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BACKGROUND 
From preventing violent extremism to fostering girls’ education around the world, protecting heritage in 

danger, proposing solutions for ocean sustainability, and monitoring world trends in freedom of expression 

and media development, UNESCO’s fields of competence – just to name a few – are wide-ranging and 

tremendously diverse. 

 

In this sense, the Organization’s greatest treasure is the expertise of its Programme specialists. Publications 

are one of the best possible means to convey to audiences worldwide what we do and how we advise to 

respond to some of today’s greatest challenges. 

 

PROBLEM 
Yet, before 2011, when a culture of decentralization had Programme sectors autonomously managing their 

own activities, our experts were very busy producing knowledge and publications in complete isolation. At the 

time, nobody could really tell what was being published or how much; what the copyright situation for these 

publications was; whether or not the best possible quality was being attained, or what ever became of a title 

after its release. 

 

Back then, Programme specialists did not necessarily have any knowledge of how to produce a book or how 

to help it achieve the greatest possible impact. There was nowhere at UNESCO where any of this could be 

discussed; no place where experts could learn from each other’s successes and failures. 

 

SOLUTION 
The need to monitor and control the quantity and quality of our publications made us change our working 

methods. This is why in 2011 the Director-General decided to put in place a proper Publications Board. Now, 

without its full approval, no new UNESCO publication can be released. 

 

Ever since, the Publications Board meets once a month to review forthcoming publications from HQ and the 

field. Chaired by ADG/ERI and prepared by the Publications Unit, each Major Programme is represented by 

a Director who submits projects on behalf of its sector. Representatives from Field Offices, Institutes, BSP, 

the Africa Department, the Gender Division and CLD also attend, and everybody is welcome to express 

opinions, support and of course criticism to everybody else’s projects. The Board’s role is not to contest the 

relevance of a publication – that much is left to the expertise of Programme specialists. Instead it ensures 
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that each project is planned to be fully aligned to Programme priorities and to achieve the greatest possible 

visibility. 

 

Quite understandably, colleagues were not initially thrilled with having to go through this trial. A complex form 

had to be filled in. One’s own project had to be defended before an audience of ‘non-experts’ in the specific 

field. In addition, there was the risk of having to resubmit the project and having to start all over again. 

 

However, sharing information made us better reflect upon what we do and how we do it. It also forced us to 

create synergies and stop working alone: every now and then somebody says: ‘Oh, are you working on that 

subject too? I would like to read the manuscript or be consulted.’ A culture of internal peer reviewing was 

initiated, but not only for improving the content: we are also bringing together the experts in UNESCO’s fields 

of competence with those who know how best to produce books and what to do with them after they come 

out of the printers. 

 

So far the Board has reviewed some 720 publications. Is your title strong enough or are you killing it with two 

repetitive subtitles? Is your peer review appropriate? Can you tie your launch date to a specific event to 

achieve more impact? Is your print run under- or overestimated? Who are you publishing for? Could a co-

publisher help? Is your budget sufficient? Should you translate? Are you mainstreaming gender 

considerations? How good are your promotion and distribution strategies? 

 

The Publications Board has become a laboratory of ideas, and has proved essential to trace what our 

Programme specialists produce and how they do it. Everybody involved is watching best – and worst – 

practices. Everybody is learning together. 

 

THE WAY FORWARD 
The job is not finished, of course. The Publications Board keeps evolving to improve its own efficiency and 

discussing new policies to adapt to current publishing trends and pressing needs, including translating more, 

producing less books with higher quality, and printing less – or not at all. 

 

We invite all Member States to be part of this learning process by letting us know what you think of our 

publications – whether we will like to hear it or not. Feedback from our reading audiences is the only way to 

keep improving our publishing methods and the quality of our work. This will definitely prevent us from working 

in isolation again, which is precisely the problem we intended to solve by establishing an official space to 

communicate with each other. 
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