
Benedicte Bull and Desmond McNeill*†

From market multilateralism to governance
by goal setting: SDGs and the changing role
of partnerships in a new global order

Abstract: Business has been involved in cooperation with multilateral organiza-

tions through public-private partnerships (PPPs) since the late 1990s. With their

adoption of the sustainable development goals (SDGs), multilateral institutions

increasingly consider partnerships as a means to achieve their goals given their

own limited implementation capacity. However, the global economic order has

changed significantly since the first expansion of PPPs, particularly due to

growing participation by non-western states and companies. This article asks

how this shift has changed the eagerness to formpartnerships, as well as their qual-

itative content. It analyzes the 3964 partnerships in the SDG partnership registry,

focusing on the subset of them that includes business partners. We divide these

into five groups: local implementation, resource mobilization, advocacy, policy,

and operational partnerships. We study PPPs involving companies from different

varieties of capitalism—private, market based forms, and state-led forms of capital-

ism. We find that PPPs are still dominated by companies and other actors from

Western countries. Moreover, business participate more in U.S.- and Canadian-

led partnerships than others. We also find strong differences regarding what cate-

gory of PPPs that companies fromdifferent backgrounds engage in, and discuss the

linkages between varieties of capitalism and PPP participation.
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Introduction

Starting in the late 1990s, public-private partnerships (PPPs) became a key feature

of the modus operandi of multilateral organizations. Since then, a large literature

has arisen that addresses a number of issues related to the phenomenon, including

how to ensure their efficiency, the extent to which they strengthen (or weaken)

global governance in different issue areas, and how the increased business partic-

ipation they enable challenges the legitimacy and authority of the multilateral

organizations. This article seeks to bring that literature forward by investigating

the numerous new partnerships formed following the adoption of the sustainable

development goals (SDGs), in a context where businesses and governments from

non-Western economies increasingly influence the multilateral system.

The United Nations defines PPPs as: “Voluntary and collaborative relation-

ships between various parties, both State and non-State, in which all participants

agree to work together to achieve a common purpose or undertake a specific task

and to share risks and responsibilities, resources and benefits.”1 In the first decade

of the 2000s, PPPs withmultilateral organizations arose as a response to changes of

the dominant liberal world order due to globalization. John Ruggie, one of the

architects of the UN’s new approach to business, emphasized how PPPs were a

response to theweakening of the “embedded liberalism compromise,” as a corner-

stone of a liberal world order, and the need for new mechanisms to regulate and

manage economic openness.2 Implicit in this was an understanding of PPPs as a

continuation of liberal ideals of international governance by cooperation, emerg-

ing out of eighteenth-century, European social philosophy.3

A more critical literature saw PPPs instead as an expression of increased cor-

porate influence in multilateral institutions.4 In this view, their proliferation chal-

lenged the legitimacy of the multilateral institutions, and weakened their ability to

be an arena for the contestation and modification of the global capitalist system.5

The ensuing multilateral form has been characterized as “market multilateral-

ism.”6 While more critical of the implications of the rise of PPPs, these authors

shared the view on the backdrop for the emergence of PPPs with their proponents:

the emergence of a globalized market economy. Currently, the dominant liberal

and globalized market economy is challenged by states that espouse more

1 United Nations (2005).

2 Ruggie (2008), 4.

3 Mazower (2012).

4 Utting and Zammit (2008).

5 Bexell and Mörth (2010).

6 Bull and McNeill (2007).
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regulated and state dominated forms of capitalism. Particularly, the rise of China is

argued to contribute to the transformation of global capitalism.7 Yet, PPPs are pro-

liferating as never before.

This has been particularly notable after the adoption of the SDGs that are

strongly supported by the multilateral institutions. The partnership-registry estab-

lished by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) expanded enor-

mously, especially following the adoption of the SDGs, increasing from 345 in

2009 to almost 4000 in 2018.

How, then, can we understand PPPs in what may become a post-Western

form of capitalism?8 Some have argued that SDGs are playing a part in the

process of “governance by goal setting.”9 The formation of different forms of part-

nerships is an SDG in itself (goal 17), and partnerships are also frequentlymentioned

as a key mechanism for the implementation of the other goals. However, PPPs

encompass a large variety of different arrangements. Although the SDGs clearly

have inspired companies and other actors to register in the database, in order to

conclude the significance of this, we need to study the actors involved and the com-

mitment they make. This is what we will do in this article. Particularly, we seek to

better understand whether companies emerging from state regulated economies

engage differently with PPPs than those based inWestern liberal market economies,

such as the United States. Thus, we ask: To what extent do companies from non-

Western countries participate in partnerships for the SDGs? Do the PPPs formed

with non-Western companies differ qualitatively from those formed with Western

companies? Finally, we seek to understand what implications this has for the kind

of multilateral governance we can expect in the era of the SDGs.

We explore these questions through an analysis of the 3964 partnerships reg-

istered in the UNDP’s SDG partnership registry. This registry is voluntary, and the

PPPs registered there do not necessarily reflect the universe of partnerships for

SDGs. Nevertheless, the registry does reflect the willingness of different actors to

follow multilateral processes through to partnerships and thus gives some insight

into the form that multilateral public-private cooperation takes. Our findings indi-

cate that there are major qualitative differences between the PPPs formed with

companies from Western and non-Western countries. However, there are also

major differences between different non-Western countries. Indeed, while partic-

ipating in PPPs reveals the willingness of companies to take on a role beyond profit

seeking,10 a better understanding of the differences between PPPs allows us to

7 Harvey and Paik (2017); Zhang (2017).

8 Stuenkel (2016).

9 Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019); Bierman et al. (2017).

10 Scherer and Palazzo (2011); Svedberg, Helgesson, and Mörth (2013).
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differentiate between different political roles played by companies emerging from

different institutional contexts.11

The PPPs, multilateral governance, and varieties of
capitalism

There is no consensus about how to define a PPP, or about what they imply for

multilateral governance. The proponents of PPPs focus on how they create syner-

gies between different actors through enabling cooperation between international

organizations, NGOs, governments, businesses, and other stakeholders (including

private foundations, local communities, etc.).12 PPPsmay, in their view, contribute

to knowledge-sharing and capacity building; raise norms and standards for busi-

ness operations;mobilize resources fromdifferent actors; and contribute to chang-

ing practices among governments, businesses, and the population at large, beyond

the actors directly involved in PPPs.13 In brief, PPPs may contribute to a “soft” reg-

ulation of global capitalism to protect workers’ rights and the environment, and

achieve other social goals. According to Andonova, PPPs are an institutional solu-

tion to pressing challenges faced by the multilateral institutions, initiated by

“entrepreneurial actors” within them.14 They can be considered a networked gov-

ernance mechanism focused on the collaborative achievement of joint goals, with

the potential of filling spaces of existing “governance deficits.”15

However, PPPs are also associated with the increasing power of private com-

panies, which seek tomake use of themultilateral institutions to protect their inter-

ests.16 According to this view, companies’ interests in cooperating withmultilateral

institutions is based on a desire to improve their reputation, without fundamen-

tally changing their practices.17 Seen from the side of the multilateral organiza-

tions, PPPs could be understood as an example of “trasformismo”—a top-down

strategy attempting to curb opposition to neoliberalism.18

Irrespective of how the implications for multilateralism were viewed, it was

increasingly accepted that PPPs, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and other

11 Detomasi (2015).

12 United Nations (2005).

13 Compact (2014); Enright et al. (2018); Fussler et al. (2017).

14 Andonova (2017).

15 Pattberg (2010).

16 Biersteker et al. (2002); Cutler, Haufler, and Porter (1999); Martens (2004); Richter (2003);

Utting and Zammit (2008).

17 Berliner and Prakash (2015).

18 Gregoratti (2010).
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initiatives implied a new form of “corporate citizenship” with significant political

implications.19 This recognition formed the basis for the argument that PPPs with

multilateral organizations amounted to a new form of “market multilateralism”

that coordinated relations, not only between states, but also between states and

non-state actors under the aegis of multilateral organizations. According to this

perspective, the motives of business are not purely self-serving: businesses do

not use the partnerships solely to improve their image or contribute to the expan-

sion of markets. Yet, goals of the collaboration or means to achieve commonly

agreed upon goals that run counter to the interests of the corporations are

“ruled out” or kept off the agenda.20 Mechanisms employed to reach the goals

of the collaboration make up either for market failures, for regulatory failures, or

for the detrimental consequences of oligopolisticmarket structures.21 This “market

multilateralism” was the result of numerous actions (and non-actions) by states,

multilateral organizations and businesses that, taken together, shaped the con-

tours of a new form of global regulation.22

However, this literature was mostly written before companies from China and

other emerging economies seriously challenged the dominance of large Western

corporations. Thus the differences in incentives and stakeholders facing corpora-

tions at home were not problematized much, as they increasingly were in the lit-

erature on CSR.23 However, building on the literature on the varieties of capitalism,

there is an emerging argument that the nature and extent of companies’ engage-

ment in global governance activities depends on the form of capitalism that

characterizes their home base.24 Different forms of capitalism are characterized

by differences in the institutions of corporate governance, industrial relations,

training and education, and the structuring of inter-firm relations.25 While there

are many possible ways of categorizing them, Detomassi distinguishes between

private (or finance) capitalism, corporate capitalism, and statist capitalism.26

19 Matten and Crane (2005); Svedberg, Helgesson, and Mörth (2013).

20 Bull and McNeill (2007). This concept based on John Ruggie’s understanding of multilateral-

ism as “an institutional form that co-ordinates relations among three or more states on the basis of

generalized principles of conduct.” Ruggie argued that its purpose was to modify “state’s self-

serving behavior by specifying appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to the par-

ticularistic interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist in any specific occur-

rence” (Ruggie (1992)).

21 Bull (2010).

22 Bull et al. (2004); Bull and McNeill (2007).

23 See the article by Barkmeyer in this volume.

24 Detomassi (2015).

25 Hall and Soskice (2001); Nölke and Vliegenthart (2009).

26 Detomassi (2015).
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The first is associated with an Anglo-Saxon model in which companies exist to

produce return and increase shareholder value. The second depicts a Western

European and East Asian model in which government exercises a guiding hand

over the domestic economy by acting in close collaboration with its major eco-

nomic agents to achieve mutually desired and compatible goals. The third is char-

acterized by direct state involvement in the management of companies, as in, for

example, China. This differs from that of the United States and some European

countries in that the primacy of the Chinese state–society complex ultimately

rests with the state and a state class organized around the Communist Party.27

Also, other emerging economies are characterized by a “state-permeated capital-

ism” that may lead to a more “mercantilist” or neo-Listian global order.28 When

companies originating in state permeated forms of capitalism engage in gover-

nance and CSR activities, they do so for different purposes than those based in a

private or corporate capitalist system. For example, many incentives provided by

local and national governments and the Communist Party shape the CSR role that

companies choose to play.29 This contrasts to companies from private and corpo-

rate capitalist forms where markets, NGOs, suppliers, and providers are expected

to be more important.

These features of the local institutional context may also shape the kind of

engagement that the different companies show with PPPs in association with mul-

tilateral institutions.We find it instructive to categorize PPPs into five groups based

on their functions and the roles of business. Local implementation partnerships
are local investments to support one or several goals of the multinational institu-

tions. Businesses contribute mainly in the sector in which they generally operate,

and responsibilities and benefits are shared between public and private actors.

Therefore, these are not necessarily very demanding for businesses, as they

mostly do not require them to deviate from regular business practice.30

Resource mobilization partnerships include traditional charity and sponsor

activities. Often the companies involved have their core business in sectors

other than the focus of the partnership. They contribute with funds or “in kind.”

Advocacy partnerships aim to raise awareness among the general public or

specific groups about issues of importance for reaching common goals.

Businesses contribute with knowledge, technical equipment, or networks.

Policy partnershipsmay be divided into two sub-groups (thoughmany also strad-

dle them). Private policy partnerships seek to improve business practices through

27 De Graaff and van Apeldoorn (2017).

28 Nölke and Vliegenthart (2009).

29 See Banik and Lin, in this volume.

30 Jomo et al. (2016).
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developing standards (e.g., environmental, social) or committing to adhering to

them. Public policy partnerships seek to influence policies of governments or inter-

national organizations to strengthen common goals. Operational partnerships
are often the most demanding. These seek to change production practices and

markets. Businesses commit not only to change standards for production of

goods and services, but to change production patterns altogether. The different

types of PPP are summarized in table 1.

We hypothesize that the probability that a company engages in a particular

kind of partnership depends on the form of capitalism of their home base. State

capitalist companies will be more likely to participate in local implementation

partnerships that will contribute to the home state’s goals; companies, whether

formally private or state-owned, will acquire political or other benefits from con-

tributing to these in their home context. Resource mobilization and advocacy and

policy partnerships assume a more independent role for companies and may be

more common in private and corporate forms of capitalism. Particularly, advocacy

partnerships, we suggest, are likely to be associated with private capitalism where

companies are concerned with image. Operational partnerships are also primarily

associated with these kinds of capitalism, since states and public organizations

could achieve changes in production patterns more efficiently by directly regulat-

ing companies in state forms of capitalism.

Partnerships and the SDGs: governance by goal
setting?

Some have argued that SDGs are playing a part in what might be called

“governance by goal setting”—a form of arms-length governance in which

norms and standards are extended to a diversity of actors through the setting of

common goals.31 The rapid increase in the number of partnerships reported in

the UNDP registry has occurred as SDGs have come into play; and given the

emphasis placed on partnerships in these SDGs, it is reasonable to suggest a

strong causal link. Can one then conclude that the SDGs will indeed exert a

strong influence on the extent and form of new partnerships? There is reason to

doubt this.

The origins of SDGs can be traced to two sources: the post-millennium devel-

opment goal (MDG) process and the follow-up to the United Nations Conference

on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in 2012. The former was

31 Biermann et al. (2017); Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019).
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dominated by big donors with the MDG vision and followed a rather standard UN

process. The latter was led by the Open Working Group (OWG), mandated by the

Rioþ 20 Outcome Document, and was dominated bymiddle income countries. Of

these two parallel streams, it was the latter that proved the more influential. This

was also the one that emphasized the role of businessmost, following up the Rioþ
20’s call on the private sector to engage in responsible business practices, such as

those promoted by the UN Global Compact. However, research indicated that

business involvement in these processes were dominated by European and U.S.

companies32 and that a number of limitations reduced the impact of business

involvement.33

The SDGs differ in several other important respects from the MDGs. First, the

SDG process was more open to non-state actors, including business. A second,

Table 1: Typology of PPPs

Type Purpose Role of business

Local
implementation
partnerships

Public-private investment projects
to implement joint goals.

Providing knowhow, technical
capacity. Mostly within the
sector that business is already
operating.

Resource
mobilization
partnerships

Joining forces to provide goods
and services to fulfill joint
goals.

Sponsoring (money or in-kind).
Often in sectors unrelated to
core business.

Advocacy
partnerships

Raising awareness of issues
related to joint goals.

Providing money, technical
equipment/knowhow, and
distribution resources (media
access etc.).

Policy partnerships Changing policies and practices of
companies, government (local,
national), and other governance
organizations (IGOs etc.) to
contribute to joint goals.

Committing to changing business
practices and supporting
development of standards,
measures etc.
Giving political leverage to
campaigns to change
governmental policies.

Operational
partnerships

Jointly changing production
patterns (product development,
procurement) to adapt to joint
goals.

Change of production lines,
know how in processes to
develop joint initiatives.

32 Pingeot (2014).

33 Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff (2011); Scheyvens et al. (2016).
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important feature of the SDGs is that the goals apply to all countries of the world.

This contrasts with the MDGs, which were—even if not explicitly—taken to be

concerned primarily with low and middle-income countries. Third, the SDGs

include a greater emphasis than the MDGs on “means of implementation,” an

issue which was granted its own specific goal (17): Strengthen the means of imple-

mentation and revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development.

There was significant debate concerning the indicators to be used for the nine-

teen targets under goal 17 that were considered both vague and difficult to

measure. Targets 17.16 and 17.17 refer more explicitly to “multi-stakeholder part-

nerships.” The former target seeks to “enhance the global partnership for sustain-

able development,” the latter more specifically to “Encourage and promote

effective public, public-private and civil society partnerships, building on the expe-

rience and resourcing strategies of partnerships.”

These targets are translated into indicators. Indicator 17.16.1—for which

UNDP and Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)

are the custodian agencies—is: “Number of countries reporting progress in

multi-stakeholder development effectiveness monitoring frameworks that

support the achievement of the sustainable development goals.” Target 17.17.1

is “Amount of United States dollars committed to (a) public-private partnerships

and (b) civil society partnerships.”

There was much discussion on where and how to register partnerships. The

World Bank, as the designated host, proposed to use their existing registry of

private participation in infrastructure (PPI) as a basis for 17.17.1 (a), but were

unable to propose any source for 17.17.1 (b). Although the PPI data base34 is

well established, to adopt this would imply a narrow definition of public-

private partnerships, and a very narrow definition of “multistakeholder partner-

ship.” And, as noted, there is still no designated source for indicator 17.17.1 (b).

Faced with this unresolved situation, we have chosen to use one of the sources

that might ultimately be adopted, namely the UNDP registry. This registry was

originally set up following the World Summit on Sustainable Development

(WSSD) in Johannesburg in 2002, that launched PPPs as a so-called Type II

solution.35

There is growing research on the use of performance indicators as

contemporary practice in global governance. These studies show that indicators

are seemingly neutral but have deep effects on reconceptualizing norms and

shaping behavior that are not always visible, articulated, or benign. Quantitative

34 Database (www.ppi.worldbank.org).

35 These were called “Type II solutions” as they were chosen as “second best” options to the

desired general agreement on a rise in general commitment to development financing.
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indicators are inherently reductionist and can only capture a part of the full social

objective.36 They are intended to be—or are seemingly—“objective” and “neutral”;

yet they take “what might otherwise be highly contentious normative agendas and

convert them into formats that gain credibility through rhetorical claims to neutral

and technocratic assessment.”37 Indicators are instruments of self-regulation that

create incentives for actors to align their priorities and discourse with the norm.

They do not rely on the enforcement of legal frameworks but on social pressure.38

They use symbolic “judgments” that create reputational damage through naming

and shaming.39

The SDGs provide an excellent example of this “governance by numbers,”

as demonstrated by reference to a number of case studies in Fukuda-Parr

and McNeill.40 The case studies analyze the process of moving from 17

goals, through 169 targets to 232 indicators, and show that indicators are

proposed, which are very specific, and incentivize certain actions, which do not

necessarily reflect the intended aims of the original agenda. However, SDG 17

seems to offer an interesting counter-example. It is proving difficult to establish

suitable indicators, which has created a situation in which the definition of a part-

nership is loose, and the appropriate source of authoritative data of performance

uncertain. As a result, there is a lack of clarity as to how performance is to be mea-

sured, which permits or even encourages claims of performance, which are diffi-

cult to check.

PPPs: from MDGs to SDGs

The partnerships that were formed during the MDGs period showed different

results regarding the extent to which they contributed to the implementation of

agreed goals. A study that analyzed all of the 345 partnerships in the database

with so-called “Type II partnerships” showed that while these were portrayed as

instruments to implement agreed goals, in fact, they also had strong political

dimensions and were heavily influenced by powerful actors, such as large busi-

nesses and the United States. Most partnerships were led by countries that tradi-

tionally participate actively in multilateral cooperation.41 Bäckstrand and Kylsäter

not only found that PPPs are dominated by rich countries, they also found a strong

36 Merry (2016); Porter (1995); Derosiere (1998).

37 Broome and Quirk (2015).

38 Kelly and Simmons (2015).

39 Broome and Quirk (2015); Ibid.; Davis et al. (2012).

40 Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019).

41 Pattberg et al. (2012).

From market multilateralism to governance by goal setting 473



bias towards governments and NGOs. Governments from the industrialized world

are active in 76.9 percent of the PPPs, while business actors participated in only 45

percent. However, a significant number of the partnerships were implemented in

non-OECD countries. Chan (2012) found that 19.4 percent of all the partnerships

in the database were (partly) implemented in India, whereas 16.7 percent were

(partly) implemented in China.

What is more relevant for our analysis is that Chan found a difference between

partnerships implemented in authoritarian and democratic contexts. While the

former were the most effective in achieving their goals, the PPPs did not

produce what he calls a “partnership governance”—a form of governance based

on cooperation, consensus, and contracts rather than hierarchical command

structures. For example, partnerships in China are primarily expected to deliver

and to increase output, not to change norms or institutions.42

This contrasts with the general finding of the results of the MDGs, namely that

the partnerships had limited overall impact. 37 percent of the MDG partnerships

produced no output at all in terms of the criteria applied, and the output of another

43 percent could not be attributed directly to their stated goals.43 They also con-

tributed little to the funding of the UN institutions. Although there exists no reliable

aggregate figures on development finance provided through PPPs, a review of part-

nerships formed by a selected number of UN organizations showed that the private

sector contributed less than 1 percent of their budgets.44

As a response to the mixed results, a range of principles and guidelines have

been developed in the UN system.45 According to these, PPPs should: (1) Serve the

implementation of internationally agreed goals, nowadays especially the SDGs;

(2) be coherent with national law and priorities, respect international law; (3) be

in line with agreed principles and values; (4) be transparent and accountable;

(5) provide an added value, and complement rather than substitute commitments

made by governments; (6) have a secure funding base; (7) be multi-stakeholder

driven, with clear roles of the different partners.46

42 Chan (2012), 123.

43 Biermann et al. (2012).

44 Bull (2010).

45 Among them are: the Bali guiding principles and the principles laid out in the CSD11 decision

based on the former; the UNSG Guidelines on a Principle-based Approach to the Cooperation

between the United Nations and the Business Sector from 2015, based on the original Business

Guidelines from 2000 and their 2009 revision; the Human Rights Council’s Guiding Principles

on Business and Human Rights from 2011; since 2000, nine UNGA resolutions “Towards global

partnerships” established additional principles.

46 Beisheim and Simon (2016), 12–13.
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Profile of the partnerships in the partnerships for
SDGs registry

The first step we did to research the questions above was to organize all the 3964

partnerships in the Partnerships for SDGs Registry in a separate database accord-

ing to countries and actors (participation of businesses, NGOs, local and national

governments, andmultilateral organizations, labor unions, academic institutions).

The Partnership for SDGs Registry is voluntary, and many partnerships may, of

course, exist that support the SDGs but are not registered here. However, we

believe that most actors are interested in the visibility that registering in this data-

base provides, and that there are few costs or disadvantages related to being

included in this registry.

The second step we undertook was to divide the countries into four groups:

OECD countries; Brazil, Russia, India, and China (BRICS countries); other emerg-

ing countries; and developing countries (the rest). There is no perfect fit between

this categorization and the division betweenWestern/non-Western, nor the differ-

ent capitalist contexts proposed by Detomassi (private, corporate, and statist).

Therefore, we will also divide between regions and between countries (further

on, when we look at forms of partnerships). The division is further complicated

as there are OECD countries that we would normally think of as emerging

(Chile, Mexico). However, this provides a start to give us an idea of what groups

of countries are more or less over-and underrepresented.

Division of partnerships across categories of countries

A simple division into regions gives us the picture shown in table 2. European

countries are involved in the highest number of partnerships, followed by Africa

and Oceania.

The distribution of partnerships divided into categories of countries is shown

to the left in figure 1. However, this does not take into account country size. As all

the BRICS countries are large (except perhaps South Africa, with its fifty-five

million inhabitants), this leads to a biased picture. The right part of figure 1 thus

shows the density of partnerships taking size (population) into account. It shows

that BRICS countries still lag significantly behind OECD countries in terms of

forming partnerships.

Taking GDP into account partly explains these differences. There is a signifi-

cant relationship between number of partnerships and GDP per capita, which

explains in part why OECD countries have a higher propensity to form PPPs

than other countries (see figure 2).
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Business involvement in PPPs

A further difference between partnerships from different categories of countries is

the extent of business participation in them. Considering the strong emphasis on

PPPs as a driver of business participation in the achievement of the SDGs, it is

Figure 1: Distribution of partnerships on country groups

Table 2: Distribution of partnerships according to regions and business involvement

Region Number of partnerships47
Share of partnerships

including private companies

North America (US & Canada) 369 23.8%
East Asia 918 7.4%
Europe 1677 12.0%
South Asia 279 11.8%
Latin America 983 6.1%
Africa 1309 5.9%
Middle East 150 8.6%
Oceania 1006 4.2%
BRICS 556 11.7%

47 This does not add up to 3964 since several partnerships have more than one partner.
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interesting to note that only about 10 percent of the partnerships registered in the

SDG partnership registry include private companies. There is a total of 1267 private

firms that are registered, divided between the 3964 partnerships that are included.

Several of the partnerships with private companies include more than one

company, while 90 percent do not include businesses at all. These are partnerships

between multilateral organizations, governments, private foundations, and/or

NGOs.

However, there is a strong geographical difference regarding whether there

are private companies engaged in partnerships, as seen in table 2. Only 5.9

percent of partnerships with African countries have private companies as part-

ners, whereas 12 percent of the partnerships in which European actors are

involved do, and 23.8 percent of the partnerships with the United States and

Canada do so. Of the partnerships that include BRICS countries, 11.7 percent

include business partners; lower than United States/Canada and Europe, but

higher than developing countries.

We have also looked at the kinds of companies that are involved. First, we dis-

tinguished between national and foreignfirms. National firmsmay also be global but

Figure 2: Number of partnerships per country versus GDP/c
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they are defined as companies that have operational presence (subsidiaries) in

the country where the partnership is implemented. Of the 1267 companies reg-

istered, 1183 (93 percent) are national companies. The remaining 7 percent are

only involved in the countries of implementation due to the partnership. We

have furthermore distinguished between private and state¼ owned companies.

Only seventy-four companies are state¼ owned; twelve of these are from

Germany, ten are from Brazil, five are from South Korea, three are Chinese,

and three are Indian. The remaining forty-one are distributed between thirty-

three countries spread across the categories listed above. In other words,

there seems not to be a BRICS bias towards state-owned companies. However,

this result must be interpreted with caution as the meaning of what a private

company is differs strongly across countries. For example, of the twenty-six

Chinese companies that are registered, twenty-three are stated to be private.

Some of this may be explained with a presence of foreign owned companies

with Chinese subsidiaries in partnerships implemented in China. However, to

really understand the operations of these, one has to look further into individual

partnerships, as we will do in the next section.

The content of partnerships

In assigning partnerships into the different categories proposed in table 1, we

chose to divide into individual countries rather than groups of countries, as it is

difficult to lump a group such as BRICS into one single type of capitalism. We

have on the one hand, the United States, as an example of “private capitalism.”

On the other extreme, we have China, being a typical example of “state capitalism.”

Russia would have many features of the same, whereas Brazil, India, and South

Africa have features of both, with Brazil being a much less open and more state

protected economy than the other two.

It was not possible to categorize all the partnerships due to missing informa-

tion. However, we have studied and categorized all the fourteen Brazilian, six

South African, and four Russian partnerships; sixty-five of the U.S. partnerships,

twenty-one of the Indian partnerships, and fifteen of the Chinese partnerships.

The distribution is found in table 3.

There are strong differences that emerge, as shown in table 4. First, the part-

nerships in which U.S. companies participate are on average larger and more

complex than those formed with partners from the other countries. The greatest

difference is between U.S. partnerships and Chinese partnerships. In the partner-

ships in which a U.S. company takes part, there is an average of 3.5 U.S. compa-

nies, in addition to companies from many other countries, whereas there is an
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average of two Chinese companies in the partnerships that includes Chinese

companies, with little non-Chinese company participation.

This is partly a reflection of the kinds of partnerships that the companies par-

ticipate in. The U.S. partnerships stretch across all the categories, except local

implementation partnerships. The category where we find most U.S. companies

(40 percent) is policy partnerships, many of which are partnerships to contribute

to changing business practices. A typical example of such a policy partnership is

the OneLessStraw pledge campaign. This seeks to commit restaurants to avoid

the use of plastic straws. It also has an “advocacy component” in that it strives to

educate the public about the effects of single use plastic straws on health, environ-

ment, and oceans. The business partners are mainly companies that aim to reduce

their own use of plastic straws.

The second most common category of partnership for U.S. companies to par-

ticipate in is advocacy partnerships (26 percent). One example is the Survive to

Thrive Global partnership to end domestic violence. It seeks to influence and

enhance the public’s understanding of domestic violence, through educating the

public on the numerous policies that prevent victims of abuse from seeking help.

While the main partner (Johnson & Johnson) operates within health, it is not a

Table 3: Partnerships formed with the United States and BRICS

Country
Number of
partnerships

No of partnerships with
business partners

No of companies from country
involved in partnerships

U.S. 266 78 274
China 133 16 30
Brazil 122 14 30
Russia 55 4 4
India 139 24 38
South Africa 107 8 13

Table 4: Distribution of partnerships with companies of different nationalities involved

Percentage of
partnerships Country

Local
implementation

Resource
mobilization Advocacy Policy Operational

U.S. 0 14 26 40 20
China 60 7 26 0 7
Russia 0 25 0 0 75
Brazil 19 6 12 50 12
India 23 14 14 14 33
South Africa 0 0 14 14 71
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partnership that makes concrete use of their expertise. Rather, the advocacy work

contributes to strengthen the image of the companies as working for a commonly

understood goal.

Many partnerships with U.S. companies are also in the operational partner-

ship category (20 percent). The Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency

Partnership (REEEP) is an example of a large global partnership that straddles

many categories, including the operational. It works to reduce CO2 emissions by

investing in clean energy markets in developing countries. Its donors are mainly

sovereign countries and large private foundations. The private businesses involved

are consulting and renewable energy companies (Energy & Security Group, ICF

International, Intrinergy, Owens Corning, Morse Associates, Inc., The Regulatory

Assistance Project (RAP)) that contribute to the operational transformation. Thus,

this has features of being an operational partnership, as well as advocacy, policy,

and resource mobilization.

This profile stands in stark contrast to that of the partnerships where Chinese

companies are involved. Sixty percent of those are local implementation partner-

ships, typically including an international organization or a governmental agency

and one or two Chinese companies. One example is The Village and the Earth part-

nership that works with local government in Yalop, a poor village in China, to

improve the electricity facilities and develop renewable energy, giving the six

hundred households in the village access to electricity. The partner is Shanxi

Jinshang Energy Asset Management (Beijing), an electricity investment

company. Another example is One Planet Living, a commitment to develop

Jinshan into a low carbon community. This is a partnership to build the Zero

Carbon Office Building within Jihnshan and develop it into the Green Building

Demonstration Zone of Southern China. The private sector partner is China

Merchant Property Development, a real estate company.

Compared with the U.S. companies, more of the Chinese companies are also

involved in work that is close to their core operations, and there are more state¼
owned companies involved. A good example is the Reduction of Carbon Emissions

from Idling Diesel Drayage Trucks at Container Shipping Ports, which is a shipping

container conveyance system that aims to eliminate short-haul, dirty drayage

trucks from a portion of the world’s shipping ports and intermodal logistics termi-

nals. Its private sector partners are a large, state-owned equipment manufacturer

(Shanghai Zhenhua Heavy Industries Co., Ltd. (ZPMC)) and the state-owned

China Communication and Construction Company, which also is the main share-

holder in ZPMC.

There are also examples of Chinese companies that are involved in advo-

cacy work and partnerships that straddle many different categories. Yet, these

are all subsidiaries of multilateral companies, such as in the China Neonatal
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Resuscitation Program (NRP), which aims to reduce neonatal mortality and

morbidity caused by preventable conditions, such as birth asphyxia, through

ensuring at least one trained and skilled health worker is present at every hospital

delivery. Here the main private sector partner is the China subsidiary of the

U.S. pharmaceutical company Johnson & Johnson.

The broadest and most ambitious partnership that includes Chinese compa-

nies is Countering Desertification and Land Degradation, which is a partnership

between United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) and the Elion

Resources Group for greening 10,000 square kilometers of desert by 2022. Elion

Resources Group is a Chinese company focusing on ecological restoration and

green financing. China Merchant Property Development is also a partner.

Partnerships with Indian companies also show several special features.

Compared to Chinese companies, they are more varied and fall into several of

the categories. Some are local resource mobilization partnerships, such as the

Sustainable Food Production in Model Farms, India, or the Open Shelter Home

for Underprivileged and in Conflict with Law Children. However, there is a

larger share of operational, advocacy, and policy partnerships, and—most notice-

able—there are many more cases of Indian companies participating in large,

global, often cross-cutting partnerships, such as the REEEP described above

or the Methane to Market Partnership, a policy, advocacy, operational, and

resource mobilization partnership that seeks to promote methane capture-

and-use in agriculture, coal mines, landfills, and the oil and gas sector. We

also find a much larger share of foreign subsidiaries participating in the partner-

ships in India than in China. Indeed, at least four of the partnerships simply

consist of subsidiaries of large multinational companies that sponsor some

good cause or committment to change practices (such as the Nestlé commit-

ment to expand nutrition education to teenage girls in India).

There are very few Russian partnerships. Two fall into the global, diverse part-

nerships category: REEEP and Methane to Markets that are described above and

that also include a large variety of partners from other countries. One is a project in

which the Russian oil company Lukoil sponsors a project run by the ILO on Youth

Employment in the Commonwealth of Independent States. In the final one, a

Russian publishing house is a partner in a partnership for online access to research

on the environment.

The Brazilian partnerships also have their peculiarities. As with the case of

India, Brazilian companies participate in large, global partnerships, such as

Methane to Market and the Montreal Protocol Ozon Action Programme, where

the airline Varig is a partner. However, Brazilian companies also participate in

several policy partnerships that aim to change the practices of the companies

themselves. This includes the Cement Sustainability Partnership where the
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large, cement producing industrial conglomerate Votoratim is a partner, and a

partnership to enable global replication of the innovative Ethical Fashion

Initiative, where the Brazilian fashion company OSKLEN is a partner. The partner-

ships in which Brazilian companies participate also stand out as several of them

originated in the UN Global Compact initiative. The only straight resource mobi-

lization partnership (the Financial Education for Girls Program) has a foreign sub-

sidiary (Credit Suisse) as a partner.

Partnerships with South African companies also show some particular charac-

teristics. Most of the South African companies participate in large global initiatives

including REEP, the Global Wastewater Initiative, WIPO The Marketplace for

Sustainable Technology, and SafeWater Systems. The rest aremainly relatively tra-

ditional aid projects with a private sector partnership component.

Summing up the analysis of partnerships involving business, the profiles of

those of the United States are clearly very different from those of the other

countries. U.S. companies are involved in a large amount of partnerships

with very varied profiles. Eighty percent of the partnerships are advocacy or

policy partnerships aimed to change attitudes, provide knowledge, or change

policies and practices of companies, governments, and communities. We also

find a group of resource mobilization partnerships where typically the compa-

nies are from different sectors than the focus of the partnership. These are, in

other words, to some extent more in the category of traditional philanthropy.

This profile fits well with the expectations for companies from “private capitalist”

contexts, with high degrees of independence and a high concern for image and

market-relations.

The partnerships that Chinese companies are involved in are, to amuch larger

extent, specifically project based partnerships where the companies undertake

investments or provide other goods or services in partnership with governmental

actors. Very few of the partnerships appear as distinctly privately driven, as

expected from companies based in state-penetrated economies.

It will require more in depth scrutiny to understand why Russian companies

are basically absent. One possible interpretation is that although Russia is also a

partly state-penetrated economy, Russian companies do not face the same incen-

tives for participation from their own national and local government to participate,

as the Chinese.

The rest of the BRICS-countries show a profile that reveals, instead, their

hybrid positions between being developing countries and emerging economies.

We find many PPPs driven by foreign multinationals in a diversity of categories

and others that are difficult to distinguish from traditional aid projects.

However, we also see companies from Brazil, India, and South Africa participating

in partnerships in different categories. Although much more research is needed,
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this may suggest that in these countries, with arguably weaker institutions, we will

not see a very clear pattern of PPPs.

Conclusion

There has been a considerable increase in the number of reported partnerships in

recent years that seems to be associated with SDGs. These are very diverse indeed,

but some patterns do emerge. Partnerships in which U.S. and European govern-

ments and companies are involved still dominate numerically, although partner-

ships with Chinese and other emerging and developing economies are increasing.

We do find significant support for the claim that actors based in different forms of

capitalism engage in different forms of partnerships. First, although business

involvement in partnerships is overall low, business participation is much

higher in partnerships with counterparts from the United States or Canada, than

from other countries. Moreover, most U.S. PPPs are either traditional philanthropy

(as in some resource mobilization partnerships) or they are focused on advocacy

or policy work. Without being too cynical, one might conclude that it is more

important for companies from “private capitalist” contexts than others to engage

in these kind of partnerships. This may be interpreted as a result of market com-

petition as well as the strong presence of NGOs that makes company-image an

important factor in survival and profit-making. Forming PPPs may be what

Bäckstrand and Kylsäter calls a “legitimization strategy,” not only for the multilat-

eral organizations, but also for the companies.48

The strongest difference is between the PPPs in which U.S. Companies partic-

ipates and those in which Chinese companies participate. The latter are over-

whelmingly local, focusing on specific challenges. The companies mostly

participate in PPPs within their own sector and partner with governmental institu-

tions. This is what might be expected in state-capitalist economies, in which com-

panies, whether officially private or public, strongly depend on responding to

incentives from the state. The suggestion by Chan (2012) that these PPPs adhere

much more to a “hierarchical” than a “partnership governance” logic is supported

by our findings.

Although this is only a first exploration of the partnerships registered under the

aegis of the SDGs, we may suggest some implications for multilateral governance.

First, as the number and diversity of partnerships have increased, the term “market

multilateralism” launched to depict a form of partnerships supporting a set of

social goals but within a global capitalist economy seems less relevant than

48 Bäckstrand and Kylsäter (2014).
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before. Many of the partnerships are mostly local, mostly state led, and with busi-

ness being little more than a local provider of goods and services. Indeed, themany

PPPs in China contribute more to a “state capitalism” than to strengthening a

market-economy. The PPP appears to be a flexible institutional form, possibly

compatible with a number of different forms of capitalisms, from “private” to

“state-led.”

Second, while the SDGs are, in many cases, beginning to operate as a form

of arms-length “governance by goal setting,” the case of partnerships (under

goal 17)may prove to be somewhat different. The SDGs do indeed serve as an instru-

ment of global governance, insofar as they incentivize bothnational governments and

private companies to report the establishment of partnerships. But the SDG indica-

tors relating to partnerships are, in contrast to those of other SDGs, not very clearly

specified. As a result, the numerous partnerships that are being registered may, in

fact, represent very little in terms of changing practices and behavior.

In summary, it appears that joining the UN registry is an attractive option for a

company, but for reasons that vary across different forms of capitalism: for

companies operating in a “private capitalist” system it may be an opportunity to

enhance their reputation—whether locally or globally—at minimal cost. In state

capitalist contexts, themotivation is rather to enhance the reputation and relations

to state-institutions upon which the companies depend to thrive and survive.

References

Andonova, Liliana B. 2017. Governance Entrepreneurs: International Organizations and the Rise of
Global Public-Private Partnerships. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Beisheim, Mariane, and Simon N. Nils Simon 2016.Multi-stakeholder Partnerships for Implementing
the 2030 Agenda: Improving Accountability and Transparency. Retrieved from Berlin.

Berliner, Daniel, and Aseem Prakash. 2015. “‘Bluewashing’ the Firm? Voluntary Regulations,
Program Design, and Member Compliance with the United Nations Global Compact.” Policy
Studies Journal 43 (1): 115–38. doi:10.1111/psj.12085.

Bexell, Magdalena, and Ulrika Mörth (eds.). 2010. Democracy and Public-Private Partnerships in
Global Governance. London and New York: Palgrave.

Biermann, Frank, Sander Chan, Aysem Mert, and Phillip Pattberg. 2012. “The Overall Effects of
Partnerships for Sustainable Development: More Smoke Than Fire?” In Public-Private
Partnerships for Sustainable Development: Emergene, Influence and Leigitmacy, edited by
Phillip Pattberg, Frank Biermann, Sander Chan, and Aysem Mert, 69–87. Cheltenham and
Northhampton: Edgar Elgar.

Biermann, Frank, Norichika Kanie, and Rakhyun E. Kim. 2017. “Global Governance by Goal-
Setting: The Novel Approach of the Un Sustainable Development Goals.” Current Opinion in
Environmental Sustainability 26–27 (2017): 26–31.

Biersteker, Thomas J., and Bruce Hall. 2002. The Emergence of Private Authority in Global
Governance. New York: Cambridge University Press.

484 Benedicte Bull and Desmond McNeill



Brinkerhoff, Derick W., and Jennifer M. Brinkerhoff. 2011. “Public–Private Partnerships:
Perspectives on Purposes, Publicness, and Good Governance.” Public Administration and
Development 31 (1): 2–14.

Broome, Andre, and Joel Quirk. 2015. “Governing the Workd at a Distance: The Practice of Global
Benchmarking.” Review of Internaitonal Studies 41 (2015): 819–41.

Bull, Benedicte. 2010. “Rethinking Multilateralism: Global Governance and Public-Private
Partnerships with the Un’” In Business and Global Governance, edited by Morten Ougaard
and Anna Leander. Warwick Studies in Globalisation, 179–99. London: Palgrave.

Bull, Benedicte, Morten Bøås, and Desmond McNeill. 2004. “Private Sector Influence in the
Multilateral System: A Changing Structure of World Governance?” Global Governance 10 (4):
481–98.

Bull, Benedicte, and Desmond McNeill. 2007. Development Issues in Global Governance: Public-
Private Partnerships and Market Multilateralism. London: Routledge.

Bäckstrand, Karin, and Mikael Kylsäter. 2014. “Old Wine in New Bottles? The Legitimation and
Delegitimation of Un Public–Private Partnerships for Sustainable Development from the
Johannesburg Summit to the Rioþ 20 Summit.” Globalizations 11 (3): 331–47.

Chan, Sander. 2012. “Partnerships Beyond the OECD: China and India” In Public-Private
Partnerships for Sustainable Development, edited by P. Pattberg, F. Biermann, S. Chan, and
A. Mert, 215–36. Cheltenham, United Kingdom.

Compact, United Nations Global. 2014. “Building the Post-2015 Business Engagement
Architectur.” New York: UN Global Compact Office.

Cutler, A. C., V. Haufler, and T. Porter. 1999. Private Authority and International Affairs. New York:
State University of New York Press.

Davis, Kevin, Benedict Kingsbury, Angelina Fisher, and Sally Engle Merry. 2012. “Introduction:
Governance by Indicators.” In Governance by Indicators, 3–28. New York: Oxford University
Press.

de Graaff, Nana, and Bastiaan van Apeldoorn. 2017. “US Elite power and the Rise of ‘Statist’
Chinese Elites in Global Markets.” International Politics 54 (3): 338–55. doi:10.1057/
s41311-017-0031-2.

Derosiere, Alain. 1998. The Politics of Large Numbers. A History of Statistical Reasoning.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Detomasi, David J. 2015. “The Multinational Corporation as a Political Actor: ‘Varieties of
Capitalism’ Revisited.” Journal of Business Ethics 128 (3): 685–700.

Enright, Sara, Cecilie Oger, Peder Michael, Pruzan Jorgensen, and Angie Farrag-Thibault. 2018.
“Private-Sector Collaboration for Sustainable Development.” San Francisco: BSR.

Fukuda-Parr, Sakiko, and Desmond McNeill. “Knowledge and Power in Setting and Measuring
Sdgs.” Global Policy (Forthcoming).

Fussler, Claude, Aron Cramer, and Ebastian van der Vegt. 2017. Raising the Bar: Creating Value
with the Un Global Compact. London: Routledge.

Gregoratti, Catia. 2010. “Undp. Busines Patnerships, and the (Un)Democratic Governance of
Development.” In Democracy and Public-Private Parnterhips in Global Governance, edited by
Magdalena Bexell and Ulrika Mörth, 190–211. Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hall, Peter, and David Soskice. 2001. Varieties of Capitalism: The Institutional Foundations of
Comparative Advantage. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Harvey, David, and Nak-chung Paik. 2017. “How Capital Operates and Where the World and China
Are Going: A Conversation between David Harvey and Paik Nak-Chung.” Inter-Asia Cultural
Studies 18 (2): 251–68.

From market multilateralism to governance by goal setting 485



Jomo, KS, Anis Chowdhury, Krishnan Sharma, and Daniel Platz. 2016 “Public-Private Partnerships
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: Fit for Purpose?” DESA Working Paper.

Kelly, Judith G., and Beth A. Simmons. 2015. “Politics by Number: Indicators as Social Pressure in
International Relations.” American Journal of Political Science 59 (2015): 55–70.

Martens, Jens. 2004. “Precarious Partnerships? Six Problems of the Global Compact between
Business and the Un.” Global Policy Forum 23 (2004).

Matten, Dirk, and Andrew Crane.2005. “Corporate Citizenship: Toward an Extended Theoretical
Conceptualization.” 30 (1): 166–79.

Mazower, Mark. 2012. Governing the World: The History of an Idea New York: Penguin Books.
Merry, Sally Engle. 2016. Seductions of Quantification. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Nölke, Andreas, and Arjan Vliegenthart. 2009. “Enlarging the Varieties of Capitalism: The

Emergence of Dependent Market Economies in East Central Europe.”World Politics 61 (4): 32.
Pattberg, Philipp. 2010. “Public–Private Partnerships in Global Climate Governance.” Wiley

Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 1 (2): 279–87.
Pattberg, Philipp, Frank Biermann, Sander Chan, and Aysem Mert. 2012. “Conclusions:

Partnerships for Sustainable Development.” In Public-Private Partnerships for Sustainable
Development: Emergence, Influence and Legitimacy, edited by Philipp Pattberg, Frank
Biermann, and Sander Chan, 239–58. Cheltenham, United Kingdom: Edgar Elgar.

Pingeot, L. 2014. “Corporate Influence in the Post-2015 Process.” In Misereor–GPF–Brot fur die
Welt.

Porter, Theodore. 1995. Trust in Numbers. Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public Life.
Priceton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Richter, Judith. 2003. “We the Peoples” We the Corporations”: Critical Reflections on Un-Business
Partnerships. Geneva: IBFAN-GIFA.

Ruggie, John G. 2008. “Embedding Global Markets: An Enduring Challenge.” In Taking Embedded
Liberalism Global: Thee Corporate Connection, edited by John G. Ruggie, 231–53. Hampsted
and Burlington: Ashgate.

Ruggie, John G. 1992. “Multilateralism: The Anatomy of an Institution.” International Organization
46 (3): 561–98.

Scherer, Andreas Georg, and Guido Palazzo. 2011. “The New Political Role of Business in a
Globalized World: A Review of a New Perspective on Csr and Its Implications for the Firm,
Governance, and Democracy.” 48 (4): 899–931.

Scheyvens, Regina, Glenn Banks, and Emma Hughes. 2016. “The Private Sector and the Sdgs: The
Need to Move Beyond ‘Business as Usual’” Sustainable Development 24 (6): 371–82.

Stuenkel, Oliver. 2016. Post Western World. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Svedberg Helgesson, Karin, and Ulrika Mörth. 2013. “Introduction: Corporate Citizenship and the

Political Role of the Corporation.” In The Political Role of the Corporate Citizen, edited by Karin
Svedberg Helgesson and Ulrika Mörth, 1–17. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

UnitedNations. 2005. “Enhanced Cooperation between the United Nations and All Relevant
Partners, in Particular the Private Sector.” New York: Report of the Secretary-General.

Utting, Peter, and Ann Zammit. 2008. “United Nations-Business Partnerships: Good Intentions and
Contradictory Agendas.” Journal of Business Ethics 90 (1): 39.

Zhang, Xin. 2017. “Chinese Capitalism and the Maritime Silk Road: A World-Systems Perspective.”
Geopolitics 22 (2): 310–31.

486 Benedicte Bull and Desmond McNeill


	From market multilateralism to governance by goal setting: SDGs and the changing role of partnerships in a new global order
	Introduction
	The PPPs, multilateral governance, and varieties of capitalism
	Partnerships and the SDGs: governance by goal setting?
	PPPs: from MDGs to SDGs
	Profile of the partnerships in the partnerships for SDGs registry
	Division of partnerships across categories of countries
	Business involvement in PPPs
	The content of partnerships

	Conclusion
	References


