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The UN’s Next Leader Faces a Job Built on Limits

The search for a new secretary-general raises a hard question: what kind of leader can
guide an organization that cannot simply order countries around?

An empty global meeting room with flags and a central chair waiting for the next leader.

The race to choose the next United Nations sec-
retary-general is underway, according to re-
porting published by PBS NewsHour from the
Council on Foreign Relations. The winner is expect-
ed to take office on Jan. 1, 2027, replacing Antdnio
Guterres and becoming the 10th person to hold the
job since the UN was created after World War Il

The choice matters because the UN is entering an-
other difficult period. The article describes an
81-year-old organization facing severe funding
shortages, demands for internal reform, worsening
climate change, the spread of artificial intelligence,
and rising tensions among powerful countries. The
secretary-general does not rule the world, but the
office can shape what problems get attention, how
crises are framed, and whether governments feel
pressure to act together.

The secretary-general is the UN’s chief administra-
tive officer, meaning the person responsible for
managing the organization’s work. The role is also
often treated as the public face of the UN system.
That creates a built-in tension. The officeholder is
expected to speak for international cooperation,
but the UN is made up of member states, meaning
countries that have their own governments, inter-
ests, rivalries, and limits. A secretary-general can
urge, warn, negotiate, and organize. They cannot
simply command nations to follow an agenda.

That is why the selection is not just a résumé con-
test. The PBS/Council on Foreign Relations article
notes that experts see the job as both weak and in-
fluential. Its influence depends partly on the per-
son’s skill, partly on whether governments accept
the person’s priorities, and partly on whether glob-
al public opinion gives the officeholder room to
push. In other words, the next secretary-general
must be persuasive in a system where persuasion
may be the main tool available.

This year’s race also carries a representation ques-
tion. The article says seven candidates are current-
ly running, four of them women, which means the
UN could choose its first woman secretary-general.
It also says there is a strong possibility that the
next leader could come from Latin America and the
Caribbean, based on an informal regional rotation.
Informal means it is not a strict written rule; it is a
practice that has developed over time to spread
leadership among different parts of the world.

That creates a real debate, not a simple one.
Choosing the first woman to lead the UN could
matter symbolically and practically, especially for
an organization that often speaks about equality.
Selecting someone from Latin America and the
Caribbean could also answer concerns that global
leadership has too often reflected the preferences
of a few powerful states or regions. But the next
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leader will also inherit problems that require man-
agement skill, diplomatic judgment, and credibility
with governments that may disagree sharply with
one another. The question is not whether represen-
tation matters or experience matters. It is how
much weight each should carry when the job itself
is so constrained.

The candidates described in the article include for-
mer foreign ministers, ambassadors, UN officials,
and leaders of international agencies. Their pitches
focus on themes such as preventing wars, reform-
ing the UN Security Council, rebuilding trust in the
institution, improving development efforts, and
making the organization more results-driven. Those
phrases point to another tension: the UN is often
criticized for not delivering enough, but many of its
failures come from disagreement among the coun-
tries that control its authority and funding. A secre-
tary-general may promise reform, but reform usu-
ally requires cooperation from the same govern-
ments that may benefit from the current system.

The selection process itself adds to the stakes. The
UN Charter, the document that created the organi-
zation, describes the secretary-general’s role but
does not spell out detailed qualifications, the de-
sired qualities of the leader, the length of service,
or a full selection process. Over time, the UN has
filled in some expectations through resolutions and
other documents. That flexibility may allow the or-

Written from reporting by PBS NewsHour.

ganization to adapt to new problems. It can also
make the process feel less transparent than a nor-
mal public hiring decision.

Supporters of flexibility might argue that a rigid
checklist would be a mistake. The world of 2027 is
not the world of 1946, when the first secretary-gen-
eral was appointed. Climate change, artificial intel-
ligence, and today’s geopolitical tensions require
different skills from those needed in earlier
decades. A broad process could allow govern-
ments to choose someone suited to the moment.

Critics might answer that unclear rules can protect
old power arrangements. If the public cannot easily
see what qualifications matter most, it becomes
harder to judge whether the best candidate was
chosen or whether the outcome mainly reflected
behind-the-scenes bargaining. For an institution al-
ready worried about credibility, the way the leader
is chosen can affect how much trust that leader
has on day one.

The next secretary-general will not solve the UN’s
problems alone. The office is too limited for that.
But the choice will still signal what the UN’s mem-
bers think the organization most needs: a reformer,
a mediator, a manager, a moral voice, a break-
through in representation, or some combination of
all of these. The trade-off is that no candidate can
perfectly represent every priority at once.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. Should the UN give special weight to choosing its first woman leader or a leader from an
underrepresented region, even if another candidate is seen as more experienced in crisis
management? Defend your position.

A strong answer: A strong answer should weigh representation as a source of legitimacy and trust against the
practical demands of leading through funding, reform, and geopolitical crises.

2. |s a leader with limited formal power but a major public platform more likely to be effective or
ineffective in international politics? Explain using the secretary-general’s role.

A strong answer: A strong answer should engage with soft power, persuasion, public opinion, and the limits created by
member states’ control over the UN.

3. Would the UN be better served by a clearer, more rule-based selection process, or by keeping the
process flexible? Why?

A strong answer: A strong answer should consider transparency and legitimacy on one side and the need to adapt
leadership choices to changing global problems on the other.
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The UN’s Next Leader Faces a Job Built on Limits
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The UN’s Next Leader Faces a Job Built on Limits

2
3
4 5
6 7
8
9
10
ACROSS DOWN
2 Planned set of goals, issues, or actions 1 State of strain or conflict between
someone wants to advance people, groups, or countries
6 Person who helps opposing sides 3  Top UN official who leads daily work and
communicate and seek agreement speaks for the organization
9 Power or right to make decisions, give 4  Change meant to improve a system,
orders, or control resources institution, or practice
10 Ability to convince others to support an 5 Person being considered or competing
idea or take action for a position or office
7  Goals or issues given the most
importance and attention
8  Skill of handling relations and disputes

among governments through talks
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The UN’s Next Leader Faces a Job Built on Limits

— answer key
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The UN’s Next Leader Faces a Job Built on Limits

— answer key
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ACROSS DOWN
2 Planned set of goals, issues, or actions 1 State of strain or conflict between
someone wants to advance people, groups, or countries
6 Person who helps opposing sides 3  Top UN official who leads daily work and
communicate and seek agreement speaks for the organization
9 Power or right to make decisions, give 4  Change meant to improve a system,
orders, or control resources institution, or practice
10 Ability to convince others to support an 5 Person being considered or competing
idea or take action for a position or office
7  Goals or issues given the most
importance and attention
8  Skill of handling relations and disputes

among governments through talks
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PBS NewsHour

“Who will be the UN's next secretary-general? What to know about the selection process”

Published Tuesday, September 29, 2026
Read by us on Wednesday, September 30, 2026

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/who-will-be-the-uns-next-secretary-general-what-to-know-about-the-selection-process

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com
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