N
N

N

HAL

open science

Digital Accountability can re-legitimate Multilateralism

Florian Cafiero, Jean-Philippe Cointet, Grégoire Mallard

» To cite this version:

Florian Cafiero, Jean-Philippe Cointet, Grégoire Mallard. Digital Accountability can re-legitimate

Multilateralism. 2025. hal-05396546

HAL Id: hal-05396546
https://hal.science/hal-05396546v1

Preprint submitted on 3 Dec 2025

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.


https://hal.science/hal-05396546v1
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

Digital Accountability can re-legitimate Multilateralism

Florian Cafiero!? Jean-Philippe Cointet®*4 Grégoire Mallard?

1 Université Paris Sciences et Lettres
2 Center for Digital Humanities and Multilateralism, Graduate Institute Geneva
3 médialab, Sciences Po Paris
4 INCITE, Columbia University

Correspondence: florian.cafiero@chartes.psl.eu

Multilateralism is undergoing a profound crisis of effectiveness and legitimacy. [1, 2] Skep-
ticism stems not only from governments, as illustrated by rising patterns of member state
criticism and withdrawal,[3, 4] but also from citizens, who express lower confidence in interna-
tional organizations and increasingly perceive global governance as distant and democratically
deficient.[5, 6] In such a context, restoring confidence is essential: multilateralism must show,
in public, how decisions are made and on what grounds. We argue that strengthening pub-
lic accountability—anchored in timely, intelligible records of negotiation—is a precondition for
rebuilding trust and making multilateral cooperation deliver on its promises.

There are, of course, good reasons to preserve a culture of diplomatic discretion: negotia-
tors need protected spaces to explore options, test compromises, and signal privately without
immediately locking themselves into public positions. Yet practices of secrecy that were de-
signed to preserve room for manoeuvre during negotiations have gradually been extended far
beyond what is necessary. Collective decisions are thus made behind doors that often remain
closed long after the risks of disclosure fade. Not surprisingly, when governments that distrust
democratic accountability negotiate with each other on the multilateral scene, they reproduce
and even amplify practices of secrecy found at the national level. After the twentieth century
opened with a call for open negotiation, secrecy is now getting overused [7].

This lack of openness not only reinforces perceptions of weak public accountability, it also
prevents systematic historical reconstruction of multilateral bargains and creates an opacity
in which “alternative” narratives—including conspiratorial ones—can more easily circulate and
undermine the legitimacy of international organizations and the negotiations they host. The
result is predictable: in the absence of reliable and faithful records, speculation, sometimes
amplified by algorithmic means, fills the gaps, and the system’s legitimacy suffers8].

To help foster this change, multilateralism does not necessarily need to adopt a radically
transparent and open framework. At a time when massive digitization projects of multilateral
archives are conducted [9], and when IOs produce millions of digital born records and documents,
we claim that creating public accountability through proper diplomatic digital data curation is
direly needed. Digital accountability refers to this disciplined, time-bound approach to releasing
the records of diplomatic negotiations, which should enable citizens to track how diplomatic
outcomes were reached. By publishing versioned drafts, agendas, minutes where they exist,
along with basic metadata once talks conclude and risks subside, international bodies would
make their decisions intelligible [10], auditable, and teachable to a wide variety of publics.
The publics, whether conceived as an assemblage of national publics or a global citizenry of
cosmopolitan individuals, desire and deserve information delivered in a transparent way in order
to trust governments. Reviving the alliance between multilateral organizations and citizens is
the main payoff. A secondary dividend is that such records would finally allow today’s analytical



methods developed by scholars in diplomatic studies, international relations and computational
social sciences to serve the public interest rather than speculate around missing traces.

A compact for ex post transparency. A workable equilibrium is within reach. Protect
live negotiations; then release what explains the outcome.

o Time-bound release. Publish agendas, non-sensitive minutes, and versioned negotiating
drafts with redlines within 6-12 months after talks close, with longer delays only for a
concrete, reviewable security rationale.

e Minimal metadata. Give every document a stable identifier, date, provenance, language
tags, and a link to previous and subsequent versions. If material is withheld, log its
existence and the reason.[11]

e Multilingual care. Align translations and flag contested terms. Translation shapes mean-
ing; documenting choices is part of accountability.

o Cross-venue linkage. Light-touch issue tags and cross-references should connect related
texts across institutions and over time. Bargaining does not respect institutional borders.

These are well-understood record-keeping practices in research and procurement,[11, 12]
and they fit diplomacy’s constraints: no real-time disclosure, targeted redaction when harm is
plausible, and priority for the right to understand decisions taken in the public’s name.

What is missing now. Today’s diplomatic record is often scattered, unversioned, and hard
to link. Even where access exists, the absence of stable identifiers and public change logs
makes it difficult to reconstruct how specific phrases traveled, who made the first move, or
when a redline softened. However, we understand that reality is far from practice. 10s are at
multiple stages of archival development, ranging from those without archival services due to
years of neglect or limited resources, to those developing state-of-the-art records management
services and innovating with AI. Turning best archiving practices into a reality may seem even
more unrealistic for multilateral organizations facing an unprecedented budget crisis. However,
we highlight three examples below that can illustrate how modest documentary reforms could
restore/enhance the picture in three typical multilateral sites.

UN Security Council consultations. The Council’s guidance recognizes informal consulta-
tions for which no verbatim public record exists.[13, 14] After a resolution is adopted, the
public sees the final text and sponsor names but not the sequence of redrafts that explains why
particular terms survived. Post-embargo release of principal drafts including dates, sponsors,
and machine-readable redlines would enable clause-level histories of how sensitive language was
negotiated.

UNFCCC negotiations. Climate diplomacy unfolds across open and closed formats.[15] Over
multiple sessions, formulations migrate and cross-references proliferate.[16] Without structured
version histories, it is nearly impossible to see how precedent is invoked, contested, and trans-
planted. Publishing session-by-session versions with stable identifiers would make the life cycle
of key clauses visible.

EU trilogues. Informal negotiations among Parliament, Council, and Commission have long
raised concerns about uneven access and linkage.[17-20] Standardized identifiers, consistent
metadata (participants, dates), and public change logs for non-sensitive items, released once
acts are adopted, would enable the reconstruction of compromises and the evaluation of reforms.



Legitimate concerns, workable answers. Three risks recur and can be addressed without
sacrificing accountability.

Chilling effects and security. We suggest to publish data ex-post according to a tiered release
protocol. Live talks are protected; sensitive annexes can be partially released or redacted with
documented reasons. Consultation with affected parties reduces the chance of harm. The goal
is reproducible understanding, not play-by-play disclosure.

Manipulation by digital tools. When digital systems are trained on diplomatic records or
used to assist negotiators, officials, or publics in drafting and analysis, they must be governed
carefully. Any system that helps generate text or simulate pressure on the basis of these corpora
or other data should retain prompts and outputs, keep audit logs, avoid optimizing targeted
persuasion toward identifiable individuals, and undergo independent red-team testing.[21, 22]
Clear uncertainty reporting is part of the duty of care.

Inequality. Dominant languages and well-resourced institutions already crowd out others.[16,
23] Funding for translation, inclusion of small states and civil society in curation, and explicit
support for underrepresented regions are needed so that openness does not entrench imbalance.

Five commitments international bodies can adopt now.

1. Release on a clock. Agendas, non-sensitive minutes, and versioned drafts with redlines
published within shortly after negotiations close.

2. Make changes traceable. Stable identifiers, dates, provenance, language tags, and
public change logs for every released item.[11]

3. Align languages. Provide aligned multilingual texts and short notes on contested terms
and translation choices.

4. Link across arenas. Tag issues and cross-reference related documents across institutions
and time.

5. Normalize prospective evaluation. Encourage research groups to publish their pro-
cessing pipelines alongside results.[24, 25]

What openness buys us—after the embargo lifts. Only once the record exists can so-
ciety learn from it. Releasing versioned drafts and minimal metadata would allow researchers,
journalists, and citizens to follow the making of compromise rather than guess at it. In trade,
similar calibration between transparency and confidentiality has already been explored to sup-
port legitimacy while protecting sensitive exchanges.[26, 27]

Importantly, openness is not an end in itself. It is the prerequisite for responsible analysis.
With real, governed corpora, the tools we already have can finally be useful to servepublic under-
standing. The semantic longitudinal analyses of resolutions, reports, and drafts can revealhow
issues rise and fall and how concepts migrate across venues.[23, 28-30] Clause-level tracking
can reveal legal diffusion and identify hubs of normative influence.[31] Network views can link
discourse to roles and coalitions.[32] Monitoring can flag rhetorical shifts around humanitarian
emergencies that deserve scrutiny, not spin.[33, 34] Prospective forecasts of agenda outcomes
or coalition alignments can be registered in advance and scored after the fact, creating a norm
of honest error and cumulative learning rather than hindsight wisdom.[22, 24] And generative
systems can assist in drafting communiqués sensitive to precedent and cultural nuance—if and
only if their inputs come from curated, versioned records rather than unverified collections of
texts scraped online.[25, 35-37]



Conclusion. Multilateralism will not capitalize on the public trust it has gained for a cen-
tury and fend off current governmental encroachments unless it succeeds in publicly sharing the
reasons of its successes and failures. Releasing, on a schedule, the versioned traces that explain
how collective decisions came to be is the first step. Without reliable documentary infras-
tructures, both human commentators and algorithmic systems are pushed toward conjecture,
over-interpretation, and sometimes outright fabrication. Do this, and diplomacy becomes legi-
ble; public debate becomes informed; and the analytical tools of our time can illuminate rather
than invent. The choice is not between secrecy and spectacle. It is between a well-governed
documentary infrastructure that enables accountability and a patchwork of heterogeneous frag-
ments of disconnected texts that invites conjecture.
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