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Digitalization and public sector innovation 
 

 

 

 Summary 

 The author elaborates on the impact of the digital transformation on public 

institutions, while emphasizing the need to ensure that it makes the lives of people 

better and supports the achievement of the 2030 Agenda. Efforts are urgently needed 

to address digital divides, improve data governance and mitigate risks arising from 

the use of new technologies, such as artificial intelligence. 

 The author argues that while the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic 

reinforced the use and importance of information and communication technologies, it 

also highlighted the need for a harmonious balance between virtual and in-person 

public service delivery. 

 The author notes that Governments should allocate annual budgets to support 

the development of domestic information technology solutions as well as stimulate 

purchases of critically important domestic solutions that could make those same 

Governments more digitally empowered. End-to-end technology solutions should 

become available as soon as possible to serve people and help to achieve the 2030 

Agenda, as their impact on structural changes in the economy, on the creation of new 

industries and businesses and on the production of breakthrough products and services 

cannot be overestimated. 

 The author suggests improving the quality of training for engineers and 

information technology specialists, supported by both international organizations and 

developed countries.  

 The author observes that the use of cryptocurrency, which is particularly rapidly 

growing in Asia, combines opportunities and challenges, which may negatively 

impact public administration systems and stability, especially in developing countries. 

Therefore, adequate regulation of cryptocurrencies is important. 

 Finally, the author notes that another main task for the coming years is going to 

be increasing the security of information systems and communication networks, to 

ensure the stable development of economies and reduce risks of leaks and misuse of 

confidential information and personal data of citizens.  
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 I. Introduction 
 

 

1. Since 2016, the Committee of Experts on Public Administration has discussed 

the challenges and opportunities for public institutions in the information society. 

Among other things, it touched upon ways to improve the engagement and 

communication between Governments and stakeholders. On the basis of the 

Committee’s advice, the Economic and Social Council encourages Governments to 

develop an open government system as a model of governance that focuses on citizens 

and establishes a new relationship between public administration and society. 1  

2. At its twenty-first session, the Committee stressed that the digitalization of 

government and society continued to offer immense opportunities to leapfrog 

development, improve public service delivery, combat corruption, reduce inequalities 

and improve State-citizen relations, provided that it was managed in a fair, ethical 

and people-centred manner. 

3. The present paper builds on previous work undertaken by the Committee with 

regard to digital government by reviewing the link between digitalization, public 

service delivery and innovation, including by elaborating on emerging trends and by 

outlining related challenges and opportunities.  

4. In November 2022, the world population reached 8 billion and it is expected to 

continue to grow to around 8.5 billion by 2030. 2  The world is also expected to 

continue to urbanize – from 56 per cent of the total population living in urban areas 

in 2021 to 68 per cent in 2050. As a result, the number of urban dwellers is expected 

to increase by 2.2 billion, most of whom will be living in Africa and Asia. 3 

5. In 2022, 73 per cent of the world’s population over 10 years of age owned a 

mobile phone (compared to 67 per cent in 2019). The number of Internet users 

climbed to 5.3 billion (66 per cent of the global population), which represented an 

increase of 24 per cent since 2019. However, 2.7 billion people remained offline. 4 In 

addition, the number of social media users nearly doubled from 2.3 billion in 2016, 

to 4.2 billion in 2021.5  

6. This fast pace of the world population’s involvement in the digital sphere, paired 

with rapid technological change involving new and emerging technologies, 

significantly affects the development of public administration systems worldwide 

(see E/C.16/2022/8). Governments should ensure that these developments are making 

the lives of people better and support the achievement of the 2030 Agenda and the 

Sustainable Development Goals.  

7. Going forward, efforts are urgently needed to, among other things, address 

digital divides, improve data governance and mitigate risks arising from the use of 

new technologies such as artificial intelligence and social media, by adopting new 

policy and regulatory regimes and standards (see A/74/821).6 

 

 

__________________ 

 1 See Economic and Social Council resolution 2016/26. 

 2 World Population Prospects 2022: Summary of Results (United Nations publication, 2022). 

 3 United Nations Human Settlements Programme, World Cities Report 2022: Envisaging the 

Future of Cities (Nairobi, 2022). 

 4 International Telecommunication Union (ITU), Measuring Digital Development: Facts and 

Figures 2022 (2022), interactive report; and ITU Statistics database (accessed on 5 January 

2023), both available at https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/facts/default.aspx. 

 5 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, World Trends in Freedom of 

Expression and Media Development: Global Report 2021/2022 (Paris, 2022).  

 6 See also www.un.org/techenvoy/content/roadmap-digital-cooperation. 

https://undocs.org/en/E/C.16/2022/8
https://undocs.org/en/A/74/821
https://undocs.org/en/E/RES/2016/26
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/facts/default.aspx
http://www.un.org/techenvoy/content/roadmap-digital-cooperation
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 II. Emerging issues 
 

 

Impact of the coronavirus disease pandemic 
 

8. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has accelerated technological 

trends that had been gaining momentum in recent decades. It has given a powerful 

impetus to the further digitalization of many aspects of daily life, including activitie s 

and processes related to public institutions, businesses, education and international 

relations. 

9. The great acceleration of government digitalization that the pandemic has 

engendered is irreversible. It has had profound effects on data- and information-

sharing and public service delivery, as well as on opportunities for collaboration both 

within governments themselves and by governments with citizens and other actors 

(see E/2022/44-E/C.16/2022/9). 

10. However, the experience with the pandemic has also underscored the merits of 

achieving a harmonious balance between virtual and in-person public service delivery 

and political communication, as many important issues can be conveyed or solved 

only through direct personal contact and, ideally, on the basis of trust.  

 

Ensuring broad digital access 
 

11. National digital strategies should be focused on concrete results and ensure the 

widespread introduction of digital technologies. This is particularly important in view 

of the need to close digital divides within and between countries. Overall, they should 

be aimed at enhancing the lives and well-being of people. 

12. A major challenge facing the large-scale implementation of innovative 

technologies such as artificial intelligence are barriers that prevent those technologies 

from finding widespread use. One of those is the difficulty developers are having in 

accessing unbiased and complete data sets. 

 

Development of domestic technologies and software products  
 

13. As part of their national digital strategies, States should stimulate the 

development of domestic information technology solutions, including by allocating 

annual budgets for their development, and purchase critically important domestic 

information technology to meet State and municipal needs, which could in turn make 

the same States more digitally empowered.  

14. Investments and incentives to support domestic development and manufacturing 

could be used to facilitate the digitalization of public administrations. Some countries, 

for example, have introduced policies to reduce taxes for organizations working in 

the field of information technology.  

 

End-to-end technologies 
 

15. The further development of end-to-end technology solutions should be 

encouraged, given their impact on structural changes in the economy, on the creation 

of new industries and businesses and on the production of technologically advanced 

and innovative products and services. There is, for example, a need to move away 

from isolated experiments and pilot initiatives to the launch of end-to-end artificial 

intelligence solutions, particularly in areas that determine the quality of human life. 

Such technologies should become available as soon as possible to serve people and 

help to achieve the 2030 Agenda. 

 

https://undocs.org/en/E/2022/44
https://undocs.org/en/E/C.16/2022/9
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Public sector engineers and information technology specialists  
 

16. Innovative technological projects are not going to be feasible without improving 

the quality of training for engineers and information technology specialists. Related 

education should remain part of school curricula. In addition, educating a new 

generation of engineers and information technology specialists in developing 

countries should be supported by international organizations and bilateral donors. As 

a related important measure, adequate remuneration and financing should be provided 

to improve the living conditions of public sector workers involved in the field of 

information technology, in particular to discourage a brain drain from developing 

countries. 

 

Information security 
 

17. The security of information systems and communication networks of public 

institutions needs to be improved, in particular to reduce the risks of leaks and misuse 

of confidential information and citizens’ personal data. This could be achieved, in 

part, through a stricter review of and stricter guidance on the use of official equipment 

and information and communication tools. 

 

Use of cryptocurrencies in financial transactions  
 

18. A notable trend with regard to digitalization has been the growth in 

cryptocurrency markets, a development that calls for a completely new form of 

regulatory oversight by States. Cryptocurrencies are secured using cryptographic 

techniques. Transactions are conducted digitally using encrypted technology known 

as the blockchain.  

19. The first decentralized cryptocurrency was created in 2009, and since then, a 

complex and rapidly evolving cryptocurrency market has emerged. In 2022, over 

19,000 cryptocurrencies were in circulation, compared with 1,500 in 2018. Countless 

service providers – mostly non-State-owned – such as decentralized finance 

platforms, crypto-exchanges and digital wallet applications, help to keep the system 

operational.7 

20. The Asia-Pacific region has become one of the leaders in this field. From July 

2020 to June 2021, activity in Central and South-East Asia and Oceania accounted 

for 14 per cent of the global value of cryptocurrency transactions ($572 billion), East 

Asia for another 14 per cent ($591 billion), and the Middle East for 7 per cent 

($271.7 billion). In total, the activity in developing regions and in countries with 

economies in transition accounted for about 35 per cent of the global value of 

cryptocurrency transactions (more than $1.43 trillion).8  

21. In 2021, El Salvador was the first country in the world to adopt the 

cryptocurrency bitcoin as an official currency of the country. In 2022, the Central 

African Republic took the same step.9 Cryptocurrencies are perceived by some as a 

possibility to reduce dependence on the United States dollar.10  

22. The use of cryptocurrencies comes with opportunities, but also with challenges, 

as it could damage public administration systems and undermine stability, especially 

in developing countries. Among other things, the use of cryptocurrencies could lead 

__________________ 

 7 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), “All that glitters is not gold: 

the high cost of leaving cryptocurrencies unregulated”, Policy Brief, No.  100, June 2022.  

 8 Bolder Group, “Cryptocurrency in Asia: a brief overview”, blog (accessed on 20 December 

2022). Available at https://boldergroup.com/insights/blogs/cryptocurrency-in-asia/. 

 9 UNCTAD, “All that glitters is not gold”. 

 10 World Economic Forum, The Macroeconomic Impact of Cryptocurrency and Stablecoins 

(Geneva, 2022).  

https://boldergroup.com/insights/blogs/cryptocurrency-in-asia/
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to financial stability risks, with monetary authorities having to step in to restore 

financial stability if the value of cryptocurrencies were to plunge. Cryptocurrencies 

provide a new channel for illicit financial flows and undermine the effectiveness of 

capital controls. They may become a widespread means of payment and even replace 

domestic currencies unofficially, which could endanger the monetary sovereignty of 

countries.11 In addition, it is unclear how taxes should be calculated and remitted for 

transactions made in cryptocurrencies.  

23. In view of those challenges, adequate regulation of cryptocurrencies is 

important and many countries, including developing countries, have begun to take 

action. As at November 2021, 41 countries had prohibited banks and other financial 

institutions from dealing in cryptocurrencies or had banned cryptocurrency exchanges 

from offering services to individuals and enterprises. Nine developing countries 12 had 

banned cryptocurrencies outright. Several others have imposed income tax on capital 

gains arising from cryptocurrency trading. In several jurisdictions, cryptocurrency 

exchanges have become subject to national anti-money laundering and anti-terrorist 

financing laws.13,14 Several countries have also banned the activity of cryptocurrency 

miners. This caused some to move their business to Central Asia, where, at the 

moment, there is access to inexpensive electricity, but also not enough electricity to 

meet consumer demand. These miners often operate illegally in the region. The 

authorities are, however, aware of this problem and have declared their will to ban 

cryptocurrency mining activities.15 

 

 

 III. Examples of public sector innovation 
 

 

24. Innovative approaches to the use of information and communications 

technologies (ICT) in the public sector can accelerate the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals. The Government of Dubai, for example, is one of 

many that intend to go completely paper-free, eliminating more than 1 billion pieces 

of paper used for government transactions every year, which will save time, resources 

and the environment. As a fully paperless government, 100 per cent of its internal 

processes and customer-facing services are to be digitalized. 

25. Another innovative approach towards public administration digitalization has 

been followed by the Government of the Russian Federation, which for the first time 

has issued a regulatory legal act in digital form, namely an administrative regulation 

of the Federal Service for the Supervision of Education and Science, Rosobrnadzor. 

The entire cycle of development and approval of the document, which concerns 

performance assessment results of scientific organizations subordinate to federal 

executive bodies that perform research, development and technological work for 

civilian purposes, was implemented in paperless form. 

26. Some countries in Africa show a high rate of population involvement in the 

digitalization of trade and monetary activities. In 2021, in Kenya, 8.5 per cent of the 

population owned digital assets (around 4.25 million people). During the COVID-19 

pandemic, cryptocurrencies were attractive in terms of cost and speed as a way to 

send remittances. In addition, especially in countries facing currency depreciation and 

rising inflation (triggered or accentuated by the COVID-19 pandemic), 

__________________ 

 11 UNCTAD, “All that glitters is not gold”.  

 12 Algeria, Bangladesh, China, Egypt, Iraq, Morocco, Nepal, Qatar and Tunisia.  

 13 For example, Australia, the Bahamas, Greece, the Philippines, Romania and Uzbekistan . 

 14 UNCTAD, “All that glitters is not gold”.  

 15 See, for example, Tony Pizur, “Did cryptocurrency miners crash the Central Asian power grid?”, 

Central Asia-Caucasus Analyst, 22 February 2022.  
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cryptocurrencies were perceived as a way to protect household savings against 

currency devaluation.16  

27. While some States lack a systematic approach and a strategic vision, others 

apply concrete and efficient solutions in digitalizing public administration. Guyana, 

for example, has introduced large-scale reforms that involved the participation of 

ministries and government agencies in ICT mapping exercises and multi-dimensional 

capacity assessments of public institutions. Its experience has shown that not only the 

level of ICT deployment in government ministries needs to be assessed, but also the 

skills of public servants and processes of public service delivery, and that capacity 

gaps and bottlenecks need to be identified.17 

 

 

 IV. Recommendations 
 

 

28. The COVID-19 pandemic has further accelerated the digitalization of the public 

sector. However, it has also underscored the merits of achieving a harmonious balance 

between virtual and in-person public service delivery and political communication. 

29. National digital strategies should be focused on concrete results, ensure 

widespread access to digital technologies, close national and international digital 

divides and enhance the lives and well-being of people, in line with the 2030 Agenda.  

30. The development of end-to-end technologies should be supported and their 

deployment accelerated, given their impact on structural changes in the economy, the 

creation of new industries and businesses and the development of technologically 

advanced and innovative ICT production and services. 

31. National digital strategies should serve to foster the development and purchase 

of domestic technologies and software products that could make States more digitally 

empowered. 

32. Adequate regulation of cryptocurrencies is important,  and countries’ efforts in 

that regard should be enhanced. 

33. Increasing the security of information systems and communication networks in 

public institutions remains a vital task, as decreasing the risk of leaks and misuse of 

citizens’ personal information and data should remain a priority. 

 

__________________ 

 16 UNCTAD, “All that glitters is not gold”. 

 17 NRD Companies, “Guyana undergoing major digital transformation to provide online 

government services to citizens scattered around the country”, 2022.  


