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Researching the effectiveness of sustainability partnerships: a key question for the 2030 Agenda 

• As the challenges facing the international community become more complex and interdependent, 

partnerships between public and non-State actors have gained momentum as mechanisms of governance 

across multiple scales and levels, and they are seen as key means of implementation of the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

• We still have limited knowledge on the extent to which such expectations may have materialized. No 

established frameworks or agreed-upon indicators exist at the international level for evaluating 

partnerships and analysing the mechanisms through which their effects are brought about. 

• Two broad questions guided the project. First, can we provide a new framework for understanding the 

pathways and effects through which partnerships contribute to addressing sustainability problems? 

Second, can we use such a framework to systematically assess to what extent current partnership 

arrangements are contributing to such implementation? 

 

A disaggregated framework for understanding partnership effectiveness 

• One key problem in assessing partnerships is usually that of untangling their problem-solving impact from 

other social and policy factors. The project adopted a disaggregated approach by identifying a set of 

discrete yet inter-related pathways that can be used to gain a larger, cumulative understanding of 

effectiveness: (i) goal attainment; (ii) creation of value for the partners; (iii) increased collaboration inside 

the partnership; (iv) impact on affected populations; and (v) influence on collaboration and institutions 

outside the partnership. 

• The project also presented an analysis of several hypotheses about the internal structuring of partnerships 

and its influence on partnership effectiveness, drawing on the literature on institutional design, cross-

sectoral collaboration, and collective action. 

• The project sought to combine its innovative framework with a mix of interdisciplinary research methods 

in order to present new real-world data and case studies on partnership effectiveness across thematic areas 

(biodiversity, climate, clean energy, natural resource management, children’s wellbeing and rights, and 

global health) and cross-cutting issues. 

 

Partnership effectiveness from local populations to global collaboration 
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• The nominal attainment of a partnership’s self-defined objective, the creation of value for its partners and 

its effects on their internal collaboration can be seen as intermediate pathways to the problem-solving 

effectiveness of a partnership, but they are unable to provide a comprehensive measure of its impacts.  

• At one end of the spectrum, the most important partnership impacts are often produced at the level of 

local implementation and through effects on affected populations. Because the notion of sustainable 

development requires an integrated consideration of the social, economic and environmental effects of 

partnerships, the presence of such impacts can also be seen as a necessary condition for a partnership’s 

ability to contribute to problem-solving for sustainability. Taking local conditions, the livelihoods of affected 

populations, and the mediating role of domestic institutions into account may thus play a crucial role in 

determining overall partnership effectiveness. 

• At the other end of the spectrum, the high-order impacts of partnerships on collaborations between 

external institutions and in wider governance regimes can contribute to problem-solving for sustainability 

even in cases where a specific initiative do not achieve its own goals, for example through its spill-over 

effects on organizational learning, capacity-building and dissemination of new knowledge and practices. 

• Institutional features and dynamics do make a difference on the long-term impacts of a partnership, with 

an emphasis on the specificity of partnership arrangements, the credible commitment of resources by 

partners, the capacity to foster adaptation and experimentation through learning-by-doing approaches, 

and the presence of innovative governance and funding mechanisms.  

• At the same time, the success of a partnership model does not guarantee that it will be replicated outside 

of its geographical and political context or have a catalytic impact on international collaboration. A glaring 

gap remains for SDG implementation. As individual partnerships are often vulnerable to shifting political 

interests and gridlocks in international negotiations, they are unlikely to fill it.  

 

Project website: http://www.effectivenessofpartnerships.org 
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