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Institutions in the United Nations system play a central
role in research on development. They are responsible
for analysing and publishing much of the basic interna-
tional data on the evolution of the world economy and
society: population data; health and education statistics;
figures on economic growth, income distribution and
employment; industrial and agricultural development;
changes in trade, debt and international financial flows.
Responding to the needs of the General Assembly and
other international decision-making bodies, these insti-
tutions produce reports on issues ranging from tech-
nology policy to the problems of ageing. In response to
requests from governments, they offer analysis and ad-
vice tailored to deal with specific problems at national
or regional levels. Moreover, United Nations organiza-
tions that have a mandate to defend and improve the
conditions of certain groups, such as women and chil-
dren, carry out specialized data gathering and research
in their fields. A small number of research institutes
organize networks of scholars around the world to en-
gage in the comparative study of strategic global issues.

The important role of United Nations institutions in
shaping the course of development thinking over the
past 50 years 1s being explored in an unusual programme
on the Intellectual History of the United Nations. The
fact that the programme is in the process of producing
some 14 commercially published volumes (dealing with
such topics as development strategies, humanitarian af-

fairs, indicators and statistics, and global resource man-
agement, among others) provides clear commentary on
the breadth and depth of the United Nations contribu-
tion to global debates.

Nevertheless the leadership of the United Nations—
not only in generating data and policy advice, but also
in shaping the ideas and norms that must guide work in
the field of world development—has been severely chal-
lenged during the past several decades. The Third World
debt crisis of the early 1980s, followed by the collapse
and restructuring of the Soviet bloc in the 1990s, greatly
increased the strategic importance of international fi-
nancial institutions in the development arena. Funds for
research and policy advice increasingly flowed toward
the latter, while the United Nations struggled to main-
tain its programmes in the face of long delays on the
part of several major donors in meeting their financial
obligations to the institution.

The relative weakening of the United Nations voice in
the international development debate is unfortunate.
The organization’s mandate is far broader than that of
the international financial institutions and its consulta-
tive capacity far more developed. It has a clear respon-
sibility to promote the goals of peace, development and
social justice laid out in the United Nations Charter.
Furthermore, it has the obligation to do so through dia-
logue, and to provide its members with the kind of analy-
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sis and information they need in order to participate
effectively in debate on global issues.

The UNRISD Seminar

Farly in 2000, UNRISD proposed a stocktaking exer-
cise, with a view toward reinforcing the collective ca-
pacity of United Nations agencies to influence the de-
velopment agenda. A dozen or more high-level United
Nations officials, concerned with research on social de-
velopment, would be invited to exchange views, in an
informal atmosphere, on the current research pro-
grammes of key United Nations agencies, and to con-
sider how these efforts were contributing to im-
provement in general understanding of important
development issues. If participants so desired, the group
could then go on to define a few areas in which all felt
more work could usefully be done. Papers might be
commissioned from outstanding thinkers on these is-
sues and plans made for a series of future seminars,
which could provide an opportunity for further refine-
ment of a common position or approach, or for
strengthening an alternative research agenda.

The Rockefeller Foundation graciously offered to make
its Bellagio Study and Conference Center available for
this purpose. The seminar was held on 7-8 Novem-
ber 2000, with conversations continuing informally on
the following day. Participants came from the ILO,
UNCTAD, UNDP, UNESCO, UNHCHR, UNIFEM,
UNRISD, WHO, the United Nations Secretariat (Di-
vision for Social Policy and Development), and four
Regional Economic Commissions (ECA, ECLAC,
ESCAP and ESCWA).

It was a congenial group, and one with wide-ranging
interests. Participants are responsible for research on
a broad cross-section of issues within the competence
of the United Nations: world economic and social
trends, employment and labour markets, human rights,
health, education, poverty alleviation, trade and tech-
nology policy, assistance to least developed countries,
and gender equity. Some are also experts on regional
development issues; and in fact, the Bellagio seminar
provided the social affairs officers of the regional
commissions for Africa, Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, Asia and the Pacific, and the Middle East with
their first opportunity to meet informally with coun-
terparts from all other commissions in the develop-
ing world.

Fach participant prepared a 5-10 page briefing paper,
highlighting major research efforts of his or her institu-
tion and suggesting topics for discussion at the semi-
nar. During the weeks preceding the meeting, these
briefing papers were circulated among all members of
the group. They were also integrated by the seminar
organizers at UNRISD into a summary analysis of some
current themes in United Nations research on social
development. The purpose of the exercise was to es-
tablish common ground and to facilitate the work of
the seminar. The summary of current research areas,
provided to participants in advance, made it unneces-
sary to begin the meeting with preliminary explanations
of each agency’s work—a procedure that is notoriously
time consuming and can easily degenerate into official
statements of agency positions.

Discussions in Bellagio were entirely open-ended and
substantive, drawing on each person’s knowledge and
convictions in the development field. Sessions were
led by facilitators chosen from the group, and on the
first day were structured around a series of very gen-
eral questions.

¢ What are our common concerns? What
do we stand for? Do we have a common
underlying approach? How important are
regional differences?

¢ What are the conceptual weaknesses
of United Nations research on social
development? Does United Nations
work uncritically incorporate concepts
that are in vogue, or does it question
these concepts? Are we moving, or
can we move, toward changing the
terms of the current debate
on development?

¢ What are the empirical weaknesses of
United Nations research on social develop-
ment? What data are most urgently needed,
and how can they be generated? Can we
improve the statistical underpinning of
United Nations work?

¢ What themes most urgently require
additional research? Where can our
joint efforts make a difference?

By the end of the day, the participants had agreed on a
series of issues requiring further analysis. The second
day of the meeting was devoted to developing two con-
crete proposals for future seminars.



Improving Knowledge
on Social Development
in International Organizations

Session One:
Common Values and Concerns

The discussion began with reaffirmation of the com-
mon values underlying research on social development
issues in all United Nations agencies. Every one of these
mnstitutions—and every United Nations official—has an
explicit commitment to the principles of the United
Nations Charter. Working at the level of these princi-
ples is our job.

If further emphasis on this point were needed, John
Langmore added, it could be drawn from the declara-
tions of principle and programmes of action of recent
world conferences. The declaration of the Millennium
Assembly, held in New York in late 2000, contains an
especially strong call for all members of the world com-
munity to uphold the principles of human dignity and
equality at the global level. Like the World Summut for
Social Development in 1995, the Millennium Assembly
challenged the United Nations to respond effectively to
growing poverty, inequality and social conflict in many
parts of the world. It reaffirmed the importance of the
international body and renewed the United Nations
mandate in the field of development.

Geneva 2000, the Special Session of the United Na-
tions General Assembly held to review and facilitate
implementation of the commitments made at the So-
cial Summit, not only restated this mandate but also put
forth a set of major initiatives on which the interna-
tional community can work. Perhaps the most impor-
tant of these is concerned with innovative ways of
generating public and private funding for social devel-
opment—a question to be explored at the United Na-
tions Conference on Financing for Development in
2002. The decision by the international community to
carry out this review in the context of the United Na-
tions system—rather than in the restricted context of
the Bretton Woods institutions—is a significant step
toward broadening global public management of the
international system.

The tone of these meetings and others taking place
during the past few years reflects a new willingness on
the part of member states to challenge some central
tenets of the free-market mindset that has shaped in-
ternational policy since the 1980s. People are searching
for a more even path to development. This, as several
participants noted, creates new opportunities for dia-
logue, not available for well over a decade.

The evolving international context thus made the
Bellagio meeting especially timely, and the theme that
members of the seminar were most concerned to see
reintroduced into a broadened development debate was
social justice. That was the overarching concept within
which many more specific concerns of the participants
fit: eradicating poverty; promoting gender equality; re-
versing extreme maldistribution of income; and re-
building crumbling social services. Nevertheless the
statement of goals and principles is obviously not
enough. While the norm-setting function of the United
Nations is a vital element in international co-opera-
tion, the task of all agencies represented at the meet-
ing—and, even more specifically, of their research—is
to help governments and citizens operationalize the
common goals of the system. The challenge 1s to es-
tablish links between aims and means, and to help peo-
ple (both within the system and outside it) consider
the advantages and disadvantages of different possi-
ble courses of action.

At a certain level of generality, Thandika Mkandawire
pointed out, even the means that should be employed
to improve social conditions are spelled out in the
United Nations Charter. For example, poverty reduc-
tion cannot be promoted through any means: in an
extreme case, fascist poverty reduction would not be
conscionable. What the world organization stands for
1s democratic, socially inclusive development. There-
fore the element of empowerment is extremely im-
portant in the United Nations vision of promoting
social progress. John Martin underlined the need for
empowerment in his criticism of a great deal of work
in the field of poverty alleviation. Quoting Amartya
Sen, he noted that “we need agents, not patients”.
The challenge is to turn poverty alleviation into de-
velopment.

Liberalization and globalization enormously compli-
cate the task of creating or defending the institutions
that are essential components in the struggle for so-
cial progress. It is difficult for national governments
to carry out effective development strategies, mobiliz-
ing domestic resources, when the international envi-
ronment works against stable and equitable growth.
Thus, early in the discussion, Eddie Lee defined the
central problem of the seminar as “the implications
of globalization for social justice”. Gloria Kan quickly
seconded this position and noted that another primary
concern must certainly be how to “revitalize the role
of governments and the public sector in development”.
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Nevertheless governments do not generally speak with
one voice in the international system. The growing need
to be present in a variety of global forums, for a variety
of purposes, implies the likelihood of increasing inco-
herence in national policy. Thus, for example, govern-
ments make commitments in the field of social welfare
or human rights that may be clearly undermined by other
commitments they make in trade or financial negotia-
tions. As alawyer concerned with economic, social and
cultural rights, Stefanie Grant observes this situation
daily. Repeated clashes between international norms and
conventions on social questions, on one hand, and the
evolving international economic context, on the other,
are symptomatic of the contradictions that plague the
current global order.

The primary task of research departments and insti-
tutes in the United Nations system is to document such
contradictions (as well as other critical problems of
contemporary world development), to analyse them
and to help governments and citizens think them
through. Why do these problems exist? What are al-
ternative ways of dealing with them? And what are
the possible advantages and disadvantages of differ-
ent courses of action? After drawing attention to some
of the critical problems of contemporary development
during the first half of the session, participants began
in the second half to exchange views on areas needing
new approaches to research.

First, it is necessary to be explicit about the constitu-
ency for whom we work—the audience to whom we
speak in reports and newsletters and Web sites and
books. This varies enormously, from United Nations
colleagues (attempting to design adequate policies), to
member states, citizens’ groups and the public at large.

Joanne Sandler suggested that we not forget the far-

4

flung field staff of United Nations agencies, many of
whom are relatively isolated. They need good infor-
mation to support their positions and to help build
local constituencies where they may be non-existent.
Dissemination 1s often not as effective as it should be
i such cases.

An important potential audience, Lee added, is the
large group of people in the international develop-
ment community who are not particularly interested
in questions of social justice, or who give them low
priority. Some may simply suspect that no action in
this area is necessary, since market forces will ultimately
work to the benefit of all. An effective advocacy strat-

egy is necessary to reach this group—if, indeed, it is
possible to do so at all. The question of how to change
mindsets and build consensus emerged again during
later sessions of the seminar.

It is safe to say that the largest and most important
constituency for United Nations research shares most
of the basic values of the world organization. What
kinds of research does this constituency need? For sig-
natories of United Nations conventions and pro-
grammes of action, it is important to provide data and
analysis that facilitate compliance with commitments
and norms. This is a specific field in which some agen-
cies, such as the ILO, have a long tradition. But for
institutions like the UNHCHR, the situation 1s much
more complex. Governments and civil society organi-
zations need help in obtaining rigorous, impartial analy-
sis of diffuse and highly complicated social phenom-
ena. “Impact studies” are particularly necessary, to
illustrate the effects of structural adjustment pro-
grammes on various groups or the repercussions of
specific kinds of international economic policy on
certain people’s life chances.

For citizens working to further the goals of the United
Nations Charter, or to improve the quality of their
government’s contribution within the international
system, still other studies would seem essential. For
example, in addition to careful empirical analysis of
how various policies affect welfare and well-being—
which focuses on understanding the past—they should
have access to prospective studies that lay out alterna-
tives for the future. Cynthia Hewitt de Alcantara called
this “what would 1t take” research. Given commitment
to a particular goal or policy, like provision of a mini-
mum citizen’s income to every member of society, what
would it take to accomplish this end? Analysis of the
efforts of others, the problems they face and the meth-
ods they choose to overcome them, is essential in such
work. So is the presentation of the best possible tech-
nical advice.

Citizens’ groups can also learn a great deal from studies
of how particular issues eventually find their way onto
the agenda of national decision-making bodies and in-
ternational organizations. Kan suggested, on the basis
of her experience in the United Nations Secretariat in
New York, that particularly important lessons are to be
learned from initiatives that fail. The politics and prac-
tice of agenda setting are clearly central elements in the
determination of global policy.
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Most kinds of research mentioned above imply mov-
ing closer to local situations while keeping the global
context 1n mind; and as members of the seminar noted
repeatedly, the United Nations regional commissions
occupy a particularly strategic place in this kind of think-
ing. In global debates not tempered by concrete experi-
ence—whether in the General Assembly or in the
development advice dispatched by international finan-
cial institutions—there is a tendency to reduce almost
everything to the lowest common denominator. But the
regional commissions are able, at least to some degree,
to escape this conundrum. It is therefore important to
incorporate the insights of these regional bodies more
effectively into the research of agencies with a more
comprehensive mandate.

At the same time, more co-ordination among the re-
gional commissions is clearly necessary. As Kim-Lan
Lim noted, these institutions have much to learn from
each other; and their social development divisions, in
particular, can provide each other with extremely use-
ful analysis of local experiences.

Another way to move closer to local situations—to re-
flect reality more effectively—is to involve local research-
ers more systematically in United Nations-sponsored
research. In many cases, hiring foreign consultants to
document and explain local situations is a far less ad-
equate strategy than relying on social scientists from
the countries involved. Furthermore, it 1s extremely
important to encourage the kinds of research that draw
on the insights and experience of the public atlarge. As
Sandler noted, the United Nations has a responsibility
to give voice to groups that do not yet have it. This
requires developing an approach that is far less techno-
cratic and elitist than the one currently orienting many
international research efforts—even, it might be added,
when some of these make constant reference to their
“participatory” character.

Strengthening research on social development in the
United Nations system also requires making better use
of resources and minds outside the United Nations sys-
tem. As Charles Gore noted, researchers in the United
Nations tend to be closer than academics to the policy
process. This gives them access to information that may
take longer to reach the academic world and raises im-
portant questions that colleagues in a university envi-
ronment may not see. At the same time, however, United
Nations staff often suffer from insufficient contact with
broader currents of thinking in universities.

The United Nations does channel considerable resources
toward academic consultants, and in some cases (like
UNESCO support for the International Social Science
Council) it finances large disciplinary networks. Never-
theless it seems only partially successful in refocusing
these efforts on issues of importance to the United
Nations. To narrow the gap between academic research
and policy making, United Nations programmes need
to invest more money and staff time in establishing criti-
cal links with the academic community.

Session Two:
The Context of Ideas

Research on social development today takes place in a
specific context of ideas, institutions and resource use.
Although this context is often taken for granted—since
it has, after all, become a relatively normal state of af-
fairs—this 1s a mistake. Unless there 1s clear awareness
of the limits imposed by the current situation, it will be
impossible to move beyond it.

The second session of the seminar began with a dis-
cussion of liberalization and globalization. The faith
in unregulated markets that stands behind this pre-
dominant mindset has shaped policies and moulded
mnstitutions for over 20 years. Its influence is felt not
only in falling barriers to the movement of goods, serv-
ices and capital across national borders, but also in a
systematic reduction of the role of the state in pro-
moting national economic development and provid-
ing social services to citizens.

There is a strand of intolerance in this mindset—a sense
of fallibility that forecloses questioning and restricts
debate. Yet the development record of the past few
decades—like the development record of any other
period—merits serious analysis. Its accomplishments in
terms of growth, poverty reduction and equity have not
been good. One contribution of research on develop-
ment, both within the United Nations system and out-
side it, must certainly be to problematize this experience:
to raise relevant questions about specific policies, to
explore alternatives.

One way to begin this process is to review some of the
largely unexamined suppositions that underlie current
development thinking, For example, while there 1s wide-
spread discussion of weaknesses in public sector gov-
ernance, it is surprising how seldom one hears reference
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to market failure. The inability of markets to deal with
a number of critical economic and social problems is
one of the first axioms taught in any introductory
course on economics. Unless adequate conditions are
created by governments or communities acting outside
the market context, markets may promote neither effi-
ciency nor equity. On the contrary, they may narrow
competition and promote concentration of resources
in a few hands.

Good research can help governments manage mar-
kets better, so that they are a bit less inequitable and
a bitless inefficient. It can also encourage policy mak-
ers and citizens to discard simplistic arguments about
“trade-offs”. A new generation of economists and
government officials has been trained to think in
sharp dichotomies: if you want outcome A, you can-
not have outcome B. Frequent reference is made, for
example, to an inherent conflict between efficiency
and equity. But these two goals are not necessarily in
conflict. In fact, there is increasing evidence that bet-
ter income distribution leads to higher growth. And
so it is with other apparent dichotomies, which may
better be thought of as extremes on a continuum
containing many possible combinations of goals and
means. Again, it should be the task of development
research to broaden the range of possibilities in con-
crete situations.

A number of other concepts that shape current devel-
opment policy should also be questioned. Members of
the seminar took up the idea of “targeting” and gave
some attention to the kinds of social and political rela-
tions this implies. In the course of this discussion, the
futility of adopting an ideological position on targeting
became clear. This policy option should be considered
in conjunction with others—not as the only acceptable
procedure for distributing social-sector resources, but
as one possible approach in an array of policy instru-
ments that have as their overall function the improve-
ment of social welfare. Whether targeting is necessary
in specific situations is a question open to investigation,
analysis and debate—hopefully involving those whose
livelthoods will be affected.

“Pro-poor” is another generally used term that requires
greater clarity. Martin noted that pro-poor health policy
1s usually considered to involve nothing more than pro-
viding for child and maternal health. The idea often
presupposes minimalist solutions, even in these areas.
Nevertheless if the breadwinner of a family falls sick, 1s

disabled or dies, it can be catastrophic, even for families
that have not been living in poverty. In a number of
situations, it implies destitution for survivors and/or
dependents. Is itlogical, then, to suppose that pro-poor
health policy can be based only on narrowly targeted
programmes, while ignoring the importance of univer-
sal social provision in preventing poverty and ensuring
minimum levels of health?

Mkandawire carried the discussion further, pointing
out that concepts like “targeting” or “pro-poor” are
built on suppositions about the institutional setting in
which policy makers work. When these suppositions
are not made explicit, there can be considerable con-
fusion. For example, targeting requires a strong and
efficient public sector; but in the Third World this
approach to social policy is in fact most often associ-
ated with other policies that systematically weaken
national governments. Or, to give another indication
of the confusion that reigns in the predominant de-
velopment paradigm, free-market thinkers have con-
sistently argued against targeted industrial policy in
Africa, Asia or Latin America on the grounds that
governments do not have the capacity to channel re-
sources efficiently toward the most strategic sectors
or firms. Targeting in this case is said to promote
cronyism and corruption. How, then, are the same
governments to be efficient and uncorrupt in target-
ing social expenditures?

In further commentary on the relevance of some of
the most frequently used concepts in the present-day
development arena, Akil Akil pointed out the difficulty
encountered by many non-Western researchers and
policy makers when attempting to make sense of ter-
minology in foreign languages. Two examples are “gen-
der” and “governance”, which are virtually impossible
to translate into Arabic. They embody an array of val-
ues and meanings that are not immediately clear. The
same could be said for barriers to comprehension in a
large number of other languages. Both Akil and Lim
urged participants to keep cultural differences more
clearly in mind during the discussion.

As Kan said, it 1s precisely the range of cultural under-
standings and lack of international consensus on devel-
opment policies—the lack of a common way of thinking
about development—that makes the United Nations so
important. When discussions continue over months and
years, some small narrowing of differences is possible.
At Geneva 2000, agreement was reached on the utility
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of studying the implications of a tax on speculative in-
ternational capital flows. This step had seemed impos-
sible only a year before.

Another incremental advance in the debate on glo-
bal economic governance has come through United
Nations work on the concept of global public goods.
This concept draws on liberal economic thinking, in
which there has always been a role for governmental
action in situations of general public need. This prin-
ciple is then extended to cover an array of pressing
global problems, including financial instability, envi-
ronmental degradation and deteriorating public
health. The global public goods argument can be
understood by those who speak in the language of
markets, but its intention is to strengthen collective
action. It represents a creative attempt to build con-
sensus across deep ideological divides.

There is much additional work to do, both within
each agency and collectively, if we hope to improve
the framework of ideas that conditions possibilities
for world development. In the meantime, unanalysed
assumptions in the neoliberal worldview will continue
to constrain the options available to large numbers
of people. One example given toward the end of the
session drives home the seriousness of the current
situation. Developing countries’ conditions of access
to credit markets are determined by their credit rat-
ings; and the latter are set by the employees of pri-
vate companies, who base their judgements on a series
of highly subjective criteria. Their view of the world
(shaped by neoliberal training) leads them to assume
that there is necessarily an inverse relation between
social spending and fiscal responsibility. Therefore
when governments begin to destine a larger part of
their budgets to social sectors, there is a danger that
credit ratings will drop. Yet growing social spending
has no automatic relation to questionable economic
policies.

Perhaps more damaging than the assumptions made
by credit evaluators is the gradual absorption of faulty
economic logic into the day-to-day activities of gov-
ernments that are heavily dependent on international
finance (whether in the form of loans or private capi-
tal flows). In a large number of cases, liberalization,
privatization, tight restrictions on social spending and
other elements of advice received from creditors are
simply accepted without question. They are a way of
life, an element of received wisdom; and the fact that

different policies might produce more efficient and
equitable outcomes is not even considered.

Session Three:
Data Gathering and Analysis

The availability and quality of relevant data is an impor-
tant 1ssue when discussing new directions in social de-
velopment research. Is good information available in
various arease If not, can it be generated? Who gener-
ates 1t, and how 1s 1t used? What kind of information is
essential to support innovative studies and to make con-
vincing arguments for various alternative positions?

Participants in the seminar began by noting that there
are serious problems with the data published by United
Nations agencies, and with those regularly processed
and used by the World Bank, the OECD and others in
the development community. Usually, the raw data uti-
lized by all these international organizations are pro-
vided by national governments. The statistics
concerned may be of widely varying quality. Different
agencies and banks employ different methods to cor-
rect and standardize the figures they receive; and then
they trade information among themselves. The result
can be little short of chaotic.

Economic crisis and the constant pressure to cut gov-
ernment expenditure in many developing countries
makes data gathering even more haphazard. The
budgets of statistical offices have been slashed and
personnel reduced. As these offices become increas-
ingly dependent on foreign support for their opera-
tions, normal data-gathering operations may be put
off or abandoned in order to accommodate the spe-
cial needs of funders. The World Bank is especially
well known for paying large sums to ensure that its
data need receives priority over others’. Then, ironi-
cally, the resulting data may be easier for local people
to find on agency Web sites, or in glossy international
publications, than in documents put out by their own
national authorities.

The shrinking capacity of public institutions to gener-
ate national statistics 1s also reflected—not only in de-
veloping countries, but also in some developed
ones—in a tendency to subcontract some gathering
functions to private consulting companies. This infor-
mation—or analysis based on it—may be sold at a high
price, thus excluding many members of the public.
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Participants in the seminar spent some time reviewing
these problems, and commenting on significant efforts
being made by donors and co-ordinating bodies (such
as the United Nations Administrative Committee on
Coordination and the OECD/DFID Paris 21 initiative)
to improve the situation. In particular, as Nadia Auriat
noted, the UNESCO Institute of Statistics, to be lo-
cated in Montreal, represents an important effort by
the United Nations and the World Bank to improve what
many would describe as the abysmal state of worldwide
data on education. Yet, while this may offer hope for
the future, the situation grows more critical in many
areas. For example, the ability of national governments
and the international community to provide an accu-
rate picture of trends in health, morbidity and mortal-
ity seems to be declining—partly as a concomitant of
crumbling public health services across large areas of
the world.

The first use of improved social and economic statis-
tics must be to strengthen the factual basis for national
policy making, At the international level, however, ac-
cess to good statistical series is also essential for moni-
toring compliance with existing United Nations
commitments and judging the direction of social and
economic change. Here one finds another kind of in-
coherence: United Nations statistics are not always pre-
sented in ways that allow monitoring of United Nations
agreements. Thus Grant pointed out that any effort to
improve monitoring requires not only generating more
reliable data for existing social indicators, but also adapt-
ing some of the latter so that they become congruent
with the needs of particular agencies and treaty bodies.
To give one example, United Nations statistics, when
disaggregated by age, generally have a different defini-
tion of “children” from that set out in the Convention
on the Rights of the Child; and this makes it very diffi-
cult to judge the extent to which commitments to the
convention are being honoured.

To judge the progress of women, new ways of disaggre-
gating standard social and economic statistics are also es-
sential. Sandler voiced the frustration of many people
monitoring progress toward the goals set out at the Fourth
World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. Fre-
quently, women seem simply to disappear from strategic
indicators—a situation that can often be traced atleast as
much to political or cultural factors as to technical ones.

Martin Hopenhayn reminded the group that statistics
can often hide as much as they reveal; and perhaps our

thinking on data and indicators should aim at least in
part to reverse that state of affairs. How can we make
visible some of the strategic problems of contempo-
rary development that tend, even today, to remain largely
mvisible? For Gore, one immediate step in that direc-
tion is to support new forms of national income ac-
counting that illustrate issues of gender equity.

Langmore called attention to the fact that despite the
overwhelming importance of liberalization and globali-
zation in shaping the development context, data on many
critical financial questions are not collected by public
mstitutions, including the IME For example, there is no
record of the daily turnover of currency, nor are the
operations of hedge funds monitored. Although there
is an urgent need for accurate international financial data,
both governments and international organizations seem
afraid to demand that they be made available. Similarly,
Gore noted, measuring trade liberalization is a huge area
of controversy. Itis extremely difficult to capture chang-
ing policies in a way that can be compared. As in the
case of some other basic social and economic informa-
tion, a great deal of strategic international economic
data are gathered and analysed by private firms, and
never find their way into the public domain.

Defining and measuring poverty has become another
area of significant concern for the international com-
munity—now attempting to expose elements of the
problem that might have been only partially visible be-
fore. In fact, there has been an effort within the United
Nations system to gain agreement on a Common mini-
mum set of core indicators that can serve as a bench-
mark for progress. But this initiative is opposed by many
countries, who refuse to be judged by any common in-
ternational standard.

A similar problem arises in the field of human rights.
Nevertheless, Grant said, various subcommissions and
expert groups in the Human Rights Commission are
gradually giving substance to human rights norms. Af-
ter long and often arduous debates they are setting stand-
ards. Now the problem may be—as Auriat put it—that
there are concepts in need of indicators.

Obviously, not all data are quantitative; and in fact over-
emphasis on numbers can sometimes obstruct progress.
Although it is important to be able to suggest the mag-
nitude of a problem, it is often equally important to
highlight serious social issues through good qualitative
research—careful use of survey techniques or focus
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groups, or the findings of anthropologists or social
workers. A responsible and accountable government will
respond to this kind of information quickly, under pres-
sure from the citizens involved. It will not limit social
assistance to situations in which the quality of statistics
1s beyond doubt. That would represent a degree of tech-
nocratic insensitivity that could only be sustained out-
side the real world of politics.

In the final analysis, the gathering and examination of
data are means toward the end of promoting social de-
velopment, not ends in themselves. This is why the
UNDP’s Human Development Report has been so
effective: it uses data to highlight problems and explore
possible solutions, and it encourages debate. This 1s also
why the role of the public sector in this field must be
defended and strengthened. As several participants
noted, those who see national statistical work in purely
technical terms—to be tendered to private companies
while public institutions languish—are losing sight of
the central role of data gathering in the construction
and renewal of democracy.

Session Four:
Where Can We Make a Difference?

By the end of the first day of discussions, there was
clear interest in creating more tightly structured op-
portunities for dialogue among the research depart-
ments of the United Nations system. As Mkandawire
explained, the idea would not be to engage in formal
interagency collaborative research, which can absorb
considerable staff time and resources in co-ordinating
tasks; but to decide on a few themes of central impor-
tance in the work of all agencies and then to agree on
the kinds of studies that should be commissioned
within these areas. UNRISD, with the moral support
of colleagues in other parts of the system, would be
responsible for preparing the relevant background
documents, obtaining funding, commissioning stud-
ies and circulating them among members of the group.
UNRISD would also organize the next seminar, in
which high-level United Nations officials engaged in
research on social development could discuss commis-
stoned studies with their authors and with a small
number of other experts.

The objective of this common effort, as all participants
agreed, would be to make an original contribution to
general understanding of current development dilem-

mas. Therefore the themes to be investigated should
not only be important in themselves—reflecting real
needs in the field of social development—but also con-
ceptually complex. They should be subjects on which
there is disagreement, requiring original research that
can play a role in shaping new positions. The group was
clear about its interest in looking toward the future—
providing insights that could change the terms of the
present development debate.

At the same time, as Lee said, it would be important to
choose themes in which the United Nations has special
competence, and therefore a comparative advantage over
other research institutions; and in which we could ex-
pect a “high payoff” in terms of impact on develop-
ment practice. Then there was the practical question of
ensuring that the issues to be explored could indeed be
broken into researchable components.

Stephen Browne added a final caveat: to make a differ-
ence, research results must be presented in a strategic
fashion at major international events. Therefore it would
be important to choose themes that could be clearly
linked to relevant audiences and forums.

With these criteria in mind, members of the seminar
moved quickly toward agreement on two themes that
dominated the discussion at Bellagio. The first was glo-
balization and equity. This 1s an area of fundamental con-
cern to the United Nations, with extremely important
implications for the future of world development. It 1s
asubject on which there is serious disagreement and on
which new research is urgently necessary. It should be
approached not only at the normative level, but also at
the level of operational policy questions. How does the
current form of globalization affect inequality—through
what concrete mechanisms—and what are the means
through which global inequalities can be reduced?

One critical element in this research will be to show
why equety is important. A number of United Nations agen-
cies are working on this question—from the perspec-
tive of health (as in the case of the WHO) or gender
(as in the case of UNIFEM), or in relation to the pro-
motion of economic growth (on which research is un-
der way at UNDP, UNU/WIDER and UNCTAD).
There are synergies in these separate efforts that should
be exploited.

A second contribution of research in this field must be
to document and analyse the principal institutions and policies
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that shape the working of the global economy today. This 1s
essential in order to gain insight into the increasing con-
tradictions between international economic policy and
human rights. Incoherence in the global policy arena is
not haphazard. It is part of the working of a complex
public/private system whose governance structure
should be better understood.

Finally, research on globalization and equity should im-
prove the quality of discussion on the enabling environ-
ment for development. Does the current form of
economic globalization facilitate the implementation of
national development strategies that are relatively demo-
cratic, economically efficient and socially inclusiver How
can progress be made in this direction?

Participants in the seminar gave high priority to work
on this theme in part because, if studies are commis-
sioned immediately, and if they are discussed at a meet-
ing to be held in 2001, there is an opportunity to channel
findings into the 2002 international conference on Fi-
nancing for Development. Nevertheless they were also
interested in the closely related theme of national de-
velopment and equity in the era of globalization—shift-
ing the primary focus of attention from international
to national levels.

The second theme on which there was considerable
agreement about the importance of promoting original
thinking and research was HIV/AIDS. Aissatou Gueye
of ECA made a strong statement in this regard. The
United Nations Special Session on HIV/AIDS, sched-
uled for June 2001, will highlight some of the research
gaps that the group might contribute to remedying in a
future joint effort. In fact, HIV/AIDS has such vital
implications for development that the pandemic could
well become the focus of a separate or parallel effort,
bringing agencies together in a seminar like the one in
Bellagio but scheduled in addition to the regular events
of the group. Certainly, the implications of HIV/AIDS
for development (and the implications of failed devel-
opment for the spread of HIV/AIDS) should be sys-
tematically integrated into all future discussions, whether
specifically dedicated to the pandemic or not.

Session Five: Stocktaking Papers
on Globalization and Equity

On the second day of the seminar, participants began
to design a concrete programme of work on globaliza-

tion and equity. During sessions five and six, they con-
centrated on international issues; and during session
seven, they turned to national development issues in
the context of globalization. Members of the group
agreed at the outset that they would not be commis-
sioning new basic research, but rather exploring new
ways of framing questions and evaluating existing data.
Their goal, as Lim said, would be to move toward the
construction of a new development agenda.

To facilitate this task, one must begin with a stocktak-
ing exercise—or, as Langmore put it, a “fundamental,
reflective look at what’s been happening”. How has the
structure of the world economy been evolving over the
past quarter-century, and what are the implications of
this for patterns and trends in inequality? What new
forms of inequality are appearing? Answers to these
questions, of course, depend in part on how existing
conceptual and empirical frameworks influence the in-
terpretation of available data. How much can we know,
given the current state of international statistics and the
nature of available indicators? And what kinds of 1s-
sues have never been raised?

Paper 1: Approaches to globalization

and equity within the international system
Since the United Nations system is an important source
of information on global trends, as well as a key forum
for discussion of globalization, participants felt that a
review of work on globalization and mequality in inter-
national agencies is essential. The review should also
evaluate studies and reports on this topic, or closely re-
lated to it, prepared by the Bretton Woods institutions.
Then it should highlight some of the principal ap-
proaches to globalization and equity taken by the inter-
national community and point out similarities and
differences between them. Several members of the
group underlined the need to look carefully at docu-
ments published by the regional economic commissions.
There are sharp differences between regional and glo-
bal perspectives on the nature of change, as well as be-
tween regional organizations themselves.

The study should complement its evaluation of con-
ceptual and methodological issues with an analysis of
the availability and use of data. What kinds of indica-
tors are utilized by various international agencies to give
a picture of trends in economic globalization and eq-
uity? Where do statistics come from, and how do they
differ from one source to another? What basic infor-
mation is missing altogether? Are United Nations agen-
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cies, or the Bretton Woods institutions, just collecting
data in a routine fashion, as though nothing really new
is going on in the world?

Reviewing major work in the United Nations and the
Bretton Woods institutions is a difficult task and may
require significant resources. Nevertheless, it will pro-
vide essential grounding for subsequent discussion and
action. International debates on globalization and eq-
uity, and on relations between the two, are carried on
today in a thicket of undefined terms, unstated sup-
positions and ideological posturing. It should be pos-
sible to clear out some of this underbrush and to
expose areas in which new information and knowl-
edge are urgently needed.

As discussions continued throughout the day, the stra-
tegic importance of this paper became increasingly clear.
By the end of the meeting, a number of people felt that
this study alone might form the basis for a future semi-
nar at Bellagio or elsewhere. It could provide insights
that would help research departments throughout the
United Nations system to co-ordinate their work on
globalization and equity better.

Paper 2: Analysing inequality:

Changing patterns of resource distribution
Members of the seminar also felt that a paper should
be commissioned on changing patterns of resource dis-
tribution at the international level. In part, this involves
reviewing the direction and volume of capital flows,
patterns of trade in goods and services, trends in debt
servicing and payment of royalties under the prevailing
intellectual property rights regime. Enormous resource
shifts have occurred in these areas over the past few
decades, implying severe losses for many Third World
countries. Contrary to popular perceptions, for exam-
ple, most of the global financial flows at the end of the
1990s went to the United States, not to other devel-
oped, or to developing, countries. In 1999, net financial
flows to the United States totalled $360 billion, while
total investment in all emerging markets—developing
countries and countries with economies in transition—
totalled about $80 billion.

Participants noted that inequalities in the current global
economy are also being generated through shifts in
skilled labour, the spread of deadly disease, and the avail-
ability of new technologies. Migration is contributing
to stark imbalances in the geographical distribution of
technical and professional workers in fields such as

medicine and computer sciences. HIV/AIDS is drasti-
cally undermining equality of opportunity in Africa. The
information technology revolution is widening gaps
between those who can gain effective access to the ben-
efits of technological change and those who cannot.

At the same time, corporate concentration is proceed-
ing at a breathtaking pace, and this reinforces possi-
bilities for reaping oligopolistic or monopolistic profits.
One of the remarkable contradictions of globaliza-
tion 1is the rapid reinforcement of monopoly power
during a period so apparently dedicated to the promo-
tion of open markets with “level playing fields”. What
are the implications of corporate mergers for equity
in the global economy?

Paper 3: The politics

of economic globalization

Finally, members of the seminar recommended com-
missioning a paper on the political and institutional
underpinnings of economic globalization. The global
economic system rests on a system of governance that
should be better understood. Who gains and who loses
from the extension of open global markets? How do
different proponents and opponents organize? Who sets
the rules of engagement?

Decision-making authority on global economic ques-
tions is exercised not only—and sometimes not even
primarily—by parliaments and governments. The liber-
alization of global markets has occurred in tandem with
new forms of technocratic governance, which link fi-
nance and trade authorities in one country with their
counterparts in others—increasingly to the detriment
of mntragovernmental consultative processes. Finance
ministers, for example, may have little contact with min-
stries of social affairs or health or education in their
own governments. Parliaments, although they may ex-
ercise oversight in this field, are often ineffective on in-
ternational economic matters, particularly when their
ability to obtain research support is weak.

Technocratic governance is reinforced by pervasive
conditionality, associated with loans, grants and foreign
aid, and by the development of international institutions
(like the WT'O) that have the authority to impose sanc-
tions. The power of the strongest economies is further
reinforced through formation of groups like the G-7 (or
G-8). At the same time, corporate interests are repre-
sented through organizations like the International Cham-
ber of Commerce, as well as through home governments.
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To be useful, the proposed paper on trends in global
economic governance must be hard-headed. It should
probably take up a few key issues—perhaps in a few
llustrative case studies—and follow them through con-
crete political and institutional settings. The goal is to
clarify the working of a decision-making system that
1s insufficiently studied and understood.

Throughout discussions in session five, there was re-
peated reference to the incoherence of globalization—
its contradictions and inconsistencies. In addition to
those already mentioned above, there are contradic-
tions between free markets in goods, services and capi-
tal, and restrictions on the movement of labour. There
are contradictions between the patent need for provi-
sion of global public goods, and the requirements of
sovereignty. And there are certainly contradictions
between the evolving normative framework for hu-
man rights, and the reality of global economic gov-
ernance. These are likely to be important themes in
various studies.

A number of participants also expressed interest in
ensuring that the specific focus of this set of papers,
all of which would concentrate on developments in
the global economy, not be taken to suggest that the
group lacks interest in the much broader process of
social and economic change that goes under the gen-
eral heading of globalization. In fact, some time was
spent reviewing various definitions of globalization,
which may be understood (quoting Robertson) as the
increasing cross-border flow of capital, goods, peo-
ple, ideas and information; or (in the words of Anthony
Giddens) as increasing interdependence at distance.
Both Browne and Akil stressed the complexity of chal-
lenges and opportunities inherent in globalization and
hoped to see this reflected in these papers.

Session Six:
Prescriptive Studies on
Reducing Inequality in
the International System

Following suggestions for basic stocktaking exercises
in session five, conversation turned in session six to more
prescriptive questions. How can the basic commitment
of the United Nations to equity, human rights and the
broadening of people’s choices be reflected in particu-
lar fields? Can a few strategic studies lay the ground-
work for new approaches or policies in key areas?

The session was dedicated to developing a tentative
outline of a book on reducing inequality in the interna-
tional system. All commissioned chapters would adopt
arights-based perspective and would assume that equal-
ity must ultimately be attained through empowerment,
not charity. As Gore noted, the nature of any prescrip-
tions in this area are fundamentally shaped by whether
researchers see people as agents of change, or simply
as objects of concern. Each chapter should also make
specific links between particular policy choices and the
promotion of social development in an age of globali-
zation. Mkandawire’s reminder was well taken: although
there may be much talk today about reforming the “glo-
bal financial architecture”, we currently have no “global
social development architecture”. This book could contrib-
ute toward constructing one.

The volume might contain the following chapters:

e Issues in public and private governance of
the international system, including ways
to improve the effectiveness of the
United Nations. Langmore felt that
although many people are working
on this question, “the more we apply
our minds to it, the better”. Are there
avenues to United Nations reform that
can reduce massive asymmetries of
power in the international system?

Can the Bretton Woods institutions
become more useful tools in the
promotion of global equity? Can

entirely new forms of collaboration

on issues of global public goods be
sketched out and their political feasibility
considered? Several members of the group
stressed the importance of finding inno-
vative approaches to tax co-operation

at the international level. All of these
issues have a bearing on possibilities for
promoting broad-based growth, democratic
participation and social development in the
twenty-first century.

* The particular issues that arise when
attempting to deal with corporate con-
centration may merit a separate chapter.
What has been and might be proposed
i the field of global antitrust? What 1s
the factual justification for this concern
and what are the counterarguments?
Concentration in the media could make
an especially interesting case study.
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* Proposals for reform of the international
Jfinancial system. This chapter could bring
together existing proposals for dealing
with debt (including the serious problem
of middle-income countries’ indebtedness
in bond markets), instability in capital
markets, foreign investment and develop-
ment assistance. What 1s the likelthood
that certain reforms might promote greater
equity, and in what circumstances?
Rethinking the international position on
health, education and social protection strategies.
Donors and international agencies have
adopted an array of targets in this field.
These could usefully be reviewed and their
implications for national policy analysed
carefully. As Auriat said, single-minded

emphasis on basic services sometimes
has unintended implications for the
quality of education and for social
development prospects.

New policy departures in the field of
international migration. What could the
international community accomplish,

working in concert, to deal with in-
creasingly serious problems of “brain
drain” and trafficking in illegal migrants?
How could it improve protection of
immigrants’ rights? This chapter could
review existing proposals and make new
ones, based on analysis of experiences

in various parts of the world community.
Innovative development efforts in
countries of origin deserve attention here.

Analysis of the implication of international
sceence and technology policy for broad-based
growth and social development. Hopenhayn
emphasized the critical role played by
productivity gaps in determining

possibilities for promoting equity.

Current policy in the field of intellectual
property rights is also extremely relevant
here. What are the most interesting
proposals in this field, what are the most
serious impediments to progress, and how
have some countries, organizations and firms
improved their chances of producing efficiently
for local or global markets?

Participants agreed that any book of this kind must also
include analysis of the complex relationship between

the current institutional setting and policy framework
surrounding znternational trade, on one hand, and possi-
bilities for reducing global inequalities, on the other.
Browne suggested that since UNDP has recently
launched alarge new programme on the subject, its find-
ings can be included in the joint volume. The group
thus decided not to recommend commissioning an ad-
ditional study on trade.

Finally, Martin suggested that the book might end with an
essay on implications for macroeconomic policy reform
of the insights and proposals contained in earlier chapters.

Session Seven:
National Development Agendas
in the Context of Globalization

What does economic globalization imply at the national
level? How are the inconsistencies and contradictions
of the current international economic and political sys-
tem played out in concrete national settings? How do
national governments, and their citizens, attempt to pro-
mote economic and social development in the context
of global liberalism? If reducing inequality is a goal in a
particular country, how is it pursued?

During session seven, seminar participants explored
these questions, although they did not design a clear
programme of work in this area. Restating the basic
position of the United Nations that development must
promote social inclusion, political participation and
broadly based growth, they asked how central elements
in the current process of economic globalization fur-
ther or obstruct these goals. Do global forces allow states
to be developmental?

If case studies were to be commissioned on this theme,
it would be necessary to begin by designing a typology
of political and economic regimes, or developmental
models. Then countries representing different devel-
opment models could be chosen as sites for in-depth
analysis of some central problem areas. For example,
how is each attempting to deal with pressures to serv-
ice the foreign debt, liberalize foreign trade and in-
vestment policies, and comply with the current
intellectual property rights regime? What efforts are
being made to increase domestic savings, prevent tax
evasion and capital flight, and protect or increase so-
cial spending? What is the national strategy for pro-
moting domestic industries and encouraging scientific
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research? What is the government position on foreign
assistance and conditionality? In the last analysis, are
there synergies among policies that merit calling the
overall effort a national development strategy?

One challenge in this kind of research is to understand
the conditions that allow governments to deal more or
less effectively with constraints imposed by the interna-
tional system, as well as to take advantage of opportu-
nities that may arise. What kinds of political coalitions
are formed to promote and defend national develop-
ment goals? Case studies of very specific policy deci-
sions could show how international pressures are
exercised and how global initiatives are—or are not—
incorporated into national policy agendas. The implica-
tions of specific negotiating positions for equity should
be highlighted.

Another challenge is to understand how civil society
groups are organizing to promote development goals,
and to defend human rights, both as partners of their
governments and in opposition to them. National-level
Human Development Reports provide a wealth of in-
sight on this subject. Sometimes, international pressure
to enhance the role of civil society in national develop-
ment efforts is very important in promoting social jus-
tice, and sometimes it is not.

Session Eight:
Planning for the Future

At the end of the seminar, participants expressed strong
support for the UNRISD initiative and real interest in
organizing a series of future meetings around the themes
worked out in Bellagio. The first, on globalization and
equity, could be held in late 2001, so that studies com-
mussioned for it—as well as the report of the seminar—
would be available to the United Nations conference
on Financing for Development and to the Social Com-
mission meetings on integrating social and economic
policy, both to be held in 2002.

Whether all studies suggested under the heading of glo-
balization and equity (including both the stocktaking ex-
ercises discussed in session five and the more prescriptive
papers outlined in session six) can be prepared and dis-
cussed in the course of 2001 is not clear. Although there
was general agreement that having all papers ready by
late 2001 would be preferable, the book proposed in ses-
sion six could be the theme for a seminar in 2002.

The group also expressed interest in undertaking com-
parative studies on national development agendas in an
era of globalization, as part of what Browne called a “dou-
ble-barrelled” approach to the issue of globalization and
equity. The framework for this work is, however, less de-
veloped than for that of the international studies.

The proposal to organize a seminar for United Nations
research officials, similar to the Bellagio meeting, that
would focus entirely on HIV/AIDS and development,
was supported and remains open for discussion.

As many people noted, effective dissemination is key to
the success of this joint effort. Therefore, participants
briefly considered ways of improving outreach, particu-
larly through the Internet. There was a suggestion that
an effort be made to organize a working group includ-
ing the Webmasters of all agencies and departments
represented in Bellagio. There was also agreement
among seminar participants to stay in closer touch, now
that a network of electronic communication has been
established among them.
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