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LABS
DIGITAL



CREDITS
Contributors to this report from UNICEF: Penny Berns, Paloma Escudero, Tomiko Karino, Camille Maitre, Lei Pang, Dennis Yuen,  

Carolina Ramirez, Veronika Vashchenko, and Jesica Wright.

About the UNICEF Community Case Studies
The UNICEF Community Case Studies are in-depth explorations of how UNICEF staff are leveraging an online social platform, Yammer, to interact with 

colleagues around the globe. Together, they learn, exchange news and ideas, and share useful documents. The case studies reflect section, regional and 

headquarters strategies for knowledge management and field support that illustrate the integration of dialogue, information sharing and collaboration. 

They have been commissioned by the Learning and Knowledge Exchange Unit, Division of Data, Research and Policy, to call attention to the value that 

a community-focused strategy brings to UNICEF’s work, to provide examples of best practices, and to highlight the opportunities and challenges of 

stimulating global conversations.

Communities are in a constant state of evolution. These case studies reflect a point in time, in mid-2017. Please send your feedback to: pstorchi@unicef.org



MOBILIZING MEDIA ENTHUSIASTS 
THROUGH A COMMUNITY, A COFFEE 
SHOP AND A LIBRARY

COMMUNITY HIGHLIGHTS
Advances digital transformation

Creates a global hub for critical information

Curates a rich community library

Transforms member engagement from participation to relationships

Collects and uses feedback from members

Community Goal: Empower + 700 people in countries and regions with the 
knowledge and skills to communicate UNICEF’s work digitally and consistently.
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MAKING THE MOST
OF THE DIGITAL WORLD

For UNICEF communications officers, websites 

and social media tools like Facebook and Twitter 

have become a powerful means to raise public 

awareness and mobilize action for children.  

Early on, many of these staff seized the 

opportunity to tap the enormous potential  

of the digital revolution.

But some fundamental questions soon arose: 

How could UNICEF most strategically harness 

social media to meet challenges faced by 

children around the world? How could it identify 

and cultivate the right talent and skills for a  

new media landscape? How should it mitigate 

risks to digital security, and its unique identity 

and reputation?

The Digital Strategy Section in the Division of 

Communication was charged with setting the 

“rules of the game” for the unfolding digital 

transformation. It took up the challenge of 

making sure UNICEF would thrive in the digital 

ecosystem, remaining secure as well as nimble, 

relevant and timely.

Transformation would require people to think 

and work in new ways. And all efforts would 

need to pull together. A global digital strategy 

and governance framework adopted in 2015  

set out to:

• Ensure that all staff know about digital 

transformation and its implications for 

communication, and

• Build capacities through training and guidance 

so all communications staff have the right 

knowledge and skills, and can strategically 

deploy digital tools

To reach communications staff across UNICEF, 

the Digital Strategy Section re-ignited the Digital 

Labs, an existing community of practice, in 2016, 

and launched an online library. The community 

would soon become a home for fostering good 

practices, sharing innovations and cultivating 

broad understanding of digital transformation.

It meant communications professionals across 

the globe could learn together—a plus for them 

and for UNICEF as a whole.

“To drive change for children, UNICEF  
must innovate both its technology and its 
culture. We must develop digital capacity  
to easily connect staff to the world, and to 
tell the UNICEF story.” 

—Paloma Escudero, Director of Communication



TRANSFORMATION:  
IT’S ALL ABOUT PEOPLE
Knowing its audience was very much online, digital and media-savvy,  
the Digital Strategy Section team kicked off Digital Labs with a video creatively 
suggesting that participants think about their new community as an “online 
coffee shop with a built-in library.” Two features were on offer:

• A SharePoint team site with guidance, policies, standards, templates,  
how-to information, tutorials, videos and tips

• A Yammer group to connect, communicate, discuss, ask questions and  
share experiences

The Yammer group, while active since 2012, had not been used to its full potential. 
Relaunched and boosted by novel campaigns to get people involved, the group 
quickly added 150 members from 2016 through mid-2017, reaching a total of over 700.

“Some of our offices are engaging and doing amazing things  already. We can 
do much more by bringing people together to learn from each other. We would 
like to see UNICEF to become a leader in the use of social media inside its own 
house—just like it already is in the broader world.  

—Carolina Ramirez, Communication Specialist, Digital Strategy, DOC

DID YOU KNOW? 
Two-thirds of leaders expect social tools  

will improve workplace communication. 

Almost half believe work will be more fluid  

and project-based. 

—McKinsey & Company, 2016
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GETTING  STARTED: 
#WHOISDIGITAL

Digital Labs offered an inviting atmosphere 

from the start. The team carefully designed the 

SharePoint user experience, investing time in a 

visual identity and committing to quality content.  

In the Yammer group, friendly and casual 

conversations were fostered, supplementing the 

more formal SharePoint page.

For example, to foster connections, a weeklong 

campaign, #whoisdigital, invited users to share:

• Who/where are you?

• What do you do? How is your work  

related to digital?

• Share your first “digital memory.”

• Share a photo of yourself, your team,  

your workstation.

Over 40 community members responded by 

introducing themselves with the #whoisdigital 

hashtag:

Selma Hamouda

#whoisdigital ? I’m digital! 
Hi everyone, I’m Selma from Algeria country 
office, Senior Communication Assistant, and 
Digital Communication focal point. I’m in charge 
of our website and Facebook page. 
One of my first digital memories is Ordi-Baby,  
I don’t know if it is “really” digital but it was one 
of my first PCs :-)
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Another participant offered a personal story 

about her embarrassing first Facebook photo. 

Other community members were quick to 

appreciate her for sharing her experience.

By building trust and authenticity, Digital Labs 

has flourished, setting a standard for other 

UNICEF online communities. Why? A sense 

of belonging counts. A recent University of 

Warwick study tracked the numbers: Happy 

workers are 12 percent more productive, 

unhappy workers are 10 percent less so.

ACCELERATING  
MOMENTUM: 
#GETINSPIRED

Close on the heels of the launch, the Digital Labs 

team kicked off a campaign to spark enthusiasm 

and galvanize community interaction. The 

#getinspired campaign started with a webinar 

on constructing a photo essay. For the following 

month on Yammer, it asked specific questions 

about using photography to advocate for 

UNICEF. Community members shared their 

favorite photo, photographer or inspiration. They 

discussed practical issues such as licensing 

infographics, contracts for commissioning work 

and terms of reference for hiring a photographer. 

These conversations remained available 

and searchable, giving others the chance to 

continually learn.

Veronika Vashchenko, Chief of Communications 

in Kyrgyzstan, posted a photo from Kyrgyzstan 

that became a candidate for UNICEF’s photo of 

the week. She learned about the kinds of content 

appealing to a global audience, and how high-

quality photos might really raise the profile of 

the Kyrgyzstan office within UNICEF.

DID YOU KNOW? 
Socially engaged companies have more 

engaged employees, according to a 2014 

Altimeter Group study.
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Veronika Vashchenko

#getinspired UNICEF Kyrgyzstan. 
I love this photo! Author: Gabriel Vockel

Carolina Ramirez

Hi Veronika Vashchenko. This is a great picture!  
Is it from Kyrgyzstan? 
Congrats Gabriel Vockel for an amazing shot! Do 
you do photography? Any tips or inspiration you 
want to share with the Digital Labs community?

Christine Nesbitt

Beautiful photo Veronika Vashchenko and Gabriel 

Christine Nesbitt

#getinspired with these lovely photos of children 
living with disabilities from UNICEF Philippines 
– honest, empathetic and full of integrity! 
https://medium.com/@unicefphils/see-what-
i-can-do-64d3b87d7dc9?source=linkShare-
c6c381f3c95a-1469220672

Vockel! It would be great to feature this some 
time as a Photo of the Week. I’d be most grateful 
if you could email the link to the photo, if it’s in 
WeShare!

Carolina Ramirez

July 27, 2016 
Christine Nesbitt beautiful piece. Do you know 
who produced it in the country office? Maybe we 
can ask to share a little bit of the work with the 
rest of the Digital Labs community!

Vitto Milanes

August 19, 2016 
Hi Carolina Ramirez and Christine Nesbitt! We 
worked with the health section to produce this 
Medium piece. They asked the Camera Club of 
the Philippines to put together a travelling exhibit 
featuring children with disabilities for public 
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advocacy. Each photographer was assigned 
a child and spent a few days with their family 
to produce a photo essay. Getting to know the 
families over a few days helped them create 
richer essays instead of doing just a one-day 
shoot. Attached are two of the exhibit panels. 
Communications briefed the photographers 
on UNICEF guidelines for photography. Given 
that these are varied photographers previously 
unfamiliar with the UNICEF style, quality is a bit 
inconsistent. They also wrote the accompanying 
write-ups – although this could have been better 
by having direct quotes. I selected one photo 
from each essay and shortened the individual 
write-ups to produce the Medium piece. We plan 
to do follow-up stories on these 10 children as 
the office moves forward with its children with 
disabilities programme!

BECOMING A  
GO-TO RESOURCE

From the start, the community library has been 

extensive and well-organized, attracting 2,500 

visits in 2016. For each of the primary social 

media tools (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and 

Hootsuite), there are practical sections on “how 

to,” “best practices” and “notes from the field.”

Digital Labs community members have widely 

embraced the habit of linking to documents in 

the library, rather than attaching them in emails 

or Yammer posts. This helps ensure that people 

will use both sites.
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MAKING IT WORK
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HAVE A QUESTION, 
PROVIDE AN ANSWER

The Digital Labs team is committed to 

answering questions posed in the community, 

including by directing attention to the rich trove 

of library resources.

A question about Twitter, for instance, brought  

an immediate response:

A member of the Digital Labs team also pointed 

out that the library has an entire page on Twitter 

how- to’s, good practices and strategies.

Veronika Vashchenko is always looking for 

ways to improve her performance, and has 

sought advice on issues such as Facebook 

advertisements. She acknowledges how 

instrumental the Digital Labs team has been 

in providing webinars and actively facilitating 

the Yammer Group. “When HQ posts relevant 

information, it always finds its audience in 

countries,” she says.

Marcos Gonzalez, Digital Communication Officer 

in Angola, checks Yammer daily—he has it 

bookmarked to appear automatically when he 

opens his browser. He regularly responds to 

posts and often expresses thanks for learning 

about others’ successes, helping increase the 

sense of community.

Justine Mounet

Dear all,
What would be your #1 tip to be successful on 
Twitter? Especially to increase your followers 
base and total reach. Thanks!

Aldo Arce

Produce more multimedia content (short videos, 
postcards, photos) that will get you more 
visibility around the timelines of your followers... 
I used to manage social media in the World Bank 
and this increased dramatically our followers base.
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A PLACE FOR VOICE  
AND A SOURCE  
FOR CONNECTION

In some sense, an online platform like Yammer 

“democratizes participation,” providing a channel 

for people who might otherwise not be heard.

It is also a place to make new connections.  

At one point, Veronika saw an opportunity 

to feature children with disabilities escorting 

players to the field at an upcoming football 

match in Bishkek between teams from 

Kyrgyzstan and the Philippines. She used 

Yammer to contact her counterpart in the 

Philippines, Vittorio (Vitto) Milanes. Together, 

they deployed external social media to highlight 

the event and promote inclusion for children 

with disabilities in their countries.

RICH AND RELEVANT 
RESOURCES

Digital Labs put a premium on high-quality 

library resources from the start. Justine Mounet 

has found the community’s guidelines and 

tips so useful that she has prepared French 

translations for communications focal points 

in sub-offices who would otherwise not have 

access to them.

A recent survey of the community found that 

over half of respondents accessed the library at 

least once a month. 

Ueli Johner

Read more about the collaboration with leading 
illustrators on the blog: 
https://blogs.unicef.org/blog/illustrators4children/

Marcos Gonzalez

September 23, 2016 
Pretty cool, congrats!

“With social media, you need to do 
more than provide information. You 
have to participate in discussions, read 
comments and answer them, so it 
becomes a real dialogue.”  

—Penni Berns,  
  Chief of Digital Strategy, DOC
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Over 80 per cent agreed that the “how-to” 

guides were the most useful content. Lei Pang, 

a member of the Digital Labs team, says it is 

critical to “have fresh and varied content that 

changes on a regular basis,” and “to create 

content that is easy to find and digest.”

Regular resource exchanges also take place 

among community members, with many having 

become increasingly open about sharing their 

work, successes and learnings. Vitto has posted 

tips from testing new features like Instagram 

stories and best practices for using social media 

in emergencies.

John James, Head of External Relations and 

Advocacy at UNICEF Sierra Leone, has found 

the community a place to circulate thoughtful 

articles and ideas:

John James

If you’re into crisis communications, this is 
a really interesting analysis of the Emirates 
response to the recent plane incident. I learned 
a few tips. https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-
digital-pr-lessons-learn-from-emirates-airlines-
crisis-maher-dosoqi

Nicholas Ledner

I loved reading this, thanks so much John James 
for sharing. Great perspective. I wonder about the 
idea of sharing press releases in different formats 
instead of simply via traditional web posting. How 
to ensure we stay agile during critical moments 
and brainstorm on the various ways to get the 
word out/stay in control. Nice one. Look forward 
to seeing how UNICEF Sri Lanka learns from and 
utilizes this example.

Jessica Wright

Agreed! The brand stuff (#5) is fascinating too, 
very clever of them to minimize the association of 
the incident with their brand... thanks!

DID YOU KNOW? 
30-35 percent of the time workers spend 

searching for information could be used 

in other ways if default channel for 

communication shifts to social platforms.

—McKinsey & Company, 2012
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MOBILIZING 
PARTICIPATION

Digital communities must be deliberately 

nurtured, and the Digital Labs team has 

been savvy about applying best practices to 

community management. Campaigns such as 

#whoisdigitaland #getinspired are just some 

examples of how to interest and engage people 

who might not normally take part in an online 

community. Once participants feel comfortable, 

they may begin to expand their participation.

Another strategy has entailed providing offers 

for specialized services. Working with students 

at the City University of New York’s School of 

Professional Studies, for example, the Digital Labs 

team provided country offices with free graphic 

design support for generating digital content.

LISTENING TO WHAT 
PEOPLE WANT

Regularly getting feedback is critical to keeping 

a community vibrant and growing in tune with 

members’ needs. In October 2016, the Digital Labs 

team surveyed the community to look for ways 

to better meet expectations. It is using responses 

on the most desired topics for webinars and 

training, for instance, to plan new community 

events. This is in line with the 2016 State of 

Community Management report, which found 

that feedback systems and member participation 

in community design accelerates engagement in 

more than 92 percent of communities.
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LOOKING AHEAD



The Digital Labs survey trained a spotlight on 

learning styles, towards identifying how best to 

fulfil the community’s core mission of building 

members’ capacities. The survey found that 

most respondents are “social learners” who 

prefer workshop-style events.

Since face-to-face workshop opportunities are 

rare and costly, the team will be looking for 

ways to stimulate online interactions through 

Yammer and more participatory, interactive 

webinars. Another priority is to ease access 

to specific segments of archived webinars, so 

that people do not have to spend time going 

through parts that are not so relevant. A goal 

for 2017, therefore, is to “build the classroom,” a 

supplement to the coffee shop and the library. 

Early work has begun with Agora, UNICEF’s 

online learning platform, to develop materials.

Moving forward, Digital Labs is working with 

the Learning and Knowledge Exchange team on 

a strategy to drive engagement. One goal is for 

the Yammer group to evolve into a global hub 

for critical information unavailable anywhere 

else. Another is to strengthen community ties 

through implementing and measuring 90-day 

action plans, and spearheading digital learning 

programmes for mobile devices.

In a short time, Digital Labs has created a global 

network of communications and social media 

specialists with profound potential to support 

UNICEF’s delivery of results for children. It is 

living proof of the power of social collaboration.
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