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WHETHER AS A bridge between Europe and the US, or as a ‘Global Britain’, UK political 
leaders have defined our post-empire role as fostering cooperation. Every global crisis 
in the past 20 years, from 9/11 and the financial crisis to the coronavirus pandemic, 

has illustrated the interdependence that demands cooperation. Yet growing geopolitical 
tensions make traditional forms of cooperation ever harder.

In this essay, we argue that building the platforms that support collaboration is critical to the 
UK’s long-term future. But instead of the traditional focus on pooling financial or military assets, 
we need to focus on the intangible assets that drive modern knowledge economies – data, 
software and computational power. In the same way that the pandemic has seen unprecedented 
sharing of knowledge in real time, the UK should invest in supporting the infrastructure of what 
we describe as ‘collective intelligence’. 

Collective Intelligence
As a society, we do much to celebrate individual genius. However, paradoxically, it is the sharing 
of intelligence – spreading ideas, solutions and information – that has always been how humanity 
has solved problems quickly, at scale. From the printing press to the smartphone, the way we 
produce intelligence and share knowledge may have changed radically over time, but it remains 
critical to our success as a species. 

“The global scientific community’s response to Covid-19 
is what we refer to as collective intelligence – the sourcing 
and sharing of information or ideas from diverse groups of 
people combined with the use of novel data sources, enabled 
and enhanced by digital technologies

There is no better example of this than the way the global scientific community responded 
to Covid-19. Just days after the SARS-CoV-2 virus was identified in China, its entire genetic 

https://vimeo.com/391211147
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makeup was published online,1 accessible for free to scientists anywhere in the world. And 
through the open data repository, NextStrain,2 information from labs around the world was 
shared in one place, allowing scientists to track how the virus evolved and spread, at an almost 
unprecedented scale.

This response is what we refer to as collective intelligence3 – the sourcing and sharing of 
information or ideas from diverse groups of people combined with the use of novel data sources, 
enabled and enhanced by digital technologies. 

Today’s digital technologies are enabling intelligence to become more of a collective endeavour 
– changing the way knowledge is captured, stored, analysed and shared. Mobile phones, the 
internet and satellite imagery have accelerated the pace and scale of data collection. AI is 
helping us to find patterns and make predictions. Yet poor orchestration of the intelligence that 
is created and barriers to accessing it mean we are not yet tapping into its full potential. 

Four Opportunities to Harness Collective Intelligence
Collective intelligence can help us solve a number of pressing problems. For the past three years, 
Nesta’s Centre for Collective Intelligence Design has been working alongside the UN Development 
Programme4 and the International Red Cross5 to test the potential of a more deliberate effort to 
harness and use collective intelligence. From this work, we have identified four areas in which 
pooling information can help to deliver the UK’s domestic and international priorities.  

1. The Climate Crisis

UN Environment Programme and UN Habitat recently launched a partnership to create the 
‘world’s largest air quality platform’ covering 7,000 cities worldwide.6 For the first time, it will 
bring together air-quality data collected by governments, NGOs, companies and local community 
groups and individuals. Data that had previously been restricted or not linked together will now 
be put to use to drive international and local action. 

1. Roujian Lu et al., ‘Genomic Characterisation and Epidemiology of 2019 Novel Coronavirus: 
Implications for Virus Origins and Receptor Binding’, The Lancet (Vol. 395, 22 February 2020).

2. Nextstrain, <https://nextstrain.org/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
3. Nesta UK, ‘What Is Collective Intelligence’, Vimeo, 13 February 2020, <https://vimeo.

com/391211147>, accessed 18 November 2021.
4. Kathy Peach et al., Collective Intelligence for Sustainable Development: Getting Smarter Together 

(London: Nesta UK, 2021).
5. Nesta, ‘Collective Crisis Intelligence’, <https://www.nesta.org.uk/project/collective-crisis-

intelligence/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
6. UN Environment Programme, ‘Urban Air Action Platform’, <https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/

air/what-we-do/monitoring-air-quality/urban-air-action-platform>, accessed 18 November 2021.

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30251-8/fulltext
https://nextstrain.org/
https://nextstrain.org/
https://vimeo.com/391211147
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/collective-intelligence-sustainable-development-getting-smarter-together/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/collective-intelligence-sustainable-development-getting-smarter-together/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/project/collective-crisis-intelligence/
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/air/what-we-do/monitoring-air-quality/urban-air-action-platform
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Citizen-led social accountability tools are also growing. Canada’s TrudeauMetre was set up in 2015 
to allow citizens to collectively monitor the progress on the promises made by the government 
led by Justin Trudeau.7 Originally inspired by an initiative in Egypt, it has since spawned 
similar projects from Argentina to Jamaica. These tools can provide more timely monitoring of 
government and company action than traditional inter-governmental reporting processes. 

These examples point to the kinds of institutions and infrastructures needed to implement the 
Glasgow Climate Pact. In each country, we need to see new ways of driving large-scale, rapid 
collective action including:

• More precise, real-time ways of monitoring carbon emissions and energy use – drawing 
on satellite imagery, sensors and purchasing data – to improve how we measure 
carbon emissions.

• More transparent and accessible modelling to make sense of whether current investment 
trends, and policy measures, place countries on the trajectory to meet their nationally 
determined commitments.

• Climate assemblies and innovative forms of public engagement that draw on this 
information to make recommendations and build pressure for action by companies 
and governments.

• Expert bodies, akin to the UK’s Climate Change Committee, synthesising data, supporting 
dialogues and making recommendations for change and course correction.

• Public–private partnerships that combine city leaders, investors, businesses and civil 
society in given places.

Delivering against the existing commitments, and creating the internal political pressure within 
countries to raise their level of ambition, requires this combination of real-time data, citizen-
deliberation, expert analysis, and coalitions of public and private actors. The seeds of these 
exist in many contexts, but the infrastructure will need to be built up and funded if promises 
made at global summits are to translate into local action.

2. Humanitarian Disasters

We are beginning to see new ways of using local collective intelligence and machine learning to 
improve the speed and effectiveness of responses to natural disasters and conflicts.8

Sentry Syria captures sensor data and reports from community volunteer ‘plane spotters’ who 
live near Syrian air bases and conflict zones.9 Using AI, it is able to predict when airstrikes will 

7. Adam Rasmi, ‘How to Hold Justin Trudeau to Account’, This, 2 December 2016, <https://this.
org/2016/12/02/how-to-hold-justin-trudeau-to-account/>, accessed 18 November 2021.

8. Aleks Berditchevskaia et al., ‘Collective Crisis Intelligence for Frontline Humanitarian Response’, 
Nesta, September 2021.

9. Nesta, ‘Sentry Syria’, <https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/collective-crisis-intelligence-case-studies/
sentry-syria/>, accessed 18 November 2021.

https://this.org/2016/12/02/how-to-hold-justin-trudeau-to-account/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/collective-crisis-intelligence-frontline-humanitarian-response/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/collective-crisis-intelligence-case-studies/sentry-syria/
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occur and warn civilians. During 2018, it is estimated that Sentry Syria led to a 20–30% reduction 
in casualty rates in several areas under heavy bombardment.10

In a similar vein, Dataminr uses natural language processing, computer vision and machine 
learning to analyse multiple online data streams, including social media data, for early warnings 
of natural disasters.11 When the Category 4 Hurricane Harvey hit the US, Dataminr was able to 
issue an advance warning to business clients about the planned closure of Houston’s port so 
they could mitigate the impact on their logistics and supply chains.

As well as providing early warning of crises, collective intelligence and machine learning can 
speed up and streamline the way humanitarian agencies respond. Give Directly has used 
satellite imagery and mobile phone data to identify and target low-income households with cash 
transfers.12 This has removed or reduced the reliance on household surveys that are typically 
used to target beneficiaries with cash transfers and other forms of humanitarian aid, but which 
are slow and expensive to administer.

Over the next decade, the approaches highlighted above could radically change the way 
humanitarian responses are delivered. Satellite imagery, mobile phone data, social media data 
and local intelligence should help to provide early warning of crises and mass migration. A digital 
social safety net will be possible in low- and middle-income countries – hugely cutting the time 
and cost of identifying beneficiaries and transferring funds, as well as creating the opportunity for 
two-way feedback on aid provision in a secure way that enables humanitarian services to adapt. 
Data may also enable new ways of funding humanitarian aid through anticipatory finance, such 
as parametric insurance instruments, that enable funds to be disbursed in a more timely way.

“Over the next decade, the approaches highlighted above 
could radically change the way humanitarian responses 
are delivered. Satellite imagery, mobile phone data, social 
media data and local intelligence should help to provide 
early warning of crises and mass migration

10. Kathy Peach et al., ‘Collective Crisis Intelligence for Frontline Humanitarian Response’, Nesta, 
September 2021, p. 50.

11. Nesta, ‘Dataminr’, <https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/ai-and-collective-intelligence-case-studies/
dataminr/>, accessed 18 November 2021.

12. Talib Visram, ‘How GiveDirectly Is Finding the Poorest People in the World—And Sending Them 
Cash’, Fast Company, <https://www.fastcompany.com/90585079/how-givedirectly-is-finding-the-
poorest-people-in-the-world-and-sending-them-cash>, accessed 18 November 2021.

https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/ai-and-collective-intelligence-case-studies/dataminr/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90585079/how-givedirectly-is-finding-the-poorest-people-in-the-world-and-sending-them-cash
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3. Democracy and Institutional Trust

The government’s Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy, 
published earlier this year, acknowledges the need for the UK to keep standing up for 
democracy and human rights around the world. Against a backdrop of declining trust and rising 
authoritarianism, the UK has a vital role to play on the world stage. 

But promoting democracy does not just mean holding elections. Instead, we should be 
supporting a flourishing of everyday democracy and deliberative processes that can foster 
a culture of accountability, transparency and engagement. As well as strengthening more 
established democratic processes, this will also make it harder for malevolent or autocratic 
forces to undermine trust in those institutions. Collective intelligence methods can also be used 
to monitor the spread of misinformation, which can further undermine institutional trust if 
left unchecked. 

Several countries and institutions are now demonstrating the potential of these methods. The 
government of Taiwan uses a digital tool called Polis to map people’s opinions, find areas of 
consensus and collaborate with citizens on new legislation.13 It has been used for 26 pieces of 
legislation so far, including laws to regulate ride sharing services such as Uber.14 

In 2016, the mayor of Mexico City decided to crowdsource a city-wide constitution from local 
residents.15 A 28-person drafting committee of local residents was established, and people’s 
visions for the city were gathered through a survey called Imagina tu Ciudad (Imagine Your City) 
and through online petitions. These elements had an important influence on policy, including 
on LGBTQI rights and the right to mobility – the first time such a right was ever enshrined in a 
city constitution.

WikiRumours,16 a project of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), uses crowdsourcing and SMS 
community reporting to identify and verify rumours and misinformation in real time. For 
reports that are spreading fast within the community or have a big impact on MSF operations, 
an intervention is planned such as debunking the misinformation and disinformation with 
members of the community.

While these examples may feel marginal, if used across multiple domains and at increasing scale, 
they can help to underpin a culture of democratic accountability and participation, without the 
typical backlash created by more traditional democracy promotion initiatives.

13. Polis, <https://pol.is/home>, accessed 18 November 2021.
14. Matt Ryan, Dane Gambrell and Beth Simone Noveck, ‘Using Collective Intelligence to Solve Public 

Problems’, Nesta and the GovLab, October 2020, p. 66.
15. Cities of Service, ‘Crowdsourcing a Constitution’, Johns Hopkins University, <https://citiesofservice.

jhu.edu/resource/crowdsourcing-a-constitution-mexico-city/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
16. WikiRumours, <https://wikirumours.org/en/home>, accessed 18 November 2021.

https://pol.is/home
https://citiesofservice.jhu.edu/resource/crowdsourcing-a-constitution-mexico-city/
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4. Emerging Tech

As AI becomes more commonplace, it is important to make sure that it does not exacerbate 
existing inequalities. This matters in its own right, but also to address the growing technology 
backlash that is on the rise about algorithmic bias and the misuse of personal data.

The UK government has acknowledged this, setting out in the National AI Strategy its desire to 
address bias in AI systems. Collective intelligence methods offer one practical way to a more 
inclusive AI-enabled future,17 crowdsourcing more diverse and representative training datasets 
for machine learning models. Collective intelligence tools can also assist in informing how 
technology is regulated by helping to understand public views on what are considered socially 
acceptable uses. 

One example of this is Moral Machine18 – an online game designed to elicit and understand 
the values and decisions that should be coded into self-driving cars. It presented players with 
scenarios about car accidents with an emphasis on choices about who to save: humans or 
animals, men or women, old or young people. Nearly 40 million people from 233 countries 
actively participated,19 and the data showed how values and decisions varied significantly 
between cultures. 

Another example is Mozilla’s Common Voice project, which uses an accessible online platform 
to crowdsource the world’s largest open dataset of diverse voice recordings, spanning different 
languages, demographic backgrounds and accents.20 Common Voice aims to open up the AI 
market and stimulate the development of AI voice assistants that are able to serve the needs of 
more diverse communities. 

As technology companies worry about the growing technology backlash and how to maintain 
their social licence to operate, collective intelligence tools can help governments, regulators and 
companies to develop effective rules and safeguards that build trust in emerging technologies.

Where the UK Can Lead
The UK has existing strengths in technology, open source and ethical AI. We are the top 
contributor to open source in Europe. We are currently ranked third in the world for AI research 
and for the number of AI companies, second only to China and the US.21 And we are home to 

17. Aleks Berditchevskaia and Peter Baeck, ‘The Future of Minds and Machines: How Artificial 
Intelligence Can Enhance Collective Intelligence’, Nesta, March 2020.

18. Moral Machine, <https://www.moralmachine.net/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
19. Ibid.
20. Nesta, ‘Common Voice’, <https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/ai-and-collective-intelligence-case-

studies/common-voice/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
21. HM Government, National AI Strategy, Command Paper 525, Version 1.2 (London: The Stationery 

Office, 2021).

https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/future-minds-and-machines/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/future-minds-and-machines/
https://www.moralmachine.net/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/ai-and-collective-intelligence-case-studies/common-voice/
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bodies such as Innovate UK,22 the Centre for Data Ethics and Innovation23 and OpenUK24 – 
world-leading institutes in their own right. 

This makes us uniquely placed to spearhead an expansion of collective intelligence – by 
investing in the creation of new open digital infrastructures, championing the establishment of 
new institutions to help orchestrate our global intelligence, and acting as a role model for other 
countries around the world. The UK’s support for the Global Pandemic Radar25 – a network of 
disease surveillance hubs around the world, led by the World Health Organization and supported 
by Wellcome – is an important step in the right direction. 

In fact, the UK now has an opportunity to be at the vanguard of a new type of international 
development cooperation – going above and beyond financial aid to foster more effective 
exchange of intelligence of all kinds, including data, information and ideas. Doing this would 
also help us to achieve our ambitions of being a ‘global hub’ for innovation, and a science and 
technology superpower. 

In tech – and particularly AI – restricted access to data and the high cost of computing currently 
mean that innovation is only possible for a handful of elite universities and private companies 
in China and the West. We can democratise the enormous potential of technology by increasing 
public investment in new, open access data and digital infrastructures. And in doing so, the UK 
government has an opportunity to prevent the further consolidation of technology innovation 
in the hands of a few, which would lead to widening inequality. 

Practical Action
So what needs to happen? 

First, we must make it easier to create, pool and share data. The UK should lead the development 
of standards, protocols and platforms that promote the creation and use of open data – that 
is, data that can be used or redistributed by anyone. Open data is an important enabler of 
innovation, as the free availability of Landsat and Sentinel satellite data and OpenStreetMap26 
have proven. Together they have led to an explosion of projects delivering new public value in 
the past few years, from Global Forest Watch27 to the Missing Maps initiative.28 But the social 

22. Gov.uk, ‘Innovate UK’, <https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/innovate-uk>, accessed 18 
November 2021.

23. Gov.uk, ‘Centre for Data Ethics and Innovation’, <https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/
centre-for-data-ethics-and-innovation>, accessed 18 November 2021.

24. Open UK, <https://openuk.uk/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
25. 10 Downing Street and Boris Johnson, ‘PM Announces Plan for “Global Pandemic Radar”’, press 

release, 21 May 2021, <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-announces-plan-for-global-
pandemic-radar>, accessed 18 November 2021.

26. OpenStreetMap, <https://www.openstreetmap.org>, accessed 18 November 2021.
27. Global Forest Watch, <https://www.globalforestwatch.org/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
28. Missing Maps, <https://www.missingmaps.org/>, accessed 18 November 2021.

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/innovate-uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/innovate-uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/centre-for-data-ethics-and-innovation
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/centre-for-data-ethics-and-innovation
https://openuk.uk/
https://openuk.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-announces-plan-for-global-pandemic-radar
https://www.globalforestwatch.org/
https://www.missingmaps.org/


62 Climate Change Publication [Title Needed]62 Transform Development Cooperation Through Collective Intelligence

infrastructures that organise and support communities to collect new data are just as important as 
the digital infrastructures. Helping to build up more citizen science expertise – where volunteers 
work together with scientists to collect or analyse data – in the Global South is particularly 
important given the data scarcity that characterises many low-income countries. 

“The UK should lead the development of standards, protocols 
and platforms that promote the creation and use of open data 
– that is, data that can be used or redistributed by anyone

Second, in the fields of science and academia, we must make knowledge openly available and better 
orchestrated. For the thousands of innovators, companies and development agencies working 
around the world, existing knowledge remains siloed, behind journal paywalls, and not always 
presented in ways that they can understand. The publication of pre-prints in academic journals 
has helped to speed up knowledge sharing, but has also led to information overload and concerns 
about quality control. The UK could help by backing new tools such as Open Knowledge Maps,29 
Connected Papers,30 Epistemonikos31 and ScreenIT.32 These platforms often use algorithms, or a 
combination of algorithms and crowd intelligence, to track new knowledge in a field, synthesise 
findings across journals and identify unsolved problems across disciplines.

Third, we must further support and strengthen the open-source software and hardware 
movements. By making software code or hardware designs publicly available for others to use 
and improve, open source enables multiple innovators to collaborate or build on other people’s 
projects. Open source is already widely used – around 85% of the world’s smartphones run on 
Android, which is built on the open-source software code Linux. And its uses span everything from 
open software for digital democracy tools (Consul,33 Decidim34) to open hardware and software 
for precision agriculture (Farm Hack,35 AgOpenGPS36), and humanitarian action (Field Ready,37 
Ushahidi38). These open-source infrastructures have allowed communities all over the world, 
and some municipal governments, to innovate. But they receive relatively little core funding. 

29. Open Knowledge Maps, <https://openknowledgemaps.org/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
30. Connected Papers, <https://www.connectedpapers.com/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
31. Epistemonikos, ‘Updated Report - Strategy for Systematic Reviews’, updated 18 November 2021, 

<https://www.epistemonikos.org/en/about_us/updated_report>, accessed 18 November 2021.
32. Berlin Institute of Health, ‘Automated Screening Tools’, <https://www.bihealth.org/en/translation/

innovation-enabler/quest-center/service/automated-screening-tools>, accessed 18 November 
2021.

33. Consul Project, <https://consulproject.org/en/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
34. Decidim, <https://decidim.org/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
35. Farm Hack, ‘Tools’, <https://farmhack.org/tools>, accessed 18 November 2021.
36. AgOpenGPS, <https://discourse.agopengps.com/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
37. Field Ready, <https://www.fieldready.org/>, accessed 18 November 2021.
38. Ushahidi, <https://www.ushahidi.com/>, accessed 18 November 2021.

https://openknowledgemaps.org/
https://openknowledgemaps.org/
https://www.connectedpapers.com/
https://www.connectedpapers.com/
https://www.epistemonikos.org/en/about_us/updated_report
https://www.epistemonikos.org/en/about_us/updated_report
https://www.bihealth.org/en/translation/innovation-enabler/quest-center/service/automated-screening-tools
https://www.bihealth.org/en/translation/innovation-enabler/quest-center/service/automated-screening-tools
https://consulproject.org/en/
https://decidim.org/
https://farmhack.org/tools
https://discourse.agopengps.com/
https://www.fieldready.org/
https://www.ushahidi.com/
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They often depend on volunteers, and are rarely supported by traditional global, national or 
philanthropic funders. 

Fourth, the most important of all collective intelligence infrastructures is the internet. The digital 
divide is often talked about and must still be tackled more urgently. But computing power is also an 
emerging challenge – both in terms of cost and sustainability – that could do with more attention. 
The computing power needed to train the most sophisticated AI models has been increasing faster 
than ever before. For many researchers and innovators, and especially for those in low-income 
countries, the cost is already prohibitive. Ideas such as Stanford’s proposed National Research 
Cloud for AI39 aim to address this issue by proposing affordable access to high-end computational 
resources and large-scale government datasets in a secure cloud environment. But AI has also 
come under fire for its carbon footprint, and it is important that researchers are incentivised to 
increase the efficiency of models to help limit its impact. 

“Making the UK a leader in collective intelligence will 
attract skilled people, companies and inward investment, 
and reinforce our position as a hub of innovation, 
science and technology

Finally, the values that underpin these infrastructures must be consistent with the principles 
of open, democratic societies, including transparency, fairness and human rights. The growth 
of cryptocurrencies, non-fungible tokens and distributed ledger systems is opening up a new 
struggle between centralised and decentralised platforms – between power, wealth and data 
being controlled by tech giants and state institutions versus a vision of Web 3.0, based on personal 
control of data and shared ownership. The UK has an opportunity to demonstrate how collective 
intelligence technologies can be used as a force for good. Given that the potential authoritarian 
applications of technology will always be attractive to some, the UK and others in the international 
community will need to work together to set and enforce the vision and standards for the alternative.

Conclusion: A New Era of Collective Intelligence 
Cooperation 
Expanding our collective intelligence will help us to tackle the biggest challenges of our age while 
also bringing benefits to the UK. Investment in platforms for shared intelligence and knowledge is 
an obvious way to support a more diverse set of businesses and incubate cutting-edge tech. Our 
economy is already benefiting – with an estimated £46 billion in value to businesses, and a £43 
billion boost to GDP from open source in 2019.40 Making the UK a leader in collective intelligence 
will attract skilled people, companies and inward investment, and reinforce our position as a hub of 

39. Daniel E Ho et al., ‘Building a National AI Research Resource: A Blueprint for the National Research 
Cloud’, HAI and Stanford Law School, October 2021.

40. HM Government, National AI Strategy.

https://hai.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/2021-10/HAI_NRCR_2021_0.pdf
https://hai.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/2021-10/HAI_NRCR_2021_0.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-ai-strategy/national-ai-strategy-html-version
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-ai-strategy/national-ai-strategy-html-version
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innovation, science and technology. It will also lead to more trustworthy research and innovation, 
as well as more productive and better value public research and development. 

In 2022, the UK should therefore lead efforts to create the new global digital and knowledge 
infrastructures that will underpin our ability to solve problems. While it may be tempting to assume 
we need new big global institutions along the lines of Bretton Woods, we actually need radically 
different ones. The new institutions and infrastructures must reflect the reality that intelligence is 
distributed all around us, as is the ability to act. They must therefore aim not to centralise, but to 
disperse power and knowledge and enable collaboration at all levels: towns and regions; public 
and private sector; civil society; and international government agencies. By leading a new era of 
collective intelligence cooperation, the UK can project new influence, deliver new public goods to 
address our common challenges, shape the future of new technologies and support the creation 
of world-leading UK enterprises. 
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