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This paper sets out why priority now needs to be given to creating knowledge and 

data infrastructures to support the SDGs.  Currently these are weak to non-

existent, partly because it’s no-one’s job to create and manage them.  As a result, 

many of the processes around the SDGs are less efficient than they could be – 

making it harder for governments, NGOs, social entrepreneurs and innovators to 

achieve results.  Meanwhile many existing global platforms that are meant to help 

with the achievement of the SDGs lack the key design features that would make 

them useful (in particular open data, reciprocal links and user engagement).   

 

Here I suggest both a diagnosis and possible solutions, covering the science around 

SDGs, evidence of what works, access to data and horizontal connections between 

innovators.   I suggest lessons that can be learned from the big platform companies 

– like Amazon and TenCent – which invest very heavily in the kinds of 

infrastructure I advocate.  I also show why better links, a better search tools, may 

often be more useful than new platforms.  At the moment, the main global funders 

and organisations are building many interesting new kinds of car – but not the 

roads on which they need to drive.  This paper describes how, with fairly small 

amounts of investment, they could support global platforms and tools to mobilise 

collective intelligence and societal creativity in all its forms to achieve the SDGs. 

THE CASE FOR GLOBAL KNOWLEDGE 
INFRASTRUCTURES FOR THE SDGS   

Geoff Mulgan, April 2020 

  



Draft – April 2020 

 

2 

 

The problem – what’s missing and why? 

 

The many people working around the world to achieve the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) badly need finance and political support. But all share 

another set of challenges that have not had enough attention: 

 

• It’s still very hard to access reliable evidence about what works, where, why 

and how. 

• It’s still very hard to bring together the most useful data for understanding 

problems and how to solve them (much of which sits in private companies as 

well as governments). 

• It’s surprisingly hard to find out the state of relevant science in easily 

digestible forms. 

• It’s still very hard to find out what other innovators are doing around the world, 

and learn from them in real time. 

 

These overlapping problems have a simple cause: it’s no-one’s job to orchestrate 

and curate knowledge, evidence and data. As a result the world lacks the basic 

knowledge and data infrastructures needed to achieve the SDGs. 

 

There are very strong capacities within companies to do similar things – 

particularly ones like Amazon, Google, IBM, Unilever or McKinsey, which are very 

effective at organising consumer or financial data, or sectoral information. The 

FANGs (Facebook etc) and BATs (Baidu etc) invest huge amounts of money and 

brainpower to build data and knowledge systems that help them sell stuff and 

advertising - but there is nothing remotely comparable for the SDGs, bar modest 

initiatives around tech for good, which usually means small-scale individual 

projects rather than the big systems that the platform companies prioritise. 

 

A few sectors – like medicine – have well-supported institutions and processes 

that generate and share knowledge, and help doctors and nurses use the most 

uptodate knowledge. But, again, there is nothing comparable for the SDGs. For 

historical reasons there are also very strong global institutions organised around 

money with a public purpose – from the World Bank and IMF to the ADB. But there 

are no comparable institutions for data, information and knowledge (whereas in 

business organisations built around data long surpassed those organised around 

finance). 

 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://www.worldbank.org/
https://www.imf.org/external/index.htm
https://www.adb.org/
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Numerous projects provide sketches of what might be possible, some within 

specific fields like sanitation or malaria. There are dozens of repositories of 

evidence, peer networks and promising projects using data and bodies, like the 

Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) doing important work in 

fields like food and energy. There are also many exciting initiatives focused on 

better measuring and monitoring the SDGs, ambitious ideas for data in the UN 

Global Platform project, and attempts to make philanthropy better at handling 

systemic issues, like Co-Impact. 

 

But from the viewpoint of people on the ground the current platforms remain hard 

to use, patchy and unreliable, and most are run on a shoe-string. Indeed, too many 

of the platforms that claim to support global cooperation on the SDGs are shaped 

more by the demands of 'ego, logo and silo' than by usefulness: they rarely have 

open data, reciprocal links to others in their field, or any sign that they have been 

designed with the involvement of intended users. 

 

Yet this is a soluble problem. It requires some commitment of resources, but very 

little as a proportion of aid or capital flows. It requires a genuine willingness to 

collaborate - with humility rather than over-obsession with brands and credit. And 

it requires clear design principles - openness, reciprocity, user engagement - quite 

different from the existing platforms run by bodies like the UN, WEF and the big 

foundations. 

 

The task is to orchestrate collective intelligence around each of the SDGs, 

bringing together evidence, useful knowledge, peer networks and data sets, 

tracking of experiments and innovations. It’s a task best done through fairly tightly 

focused initiatives - e.g. on issues like air quality or children’s health - since over 

generic approaches tend not to work. And it’s a task best done in close partnership 

with the people who will use the data and knowledge to ensure it really is used 

and useful, and can be adapted to local circumstances. 

 

This work can be thought of as similar to fixing the plumbing or building the roads 

- it’s less visible and glamorous than the vast gatherings like UNGA or COP 26, 

or big commitments around money. But it’s the vital missing infrastructure without 

which actions are bound to be less effective. In what follows I set out in a bit more 

detail what this means – drawing in part on work with the UNDP’s Accelerator 

Labs and the comprehensive Collective Intelligence Design Playbook which 

Nesta published last year with the UNDP. 

https://www.unsdsn.org/
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/un-reports-on-system-wide-tools-for-sdg-data/
https://unstats.un.org/bigdata/events/2019/tbilisi/presentations/Session%204/29%20Mar%20-%20Friday%20-%20(1)%20-%20UN%20Global%20Platform.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/bigdata/events/2019/tbilisi/presentations/Session%204/29%20Mar%20-%20Friday%20-%20(1)%20-%20UN%20Global%20Platform.pdf
https://co-impact.org/
https://www.un.org/en/ga/
https://unfccc.int/news/united-kingdom-in-partnership-with-italy-to-host-cop-26/cmp-16/cma-3
https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/21st-century-common-sense-collective-intelligence-climate-crisis/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/21st-century-common-sense-collective-intelligence-climate-crisis/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/toolkit/collective-intelligence-design-playbook/
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SDG trajectories 

 
The starting point is the need to accelerate progress on the SDGs. All over the 

world countries are putting in place more ambitious strategies to achieve the 

SDGs. But in many cases there is still a big gap between targets and current 

trajectories. 

 

This diagram summarises some of the complementary elements needed to bridge 

these gaps.  They include top-down action by governments, innovation by 

business and bottom-up grassroots action and innovation.   It summarises work 

on SDG 6.2 as an example, connecting top-down measures (such as the Chinese 

government’s plans to build 50,000 new public toilets), local action (such as city 

water infrastructures or waste water coordination), market actions (eg 

nanomembranes or graphene water purifying); the work of social entrepreneurs 

and community based solutions (like Gram Vikas in India). 

 

 
For some of the SDGs, there are detailed accounts of what each player needs to 

do, how these can complement each other, and how to fit distinct local 

environments. But for the great majority there is not. The key point is that we need 

to focus on versions of the blue line for each SDG, and in each region or nation: 

accelerating both innovation and adoption, and mobilising the unique contribution 
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of each sector.   But even where there is the will and capability, doing so requires 

far more systematic mobilising of a series of different kinds of knowledge – 

scientific and policy, tacit, social and technological, formal and informal. 

 

The key gaps - missing infrastructures 

 
Here I briefly set out what can be done in four main areas: accessible science; 

useful evidence; real time data; and insights from innovation, and acting more 

systematically to connect existing initiatives and take them to the next level. 

 

1. Accessible science for the SDGs 

 
The first challenge is better organising the relevant scientific knowledge that 

underpins the SDGs and help their achievement, building on this kind of mapping. 

 

Various groups are working on 

this task, though still in a fairly ad 

hoc way. This Thematic Map of 

Research on Sustainable 

Development Goals was 

developed by the LSE. 

 

It’s much easier for some SDGs - 

like the environmental ones, 

which are more precise - than 

others. For example, a lot of good 

work is underway on specific 

topics like oceans, helped by the OECD, UNESCO and umbrella bodies 

like POGO.   

 

A good practical example is the science on coral bleaching – although there are 

many online sources of information there is no reliable curator and interpreter of 

the state of science that can be used by the islands most likely to be threatened.  

This reflects a broader weakness in academic work – there are far fewer 

incentives to synthesise existing knowledge and make it useful than there are for 

creating new knowledge.  

 

https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/9/files/2019/05/network.png
https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/9/files/2019/05/network.png
https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/9/files/2019/05/network.png
https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/9/files/2019/05/network.png
https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/9/files/2019/05/network.png
https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/9/files/2019/05/network.png
https://www.imarest.org/events/category/categories/imarest-event/oceans-of-knowledge-2019
http://www.ocean-partners.org/
https://blogsmedia.lse.ac.uk/blogs.dir/9/files/2019/05/network.png
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2. Useful evidence – what works 
 

The next task is orchestrating what is known about what works, and also more 

specifically what works where, for who and how (drawing on the many 

organisations going beyond repositories of evidence to much sharper attention on 

how to get evidence used in the everyday work of teachers, policy-makers, health 

workers).   The Alliance for Useful Evidence and What Works Centres have made 

strong progress in creating an infrastructure of evidence in the UK, with a dozen 

centres and high usage rates - with important lessons about how to ensure 

evidence is really made use of. 

 

 

At a global level there are examples 

like the Africa Evidence Network, the 

now-stalled Results for All,  

the Cochrane and Campbell 

Collaborations and J-PAL. But most 

are small and certainly struggle to be 

used. The example above from 

SUMMA in Latin America shows how 

complex evidence can be made 

digestible, though it too has struggled to get widespread useage by teachers and 

policy-makers. 

 

The minimum objective should be that anyone to achieve a particular goal within 

the SDGs should have access to well-curated evidence of what has been learned 

about what works, and why. 

 

3. Real time data to support action 
The third task is orchestrating the data that’s relevant to individual SDGs. Some 

of this work is global – eg creating standardised approaches to environmental 

indicators; some is local – mobilising mobile phone companies to share data to 

support economic policies, building on programmes such as UN Global Pulse. 

 

A lot of work is underway to gather data tracking the level of SDGs in different 

countries - but rather less on the more contextual data needed to support practical 

actions. The new Collective Intelligence Playbook from Nesta, developed with 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/project/alliance-useful-evidence/
https://aen-website.azurewebsites.net/meet-the-aen/#what
https://results4allorgblog.wordpress.com/
https://uk.cochrane.org/
https://campbellcollaboration.org/
https://campbellcollaboration.org/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/policy-insights
https://www.summaedu.org/plataforma/?lang=en
https://www.unglobalpulse.org/about-new
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/Nesta_Playbook_001_Web.pdf
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UNDP, contains lots of examples, and help with pulling together useful data at a 

local level.  

The VAMPIRE platform for 

environmental challenges in south-east 

Asia is a good example at a regional 

scale.  Again, however, far less 

brainpower and money is being directed 

to projects like this than comparable ones 

in finance and business, or the military 

and surveillance. 

What’s needed is a stronger central 

source of advice and support; and more systematic arrangements with key data 

holders (eg mobile phone providers, satellite), linked to user needs.  All the major 

players in commercial digital firms invest heavily in these kinds of shared, common 

platforms and capacities.  But in the public sector and civil society they are largely 

missing. 

 

4. Innovation - linking experiments 

 
Finally, we need better ways of linking up the many experiments and pilots 

underway around the world to ensure faster real time learning and mutual support. 

There are some technological tools that could assist this. Nesta has just 

launched arXlive which provides a real-time tool for monitoring innovation. 

Another Nesta project supported by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation has 

created search tools (under the name Health Mosaic) that can scan not just for 

scientific research and patents, but also for research proposals, startups and 

meet-ups to create a living map of innovations underway globally (this will be 

formally launched open source in early 2020). Oddly, however, it’s not clear who 

would be the clients for more comprehensive version of this. 

 

https://pulselabjakarta.id/vampire/#m-home
https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/arxlive/
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These tools can provide an overview 

of activity. It should also be possible 

for anyone running a pilot or 

experiment to link up with 

counterparts and share both data and 

experience. Yet this too remains 

remarkably hard in practice, although 

a few platforms like Nesta’s IGL now 

try to provide living maps of 

experiments in particular fields, like this one of current trials underway on business 

support. 

 

Intelligence assemblies – global, national and local 

 
Bringing these together, the long-term goal should be an architecture of data, 

knowledge and insight for all of the SDGs, organised both at a global level and at 

national and local levels, in nested ways. In this way very local knowledge and 

perspectives can connect to more generalised, global knowledge. 

 

These ‘intelligence assemblies’ 

would gather data, insight, memory 

and creativity, tied into practical 

action and learning, for example on 

graduate employment in a city, 

public health in a region or gender 

equity in a nation, or carbon 

reduction strategies. 

 

Current work in India on Diksha, 

ForWater, Agritech and 

LastMileHealth is embodying some 

of these principles (drawing on 

societal platform thinking), with a 

strong emphasis on interoperability, open infrastructure and supporting extensive 

co-creation rather than centralized power. 

 

Some national governments also apply this to their own work.  Singapore has the 

Singapore Government Technology Stack with shared software components,  

https://www.innovationgrowthlab.org/igl-database-v2
https://societalplatform.org/
https://www.innovationgrowthlab.org/igl-database-v2
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data standards and infrastructure for 

use across the public sector.   But 

there are almost no equivalents at a 

transnational level (and the European 

Union, like the UN, has no capacity for 

effective curation of data and 

knowledge, although, again like the 

UN, it has strong institutions designed around money.  This is likely to be one of 

the major impediments to making a success of the Green Deal). 

 

My current work with the UNDP and the government in Bangladesh is applying 

similar thinking to jobs and skills.  The aim is to create integrated platforms that 

can connect data of all kinds into useful form for individuals making choices about 

their jobs and careers as well as for employers and government. 

 

Nesta’s Centre for 

Collective Intelligence 

Design links many 

researchers and 

practitioners around the 

world working in similar 

spaces – and often 

combining data, AI and 

human collective intelligence to better address the SDGs.  But we are still short of 

a genuine intelligence assembly for any of the SDGs. So as teams work through 

problem-solving, using the framework set out in the Playbook - from 

understanding and seeking solutions, to action and learning - they often have to 

orchestrate knowledge and data from scratch. 

 

One common theme is that often what people need most is better search tools 

rather than a new platform – that is to say search tools that can help them find the 

relevant projects or knowledge.   Google is unfortunately not designed to do this.  

Nesta’s work on Clio (supported by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation) will 

show one approach, that brings together grey literature and research applications 

as well as published material to provide a picture of innovation in different fields. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/project/centre-collective-intelligence-design/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/project/centre-collective-intelligence-design/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/project/centre-collective-intelligence-design/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/toolkit/collective-intelligence-design-playbook/
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Global collaborative platforms – what’s wrong and what needs fixing? 

 

At first glance there are many platforms dedicated to global collaboration around 

the SDGs which should already solve these problems.  Some track performance, 

others provide a space for collaboration and showcase innovations.  New ones 

are launched all the time.    

 

All of them are well-intentioned.  The problem is that although they aim to promote 

collaboration they are designed in ways that make collaboration hard.   Almost 

none of them mention other similar platforms in the same field, or have links.  

Almost none of them have easily useable, open data or metadata. Almost none 

involve their intended users in their design.   Very few prioritise interoperability. In 

short, too many are run as islands not networks.   Too many reflect the common 

vices of ego, logo and silos. As a result, most will fail, when we badly need them 

to succeed.  

 

Oceans is a great live issue – because of global concerns over plastics and 

climate – and an example of the problem.   Here too there are dozens of global 

platforms, from the UN Global Compact to UNESCO to the OECD the 

Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission and the World Metereological 

Organisation.  They include the Ocean Council,  Global 

Compact,  UNESCO,  WEF,  OECD,  Ocean and Climate Platform, Ocean 

Climate Alliance,  ocean data projects and many others. There are also 

organisations like Copernicus with huge amounts of data available on things like 

plastics flows in oceans.  

 

But few of them link up and share their data, let alone their algorithms.  A similar 

pattern can be found in every field.  As a result, these platforms are not very useful 

to the people on the ground. 

 

In commercial markets, it makes no sense to collaborate and the problem of 

duplication is solved because a few leaders quickly come to dominate, benefiting 

from massive network effects, and economies of scale and scope. But for public 

interest goals like the SDGs this just doesn’t happen. 

 

So, what needs to be done?  Part of the answer is simple.  From now on we need 

to design into every platform some basic rules of collaboration.  Some funders 

already require projects they support to use open data and shared principles, and 

some organisations are instinctively good at collaboration. But these remain very 

https://www.oceancouncil.org/global-issues-platforms/cross-cutting-issues/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/take-action/action-platforms/ocean
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/take-action/action-platforms/ocean
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/ioc-oceans/focus-areas/the-ocean-in-cop21/ocean-and-climate-platform/
https://www.weforum.org/projects/a-new-vision-for-the-ocean
https://www.oecd.org/ocean/OECD-work-in-support-of-a-sustainable-ocean.pdf
https://ocean-climate.org/?lang=en
https://ocean-climate-alliance.org/
https://ocean-climate-alliance.org/
https://www.revocean.org/platform/oceandata/
http://marine.copernicus.eu/
http://marine.copernicus.eu/
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much the exception, not the rule.   So we need a new commitment to some simple 

principles of which three need to be primary: 

 

• OPEN, USABLE DATA wherever possible their data should be open, and 

if this is difficult, at the very least their metadata should be open and 

machine readable.   Similarly all algorithms created to mine and interpret 

their data should be open source. 

 

• RECIPROCAL LINKS  all platforms should acknowledge, and link to, the 

other platforms working in a similar space. Reciprocity helped build the web, 

and it’s vital here too. 

 

• USER INPUT all platforms should do regular user testing, to find out if what 

they’re providing is actually useful and used.  Where they are interacting 

with commercial markets it’s vital that business is engaged – so that in time 

data and metrics can be tied into contracts and financing tools. 

 

These three principles should be the baseline. Ideally, too, there would be some 

shared governance and learning, so that platforms engage in dialogue with others 

in their space to review how well they are meeting the broader strategic goals. 

 

Platforms that meet all three criteria could be labelled high collaboration, or hi-

co.  Those that meet none could be labelled low collaboration, or lo-co.  

 

Other fields have shown that being hi-

co is practical.  There many 

examples of much more open 

approaches - like Open Street Map or 

Open AQ on air quality which built in 

open data from the start, and 

mobilised thousands of citizen 

volunteers.  

 

A recent initiative on measurement of 

climate risk – the Icebreaker One initiative - is also adopting these principles in 

linking capital to solutions  needed to address the climate crisis.  The same ideas 

have been applied successfully to open data in government and shared data in 

open banking.  

http://icebreakerone.org/
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Many fields have learned how vital it is to have integrated, standardised 

approaches as the foundation for creativity and diversity (this is what works in the 

big global commercial platforms and underpins large public sector projects like 

Aadhaar in India).    

 

But in relation to the SDGs at the moment very few platforms meet these criteria.  

It would not be hard for them to shift in this direction.  But we need a shift in 

thinking from the organisations running platforms, and from funders – so that it 

becomes unacceptable to launch platforms that do not embody these principles 

in their DNA.   

 

 

The UN role – orchestrating global know-how 

 
If the UN was being invented from scratch in the 2020s the job of orchestrating 

data and knowledge might well lie at its core, and might be seen as just as 

essential as financial flows. We might have World Data Banks and International 

Knowledge Funds rather just organisations designed around money. 

Unfortunately, at present there is no obvious locus of responsibility for 

orchestrating these things, which is one reason why performance is so 

inadequate.  

 

While this is unlikely to be solved in the near term, progress can be achieved, 

which can complement the many initiatives underway on better measurement of 

the SDGs: 

 

• A first priority is a shared diagnosis of what is and isn’t working now, and 

some shared longer-term vision of what could be achieved where there is 

open and reliable access to data and knowledge, engaging major 

foundations, corporates, national governments, INGOs and IGOs, and 

including commitment to the principles described above.    We badly need 

some simple shared principles – at least to stop ill-conceived platforms 

being launched.   The open data movement in government is a good 

example of how much influence some simple principles can have. 

 

• Second, we need demonstrations of practical utility – around topics like 

oceans, youth employment or water sanitation, with intelligence assemblies 
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demonstrated at a country level, so as to show how they speed up practical 

problem-solving and policy success. 

 

• Third, linking these there will need to be demonstrations of how global 

knowledge can be orchestrated around specific SDGs, again to show 

what might be possible on a much larger scale, with aspects of oceans a 

good potential starting point. 

 

• Fourth, we need to start shifting the policies of the funders.  A simple 

goal could that 1% of any major finance and investment commitments at a 

global level should be devoted to data and knowledge infrastructure. 

 

• Finally, in time there will be a need for an open academy – because skills 

for implementation remain very weak, some kind of academy to train up staff 

across the UN system will be essential, with a mix of online courses, 

coaching and peer support. 

 

What’s needed is an evolving matrix of knowledge and data commons where each 

cell at least has one lead curator – which could be a public body, a foundation, a 

university or a thinktank – that is willing to be held to account for how well it serves 

users. In each case there will be a mix of very general data, knowledge and 

insight, and much more granular variants tailored to specific conditions.   
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This table sets out the main elements, using coral reefs as an example: 

 

KNOWLEDGE 

COMMONS 

 

Topic level (eg coral 

reefs) 

National, regional, 

global 

Useful science Eg synthesis of the state 

of scientific knowledge 

on coral bleaching 

 

Adapted to relevant 

conditions of eg Maldives 

Evidence on what 

works 

What’s known about the 

effectiveness of 

mitigating actions 

 

 

Interpreted to cover what 

works where, when, why, 

contexts 

Help curating data What is available from 

satellite imaging, data 

generated by fishers etc 

Adapted to right level of 

granularity 

Links to other 

innovators 

Who else is working on 

similar projects 

Sub-groups working in 

similar conditions (eg 

small islands) 

 

Individual projects in this space have some momentum. But the whole is much 

less than the sum of its parts, in part because it is no-one’s job in the global system 

to tackle these problems.  As a result, the default is that there are many 

conferences, and many sub-scale initiatives, but nothing strategic. 

 

The failure to grapple with these issues will slow down progress on the SDGs. It 

will also ensure that other initiatives – for example on mobilizing AI for 

development or for good – will be far less effective than they could be. 

 

Serious backing from global bodies which wish  to be active in this space, like 

the WEF and OECD, and more formal commissioning from the highest levels of 

the UN, would give it significantly more energy, and would also begin the move to 

a longer-term vision of better orchestration of global know-how and help 

accelerate 21st century solutions to some of our very acute 21st century problems. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/09/five-ways-we-can-upgrade-our-plan-for-meeting-the-sdgs/
http://www.oecd.org/dac/sustainable-development-goals.htm
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