funds 
mobilized (signed agreement) was 10% below the volume mobilized during the 
previous biennium although it was 17% higher in 2020 than in 2018.28 The team 
was informed of one case in which a country shifted a large share of a pledged 
contribution to address local challenges brought about by the pandemic. The 
pandemic�s impact on other organizational revenues (i.e. from �nance or revenue 
generating activities) was marginal.29

2.2.3. 	 Changes made to programme implementation modalities

84.	 Once it became clear that activities requiring physical presence and meetings 
could not be implemented as planned, UNESCO began to move programme 
implementation online wherever possible. It is di�cult to assess how much of 
UNESCO�s work programme impacted by the pandemic was adapted to ensure 
the continuity of implementation. A sample analysis of workplans in UNESCO�s 
monitoring system (SISTER) suggests that most projects could be modi�ed to 
continue implementation (74%; see Annex H). 

85.	 Some activities, such as trainings, workshops or blended capacity-building 
programmes were modified or developed to be delivered fully online. Notably, 
the two Sciences Sectors organized the consultations and negotiations on the 
recommendation on the ethics of artificial intelligence and on open science 
online. The Social and Human Sciences Sector in Montevideo and partners 
entirely redesigned the 2020 edition of the regional youth engagement  
initiative Comprometidos for online delivery. IOC leveraged the e-learning 

25	 UNESCO Executive Board. (2020). Execution of the programme adopted by the General Conference, Part II, 
Financial management report for 2020-2021 (40 C/5) as at 30 June 2020. (210 EX/4.II). 

26	 UNESCO-Executive Board. (2021). Execution of the Programme adopted by the General Conference, Part 
II.A: Financial management report for 2020-2021 (40 C/5) as at 31 December 2020 (211 EX/4.II.A).

27	 Ibid.
28	 UNESCO Executive Board. (2020). Execution of the programme adopted by the General Conference, Part II, 

Financial management report for 2020-2021 (40 C/5) as at 30 June 2020. (210 EX/4. II).
29	 UNESCO. (2021). Financial Statements 2020. Paris, France: UNESCO.

training programmes of the Ocean Teacher Global Academy to keep up with the 
implementation of its planned capacity-building activities. The Communication 
and Information Sector and the Education Sector developed new training 
contents for virtual delivery, e.g. on journalists� safety or online teaching. UNESCO 
also resorted to Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). For example, the 
Communication and Information Sector, together with the University of Austin, 
trained journalists on how to report on the pandemic through its MOOCs on 
how to cover the Covid-19 pandemic itself 30 (2020) and the associated vaccines31 
(2021). These were viewed by over 9,000 and 4,000 journalists respectively61. This 
tool had already been tried and tested before the pandemic but was less used.

86.	 Other planned initiatives were conducted in hybrid formats. Some of these 
alternated online and o�ine events sequentially, i.e. without mixing the two 
modalities. This is the case of a web campaign initiated by the Dakar o�ce, 
which consisted of generating and publishing online content, while the closing 
ceremony took place o�ine. In some cases, stakeholder consultations prior to large 
o�ine events were held online, e.g. the meetings between young water experts 
and activists to prepare their contribution to the 9th World Water Forum. Other 
initiatives were hybrid in the sense of simultaneously o�ering o�ine and online 
participation. This modality was used to very di�erent degrees. For example, the 
o�cial High-Level Launch of the Ocean Decade in June 2021 was implemented in 
a hybrid but mostly online format: the event was livestreamed from the Futurium 
in Berlin where host speakers and the facilitator interacted with further connected 
speakers. The audience was exclusively online. Other events were organized as in 
presentia events but livestreamed to enable attendance by remote audiences or 
involving the online contribution of single speakers, e.g. the World Press Freedom 
Day organized in Montevideo in early 2022. 

2.2.4. Changes in management and governance

87.	 To face the challenges of managing and governing the Organization, UNESCO 
adopted new procedures, mechanisms and working methods.

88.	 To ensure decision-making and coordination of UNESCO�s response to Covid-19, 
a Coronavirus committee was established in March 2020 to review and decide on 
institutional and sanitary measures to respond to the crisis in headquarters. It was 
chaired by the Assistant Director General for Administration and Management (ADM) 

30	 View the course at Journalism in a pandemic: Covering COVID-19 now and in the future � Journalism Courses
31	 View the course at Covering the COVID-19 vaccine: What journalists need to know - Journalism Courses 
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 Evaluation of UNESCO�s response to the Covid-19 pandemic � Evaluation of UNESCO�s response37

3.2.1.	 Likely e�ectiveness of new response initiatives

Finding 7. UNESCO quickly implemented a comprehensive and multi-
faceted response to the Covid-19 pandemic.

137.	 As summarised earlier (Section 2.1), UNESCO developed and implemented a 
comprehensive and diverse array of initiatives across all Sectors to support Member 
States in addressing new or exacerbated challenges during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
The evaluation team found UNESCO�s Covid-19 response noteworthy, both in terms 
of volume and the speed with which it was implemented.

Finding 8. UNESCO could mobilize additional funds to respond to the 
pandemic, although not for all Sectors.

138.	 In 2020 and 2021, UNESCO mobilized additional funds for activities related to the 
pandemic. Between January 2020 and June 2021, UNESCO signed agreements 
amounting to 112 million USD for Voluntary Contributions earmarked to Covid-
19-related projects.58 The Education and Communication and Information Sectors 
attracted proportionally more additional funds for their response to the pandemic 
than the other sectors, compared with the planned budget distribution among 
sectors. On the opposite, the two science sectors could mobilize proportionally 
much less contribution. (see Figure 6 below)

58	 List of Covid-19-earmarked Voluntary Contributions mobilized between January 2020 and June 2021 
provided by BSP. Some contributions are multi-year agreements, meaning that only a part of the funds 
mobilized were allocated in the 2020-2021 biennium.

Figure 6: The Education and Communication and Information Sectors attracted 
a larger share of extra-budgetary resources during the pandemic. Looking more 
closely at those speci�cally dedicated to UNESCO�s response to Covid-19, 2 in 3 USD 
mobilized were allocated to education, while barely any were spent on the sciences
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Sources: 40/C5, 214 EX/4.II.A and list of Covid-19-earmarked Voluntary Contributions mobilized between 
January 2020 and June 2021 provided by BSP59. 

Finding 9. Several response initiatives potentially contributed to 
signi�cant positive change.

139.	 Among the reviewed global and regional response initiatives, some were especially 
promising in terms of their potential to contributing to signi�cant positive change. 
Apart from being implemented well, these initiatives were based on a convincing 
impact logic and focused on areas in which UNESCO has a recognized comparative 
advantage.

140.	 Ministerial meetings, for example, targeted the highest-level o�cials in education, 
science and culture ministries with information exchange and expert advice. Because 
UNESCO had nurtured relationships with those ministries, the respective Sectors 
could quickly and e�ectively convene meetings with relevant participation from 
many countries. Because of UNESCO�s strong reputation as a trustworthy partner and 

59	 These voluntary contributions are calculated based on the agreement signed between January 2020 and 
June 2021. Some of these agreements span several years, beyond the 2020-21 biennium.
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