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Event Description
The private sector holds enormous potential to advance the international development agenda under the Sustainable 
Development Goals. From startup social enterprises to multinational corporations, businesses around the world have 
enthusiastically embraced the opportunity to participate in the collective pursuit of these goals. However, as has long 
has been the case, the private sector’s role in certain goals – economic growth (#7), sustainability and climate action (#s 
7, 11, 12, and 13), and health and food security (#s 2 and 3) – is clearer than it is in others. What is the private sector’s 
role in global efforts to promote democracy, human rights, and good governance? And how do companies partner with 
nonprofits, governments, and other activists to pursue shared goals in this space?  For as much as has been written and 
studied about the “Economic Growth-Democratic Governance” connections, there is a need for concrete examples of 
successful partnerships that can drive meaningful change and government accountability. 

With that being said, challenges exist to private sector involvement in the pursuit of good governance. First, companies 
have a responsibility to their bottom line, and it may not always be clear how investing in good governance – let alone 
democracy – directly improves their financial position. Indeed, there are numerous examples where the uncertainties of 
democracy have been costly to companies. Second, the risk to a company’s public perception is arguably greater in de-
mocracy promotion than it is in promoting clean energy or sustainable production practices. Third, many private sector 
entities don’t want to engage politically in countries where they do business. What opportunities exist for companies 
to play more of a role in fostering democracy around the world? Under what circumstances is genuine private sector 
engagement possible, or even desirable?

This session drew together private sector, bilateral donors, and democracy promotion experts to explore this timely 
topic. Thomas O. Melia recently co-authored an article on this subject. To view, visit the event page.

Key Takeaways

Bama Athreya, Ph.D. discussed civil society engagement and private sector engagement within governance 
and the use of instrumental and strategic partnerships when engaging with business entities. Instrumental 
partnerships refer to the exchange of information or methods, such as financial or philanthropic support, that 
certain organizations want from one another that do not necessarily lead to a long-term strategic alliance. 
Strategic partnerships, on the other hand,  are built with long term goals in mind, that include the better de-
liverance of goods and services and involve keen interests in the consistency of rules, predictability, and risk 
avoidance. Athreya presented GoodWeave International’s partnership with Target corporations to end child 
labor in the rug industry as an example of a strategic partnership. By partnering with Target, GoodWeave In-
ternational hoped to expand on their mission of working on child and forced labor issues from the carpet in-
dustry to other home goods, while Target, through partnering with GoodWeave International, aimed to source 
more home goods from India, but in a risk-free manner. Through this type of strategic partnership, both enti-
ties are able to expand on their mission and goals.

Know the difference between instrumental partnerships and strategic 
partnerships.

Gabriella Rigg-Herzog emphasized that businesses can and should have a role in global-rule making, partic-
ularly international human rights law. She explained that although businesses are a non-state actors in these 
special frameworks, there are multiple examples that stress the important role business plays, such as the 
UN Guiding Principles of Business and Human Rights, the OECD guidelines on multinational enterprises and 
the ILO Declaration on Multinational Enterprises-Implications for Business. Thus, the inclusion of businesses 
is vital in promoting democracy, rights, and governance. To achieve this, businesses can set an example for 
others, follow the rule of law, conduct responsible business conduct, and engage in voluntary corporate re-
sponsibility initiatives, such as USCIB’s Business for 2030 initiative.

2

1

Business needs to play a crucial role in the DRG sector, especially for the 
2030 Sustainable Development Goals.
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Thomas O. Melia stressed that resources need to be mobilized for the DRG sector, and suggested that tech-
nology be a key driver to this initiative. Companies need to take pivotal measures to promote transparency 
and good governancewith technology, special skills, and/or experiences— measures that monetary funding 
simply cannot provide. Melia used ProZorro, a Ukrainian online software system that enables government 
procurement and transparency, as an example to illustrate a successful use of technology in governance. 
ProZorro embodies a strategic partnership between the Ukrainian government, the business sector, and civil 
society, which assists in mitigating corruption and problems that might weaken democracy and economic de-
velopment. Thus, companies should co-create initiatives with NGOs that can go a step further than monetary 
funding.

3 Technology can positively contribute to private sector engagement in 
governance.

All three speakers agreed that the private sector’s role in the DRG sector can only go so far. Athreya empha-
sized that American companies need the assistance of grassroots civil society groups for their country-specific 
programs and/or partnerships because these groups can communicate with the communities the companies 
need to reach, such as indigenous groups and labor workers. Melia added that American companies need to 
engage in these partnerships to ensure a better quality of workplace environments and supply chains around 
the world. Herzog then reiterated the main point of this takeaway: that although the private sector has a sig-
nificant role as a partner, it should not be a substitute for government. Governments should better understand 
the human rights laws of their citizens, including the operating practices of their militaries, to ensure that 
businesses are not left as a government substitute.

4 The private sector cannot be a substitute for the government.


