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Global development, as a subject of academic research, is a broad concept that has historically been concerned
with notions of economic development. More recently, however, the term ‘development’ has come to include a
more holistic and multi-disciplinary sense of human development – a combination of economic growth, alleviating
poverty, and improving living conditions, particularly within previously colonized or ‘developing’ countries. This
paper analyzes the success and capabilities of private sector investment in addressing development issues –
particularly with regard to the Sustainable Development Goals, which act as a set of codified development aims
established by the United Nations and ratified by all of its 193 member states.
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Introduction
Global development, as a subject of academic research, is a broad concept that has historically been concerned with notions of
economic development. More recently, however, the term ‘development’ has come to include a more holistic and multi-disciplinary sense of human development – a combination of economic growth, alleviating poverty, and improving living conditions,
particularly within previously colonized, or ‘developing’ countries. This paper analyzes the success and capabilities of private
sector investment in addressing development issues – particularly with regard to the Sustainable Development Goals, which act
as a set of codified development aims established by the United Nations and ratified by all of its 193 member states. Traditionally, the agenda of global development has not only been the goal but also the responsibility of the public sector – namely state
governments, international organizations and other non-governmental organizations like the United Nations and the World
Bank. However, there has been a significant change in global business attitudes over the last 25 years.
For the first time, there is a noticeable and increasing trend of efforts made for global development from within the
private sector. Today, over $2 trillion in business investment is benchmarked to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).1
All Fortune 500 firms have Corporate Social Responsibility departments, and over half of them directly engage with the SDG
goals as a part of their social community policy.2 This paper will evaluate the potential for significant global development
impacts of the private sector shift toward traditionally public sector roles.
Background
In September 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted at the United Nations (UN) Development Summit
to serve as a 15-year plan of action for all countries and people. The SDGs include 17 specific goals and 169 associated targets that
set out quantitative objectives across the “social, economic, and environmental dimensions” of sustainable development, all to
be achieved by 2030.3 ‘No Poverty’, ‘Good Health and Well-being’, ‘Affordable and Clean Energy’, ‘Gender Equality’, and ‘Decent
Work and Economic Growth’ are just a few examples amongst the collection of goals, each with its own list of targets that are
measured with indicators.4 The achievement of these goals would have immense implications for global development. As the UN
itself explains, they are “the blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all.”5 While each of the 17 goals focuses
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on a different aspect of global development, all are interconnected. A discussion of how to achieve them by 2030 is not complete
without fully considering the role of the private sector, along with the public, in addressing the challenges that they face.
The interest of the private sector in becoming such a partner in international development is growing, reinforced by “new
and evolving official programs, financing, partnerships and narratives.”6 This trend is supported by a large body of academic
work including, but not limited to, the Price Waterhouse Coopers Sustainable Development Goal Engagement Survey (PwC
SDG Engagement Survey) – which generated 986 business responses and 2,015 consumer responses. Highlights from the
report are as follows: 71% of businesses say they are already planning how they will engage with the goals; 41% of businesses say they will embed Sustainable Development Goals into strategy and the way they do business; 90% of citizens say
it’s important for business to sign up to the SDGs; and, 78% of citizens say they are more likely to buy the goods and services
of a company that have sign up to achieve the SDGs.7
Businesses as a New Global Development Actor
Not only have businesses and investors expressed an interest in supporting fulfillment of the Sustainable Development
Goals, but there is also an increasing volume of actors actively pursuing specific ventures that will do so. As Jenny Vaugh,
Human Rights Director of Business for Social Responsibility, explained:
Development assistance from official donors was $153 billion in 2018. That pales in comparison with the value of
private sector investment, which was more than seven times that amount during the same period.8
The private sector is becoming an increasingly present – and dynamic – actor on the global development stage. In 2018,
the Global Sustainable Development Goal Awards were created to recognize specific companies that have developed new
products and services and are uniquely positioned for global growth and impact; the winners act as case studies in SDG
leadership. Such winners include:
Such winners include Azuri, which has created a pay-as-you-go solar home system with integrated AI technology
that has allowed over 100,000 households gain access to lighting and media services, acting as an affordable and
eco-friendly alternative for African customers in energy poverty.
Please note that there are abundant example cases for each of the 17 goals – more of which can be found on the Global SDG
2018 Award Winners website – but for the sake of brevity, the above business has been highlighted to showcase specific
efforts with quantitative impacts.9
Economic Considerations
With this trend of companies and investors becoming increasingly engaged in development problems and the private sector
gaining experience with development issues, there is now a noticeable shift toward development efforts that create both business
value and social good – a phenomenon that Michael Porter has termed “Shared Value”, in that it generates business and economic
value while also addressing key environmental and social issues.10 The concept of Creating Shared Value (CSV) can be defined as
[p]olicies and operating practices that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously advancing
the economic and social conditions in the communities in which it operates.11
By better aligning business initiatives with sustainable development goals, the private sector opens itself up to many ways
to serve new needs, gain efficiency, create differentiation, and expand market opportunities.12 The business case for aligning
business goals with social-improvement initiatives has been bolstered by new research on how SDG-specific compliance can
create market opportunities and grow profits. For example, the non-profit Business and Sustainable Development Commission claims that the fulfillment of four key objectives alone – food and agriculture, cities, energy and materials, and health
and well-being – will create $12 trillion in business revenue by 2030.13 Mark Malloch-Brown, Chair of the Business and
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S ustainable Development Commission, said the biggest “prize” for the private sector that engages in sustainable development is a much bigger global economy, an increase of 10–30%, which would represent a “quantum leap” in making “today’s
poor tomorrow’s consumers and workers.”14 This return in investment is viewed by Paul Polman, CEO of Unilever, as one of
the key benefits, as he explains: “we have seen this on climate action, which influence 13 of the 17 SDGs, where businesses
that actively take into account this issue enjoy 18% higher returns on investment.”15 Unilever and its Sustainable Living
brands, which mirror the goals of the SDGs, grow 30% faster on average than the rest of the company.16
Overall, economic gains from achieving the goals could add substantially to the total return on investment expected for
the private sector’s involvement in such development. For example, as the Sustainable Development Commission explains:
Better health and education will increase labor productivity. Reduced social inequality and environmental stress will
reduce political uncertainty, lowering business risks and multiplying returns on investment.17
In this way, SDG compliance offers a compelling growth strategy for individual businesses and the global private sector
industry as a whole.
While the business case for sustainable development is strong, there is debate as to how equal the engagement by
companies and investors will be in regard to all 17 goals. Data collected from the PwC SDG Engagement Survey shows that
corporate efforts dedicated to SDG engagement is not evenly dispersed across all 17 goals; overall, when you look at the
objectives that companies are prioritizing investment in, it is clear that they are identifying specific areas where they expect
their business itself to excel and grow (See Figure 1). This effect of taking a shared-value approach to sustainable business
practices has garnered some criticism due to the demarcation of self-interested initiatives as a driving factor for increased

Figure 1: Business Impact on the SDGs and Potential Opportunities.18
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private-sector involvement with global development strategies. Taking this factor into consideration – namely that business
is seemingly set to focus on a portion of total SDGs that do offer proportionate benefits to the expected costs of such
engagement – the question arises of how to show the private sector that all 17 of the goals are relevant to business itself.
Addressing Criticisms from an Economic Point-of-View
The PwC SDG Engagement survey points to a “fear of the unknown and the inability to measure and evaluate how SDGs will
impact a company” as primary reasons for this hesitation to engage with all 17 of the goals.19 This is understandable, given
that both the establishment of the SDGs and the role of the private sector as a global development actor are both relatively
new developments. When making business decisions, a company must consider a number of factors including time, money,
risks, and benefits. How to assess impact will be fundamental to valuing the positive and negative contributions a business
makes toward the SDGs – or as one suggestion from the survey explains: “A standardized tool for gap analysis, monitoring,
reporting and measurement would be most relevant for industry benchmarking, or best practices sharing.”20
PwC has formulated one such tool – its Total Impact Measurement and Management (TIMM) framework – for informing
the development of business policy in coherence to the goals while also offering a holistic view of what businesses need
to understand in terms of risk, identifying opportunities, and maintaining a positive impact on society. The PwC website
offers a number of case studies where this framework has already been implemented. For example, consider their Food &
Beverage Scenario – a real-world business case that addresses the question: should barley be imported or should an alternative, locally grown crop be grown for the brewery?21 (See Figures 2a and 2b). In this case, the TIMM perspective allows the
private-sector actor to develop a clearer long-term strategy for the business and help engage with stakeholders on the basis
of “a more credible analysis of the impacts of business decisions.”22 This framework is invaluable, because it quantifies the
seemingly qualitative effects of aligning a business model with the SDGs. The ability to trace SDG engagement to specific
deliverables is essential to making sustainable development more approachable for businesses. At the UN General Assembly
in September 2019, 140 banks signed up to support? the UN’s Principles for Responsible Banking, an agreement to work
on “more consistent ways of measuring sustainability”; and on October 16th 2019, the members of the new Global Investors
for Sustainable Development Alliance – which consists of chief executives from 30 of the world’s biggest companies –
committed to “scale up and speed up” their efforts to align their businesses with the 17 goals and to the creation of common
standards for measuring the impact of SDG investments.23

Figure 2a: Option 1 (Food and Beverage Scenario) – Import Barley.24
Upside: Less consumption of water, which is a scarce resource of the local community.
Downside: Higher GHG emissions; Lower investment in new infrastructure.
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Figure 2b: Option 2 (Food and Beverage Scenario) – Grow and Source Locally.25
Upside: Communities benefit more (jobs, health etc.); Investment in new infrastructure; Lower GHG emissions.
Downside: Higher consumption of scarce water resource and associated health impacts.
Philosophical Considerations
The shared-value approach case for sustainable development makes good business sense; it opens up new opportunities
and big efficiency gains, drives innovation, and enhances reputations.26 However, to some scholars and other prominent
actors in the field of global development, shared-value essentially means self-interest. According to Laura Gitman, Chief
Operating Officer at Business for Social Responsibility (BSR), the shared-value approach to global development has “given
permission for companies to care about society only when it provides benefits to them.”27 Such critiques ultimately raise
concerns over the extent to which the global community should rely on a business case for developmental goals and what
can be done to ensure that SDGs without a strong business case are not disregarded. However, there do exist compelling
arguments for the incorporation of the objectives into a business plan other than that it simply makes good business sense.
One such argument is the growing sense of urgency surrounding sustainable development. As explained in the “PrivateSector Collaboration for Sustainable Development” report, published by BSR:
In the past year, it has become increasingly clear that the world is changing fast—and profoundly. We are faced with
challenges such as catastrophic climate change, increasing inequalities, and the rapid emergence of new technologies that disrupt societies and raise new, fundamental ethical questions.28
This sense of urgency is something that companies such as Deloitte have taken notice of. On October 15th 2019, Forbes
published an article in which Deloitte representatives stated that, “there [is] a growing expectation that business must play
its role in delivering improvements in the lives of customers and employees, and protecting the environment for us all.”29
This shift in responsibility agency – away from a siloed, public-sector sustainable development approach toward one that
not only incorporates, but actively involves the private sector – is a phenomenon that many of the primary actors in the
realm of development have taken note of.
Constructing a Moral Argument for the Business Case
Aside from increasing changes in expectations and agency, there also exists a moral case perspective which argues that
businesses should prioritize the SDGs in order to become more responsible global citizens – even if they do not yet have a
25
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comprehensive legal responsibility to do so. The shift in responsibility agency, in which private sector actors are increasingly
expected to assume an active role in sustainable development, is significant because it speaks to a shift in moral agency as
well. The moral argument here is essentially that, since a corporation is an organization with the legal rights and duties of an
individual, then “a corporation has rights and duties toward the greater societal good, too.”30 As the Internet Encyclopædia
of Philosophy (IEP) explains, “we evaluate people and groups as responsible or not, depending on how seriously they take
their responsibilities.”31 This argument differs from the economically-based CSV approach, in that private sectors actors
should not align their business initiatives with the SDGs simply because it can generate economic returns, but that they
should do so because it is also in the best interest of society.
The global community has shared values that can be better provided for by the involvement of the private sector in development roles. Since the private sector is by definition self-interested and controlled, there will always be a debate about the
true intention behind private participation in development. However, if embedding global development considerations and
sustainable practices in core business strategy can contribute to broader prosperity, while also generating a profit for those
actors who do so, perhaps the means do not matter as much as the end result. Furthermore, the private sector is not the
only global development actor that might take an interest in motives other than pure altruism.
The public sector actors who have traditionally held responsibility for global development initiatives are not without their
own alternative intentions. For example, the United States National Security Strategy views global development as a vital
tool for matters of US security. The policy, as released in 2017, outlines a nationalistic development strategy that prioritizes
specific development assistance that best supports America’s national interests.32 Such interests include competing with
other countries for global influence; stabilizing states and regions which the US considers fragile or weak, in order to limit
security threats to the US itself; and supporting American values.33
There are a multitude of reasons why both members of the public and private sector might choose to engage in global
development initiatives. However, if the moral agency for sustainable, global development is expanding to include the
private sector as a responsibility-bearer, this would have immense implications for the entire global community. This
increased support from companies for the SDGs could result in the normalization of sustainable businesses practices, a
change that would have significant global development impacts for years to come.
Conclusions: The Future of Sustainable Development
Advancement of the Sustainable Development Goals by the private sector is not only backed by economic reasoning – in
that it has large expected return on investments for companies that engage them – but also by moral reasoning as well – it
is the duty of private sector actors, as members of the global community, to actively pursue the shared value outputs associated with the accomplishment of the SDGs.
The world has 13 years before the deadline it has set for itself to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals – the realization of which affects global public and private actors alike. It would be imprudent to assume that corporations and investors
can do (on their own and in the next several years) what governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and international development organizations have been challenged with for the majority of the last century. However, development
agencies posit that shared-value approaches can be instrumental in reducing poverty in the developing world and therefore
it is important to form strategic partnerships with the private sector to achieve this objective.34
For the United Nations, partnership with the private sector is seen to have bestowed “more business credibility and
authority”; extended the UN’s ability to fulfil its mandates through increased resources; and “provided access to private
sector skills and management talents.”35 For the private sector, partnerships have “increased corporate influence in global
policy making and at the national level”; “brought direct financial returns”, such as tax breaks and market penetration, as
well as indirect financial benefits through brand and image promotion; and enhanced “corporate authority and legitimacy”
through association with UN and other bodies.36
Looking forward, it is necessary to clearly establish the roles, aims, and responsibilities of development actors and the
private sector, as well as delineate successful mechanisms for cooperation on shared goals. The increasing alignment of
shared interests and values between the public and private sectors offers an opportunity that should not be missed: it can
be used not only to foster new partnership but to ensure that partnership is truly in the interests of sustainable global
development. Moreover, for communities directly affected by the realization of the SDGs – particularly those located in the
global south or in developing nations – there are clear advantages in partnerships that bring together extra resources and
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targeted programs that have the potential to benefit large populations. As we approach 2030, we will be able to assess if
such achievements made in securing and aligning efforts for the initiatives not only help with the full realization of the
SDGs but also alter the way in which public and private actors think about global development as a shared value and shared
endeavor – a systemic change that would impact business and society on a global scale.
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