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Why engage with Intergovernmental 
Organisations/UN Agencies? 

The United Nations (UN) provides the international arena where



4

Which UN Agency should I engage with? 

‘The UN’ is commonly used as shorthand to describe a set of 
member states that agreed to come together to establish peace 
after World War Two and now cooperate for mutual benefit and 
a better world. 

The main bodies of the United Nations are the General 
Assembly, the Security Council, the Economic and Social 
Council, the Trusteeship Council, the International Court of 
Justice, and the UN Secretariat. All were established under the 
UN Charter when the Organisation was founded in 1945.  
However, the wider ‘UN system’ is not a single organisation, but 
a complex eco-system of funds, programmes and specialised 
agencies, each of which have their own area of work, leadership 
and budget.  You can find a useful overview of the constituent 
parts of the UN system here. 

UN agencies tend to be large and autonomous. They will also 
each have their own established processes to allow participation 
of external stakeholders such as NGOs, civil society, the private 
sector and academia.  
 

 
What is the role of scientific advice in the  
UN ecosystem?  

UN bodies are both consumers and producers of scientific 
knowledge. They often generate their own scientific reports, yet 
also make use of external scientific expert input. For example, 
the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) provides scientific 
advice in support of setting international food standards which is 
a key element of global food safety governance. 

Scientific advice is held in high esteem by the UN. The creation 
of panels such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), which involves thousands of scientists, shows 
the role and potential of scientific advice in addressing global 
challenges within the UN.  

In 2013, then UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon announced 
the creation of the Scientific Advisory Board to strengthen the 
interface between science and policy, so that the latest scientific 
findings would be reflected in high-level policy discussions. You 
can find out more about the Board here.  
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https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-3
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/21-00054e_un_system_chart_11x8.5_4c_en_3p.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/themes/science-sustainable-future/scientific-advisory-board-united-nations-biographies
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Agendas & Narratives 
  
e.g. UN Sustainable 
Development Goals;  
the UN Secretary-General’s  
Our Common Agenda

Standards and Norms 
  
e.g. ISO/IEC 27001 on 
information security

International Treaties 
 
e.g. the Paris Climate 
Agreement

Guidelines 
 
e.g. WHO’s four guidelines 
on anti-microbial resistance. 
[Producing guidelines,  
e.g. to define how certain  
drugs are used, is an  
advanced evidence-based 
policymaking process.]

Regulations 
 
e.g. International Health 
Regulations

Sanctions 
 
e.g. UNSC Resolution 2231 
(2015) on uranium mining  
for weaponization  

Which policy instruments exist at UN-level?
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How can I engage with the UN policymaking 
process as a researcher? 

Many UN Agencies have calls for experts or rosters on specific 
topics, which they publicise on their websites. For example, the 
FAO or World Health Organisation (WHO) might call for experts 
on a Risk Assessment of Microbiological Hazards related to 
Food Safety. You can find their current call for experts here.  

UN agencies also work via advisory groups that bring together 
individual experts to provide scientific, technical or strategic 
advice. The WHO publicises its open calls for advisory 
groups. Other organisations, for example the International 
Organization for Migration, have permanent High-level expert 
groups. 

https://www.fao.org/food-safety/scientific-advice/calls-for-data-and-experts-expert-rosters/en/
https://www.who.int/about/collaboration/open-calls-for-advisory-groups
https://www.who.int/about/collaboration/open-calls-for-advisory-groups
https://careers.un.org/lbw/home.aspx?viewtype=CON
https://sdgs.un.org/conferences
https://www.ungeneva.org/en/meetings-events
https://www.ipbes.net/ipbes-fellowship-programme
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What are the challenges I might encounter 
when engaging with UN policymaking? 

Academics and policymakers tend to operate within different 
timeframes. A policy response might be urgently needed in a 
short time window which is difficult to meet in academia, where 
lead in times tend to be longer. You will have to make sure to be 
available, secure a buy-out of your time, or have the necessary 
managerial support in place to accept ad hoc engagements. 
      
Academic and policy actors have different societal functions and 
work cultures, which can lead to misunderstanding and 
miscommunication. Being mindful of the difference of 
professional languages and mindsets is a good start for 
developing the capacity to straddle these different ‘worlds’.  
     
Different UN bodies have different cultures, ways of working and 
ways of engaging with academia. Having worked with one body 
doesn’t necessarily translate easily to working with another. 

Like much of the public sector, UN bodies have tight budgets. 
You may be asked to present at a conference or provide advice, 
but you will likely not be paid for your time.  

It can also be difficult for countries to adhere to the regulations 
published by the UN. So even if your research has informed 
policy at this level, be aware that this may not necessarily 
translate into impact on the ground.  
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Where should I start?
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I’m interested in engaging with UN policymaking 
as a researcher. Where should I start? 

If you’re interested in engaging with the UN as a researcher, the first 
things to consider are what you want to achieve and what the 
mode of engagement should be. Engagement that informs 
strategic priorities will require an understanding of who the relevant 
decision-makers and their priorities are, and where the windows of 
opportunity for agenda setting or policy influence lie. 

You will also need to consider how relevant your research is at UN 
level.  It may be useful to familiarise yourself with recent publications 
or activities by UN bodies in your field to see where your research 
most aligns with areas of interest. 

If you are interested in pursuing formal opportunities, for example 
the provision of consultancy services or joining an expert group, 
note that you may have to free up a considerable amount of time 
for this type of work. 
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	The Council of the European Union  

(or Council of Ministers) represents the 27 Member States at Ministerial level and shares legislative and budgetary powers with the European Parliament, apart from in areas, such as foreign policy, defence and taxation

