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Collaboration Between Multistakeholder Standards
A Governance Perspective
by Andreas Rasche and Camilla Maclean

Public interest in corporate social responsibility (CSR) has resulted in a wide variety of
multistakeholder CSR standards in which companies can choose to participate. While
such standards reﬂect collaborative governance arrangements between public and private
actors, the market for corporate responsibility is unlikely to support a great variety of partly
competing and overlapping standards. Increased collaboration between these standards
would enhance both their impact and their adoption by ﬁrms. This report examines the
nature, beneﬁts, and shortcomings of existing multistakeholder standards, and it discusses
how businesses can better coordinate their participation in a variety of initiatives.*
Supported by a high public interest in corporate social
responsibility, a plethora of multistakeholder standards
have emerged in recent years promoting voluntary governance solutions in the context of social and environmental
problems.1 These standards have grown significantly in
terms of the number of participants, as private companies
are encouraged and, indeed, expected to apply them within
firm operations. Such initiatives, for example, include:
•

The United Nations Global Compact2

•

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)3

* This Director Notes is based on Andreas Rasche, “Collaborative Governance
2.0,” Corporate Governance, 10, no. 4, 2010, pp. 500–511.

No. DN-4N13
JUNE 2012

•

The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI)4

•

The Fair Labor Association (FLA)5

Such initiatives represent collaborative attempts to define and/
or implement rules governing the social and environmental
consequences of economic activities. The logic, rationale, and
operating procedures of these standards are well understood.
However, having parallel, but separate discussions about these
initiatives misses an opportunity to make more meaningful
links among them that could better address the governance
problems that underpin the corporate social responsibility
agenda.6

There is a need to move from a mere acknowledgment that
these multistakeholder initiatives can help firms become
more responsible (“Collaborative Governance 1.0”) to an
understanding that there must be collaboration among the
standards themselves to effectively address social and environmental problems (“Collaborative Governance 2.0”). In other
words, a move from multistakeholder collaboration within
these initiatives to collective action, and in some cases convergence, among them, is needed.

Collaborative Governance 1.0
In its broadest sense, governance refers to “the processes
and institutions, both formal and informal, that guide and
restrain the collective activities of a group.”7 In many cases,
governance is a multiactor process that involves a variety of
stakeholders, such as governments, businesses, civil society,
and labor organizations. A variety of authors have discussed
this collaborative dimension of governance.8
Simon Zadek defines collaborative governance as arrangements that “involve a deliberative multistakeholder collaboration in establishing rules of behavior governing some or
all of those involved in their development and potentially
a broader community of actors. Collaborative governance
could cover one or more of the elements of rule-setting—for
example, design, development, and implementation, including enforcement.”9
Zadek’s definition provides a good starting point for discussion as it clearly points out that (a) collaborative governance
manifests itself in specific initiatives that bring together and
govern the relationships between various stakeholders, and
(b) such initiatives cover distinct aspects of governance (e.g.,
the design, implementation, and enforcement of rules). In
the context of corporate social responsibility, collaborative
governance solutions are manifested in multistakeholder
standards.
The nature of multistakeholder standards Multistakeholder
standards reflect a collaborative form of governance for
corporate responsibility issues that involve a variety of actors
who, as a whole, cross state/nonstate and profit/nonprofit
boundaries.10 Not all collaborative governance arrangements
in the context of corporate responsibility represent standards.
While partnerships between different public and private actors
are a widespread phenomenon, this report focuses on those
partnership-based initiatives attempting to define, implement, and/or enforce rules for the behavior of corporations.
Multistakeholder standards do not represent single partnership projects, but rather promote behavioral rules that are
relevant to those corporations deciding to participate in the
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standard. For instance, the rules underlying the Fair Labor
Association reflect a consensus between businesses, nongovernmental organizations, and governmental entities.
Multistakeholder standards can be contrasted against other
forms of governance occurring in the context of corporate
responsibility. Such standards represent a nonhierarchical
steering mode based on deliberation and mutual agreement instead of authoritative rule enforcement backed by
hard law. While hierarchical steering modes (e.g., national
governments and intergovernmental institutions) address
social and environmental problems through legislation,
nonhierarchical modes approach governance through the
voluntary commitment of participating organizations.
However, not all government-backed governance modes are
necessarily legally binding. For instance, the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises contain recommendations from governments to businesses.
Multistakeholder standards must also be distinguished from
other nonhierarchical steering modes because nonhierarchical
governance is not always multistakeholder in nature. In particular, it is necessary to distinguish between multistakeholder
standards and firm-centered self-regulation (e.g., codes of
conduct), as well as self-regulation driven by business associations (e.g., the chemical industry’s Responsible Care initiative).
Multistakeholder standards can be described as coregulative
arrangements involving civil regulation by NGOs and other
civil society organizations, but also including actors that do
not belong to civil society (e.g., intergovernmental agencies
and academia).11
Any attempt to classify multistakeholder standards must
take into account their heterogeneous nature. Since there
is no overarching and complete taxonomy for these initiatives, we propose to cluster them along five core categories.
(For more on these categories, see Table 1.)
Principle-based standards (e.g., the UN Global Compact)
promote broadly defined principles with regard to social and
environmental problems that are used as a starting point
for dialogue, learning, and the exchange of best practices.
Principle-based standards are neither a seal of approval for
firms’ actions nor do they represent a compliance-based
assessment framework for corporate responsibility issues.
Certification standards (e.g., SA 8000, the Fair Labor
Association or the Marine Stewardship Council) involve
monitoring mechanisms of production facilities against
predefined performance criteria.
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Table 1

Categories of multi-stakeholder standards
Category

Example

Brief Description

Website

Principle-based
standards

United Nations
Global Compact

Promotes 10 principles
businesses can use to
align their operations

www.unglobalcompact.org

Certification
standards

SA8000

Standard to certify
single factories regarding
labor conditions

www.sa-intl.org

Reporting
standards

Global Reporting
Initiative

Offers performance
indicators and principles
on nonfinancial reporting

www.globalreporting.org

Process
standards

AA1000 Series

Standards outlining
processes to organize
for accountability

www.accountability21.net

Integrating guidancebased standards

ISO26000

Guidance on definition
and implementation of
social responsibility

www.iso.org/sr

Reporting standards (e.g., the Global Reporting Initiative
[GRI]) define indicators and guidelines that corporations
can use to standardize nonfinancial reporting practices
and communicate their social and environmental impact
to interested stakeholders.
Process standards (e.g., the AA1000 standard series) define
management processes that can be used by corporations
to develop an organizational framework around corporate
responsibility. While principle-based and certification standards define minimum performance targets outlining what
reflects socially and environmentally responsible behavior,
process standards focus on the question of how corporate
responsibility can be integrated into an organization.
Integrating guidance-based standards (e.g., ISO 26000) offer
key definitions and provide corporations with an idea of
what corporate social responsibility is about and how it can
be implemented.
These five categories provide an overview of the institutional
infrastructure of corporate social responsibility. There is,
of course, some overlap between the categories. For instance,
while SA 8000 is primarily a certification standard, it also
defines management systems (and thus processes) that
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factories have to adopt when implementing the standard.12 A
similar overlap exists between the GRI and process standards,
as the GRI not only defines performance indicators for
reporting, but also standardizes the reporting process itself.
Benefits and limits of multistakeholder standards
Multistakeholder standards have emerged partly as a
response to firm-specific codes of conduct. Unilaterally
designed codes were often perceived as illegitimate because
of the lack of inclusion of nonbusiness actors (e.g., NGOs).
By contrast, multistakeholder standards include a variety
of different actors in the process of norm formulation and
implementation. Because of this, they are often perceived
as being more legitimate solutions to corporate social
responsibility challenges.
Another benefit of multistakeholder standards is their
enhanced potential to find effective solutions for social and
environmental problems.13 By pooling resources and fostering
learning processes among participants, collaborative forms
of governance often incorporate nonbusiness knowledge into
problem-solving processes. Under the umbrella of multistakeholder collaborations, actors with special expertise can
contribute to the governance process by providing expert
knowledge and by critically engaging with other actors.14
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Multistakeholder standards are also lauded for reflecting
a governance mode that has attracted a lot of interest in
recent years. In the context of corporate social responsibility,
multistakeholder standards have increased their reach because
(a) the number of initiatives has grown rapidly over the last
decade and (b) the number of participants in these initiatives
has also grown enormously. For example, participation in
the UN Global Compact grew from 50 companies in 2000 to
more than 7,000 in 2012.
However, multistakeholder standards also face a variety
of problems. Relying on too many actors with diverse
interests and agendas at once can lead to weak “lowest
common denominator” solutions. Additionally, the actual
inclusiveness of some initiatives is questionable. Dirk Gilbert
and the author, for instance, argue that SA 8000’s outreach
to stakeholders is limited to some key parties and largely
neglects supplier factories that, in the end, have to implement
the standard.15 In addition, the UN Global Compact has
been criticized for being too focused on business interests at
the expense of other critical constituents.16
There is also no reason to believe that solutions that involve
multiple stakeholders are ipso facto more effective, as much
depends on the nature of the stakeholders and the quality
of their interactions. In fact, a danger exists that some
problems may simply be shifted away from the agendas of
governments and intergovernmental institutions without
much consideration for the limits of nongovernmental
regulation. Moreover, Peter Utting argues that the overall
impact of multistakeholder standards on social and
environmental problems is relatively small.17 A comparison
of the number of participating firms in the UN Global
Compact (7,000) and the total number of multinational
corporations (82,000) and their foreign affiliates (over
800,000) shows how the Compact’s impact on resolving
governance problems is yet fairly minimal.18 Furthermore,
most of the corporate social responsibility initiatives focus
on industries that have been subject to high-profile scandals
(e.g., in the textile, mining, and toy industries), while other
sectors that face equally important problems, but which have
not been widely reported (e.g., tourism and tobacco), do not
receive as much attention.

Collaborative Governance 2.0
While collaboration within multistakeholder standards is
widely acknowledged, collaboration between these initiatives is rarely discussed. We believe that such collaboration is
necessary because the market for multistakeholder standards
is unlikely to support a great variety of unconnected initiatives in the long run. Corporations interested in corporate
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responsibility face time and resource constraints, and they
are increasingly looking for ways to combine their engagement in different initiatives.
Collaboration between multistakeholder standards can
occur on different levels. First, there can be collaboration
among initiatives within one of the standard categories discussed previously (Table 1 on page 3). Second, there can be
collaboration among standards from different categories.
Third, there can be collaboration between multistakeholder
standards and initiatives that are not based on multistakeholder collaboration.
Collaboration among standards within categories Collaboration
among standards is desirable in those categories where a
variety of competing initiatives exist, such as certification
standards in the area of labor rights. Although their exact
approaches toward securing labor rights differ, standards like
SA 8000 or the FLA share many commonalities. In 2003, in
an effort to address confusion among local suppliers created
by a plethora of labor standards, six leading labor certification standard setters began collaborating under the umbrella
of the Joint Initiative on Corporate Accountability and
Workers Rights (Jo-In).
The six participating standard setting organizations in the
Jo-In include: the Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC), the Ethical
Trading Initiative (ETI), the Fair Labor Association (FLA),
the Fair Wear Foundation (FWF), Social Accountability
International (SAI), and the Workers Rights Consortium
(WRC). The aim of the Jo-In is to harmonize the design
and implementation of the standards promoted by these six
organizations.
Results of this joint undertaking have been very limited to
date. One pilot project in the garment sector in Turkey, which
ran from 2004 to 2007, was based on a harmonized standard
document containing the highest/strictest elements of the
existing codes of the six participating organizations. During
the drafting process of this joint standard, it became obvious
that the labor rights promoted by the six organizations were
similar, while, at the same time, there were also differences.
For instance, the joint standard draws on the “living wage”—
a concept supported by the CCC, ETI, FWF, SAI, and WRC,
whereas the FLA requires that certified factories pay the
minimum wage or the established industry wage, whichever is
higher. Seven brand name companies joined the pilot project (i.e., adidas, Gap, Hess Natur, Marks and Spencer, Nike,
Patagonia, and Puma). Six factories that supply these brand
name companies were selected as participants in the pilot.
The Turkey pilot project ended in 2007, and there has been no
reported further action from the Jo-In Initiative ever since.19
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The Jo-In Initiative and the pilot project in Turkey send an
important message: there is need for exploring linkages among
certification standards in the field of labor rights. However, as
Jo-In demonstrated, this is a complicated undertaking. The
Turkey project revealed a variety of practical difficulties on
the ground. Supply factories did not want to become involved
in an exercise with uncertain benefits, while “brands were not
prepared to insist that their suppliers participate in the Jo-In
project. Only six factories ultimately did so.”20
The Jo-In case highlights the fact that the success of collaborative efforts among standard setters does not depend solely
on their willingness to cooperate. Local stakeholder interests
and differences in contexts of application of universal standards can impede the effectiveness of collaborative efforts.21
The Jo-In Initiative demonstrates that collaboration among
standards within one category, while certainly desirable and
to a limited extent also achievable, remains a challenge. Such
collaboration ultimately raises the question of standards
convergence, or at least harmonization, which, in turn, raises
concerns about giving up organizational independence.
Collaboration among standards from different categories
Collaborative Governance 2.0 also encourages and stimulates cooperation between complementary standards from
different categories. Here, the objective is to explore where
supplementary standards can establish new collaboration
or deepen existing, collective efforts.
A critical challenge is to design interfaces between standards
in a way that collaboration becomes possible. For instance,
principle-based standards are often criticized for the general
nature of their principles and their lack of accountability.
These two deficits could be addressed by asking participants
in principle-based standards to use reporting standards
that determine their activities and omissions in a structured
and comparable way. One prominent alliance reflecting the
usefulness of this link occurred between the UN Global
Compact and the GRI.22 In 2006, both initiatives formed a
strategic alliance to “undertake advocacy and other partnership efforts to encourage companies and corporate responsibility organizations to support the synergistic platforms of
the Compact and the GRI.”23
Although the GRI and Global Compact cooperate, their
alignment could be much closer. The Global Compact’s
“Notable Communication on Progress (COP)” program, which highlights outstanding reports to the Global
Compact, could be better connected with the GRI guidelines, which are hardly mentioned by the program. Another
way to closer align both initiatives would be to link the GRI
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Application Levels (i.e., levels that reporters have to commit
to reflect the extent of their application of the GRI guidelines) with the Global Compact’s Notable COP program.
Deepening the GRI-Global Compact link in this way would
make the identification of notable COPs much easier and
quicker, which would be an important step to achieve growth
in Global Compact participation with limited resources.
Other complementarities can be identified among the five
categories of multistakeholder standards. For instance,
process standards can support reporting standards. The
AA1000 standard for stakeholder engagement can be
used to specify GRI’s requirements regarding stakeholder
engagement within the reporting process. Principle-based
and certification standards can also be used in combination. Standards like SA 8000 or the FLA can be used as a
practical way to work toward the implementation of the UN
Global Compact’s labor principles. This link is particularly
interesting for Global Compact participants sourcing from
developing or emerging economies and operating in sectors
where the protection of labor rights is a problem (e.g., the
garment industry). Moreover, collaboration is also desirable
between certification and process standards.
Standards like AA1000 can help to move companies toward
participative social auditing, which is necessary since local
stakeholders (e.g., NGOs) are often important sources of
credible information. Deborah Leipziger, for instance,
notes that “[i]nterested parties have the potential to be
allies in implementing SA 8000.”24
Collaboration of multistakeholder standards with other corporate social responsibility initiatives Not all standardization
efforts in the context of corporate social responsibility are
based on collaborative efforts among multiple stakeholders.
Some standards have emerged from government-backed
institutions, such as the OCED or the ILO. Collaborative
possibilities between some of the corporate social responsibility initiatives could include the following:
•

Collaboration between the OECD Guidelines and the
UN Global Compact The OECD Guidelines for Multinational
Enterprises (adopted in 1976) offer recommendations from
governments to businesses covering a wide area of topics
ranging from core labor standards to taxation and sustainable development. Global Compact local networks often face
the need to mediate between parties based on cases of
nonobservance of the Compact’s 10 principles. The OECD
dispute settlement mechanisms could support the work of
the Compact’s local networks in this regard.
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•

Collaboration between the ISO 14000 series of environmental management standards and the GRI ISO 14001
requires companies to measure the key characteristics of
their operations that have an impact on the environment,
while the GRI provides important guidance in this context
because the standard suggests performance indicators
that specify areas where measurement is necessary and
achievable. The GRI indicators can also be used as grounds
to establish a system for evaluating and assessing a firm’s
environmental performance under the ISO 14001 system.

•

Collaboration between Responsible Care, a global voluntary standard supported by national chemical industry
associations from 53 countries, and the AA1000 standard
series Responsible Care calls for extending “local, national,
and global dialogue processes to enable the industry to address
the concerns and expectations of external stakeholders to aid
in the continuing development of Responsible Care.”25 The
AA1000 framework for stakeholder engagement can structure
such engagement processes.

Implications and Conclusions
The notion of Collaborative Governance 2.0 acknowledges
that corporations have limited resources to participate in a
great variety of initiatives. Practically speaking, this restricts
their ability to ensure serious and meaningful contributions
to several initiatives at the same time. Hence, the existence of
numerous multistakeholder standards presents an opportunity
and a problem.
The existence of a variety of initiatives is an opportunity to
raise the level of attention given by businesses to corporate
social responsibility issues. However, a world of multiple
and partly competing initiatives is problematic because
there is a risk that no initiative will gain the critical mass
needed to have a lasting impact on underlying social and
environmental problems. The solution is not necessarily
to have fewer multistakeholder standards, but rather, to
develop better linkages between existing standards, and to
foster convergence and harmonization.

through the coordinated efforts of standard developers.
Second, governments must more clearly articulate which
standards they support. So far, few initiatives have received
explicit government support (e.g., the Global Compact
was acknowledged by the G8 in their Heiligendamm and
L’Aquila Declarations). Government support would send a
strong signal to corporations that multistakeholder standards
are not entirely separate from what governments are trying to
achieve through national legislation. However, governmental
support must be carefully balanced with the voluntary nature
of corporate social responsibility. Standards should in no
case be understood as a substitute for evolving national and
supranational legislation.
Without more focus on Collaborative Governance 2.0,
there is an increased risk that the emerging institutional
infrastructure for corporate social responsibility will not
be sustainable. A plethora of unconnected standards is
likely to confuse global brand companies and their local
suppliers. In the long run, the global marketplace may not
be able to support a variety of isolated initiatives. As long
as businesses have the choice among standards (which they
do while corporate social responsibility remains a largely
voluntary activity), companies will try to identify a small
set of supplementary standards they are willing to support.
Many of the multistakeholder standards discussed in this
report are part and parcel of the changing relationship
between companies and their stakeholders. Efforts in supportof Collaborative Governance 2.0 create novel forms of
cooperation that are widely accepted by a range of parties, resolving some of the resulting governance challenges.
Collaboration between existing standards can help to build a
more robust institutional infrastructure for corporate social
responsibility. However, it will not ipso facto improve their
impact. What is required is a more fundamental shift in
thinking to acknowledge that these standards are not an addon to business activity. Rather, the core operational practices
and strategic positioning of businesses must be aligned with
basic principles governing the global marketplace.

These observations reveal two critical implications. First,
collaboration among multistakeholder standards requires
thorough reflection about the design of standard interfaces.
Exploring linkages among initiatives cannot be left to those
who will adopt the standards, but needs to be addressed
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