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T
he UN Secretary-General talks about a new “more inclusive multilateralism” in his report, 
entitled “Our Common Agenda.”1 This should not lead to a debate on multi-lateral versus 
multistakeholder approaches. “Multilateral” refers to a system with its own legitimacy and 

failings. “Multistakeholder” is an approach, not a substitute for accountable governance. It is a way 
of creating more learning and understanding through dialogue between different types of stake-
holders with different perspectives and interests. Whether a global internet-related decision-mak-
ing process is multistakeholder, or led by governments in a multilateral arena, the extent to which 
it is supported by open and inclusive debate will impact the effectiveness and sustainability of its 
outcomes. The Internet Governance Forum (IGF) has been and continues to be the most open, 
diverse, and inclusive space for multistakeholder dialogue on Internet-related policy, including in 
the context of broader digital cooperation. The IGF is currently in its 16th year, with renewal of its 
mandate2 by the UN General Assembly scheduled for 2025. The Forum, on which Member states 
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agreed at the conclusion of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) in Tunis in 2005, 
has grown and evolved extensively since its first iteration in Athens in 2006—in scope, reach, for-
mat, and scale. So has the Internet. In 2005, the concept of the Internet as a network of networks 
was still abstract to many UN Member states. Nowadays, the Internet and related issues have 
priority on many policy agendas. Having grown from 1.1 billion users in 2005 to more than 4 billion 
users today,3 the Internet is at the center of a process of digitalization that is transforming the work-
place, social and political processes, business, and trade, as well as people’s personal lives. Many 
of the policy questions that were on the table in 2005 are still priorities today. Access to the Inter-
net and information and communication technologies remains extremely unequal, between and 
within countries and regions. The availability and affordability of infrastructure, devices, content, 
language, and the human capacity needed to reap the benefits of using the Internet remain key 
Internet governance challenges. 

At the other end of the spectrum, hyper-connectivity and the resulting dependence on Inter-
net-based systems and services are presenting new challenges, threats, and risks. A stable and 
secure Internet is more important than ever before. Downtime or failure may have a real economic 
impact or even human cost. New developments and technological trends that use the Internet in 
combination with, for example, the Internet of Things, datafication, artificial intelligence, machine 
learning, and automated decision making, create a whole new range of policy challenges. The 
common denominator is that the range of Internet-related policy and regulation issues continues 
to expand, cross borders, and intersect with other spheres. Linked to this is a proliferation of ven-
ues that deal with Internet-related issues; some of these are new venues, but many are not, and 
pre-date the Internet, for example national legislatures, regulators, competition commissions, hu-
man rights institutions, and those dealing with peace and security. What is new is that they must 
give serious attention to Internet-related aspects of their areas of work.

Is the IGF still needed when Internet governance issue are being discussed everywhere? And how 
can the IGF evolve to remain relevant? The aim of this article is not to add yet another wish list to 
the existing body of ideas on strengthening the IGF; rather, it aims to point out where ideas can be 
consolidated, where strategic choices will have to be made between conflicting visions, and where 
attention needs to be given to the IGF’s institutional configuration and capacity. 

The IGF’s broad mandate in the Tunis Agenda4 and its unique identity as both part of the UN, but 
not bound by member-state driven processes in a narrow sense, allowed it to create a space 
where different stakeholder groups5 can table and debate policy challenges in an atmosphere of 
open dialogue6 without the pressure and limitations presented by having to negotiate agreed out-
comes. There was no template for this kind of forum in the UN system and 
this  encouraged  innovation from the outset. The steady growth of the IGF 
demonstrates the need for a forum for open dialogue about Internet gov-
ernance.7 Its unique value stems from its ability to serve as a place where 
issues can emerge, be examined and debated from diverse perspectives, 
and thus be better understood before they move to spaces for more in-
depth consideration and decision making. Bringing discussions to the 
IGF prevents issues from being discussed in parallel silos, without cross 
linkages and the exchange of ideas. Because it is inclusive and accessi-
ble, the IGF can avoid situations in which the views of those who do not have access to more spe-
cialized policy forums are ignored. “Community input” on the program content and organization of 
the annual meeting has grown into a central pillar of the IGF process. Early on the IGF introduced 
Open Consultations8 and calls for input from  participants and other interested stakeholders.  It is 

The steady 
growth of the IGF 
demonstrates the 
need for a forum for 
open dialogue about 
Internet governance.
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complemented by a “stock-taking” session on the final day of the annual meeting where partici-
pants have access to an open microphone and can share what worked for them, and what they felt 
should change.9 As a result, community input has also been the driver for the Multistakeholder Ad-
visory Group (MAG)10 and the IGF Secretariat11 to introduce new elements into the IGF process.12 
Innovations such as regional, and later national IGFs, and Internet Governance Schools, emerged 
outside of the IGF itself, but soon formed strong links with the global process. The first Dynamic 
Coalitions—open, multistakeholder communities of practice dedicated to an Internet governance 
issue or set of issues—emerged at the first IGF meeting, held in Athens in 2006. Best Practice Fo-
rums (BPFs) were introduced to gather existing and emerging solutions to specific internet poli-
cy-related challenges. Through the organic growth of national and regional IGFs, the IGF process 
has found a way of responding to a challenge that applies to all global governance processes: ef-
fective linkages between national, regional, and international levels.

So, how can the IGF evolve to remain relevant? Innovating in response to received input is a key 
part of the answer, but it is not enough. The strength of relying on the “bottom up” approach to 
discuss IGF evolution is two-fold: it is responsive to expressed needs, and involves stakeholders 
dealing with policy as well as those participating in implementation. Its weakness lies in the fact that 
discussions do not easily lend themselves to introducing changes of a more strategic, or structural 
nature, such as, for example, how to effectively relate to other institutions, including governments, 
and multilateral processes. To remain relevant, the IGF needs the leadership and institutional ca-
pacity to represent the IGF, assess proposals for improvements strategically, implement them, 
and ensure that all the different elements of this growing IGF ecosystem work in a complementary 
manner toward achieving clearly articulated goals.  

Discussions and ideas for improving the IGF are as old as the IGF. In what follows, the article 
highlights some of the most promising suggestions for improving the IGF from three sources: 
WSIS-processes (2012–2016), the IGF MAG Working Group on IGF Strategy and Strengthen-
ing (2020–21), and the UN Secretary-General’s Roadmap for Digital Cooperation and Common 
Agenda (2020–2021). As mentioned before, responding effectively to these concrete calls for 
improvement requires identifying where ideas can be consolidated, where strategic choices have 
to be made, and where attention needs to be given to the IGF’s institutional configuration and ca-
pacity. 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) Commission on Science 
and Technology for Development (CSTD) reviews the implementation of and follow-up on WSIS 
outcomes, including the IGF, which has been the subject of intense debate. The CSTD became 
the arena in which UN member states supporting the multistakeholder approach argue with those 
in favor of more oversight by governments.13 IGF supporters would point to its inclusiveness, the 
large number of participants, and the strong program content. IGF critics say that IGF was not a 
decision-making body, produced no clear outcomes, and that governments were not effectively 
represented. In July 2010 the CSTD established a multistakeholder Working Group on Improve-
ments to the IGF to recommend improvements in line with the Tunis Agenda mandate, based on 
input from Member states and others.14 In its report the Working Group homed in on broadening 
participation, producing more tangible outputs, strengthening links to other IG entities, and ensur-
ing the IGF Secretariat has sufficient capacity.15 

 An “IGF retreat,”16 convened by the UN DESA in July 2016, in the aftermath of the IGF’s mandate 
renewal,17 affirmed the CSTD Working Group’s recommendations. The retreat’s report added in 
more detail to the recommendations and is rich in suggestions, but unfortunately remains short on 
specifics of who should be taking things forward. 
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Perspectives on the extent to which the recommendations of the CSTD Working Group have 
been implemented vary.18 It is worth noting that many of these recommendations resurfaced in the 
report of the Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Digital Cooperation, and, to some extent, 
also in the Roadmap. Both documents are addressed below. 

In 2020 the UN Secretary-General published the Roadmap for Digital Cooperation,19 which in-
cludes a broad range of action areas, from trust and security to artificial intelligence and digital 
inclusion.20 It recognizes the growing complexity and diffusion of the existing digital cooperation 
architecture, observing that “global discussions and processes are often not inclusive enough,” 
nor, necessarily, effective, and that this “is exacerbated by the lack of a common entry point into 
the global digital architecture, which makes it especially hard for developing countries, small and 
medium-sized enterprises, marginalized groups, and other stakeholders with limited budgets and 
expertise to make their voices heard.”21 

Its holistic approach to digital cooperation makes the Roadmap a significant document. At the 
same time, it is striking that the IGF, a forum where Internet-related public policies are approached 
holistically and discussed openly, does not have a more prominent place in the Roadmap imple-
mentation. This is even more surprising considering that the source document for the Roadmap, 
the Report of the UN Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Digital Cooperation (HLPDC), “The 
Age of Digital Interdependence,”22 proposes an evolved IGF as one of the options for an over-arch-
ing mechanism for global digital cooperation.23 The suggestions—outlined in paragraph 93 (a) of 
the Roadmap—include ideas that echo the CSTD WG’s recommendations, but do not acknowl-
edge that several were already being implemented by the IGF Secretariat and the MAG. In ad-
dition, the Roadmap introduced the idea, which provoked quite some controversy, of a new and 
empowered multistakeholder high-level body. Paragraph 93 (a):

a) Creating a strategic and empowered multistakeholder high-level body, building on the 
experience of the existing multistakeholder advisory group, which would address urgent 
issues, coordinate follow-up action on Forum discussions and relay proposed policy ap-
proaches and recommendations from the Forum to the appropriate normative and deci-
sion-making forums; (b) Having a more focused agenda for the Forum based on a limited 
number of strategic policy issues; (c) Establishing a high-level segment and ministerial or 
parliamentarian tracks, ensuring more actionable outcomes; (d) Forging stronger links 
among the global Forum and its regional, national, subregional, and youth initiatives; (e) 
Better integrating programme and intersessional policy development work to support 
other priority areas outlined in the present report; (f) Addressing the long-term sustain-
ability of the Forum and the resources necessary for increased participation, through an 
innovative and viable fundraising strategy, as promoted by the round table; (g) Enhancing 
the visibility of the Forum, including through a stronger corporate identity and improved 
reporting to other United Nations entities.

In a reaction to the Roadmap, the MAG Chair, in cooperation with the Government of Switzer-
land, organized a ”Roadmap” session during the First Open Consultations on IGF 2020,24,25 and 
the MAG established a working group on Strategy and Strengthening to act as a focal point for its 
participation in the Roadmap process. During 2020, the MAG Chair, in collaboration with the work-
ing group, convened a series of online discussions26 on topics such as expanding participation in 
the IGF, making the IGF more multilingual, integrating more effectively with national and regional 
and youth IGFs, and learning lessons from several years of working with Best Practice Forums27 
and Dynamic Coalitions.28 In September 2020, and based on extensive consultation with different 
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stakeholders, the Governments of Germany and the United Arab Emirates29 submitted a paper 
called “Options for the Future of Digital Cooperation” to the UN Secretary-General,30 which af-
firms the idea of the IGF being central in the architecture of digital cooperation. The way forward 
should rest on maintaining and upgrading the IGF’s existing structures and making the organiza-
tion more outcome-oriented. Their vision is for the IGF to be “a facilitator which connects existing 
discussions that are already taking place,” and that the discussions at the IGF result “in action-ori-
ented, but non-binding recommendations or reports” to ensure that they can find their way into 
policy-making processes.31 

The UN Secretary-General’s interest in the IGF, even if some proposals such as the multistake-
holder high-level body raised questions, encouraged the supporters of the IGF and multistake-
holder approach. This positive reaction was voiced, for example, in the IGF 2019 Main Session on 
Internet Governance and Digital Cooperation,32 the January 
2020 Open Consultation,33 the IGF 2020 Main Session on 
the Roadmap for Digital Cooperation,34 and the work of the 
MAG Working Group on IGF Strategy and Strengthening. It 
was evident that governments who supported the IGF were 
also deeply invested in the forum taking on and responding 
to the Roadmap, as illustrated through the Options Paper 
discussed below. The IGF MAG, through the MAG Working 
Group on IGF Strategy, formulated, apart from a compre-
hensive set of operational suggestions for IGF 2021, lon-
ger-term strategic measures by which to achieve a more 
strategic, inclusive, and impactful IGF. These include proposals to adopt a multi-year planning cy-
cle35 and a more consistent issue-driven approach to IGF program development; strengthen, de-
velop, and integrate the IGF’s intersessional activities (BPFs, DCs, NRIs, and now Policy Networks); 
consolidate integration of national legislators through an IGF Parliamentary Track; consolidate liai-
son with decision-making bodies; and strengthen communications strategies and mechanisms.36 

They also responded with specific proposals on how to operationalize the proposed new multis-
takeholder high-level body which was discussed in detail in the Options Paper.37 In 2021 the Sec-
retariat introduced a new modality, policy networks, to the IGF ecosystem which can be said to 
respond to the “policy incubator” and “cooperation accelerator” ideas in the HLPDC’s IGF plus 
model.38 Two policy networks, one on the “environment” and one on “universal access and mean-
ingful connectivity,” were launched in the first half of 2021 with the intention of developing specific 
recommendations related to their focus areas. The Secretariat also embarked on a capacity-build-
ing program—an initiative they started long before the Roadmap was published, which included a 
report the Secretariat commissioned in 2019 on an IGF framework for capacity development. This 
responds to a recommendation originally made in the CSTD Working Group on Improvements to 
the IGF. Other components of the IGF that definitely respond to the Roadmap are the high-lev-
el leaders sessions, which have grown in scope since the first one in 2011, and the parliamentary 
track, which started in 2019. These add to the weight of the IGF and bring policy makers into the 
process, but they can also easily become isolated from the broader, more inclusive IGF process.

In November 2021, after doing its own round of further consultations on the proposed high-level 
body,39 the IGF Secretariat published, at the request of the Executive Office of the United Nations 
Secretary-General, a public call for nominations for members and terms of reference for what has 
been named the “IGF Leadership panel.”40 It will consist of ten members to be appointed by the 
Secretary-General, drawing on a pool of candidates nominated by all IGF stakeholder groups.41 

The UN Secretary-General’s 
interest in the IGF, even if 
some proposals such as the 
multistakeholder high-level body 
raised questions, encouraged 
the supporters of the IGF and 
multistakeholder approach. 
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The Chair and Vice-Chair of the Group will rotate among ‎members of the group, elected by 
members of the group. The role of the Leadership Panel will be to address strategic and urgent 
issues, highlighting Forum discussions and possible follow-up actions to promote greater impact 
and dissemination of IGF discussions. Its responsibilities are to provide strategic input and advice 
on the IGF; promote the IGF and its outputs; support both high-level and at-large stakeholder en-
gagement in the IGF; and exchange IGF outputs with other stakeholders and relevant fora, also 
facilitating input of these decision-makers and fora into the IGF’s agenda-setting process.42 The 
terms of reference outline relations between the Panel and the MAG, saying that “the two bodies 
will function as distinct entities” to ensure there is no overlap between them, but that they should 
work “with close linkages and continuous efforts to promote collaboration and cooperation within 
the IGF.”43 The MAG will lead on the IGF annual work program and the global forum while the Panel 
will “contribute strategic inputs to the programme-setting and support the visibility of the IGF” and 
“provide high-level input and promote IGF outputs.” The panel will be supported by the Secretariat. 
In several respects, the panel’s terms of reference do respond to the proposals in the Options Pa-
per. Relations with the MAG are less clear. What is most unclear is whether the Leadership Panel 
will have any authority in relation to the IGF Secretariat and to others inside the UN responsible for 
the IGF.

Put simply, the terms of reference for the Leadership Panel describe the main role of the IGF MAG 
as being to gather input from the community and plan the IGF’s annual work program, while that of 
the Leadership Panel is to increase the IGF’s visibility and promote its outputs to decision-makers.

As with earlier sets of recommendations, what remains unclear is where precisely oversight and 
institutional responsibility—and accountability—for following up on recommendations for IGF 
strengthening is located. The assumption is that it lies with the Department for Economic and So-
cial Affairs of the United Nations (UN DESA), the UN department entrusted with supporting and 
overseeing the IGF, but how this oversight layer relates to the Leadership Panel is as unclear as has 
been the case with regard to the MAG.

In late 2020 the Office of the Secretary General’s Envoy on Technology44 was established45 to lead 
implementation of the Roadmap, working closely with various United Nations entities and orga-
nizations from civil society, business, and the technical community. More recently, the Office has 
also been assigned with responsibility for parts of the Common Agenda (published in September 
2021 and discussed below). According to its website, the Office of the Envoy is intended to serve 
“as an advocate and focal point for digital cooperation so that Member States, the private sector, 
civil society, academic and technical communities, and other stakeholders have a first port of call 
for the broader United Nations system,”46 and is expected to work closely with the IGF communi-
ty and with UN DESA to strengthen the IGF.47 However, in spite of the active participation in IGF 
events by members of staff of the Office, and some presence of UN DESA and IGF staff in Road-
map processes, the implementation of the Roadmap process has largely bypassed the IGF. It has 
certainly not used the extended IGF ecosystem (National and Regional and Youth IGF Initiatives, 
BPFs, Policy Networks, and Dynamic Coalitions) in its roll-out process. This might change once the 
Leadership Panel starts its work, as the Envoy will be an ex-officio member. 

In September 2021, on the occasion of its 75th anniversary, the UN Secretary-General presented 
his report—entitled “Our Common Agenda”—to the General Assembly.48 This visionary and ambi-
tious document “builds on and responds to the declaration on the commemoration of the seven-
ty-fifth anniversary of the United Nations, in which Member States made 12 critical commitments: 
to leave no one behind; to protect our planet; to promote peace and prevent conflict; to abide by 
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international law and ensure justice; to place women and girls at the centre; to build trust; to im-
prove digital cooperation; to upgrade the United Nations; to ensure sustainable financing; to boost 
partnerships; to listen to and work with youth; and to be prepared for future crises, including but not 
limited to public health crises.”49,50 

The IGF is presented with a challenge, but also with a massive opportunity. The challenge is clear 
in paragraph 93 of the Common Agenda : “It is time to protect the online space and strengthen 
its governance. I would urge the Internet Governance Forum to adapt, innovate and reform to 
support effective governance of the digital commons and keep pace with rapid, real-world devel-
opments.”51 The opportunity follows when the Secretary-General proposes that, building on the 
Roadmap, the United Nations, Governments, the private sector, and civil society come together 
“as a multistakeholder digital technology track in preparation for a Summit of the Future to agree 
on a Global Digital Compact.” This Compact52 “would outline shared principles for an open, free 
and secure digital future for all.”53 The issues the Secretary-General lists to be addressed by this 
Compact are all issues that have been, and continue to be, central to discussions at the IGF: “reaf-
firming the fundamental commitment to connecting the unconnected; avoiding fragmentation of 
the Internet; providing people with options as to how their data is used; application of human rights 
online; and promoting a trustworthy Internet by introducing accountability criteria for discrimina-
tion and misleading content” and “promoting regulation of artificial intelligence to ensure that this 
is aligned with shared global values.”54 It is striking, again, that the text of this document does not, in 
any way, gives recognition to the fact that the IGF has constantly adapted and innovated and that it 
has made a substantial contribution to the international community’s understanding of challenges 
related to digitalization and cooperation in responding to such challenges.  

In fact, measures and initiatives to strengthen the IGF that are taken by the Secretariat, MAG, and 
UN DESA seem to have remained largely unnoticed, even within the UN system. This raises ques-
tions as to whether these measures have been communicated effectively as serious responses to 
the calls for strengthening and improving the IGF, and as part of a longer-term strategic vision of an 
IGF for the future. 

Nevertheless, exploring what the Secretary-General means by “adapt, innovate and reform” and 
“supporting effective governance of the digital commons” might mean that the IGF remains rele-
vant, particularly considering the relatively open-ended nature of IGF evolution and improvement 
over the last decade. 

The opportunity for the IGF to be the leading platform for engagement and consultation on the 
proposed Global Digital Compact is appealing. What is not clear, however, in the Common Agenda 
but also in other documents, including the terms of reference of the new Leadership Panel, is who 
is being addressed as the “IGF.” Is it the MAG, the Secretariat and UN DESA, the components of 
the extended IGF ecosystem, or participants in the IGF process? The implication is that it is all of 
these, and therein lies the fault line: responsibility and accountability are not clearly allocated. As 
mentioned above, a core feature of the IGF is its bottom-up nature, which constantly leads to evo-
lution and innovation in the margins. Although there certainly is an “IGF community,” that commu-
nity is particularly diverse, open, and is made up of voluntary contributions—both in the form of time 
and through financial support. The political, intellectual, and networking capital represented by this 
community is immense. What the IGF lacks is clear institutional identity, accountable leadership 
and management, and the human resources with which to facilitate linkages within this commu-
nity and between the IGF and other components of the IGF ecosystem, including within the UN 
system. Neither the Leadership Panel nor the MAG have any kind of overarching role with regard 
to the IGF as an organization (or institution). 
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Some of the proposals in the Roadmap are covered by the terms of reference of the Leadership 
panel, such as increasing the visibility of the IGF and communicating IGF outputs. Some, such as 
“(b) Having a more focused agenda for the Forum based 
on a limited number of strategic policy issues,” ”(d) Forging 
stronger links among the global Forum and its regional, 
national, sub-regional and youth initiatives,” and ”(e) Better 
integrating programme and intersessional policy devel-
opment work,”55 are covered by the MAG’s terms of refer-
ence. But ultimately both the Leadership Panel and MAG’s 
roles are only advisory. Based on the published terms of 
reference, the Leadership Panel is not being charged with 
overseeing the Roadmap proposal to enhance the visibili-
ty of the Forum “through a stronger corporate identity and 
improved reporting to other United Nations entities.”56If the 
organizational structure57 of the IGF still included an Ex-
ecutive Coordinator58 that led the Secretariat, as was the case up to 2010, and a Special Advisor 
chairing the MAG,59 these advisory bodies would be able to interact with clearly accountable inter-
nal leadership and management.

Should the mandate of the IGF be reviewed? This question might come up in the course of 
negotiations on the renewal of the IGF’s mandate in 2025. The answer has implications for the 
improvements to be logically pursued in the remainder of the current mandate. The IGF mandate 
outlined in the Tunis Agenda emphasizes an open and inclusive process, a “multistakeholder pol-
icy dialogue” on “issues related to key elements of Internet governance in order to foster the sus-
tainability, robustness, security, stability, and development of the Internet” and “discourse between 
bodies dealing with different cross-cutting international public policies regarding the Internet.”60 
The mandate also instructs the IGF to “discuss issues that do not fall within the scope of any exist-
ing body” and to interface with appropriate inter-governmental organizations and other institutions 
on matters under their purview.”61 The current mandate does not stand in the way of answering 
calls for strengthening the IGF in the Roadmap, or playing the role envisaged for it in the Common 
Agenda. The IGF mandate outlined in the Tunis Agenda remains fit for purpose and should be ex-
tended. It might be worth considering—in light of the broader scope of issues under discussion—
changing the name of the IGF from “Internet Governance Forum” to “Digital Governance Forum.” 

Are current efforts to evolve the IGF going in the right direction? Or are they simply 
contributing to spreading the IGF Secretariat and MAG’s resources even more thinly? 
Both assertions are true. Recommendations by the CSTD, efforts emanating from the Digital 
Cooperation process, and the Office of the UN Secretary General’s Envoy on Technology have 
served to elevate the relevance of digital development and cooperation. The holistic approach of 
the Roadmap reflects the broad approach to Internet governance taken by the WSIS and in the 
program content of the IGF. In other respects, however, the Roadmap process does not seem to 
consider the IGF as an effective platform for facilitating cooperation and engagement of its own 
action plan. If the Leadership Panel can operate in a manner that complements the IGF MAG, and 
that can help fill the leadership gap in the IGF mentioned above, it could definitely contribute to a 
stronger IGF. If not, it could just spread the financial and institutional resources of the Secretariat 
even more thinly than is already the case. If its role is to promote particular policy approaches that 
emerge from IGF discussions, it is likely to reinvigorate previous critiques of the IGF and the de-
mand for “enhanced cooperation” as a distinct process.62 

What the IGF lacks is clear 
institutional identity, accountable 
leadership and management, 
and the human resources with 
which to facilitate linkages within 
this community and between the 
IGF and other components of the 
IGF ecosystem, including within 
the UN system. 
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Should the IGF continue to diversify or consolidate? 
In the last decade, what is referred to as the “IGF ecosystem” has diversified, with around 140 na-
tional and regional IGFs, youth IGF initiatives, Best Practice Forums, Dynamic Coalitions, Policy 
Networks, and IGF capacity-building framework. Providing these activities with effective support, 
and ensuring that they all remain inclusive, interactive, and focused, is a massive challenge. The 
IGF either needs to consolidate the current diversification of intersessional activities but with a 
stronger capacity to “connect the dots” and do effective outreach and communications, or it might 
be better off by just being a very inclusive annual event with more focused content. 

Regardless of the choice, the IGF should maintain its open, bottom-up character; cooperate and 
partner with other institutions; be more inclusive (and there are different angles to this, from lan-
guage to region, to discipline, to Internet governance insiders and outsiders); focus the subject 
matter it discusses (which would also make it easier to establish continuity between annual meet-
ings and avoid the annual events that are stand-alone events, silos on their own); be able to nav-
igate multistakeholder and multilateral forums and, most importantly, acts as a place for them to 
connect with one another and facilitate other people’s navigation across these spaces. The IGF 
is, and continues to be, the only existing, and in the authors’ view, the only viable interdisciplinary, 
global, multistakeholder platform for open and inclusive engagement and public participation in 
Internet governance.

Filling in the leadership gap in the IGF. This can be done by filling in the role of IGF Executive 
Coordinator, by appointing a new person in this role, or by promoting the current head of the Secre-
tariat to this position. This will provide clear and empowered executive leadership within the IGF’s 
organizational layer, which can work with both the MAG and the Leadership Panel and assume ac-
countability for operationalizing strategic advice received from these bodies and from the broader 
IGF community. The role of the Special Advisor is also important and it remains to be seen whether 
the Leadership Panel will be an effective substitute.

Focus on longer-term strategic planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation 
of the IGF. The Secretariat is the center of the entire IGF ecosystem. As this ecosystem grows, 
and as the IGF becomes more visible, their workload and the strategic relevance of the role they 
play will increase. To ensure that the IGF Secretariat, ideally through the Executive Coordinator, re-
ceives the necessary strategic advice and support, we recommend 
the establishment of a small body made up of members of the MAG 
and the Leadership Panel to provide advice and support to the UN 
DESA and the IGF secretariat on organizational matters, including 
multiyear strategic planning, and monitoring and evaluation of out-
puts, outcomes and, from time to time, impact. 

Formalize the role of the IGF in the Roadmap implementa-
tion process. The Roadmap implementation has a broad scope 
and the team responsible for coordinating it should be commended 
for bringing a wide variety of actors, including from within the UN system, into the process. How-
ever, it would be economical in terms of time and financial resources for this process to work with 
the IGF ecosystem more systematically. Many of the champions and key constituents (concepts 
used in the Roadmap process) are also active in the IGF. Closer collaboration would rationalize 
efforts, and allocate responsibility and follow up strategically. Where there is a need for additional 
institutional capacity to coordinate Roadmap implementation, building this into the IGF plus should 
be considered before parallel processes are initiated elsewhere. In other words, rather than an ap-

Rather than an approach 
whereby the IGF is 
challenged to “improve” 
to be relevant, its existing 
relevance should be 
recognized and enhanced. 
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proach whereby the IGF is challenged to “improve” to be relevant, its existing relevance should be 
recognized and enhanced through using IGF processes actively in coordination with Roadmap 
implementation. 

Harmonize Roadmap and Common Agenda follow-up with WSIS follow-up and imple-
mentation. The ITU, working with other UN agencies such as UNESCO, continues to oversee 
follow-up on the WSIS action lines. There is extensive overlap between the WSIS goals and the 
Roadmap, as well as with aspects of the Common Agenda. It would enable participation and op-
timal utilization of resources for these processes to work collaboratively in a more harmonized 
manner.

Use the IGF as the leading consultation and participation platform for the 7th com-
mitment in “Our Common Agenda.” The IGF ecosystem has the credibility and reach across 
stakeholder groups around the world needed to do the consultation to develop a “Global Digital 
Compact” in a participative and inclusive manner. This would also provide an opportunity for the 
IGF to build its capacity to interact more deliberately, on a sustained basis, with decision-making 
institutions, including national governments. We are not, by any means, suggesting that the IGF 
should be the sole entity involved in this process. What we propose is that it should be the cen-
tral platform for facilitating broad engagement and for channelling this into the process of building 
awareness of the Global Digital Compact and gathering input to go into its drafting.

Maintain the IGF’s bottom-up character and continue to maximize its inclusiveness 
of individuals, but also of institutions. There is a risk reflected to some extent in the terms 
of reference of the IGF Leadership panel for it to focus on the “high-level” components of the IGF 
where CEOs, governments, and high-profile individuals from all stakeholder groups get to speak. 
These spaces are important, but privileging them over the community-organized sessions comes 
with the risk of overlooking the insights and the concerns of stakeholders “closer to the ground.” A 
high-level layer cannot substitute for building sustainable relationships with decision-making insti-
tutions, including governments. That capacity has to also reside in the Secretariat and be available 
to the MAG.

As the web of governance grows more complex, there is a natural tendency toward 
specialization, which can lead to a myopic focus on just a small subset of stakeholders. 
Making policy is no easy task, and with countless policy development processes taking 
place around the world, participants in those processes simply end up working in their 
own silos, unaware of how their outcomes could affect the global Internet, other users, 
or even their own stakeholders. It’s here that the IGF can play an important role. A venue 
for building shared understanding, awareness of what other governance activities and 
initiatives are ongoing, and what lessons have been learned is precisely what is needed. 
A chance for stakeholders in government and national authorities to meet not only with 
each other, but with the organizations whose focus is on maintaining the global nature of 
the Internet.63

Navigating the IGF for it to remain relevant, and to play the role outlined by Chris Buckridge, above, 
does not mean navigating the IGF to a safe haven; on the contrary, it means navigating the IGF to 
the center of the current where it can serve as an inter-disciplinary platform for stakeholders—from 
the global North and the global South, from government business, the research and academic 
community, civil society and the technical community—to discuss the diverse and growing range 
of policy questions pertaining to the Internet. 
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The IGF is a forum where all participants have some degree of agency, but, when it comes to es-
tablishing who is responsible and accountable for its longer-term strength and impact, there is a 
distinct vacuum. For the IGF to effectively respond to calls for it to grow, to change, and to remain 
relevant, there is a need to strengthen its organizational and leadership structure. It needs sufficient 
institutional capacity, funding and leadership to be able to effectively navigate its own growth and 
development and to maintain a clear presence in the broader 
Internet governance ecosystem. Clarity on its status and on 
relationships inside the UN system is also needed to create re-
alistic expectations and lower the threshold for partners from 
within the UN system to fully participate and to make use of the 
discussions at the IGF. 

The landscape of Internet governance as a concept, a disci-
pline, and a set of diverse processes evolves constantly. The 
IGF has to position itself as the one, known, trusted space for 
those who wish to engage, discuss, and learn, that traverses 
this shifting Internet governance landscape. A place where there is a comfortable seat and safe 
space for everyone who cares about, and is affected by Internet-related policy, to say their piece, 
argue and disagree if needed, and thereby better grasp one another’s perspectives, and strive for 
solutions. This implies having to maintain a delicate balance between, on the one hand, staying the 
same—such that the IGF is where one can meet old friends and colleagues, and rekindle old de-
bates—and, on the other hand, changing, taking risks, opening up to new and different voices and 
interests, and interrogating the status quo, but not at the expense of remaining relevant to people 
and institutions from across the political and stakeholder spectrum.

For the IGF to effectively 
respond to calls for it to 
grow, to change, and to 
remain relevant, there 
is a need to strengthen 
its organizational and 
leadership structure. 
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