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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

s multi-stakeholder partnerships have grown in scope and
A prominence, international organisations (IOs) have become
their increasingly visible proponents to deliver sustainable
development and climate change goals. Significant resources are

being expended based on the assumption that international
organisations can cultivate effective partnerships.

s this a valid assumption? This report presents findings and policy
implications from a recent systemic study on the influence that
international organisations (such as those comprising the United
Nations system) have wielded in promoting partnerships on climate
change — at multiple levels and across greenhouse gas-emitting
sectors. The results of this study are summarised in five key findings:

1. Partnerships are instruments to strengthen sectoral
cooperation

The prevailing approach to assessing partnerships based on their
individual performance and quality is flawed. In fact, partnerships
form sectoral networks among inter-connected actors, and new
partnerships represent evolutionary changes to the quality of
cooperation within sectors. To truly understand how well
partnerships are performing, we must assess quality and growth at
the sectoral level in addition to the partnership level.



2. Some international organisations are influencers
within networks of sectoral cooperation

Many IOs participate in partnerships, but very few have
become community-builders, wielding strong influence
over the evolution of partnership networks within sectors.
Out of more than 4,000 actors in forests, short-lived
climate pollutants and land transport, nine 10s are found
among the top 100 most influential actors: UNEP, World
Bank, UNDP, FAO, UNFCCC, Asian Development Bank, UN
Global Compact, UN Habitat and the IEA.

3. Collective choreography can surge growth in
sectoral cooperation

Those 10s and governments with sufficient convening
power and autonomy can choreograph surges in the
growth of partnership, via large-scale efforts comprising
six organisational attributes: strategic timing, leaders’ level
convening, sectoral orientation, emphasis on ambitious
cooperative commitments; subsidiarity; and leadership
with centralised decision-making.

4. Punctuated surges are insufficient to realise the
potential of partnerships

Sustained and adequate institutional support is necessary
for the gains of collective choreography to be impactful.

5. Neither secretary nor general: the UN chief is a
choreographer

Of all 10s, the office of the UN Secretary-General is
uniquely able to act as the choreographer to surge the
strength of partnership.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The key findings prompt eight policy recommendations:

1. Measure the quality of partnership at the sector
network level in addition to individual partnership level

2. Maintain and utilise a real-time, interactive network
data commons to track and spur the growth of the
voluntary cooperation on climate change

3. Prioritise and empower the subset of highly influential
international organisations as vectors to accelerate quality
of partnership

4. Normalise partnership capacity across all international
organisations

5. Align future large-scale partnership promotion efforts
with the six organisational attributes necessary to surge
growth in cooperation

6. Institutionalise a five-year choreography cycle to
ratchet-up the strength of multi-stakeholder partnership,
with coordinated annual efforts culminating in a single
event at the end of each cycle

7. Harness the UN secretary-general’s unique ability as
“choreographer” to maximise the effectiveness of each
choreography cycle

8. Apply collective choreography as the preferred
mechanism of the United Nations System to accelerate the
achievement of targeted Sustainable Development Goals



INTRODUCTION

THE PROMISE AND PURSUIT OF
PARTNERSHIPS

"Partnership” has become a preferred operating mode in
global governance. Both the Sustainable Development
Goals and the Paris Agreement prioritise the pursuit of
partnerships, including, in particular, multi-stakeholder
partnerships — instances of voluntary cooperation that
transcend multilateral governance by convening coalitions
of countries, cities, companies and civil society actors to
deliver global public goods.

This prioritisation reflects a decades-long trend in the
growth of voluntary cooperation in global governance,
albeit one with variable performance; some partnerships
have been lauded for their success, but many have failed
to deliver on their promise. Nevertheless, enthusiasm for
this modality has soared, particularly to address climate
change (Figure 1). Recent estimates suggest that the most
ambitious partnerships have the potential to put the world
on a 2°C pathway.* Moreover, during 2016-2020, the

* See: ‘Global Climate Action from Cities, Regions and Businesses: Impact of Individual Actors and Cooperative Initiatives on Global and National Emissions’ (2019)

fragility of national government leadership for the low-
carbon transition highlighted the value of pursuing more
expedient routes to achieving our pressing global goals. In
short, all eyes are on voluntary cooperation, and identifying
the most efficient ways to scale up partnerships and ensure
their effectiveness is a policy priority.

Growth of Voluntary Cooperation on Climate Change
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INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS
AND PARTNERSHIPS

Against this context, international organisations have been
closely involved in the growth of voluntary cooperation at
multiple levels. First, from the “inside”: IOs have instigated
and supported partnerships since the 1990s by taking part
themselves, as funders, secretariats or as ordinary
participants. Initially pursued as ad-hoc experiments and
informal endeavours, such engagement has now been
institutionalised in many organisations’ strategic plans.
Second, from the "outside”: through large-scale
intergovernmental conferences, processes and summits,
international organisations have heavily promoted the
formation and development of multi-stakeholder
partnerships without necessarily taking part in the
partnerships. The conferences on sustainable development
since 2002; climate summits of the UN Secretary-General;
and recent conferences of Parties (COPs) to the climate
convention are prominent examples of these large-scale
efforts. Whether working on the inside or the outside, IOs
are being looked upon to drive the growth of partnerships.

THE KNOWLEDGE GAP

If voluntary cooperation is a priority for delivering global
goals, are international organisations an effective class of
actors to cultivate and accelerate its growth? If so, are all

*See: Governing Climate Change: Polycentricity in Action?, edited by Andrew J. Jordan, Dave Huitema, Harro van Asselt, and Johanna Forster. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018.

international organisations equally well-situated to do so?

Our understanding of the effectiveness of the roles played
by international organisations has thus far been piecemeal.
For instance, case studies consider the roles played by IOs
as members, but do not account for the effect of large-
scale 10 efforts at the same time. Analyses of large-scale
efforts have suggested an “orchestration” role by IOs but
have not compared approaches taken under various
efforts, nor traced the conditions under which such efforts
may succeed. And no studies consider the relative
importance of different IOs as members of partnerships,
nor the effect of their participation on the wider growth of
voluntary cooperation.*

THIS STUDY'S APPROACH

This study represents the first attempt to capture the
systemic effects of international organisations on voluntary
cooperation. It does so by considering their efforts from
the inside and the outside, and their effects at multiple
levels: (1) within specific partnerships; (2) on all
partnerships within a sector; and (3) on the phenomenon
of voluntary cooperation on climate change, comprising all
partnerships on this issue, across sectors.

For the purposes of this study, growth in voluntary
cooperation was defined along two dimensions: an
increase in the number of partnerships, and an increase in

5

Abbott, Kenneth W., Philipp Genschel, Duncan Snidal, and Bernhard Zangl. International Organisations as Orchestrators. Cambridge University Press, 2015.



the quality of partnerships. Assessing the number of
partnerships is a straight-forward counting exercise, but
there are many ways to measure quality, not least the
achievement of goals. However, this is not always a binary
condition, and since climate partnerships are usually long-
term, we often lack the ex-post data necessary to
determine goal achievement. In lieu of this information, we
can use proxy indicators of the quality of a partnership.

Lessons learned and best practices have emerged from
numerous partnerships over decades, and suggest several
generally applicable conditions of success of partnerships,
which this study used as proxies for quality. They include:
ensuring the right partners at the table; articulating specific
and ambitious goals; putting in place professional and
dedicated staff; securing adequate funding; being
responsive to the context in which the partnership’s
activities are implemented; and designing a good fit with
the structure of the problem.*

With this multi-dimensional understanding of the growth of
voluntary cooperation, this study focused on the period
2000-2015 and answered three specific questions.

(1) During 2000-2015, have large-scale efforts by 10s
to promote partnerships across all GHG-emitting
sectors caused the growth of partnerships? If so, how?

* See: Philip Pattberg and Oscar Widerberg. ‘Transnational Multistakeholder Partnerships for
Sustainable Development: Conditions for Success’. Ambio 45, no. 1 (1 February 2016): 42-51.

(2) During 2000-2015, by participating in partnerships
within specific sectors, to what degree did 10s
influence the growth of voluntary cooperation in those
sectors? Which 10s were most influential, and how?

(3) During 2000-2015, how did large-scale 10 efforts
interact with the efforts of 10s working within specific
partnerships, and what was their combined effect on
the formation and quality of those partnerships?

A nested approach scoped the domain of each question.
Thus, for question one, all major large-scale efforts during
this period were analysed. Three GHG-relevant sectors
defined the scope of question two (forests, short-lived
climate pollutants, and land transport). For question three,
the study focused on three significant partnerships within
these sectors, and whose formation and existence
coincided with at least one of the large-scale efforts (The
New York Declaration on Forests: the Climate and Clean
Air Coalition; and the Partnership on Sustainable, Low
Carbon Transport).

Several methods were used to answer these questions.
They included analysis of print and digital archives;
interviews with 71 individuals centrally engaged in
partnerships and international organisations; and dynamic
network analysis of a dataset comprising 252 known
partnerships and their participants during this period.



PARTNERSHIPS AS INSTRUMENTS TO

STRENGTHEN SECTORAL COOPERATION

oluntary cooperation can grow in quantity and in

quality. By definition, the growth in quantity

requires us to consider a group or population of
partnerships. In contrast, growth in quality is usually
measured within individual partnerships; as the number of
partnerships has grown, practitioners have focused on
tracking their individual performance over time.

The evolution of voluntary cooperation suggests that this
approach is flawed. For two aspects of quality — the mix of
partners and the ambition and stringency of goals — a
more insightful vantage point is groups of partnerships
within greenhouse gas-emitting sectors. This is because
the strength of membership and goals of a given
partnership are products of political, economic and social
constraints and opportunities at a particular moment in
time. The delineation of greenhouse gas emissions among
sectors means that these parameters are determined by
sector-pertinent stakeholders and conditions. As these
sectoral conditions change, additional actors may be
willing and able to commit, and more ambitious goals may

become feasible. This commonly results in the formation of
new partnerships — a natural response to the high
transaction costs of making structural alterations to existing
partnerships and to the reputation-enhancing need of
many actors to be seen as leading rather than following
others. In other words, the act of improving quality in
partnership can increase the quantity of partnerships.

The histories of voluntary cooperation in forests, short-lived
climate pollutants and land transport, outlined in the
following pages, illustrate this mechanism well. In all three
sectors, greater ambition and broader mix of partners went
hand in hand, at the sectoral level. Frequently, the
formation of single-stakeholder partnerships (such as
among businesses only or cities only) with relatively low
ambitions was a necessary building block for the formation
of multi-stakeholder partnerships with greater ambition.
Equally, smaller partnerships dominated by one type of
actor have been developed to advance more specific and
stringent goals under the aegis of broader multi-
stakeholder framework partnerships. What's more,



partnerships themselves fund and participate in other
partnerships in order to advance their own goals. In other
words, partnerships exist in an ecosystem with other
partnerships, and the performance of one depends to
varying extents on that of others as well. The locus of
consequential action within a sector shifts across
partnerships over the years. In short, partnerships are
instruments to strengthen sectoral cooperation. Thus,
rather than maintaining only a focus on individual

partnerships to measure quality of partnership, “zooming
out” to a sector level can help us better understand
strength of cooperation in a sector — and influence it.

FORESTS

In forests, large consumer goods companies began to
make commitments to reduce deforestation in the 1990s
and 2000s, following highly visible pressure from

The Evolution of Voluntary Cooperation on Forests
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environmental groups and the media. Given the risk of loss
of market share, these companies — competitors to each
other — engaged in collaborative commitments, in effect
attempting to ‘move the market’ while maintaining their
competitiveness. Partnerships such as the Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm Oil and the Consumer Goods Forum
typify such attempts. Likewise, subnational authorities such
as states or regions, facing common challenges and
opportunities in the management of forest resources in
their jurisdictions, began to collaborate, sharing lessons
and making joint commitments. Given entrenched
challenges to reaching intergovernmental agreement on
forests in the formal arena, national governments, too, have
advanced practical voluntary commitments and schemes,
such as REDD+ and the Bonn Challenge.

Thus, the partnership network on forests developed as
pockets of cooperation, each characterised by particular
actor types working together, building trust and making
joint, voluntary commitments — often experiments. By the
2010s, learnings from these partnerships had made clear
that a more multi-stakeholder approach was needed.
Companies, regions, national governments, NGOs and
indigenous peoples hold different levers of influence
pertinent to the deforestation equation and need to act
together to achieve reductions in deforestation.

Multi-stakeholder partnerships such as the Tropical Forests
Alliance 2020 and the New York Declaration on Forests
(NYDF) reflect this recognition. The ambitious goals and
broad range of stakeholders in the NYDF is in large part an

amalgamation of existing partnerships on forests. As figure
2 illustrates, while many members of the NYDF are new to
the network and participate only in the NYDF, many others
are existing members of other, largely single-constituency,
initiatives. By building on the existing partnerships
consisting of particular actor types (such as national
governments, governors or consumer goods companies),
the NYDF represents a step towards breaking down silos,
greater ambition and a more multi-stakeholder nature of

partnership in forests.

SHORT-LIVED CLIMATE
POLLUTANTS

The evolution of the network on short-lived climate
pollutants (SLCPs) is demarcated into two phases, with the
boundary marked by the launch of the Climate and Clean
Air Coalition (CCAC). During the 2000s, prior to the CCAC,
the network was arguably in a tentative, experimental
phase, characterised by the formation of ad-hoc initiatives
targeting various SLCPs, without recognising SLCPs as a
coherent sector. On the one hand, these experiments were
convenings of specific actor types that saw challenges and
opportunities to their core operations. For example, the
Refrigerants, Naturally! initiative primarily convened
multinational businesses to promote low-carbon
refrigeration technology. Likewise, the Methane to Markets
Partnership followed by the Global Methane Initiative typify
government-led efforts on a specific SLCP. On the other

9



hand, this phase also included concerted efforts to
promote multi-stakeholder partnerships. The Partnership
for Clean Fuels and Vehicles is an example.

The launch of the Climate and Clean Air Coalition heralded
the consolidation and expansion phase of the network.
This is because the CCAC was largely responsible for

defining SLCPs as a sector and for galvanising a core group
of national governments around the issue. Although a
multi-stakeholder initiative, the CCAC is characterised by
strong national government participation and, indeed, was
conceived as a practical way forward for national
governments to cooperate in the context of difficult climate

The Evolution of Voluntary Cooperation on Short-Lived Climate Pollutants
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