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As the 2030 SDG Agenda unfolds, a growing body of the literature from various
disciplines is analyzing how sustainable development can be a process for change
to achieve a dynamic equilibrium between the economic, social, and
environmental dimensions. This article aims to critically examine the evolution
and implementation of the UN 2030 agenda for sustainable development, with a
particular focus on its collaborative approach. It discusses the SDG 17 called
“Partnerships for the Goals. Strengthen the means of implementation and
revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development”, devoting
particular attention to how this SDG has been found in a blurred vision of
collaboration. Actually, there has been much rhetoric about enhancing multi-
stakeholder partnerships for sustainable development including the government,
business sector, non-government organizations, academia, social partners, and
civil society. However, reporting the difficulties and unmitigated success is not
common. From the perspective of the theory of collaborative advantage, this
paper examines the collaborative advantages and inertias of the process of
collaborating and identifies important key elements to consider in SDG 17,
such as power relations, trust, goal management, organizational cultures, and
leadership.
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Introduction

The United Nations 2030 agenda for sustainable development is the result of a long path
that has been involving the mobilization of several countries (UN, 2016). Until this agenda is
reached, it is possible to highlight a chronology of initiatives, particularly the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs), between 2000 and 2015, which focused on developing
countries, the so-called global south, and consisted of a 15-year plan aiming to double
the financial commitments of all signatories and multiply the political efforts in comparison
with what had been undertaken until 2000. The year of 2015 was declared as the
International Year of Evaluation by the United Nations, during which much reflection
took place, within a long process of consultations and negotiations, on why the
implementation of MDGs has been largely disappointing and has not come up to
expectations. It was a significant year for sustainable development worldwide, with the
approval of several international frameworks that represent unprecedented global
commitments. It can be mentioned as the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk
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Reduction 2015–2030, which defined priorities within the scope of
resilience and risk reduction. In turn, the Addis Ababa Action
Agenda on Financing for Development, adopted at the Third
International Conference on Financing for Development,
provides visibility to various sources of resource mobilization for
development and encompasses cooperation in the fields of
technology, science, innovation, trade, and capacity building. It is
also noteworthy of the Paris Climate Agreement under the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
which set priorities to keep global warming 2°C below the pre-
industrial period and approved at COP21. For its part, the Summit
of Heads of State and Government on post-2015 culminated in the
adoption by the United Nations General Assembly of the resolution
was entitled “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development” (A/RES/70/1) on 25 September 2015.

As a universal agenda, approved by the 193 members of the
United Nations, it is based on five framing principles, the so-called
5 Ps—people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnerships—which
provide a basis for the 17 Sustainability Development Goals (SDG)
and the 169 targets to be implemented by all signatory countries
(UN, 2016). The 2030 Agenda implies the integration of the SDGs in
policies, processes, and actions developed at national, regional, and
global levels, between 2016 and 2030. Unlike MDGs, SDGs are
intended to be comprehensive, adopted, and relevant for both the
most developed and developing countries. The SDGs introduced
changes in the way of approaching development for four reasons
(UN, 2016). First, they propose to integrate the three dimensions of
sustainable development: economic, social, and environmental
aspects. Second, they are based on universal goals and targets to
be implemented not only by developing countries but by all
countries. Third, they exhibit a greater concern for fighting
inequalities and promoting human rights, as a concern across all
SDGs. Fourth, they imply a new way of designing and implementing
the dynamics of combining efforts among a multiplicity of actors,
such as international, national, and regional authorities, including
non-governmental organizations, private business sector, academia,
social partners, and other civil society members.

With the media coverage of the 2030 Agenda, research on SDGs
has begun to emerge in a wide range of scientific fields, from
technological, health, social, and even humanities fields
(Bebbington and Unerman, 2018). The literature proves to be
very diverse, contemplating mainstream and critical approaches.
The former claims that SDGs reflect the complexity of development
(Leal Filho et al., 2018; Leal Filho et al., 2019; Pineda-Escobar, 2019;
Su et al., 2022). The latter denounces networks of established
political and business powers whose main interest is to maintain
economic growth, as well as the inability or unavailability of people,
in their status as citizens and consumers, to counter such trends
(Easterly, 2015; McKenzie et al., 2015; Kopnina, 2016; Blicharska
et al., 2019; Sengupta and Sengupta, 2022).

The mainstream research (Leal Filho et al., 2018; Leal Filho et al.,
2019; Pineda-Escobar, 2019; Su et al., 2022) considers that SDGs give
visibility to organizational values that promote development on an
international scale and stimulate concerted action, thus constituting
a turning point for global scale collaboration in the 21st century.
However, the understanding about collaboration is not robustly
discussed; only a set of superficial assumptions are made. This article
aims to critically examine the evolution and implementation of the

UN 2030 agenda for sustainable development, with a particular
focus on its collaborative approach. Drawing on the theoretical
knowledge of the theory of collaborative advantage (Huxham and
Vangen, 2000; Huxham and Vangen, 2004; Huxham and Vangen,
2013), it proposes a collaborating approach to SDG 17 that reveals
how key elements, such as power relations, trust, goal management,
organizational cultures, and leadership, can raise awareness of their
ambiguities, complexities, and tensions.

UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development

Origins of the 2030 Agenda

The United Nations agenda for 2030 is the result of a long path
that has been involving the mobilization of several countries (UN,
2016). During the 1960s, there was optimism about international
economic development and it was assumed that the problems of the
underdeveloped world would be solved as a result of world economic
growth. However, during the 1970s, such optimism gradually faded
away (Du Pisani, 2006), and in reports, such as “Limits to Growth”
(Meadows, et al., 1972), the book “Small is Beautiful” (Schumacher,
1973), economic growth began to be questioned and it was discussed
that the modern economy based on growth was not sustainable for
planet Earth. In that decade, in 1973, the oil crisis demonstrated the
possible consequences of resource scarcity, and with the global
recession, a strong awareness of the limits of economic growth
was drawn (Du Pisani, 2006). Alongside this, criticism arose of the
economic development programs that were being implemented in
developing countries for their lack of environmental considerations
as they prioritized short-term gains over environmental impacts to
biodiversity (Purvis et al., 2019). This demonstrated that economic
growth was not the expected solution to global inequalities (Du
Pisani, 2006). Seers in his 1969 article “The Meaning of
Development” added that economic growth not only failed as a
solution to social difficulties but was also their cause (Purvis et al.,
2019).

The 1972 United Nations Stockholm Conference on the Human
Environment marked the first global summit to consider human
impacts on the environment and was the first attempt to reconcile
economic development with environmental degradation, which
were normally considered incompatible. In 1987, the United
Nations World Commission on Environment and Development
published the Brundtland Report, a document that has called for “a
new era of economic growth—a vigorous growth that is both socially
and environmentally sustainable” (WCED, 1987: 14), stressing
economic growth as a solution and not a problem. The concept
of “sustainable development” was popularized by this Report as the
“development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs” (WCED, 1987: 54). It has recognized that notions of
sustainability were promoted by the “Limits to Growth” report
(Meadows et al., 1972). Actually, this latter report emphasizes
that the planet cannot support economic and population growth
rates, and warns about the limitation to natural resources, especially
non-renewable ones, and about the rapid deterioration of the planet
due to its inability to support the insatiable human use of resources

Frontiers in Environmental Science frontiersin.org02

Cruz 10.3389/fenvs.2023.1155828

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2023.1155828


for much longer. With the publishing of the Brundtland Report
(WCED, 1987), sustainable development has become considered a
predominant paradigm in the environmental movement and its
literature grew exponentially (Purvis et al., 2019).

Analyzing the progress of the 2030 Agenda

The institutionalization of sustainable development would
continue with the “Rio Process” from the 1992 Earth Summit in
Rio de Janeiro, where the world’s political leaders committed to
support sustainable development. From the summit came the
publishing of the “Rio Declaration,” which consisted of
27 principles meant to guide future sustainable development, and
“Agenda 21,” which formulated a plan to put such principles into
practice. Agenda 21, based on the Brundtland Report, advocated
economic growth and free trade, and emphasized the need to link
social and economic development with environmental protection
(UN, 1992).

After 10 years, in 2002, the Heads of State met again, in
Johannesburg, in a World Summit on Sustainable Development,
in which there was a high participation of multinational countries
and civil society. At this meeting, called the Rio+10 Summit,
“interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars: economic
development, social development, and environmental protection”
(UN, 2002: 1) were acknowledged. These pillars of sustainability
were reinforced three years later by a resolution adopted by the
General Assembly (UN, 2005).

In 2012, the Earth Summit returned to Rio de Janeiro. From this
summit, Rio+20, came the Declaration “The Future we want,”which
recognizes that the implementation of sustainable development will
depend on both public and private sector involvement. This
Declaration supported “national policy frameworks that enable
companies to advance sustainable development initiatives, taking
into account the importance of corporate social responsibility” (UN,
2012: 9). Furthermore, it reaffirmed the commitment to eradicate
poverty, to promote sustainable development and a fair, equitable,
and inclusive world, and to make efforts to achieve the MDGs.
MDGs result from the UN Millennium Declaration in 2001, in
which eight goals were outlined to be achieved by 2015, namely,
1—eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; 2—achieve universal
primary education; 3—promote gender equality and empower
women; 4—reduce child mortality; 5—improve maternal health;
6—fight HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; 7—ensure
environmental sustainability; 8—develop a global partnership for
development (UN, 2001).

Subsequently, in 2015, the United Nations drew up the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted, on a
voluntary basis, by all member states, which frames a project for
peace and prosperity for people and the planet, for the present and
the future. The elaboration of the 17 SDGs involved political leaders,
industry leaders, and civil society actors (UN, 2015). The sustainable
development goals and targets are global in nature and universally
applicable, taking into account the realities of different countries,
capacities and levels of development, and respecting national
policies and priorities. Each government sets its own targets,
taking into account the national circumstances, and incorporates
them into its processes, policies, and strategies. Governments are

also responsible for following up, evaluating, and being accountable
to citizens. The 17 SDGs replace MDGs but grow in scope and
ambition, setting 169 targets applicable for developed and
developing countries. The targets cover the social, economic, and
environmental areas (UN, 2015; Nilsson et al., 2016) and aim to
contribute to eradicating poverty, fighting inequality and injustice,
and addressing the challenges of climate change.

Partnerships in the 2030 Agenda

From the previous sub-sections, it is clear that the UN highlights
the need for several relationships with partnership configuration
between the different societal actors, including the government,
business sector, non-government organizations, academia, social
partners, and civil society, even before the 17 SDG’s agenda
(Reinsberg and Westerwinter, 2021; Gorman, 2022). This idea of
partnerships for sustainability became stronger after the
Rio+10 Summit, in 2002, as a tool to deal with the challenges of
environmental governance in an increasingly volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous world. According to the UN, while MDGs
suggested global partnerships on a single issue controlled by a formal
structure, SDGs need a more holistic and multiple-issue
partnerships that can address the complexity of interlinked goals
at the country or local level (Prescott and Stibbe, 2015; Sachs et al.,
2019).

Partnerships are defined as voluntary and collaborative
relationships where all participants agree to work together to
achieve a common goal or perform a specific task and share risks
and responsibilities, resources, and benefits (UN, 2015). It is
important to critically examine the concepts partnerships, and
collaborations used in these UN definitions as they are often
used interchangeably.

Global partnerships “are a form of international cooperation
that are nested within broader statures and networks of global
governance. These partnerships can take many forms, ranging
from international organizations to informal networks among
private actors” (Gorman, 2022: 505). As multiple state and non-
state actors are increasingly involved in the 2030 Agenda (Rashed
and Shah, 2021), it is unsurprising that the UN espoused multiple-
issue partnerships as fundamental multi-stakeholder partnerships
for implementing the 17 SDGs agenda (UN, 2015). Multi-
stakeholder partnerships “may involve few as two to three
partners (such as when one business and one NGO team up) or
bring together 50 or even over 100 stakeholder organizations in
global initiatives such as the Global Reporting Initiative or the
Voluntary Principles on Human Rights” (Gray and Purdy, 2018: 1).

These multi-stakeholder partnerships are involved in
collaborative relationships (Clarke and MacDonald, 2019;
Banerjee et al., 2022; Banerjee et al., 2020; MacDonald et al.,
2022) that shape a process of collaboration by which stakeholders
start from their differences and aim for constructive and mutually
beneficial solutions that could not otherwise be found (Gray, 1985;
Gray, 1989). Academic scholars considered that the partnership
practices have developed over time, and specifically, the partnerships
for sustainable development have been taking three different forms
(Glasbergen et al., 2007). First are partnerships as collaborative
arrangements that are discussed according to their processes of
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creation, operation, and determination. Second, it includes
partnerships as governance mechanisms where the external
effects of partnering and the tools for deliberate societal change
processes are the highlight. Third, it includes partnerships as the
governance structure focusing on the changes of partnering in the
setting of political decision-making configuration. When
considering a consecutive order of these three forms, it can be
pointed out a “gradual shift away from a purely voluntaristic and
intentional analysis toward a more institutional analysis couched in
governance terms” (Glasbergen, 2007: 2).

Scientific research on partnerships has highlight many potential
benefits of partnerships between different societal sectors related to
resources efficiency, cost reduction, innovation and leveraging
opportunities (Andonova et al., 2022; Eweje et al., 2021; Marx,
2019; Butcher et al., 2019; Steijn et al., 2011; Kolk et al., 2008). The
past few decades have witnessed a remarkable apparent convergence
of positions in the international development arena. Actually, the
pursuit of development had become the single most important
project, and barely any development actor could take serious
issue with the way SDGs are currently framed. Thus, in
mainstream development institutions and some strands of the
academic literature, these ideas favoring partnerships have, in a
certain way, created a partnership ideology that tends to disregard
these arguments associated with the strengthening of business
interests and the neoliberal policy regime (Utting, and Zammit,
2009). Within these partnerships, private actors are presented as the
most efficient in providing the necessary means for implementing
the SDG policies for sustainable development and, therefore, have
emerged very strongly in international development ground (Rashed
and Shah, 2021).

However, some scholars have shown that public–private
partnerships involve risks and costs for the public sector and
may even exacerbate inequalities, decrease equitable access to
essential services, and undermine the fulfillment of human rights
(Glasbergen et al., 2007; Martens, 2020). Actually, the public–private
partnerships are phenomena associated with desirable attributes of
collaboration, trust, responsibility, empowerment, participation,
and considerable normative power (Cornwall and Brock, 2005).
Social movements and critical works of the literature require urgent
and deep rethinking on public–private partnerships, thus weakening
the grip of corporate powers and their business models on people’s
lives. Within these critical perspectives the SDG agenda for
development relies in the old model of industrial growth that
means ever higher levels of extraction, production and
consumption (Hickel et al., 2022; Hickel, 2021). Such a global
production and consumption levels are overshooting the planet’s
capacity and driving climate change and ecological breakdown,
particularly in fragile settings. SDGs rely on growth as a poverty-
reduction strategy; however, eradication of poverty (the SDG 1)
requires more than growth (Schleicher et al., 2018; De Schutter,
2022). Despite the positive impacts on wellbeing that are expected to
be derived from an increase in GDP (economic growth is defined as
the increase of GDP or the total economic output measured in the
monetary value), the increasing inequalities in almost all countries
have largely canceled out those positive impacts (De Schutter, 2022).
According to David Malpass, President of the World Bank (World
Bank, 2022: 4):

“In the global fight to alleviate poverty and raise living standards,
2022 is likely to be one of the worst years in decades. Real
median income has declined further in many countries, and the
tragic reversals in development during the pandemic have
worsened. Our June Global Economic Prospects report
highlighted the risk of stagflation and the concentrated harm
to the poor. Inequality is a prominent destabilizer, with global
capital and income allocated primarily to high-income countries
through their fiscal, monetary, and regulatory policy choices.
Inequality is expected to worsen in coming years, leaving
development goals out of reach for many.”

Some works of the literature (e.g., Asara et al., 2015; Kopnina,
2020; Kopnina, 2016; Blicharska et al., 2019; Bobulescu, 2022; Hickel
et al., 2022) stated that what is really needed is to abandon GDP in
favor of a saner measure of human progress that avoided endlessly
increasing extraction and consumption. It adds that this has been
discussed for a long time but repeatedly blocked by powerful
interests in the SDG process and only transposed in a normal
way to the very bottom of SDG 17, particularly to the target
17.19 “by 2030, build on existing initiatives to develop
measurements of progress on sustainable development that
complement gross domestic product, and support statistical
capacity-building in developing countries” (Table 1). With the
publishing of The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2021
(UN, 2021), the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on SDGs and
the areas that require coordinated and swift action are now known.
With particular regard to SDG 17, the report stated that this crisis,
with its complex health, economic, social, and environmental
dimensions, is further testing global and multi-stakeholder
partnerships that were already fragile and unstable. It is noted
that public assistance to development increased and remittance
flows decreased less than expected in 2020; however, foreign
direct investment decreased by 40%. The pandemic crisis has
contributed not only to increasing, uneven, debt in many
countries, but also constrained countries’ fiscal and policy scope
for surgical investments in recovery and, necessarily, in SDGs.

Framing SDG 17 collaboration

Theory of collaborative advantage: what
does this theory provide?

For one of the most extensive theorizations (Gray, 1985; Gray,
1989), collaboration is defined as the process by which stakeholders
start from their differences and aim for constructive and mutually
beneficial solutions which could not otherwise be found. According
this perspective, collaboration appears as the constructive
management of conflict and the herald of a mutually beneficial
form of conflict (Gray, 1989; Gray, 1994). This conflict entails no
moral connotations andmerely corresponds to another name for the
expression of differences. It is associated with shared power, in
which stakeholders collectively decide on future paths and authorize
each other to take action on behalf of that collective. It also predicts
that successful collaborations bring together unequally empowered
parties to share power at three distinct phases of the collaborative
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process, namely, defining the problem, identifying the direction, and
ensuring its implementation.

Superficial assumptions about collaboration emerge when only
its positive dimensions are highlighted (Wanna, 2008), associated
with creativity, transformation, and beneficial outcomes. It becomes
imperative to consider other less positive dimensions and a holistic
view about this complex phenomenon. Analyzing the circumstances
under which collaborative dynamics take place, namely, the context,
the purpose, and the motivations of the stakeholders, as well as the

scale or the degree of collaboration, become essential to diagnose
and understand the remarkable diversity of contrasting approaches
and perspectives.

The theory of collaborative advantage (Huxham and Vangen,
2004; Huxham and Vangen, 2000; Vangen and Huxham, 2013;
Vangen and Huxham, 2010; Vangen and Huxham, 2005) discusses
inter-organizational partnerships in addressing social, economic,
and environmental problems that would otherwise be uncovered,
and the partners alone could not address. It conceptualizes the

TABLE 1 SDG 17 main areas and targets.

Main area Target

Finance 17.1 Strengthen domestic resource mobilization, including through international support to developing countries, to improve domestic capacity
for tax, and other revenue collection

17.2 Developed countries to implement fully their official development assistance commitments

17.3 Mobilize additional financial resources for developing countries from multiple sources

17.4 Assist developing countries in attaining long-term debt sustainability through coordinated policies aimed at fostering debt financing, debt
relief, and debt restructuring, as appropriate, and address the external debt of highly indebted poor countries to reduce debt distress

17.5 Adopt and implement investment promotion regimes for least developed countries

Technology 17.6 Enhance north–south, south–south, and triangular regional and international cooperation on and access to science, technology, and
innovation, and enhance knowledge sharing on mutually agreed terms, including through improved coordination among existing mechanisms,
in particular at the United Nations level, and through a global technology facilitation mechanism

17.7 Promote the development, transfer, dissemination, and diffusion of environmentally sound technologies to developing countries on
favorable terms, including on concessional and preferential terms, as mutually agreed

17.8 Fully operationalize the technology bank and science, technology and innovation capacity-building mechanism for least developed
countries by 2017, and enhance the use of enabling technology, in particular information and communications technology

Capacity building 17.9 Enhance international support for implementing effective and targeted capacity-building in developing countries to support national plans
to implement all the sustainable development goals, including through north–south, south–south, and triangular cooperation

Trade 17.10 Promote a universal, rules-based, open, non-discriminatory, and equitable multilateral trading system under the World Trade
Organization, including through the conclusion of negotiations under its Doha Development Agenda

17.11 Significantly increase the exports of developing countries, in particular with a view to doubling the least developed countries’ share of
global exports by 2020

17.12 Realize timely implementation of duty-free and quota-free market access on a lasting basis for all least developed countries, consistent
with World Trade Organization decisions, including by ensuring that preferential rules of origin applicable to imports from least developed
countries are transparent and simple, and contribute to facilitating market access

Systemic issues Policy and Institutional coherence

17.13 Enhance global macroeconomic stability, including through policy coordination and policy coherence

17.14 Enhance policy coherence for sustainable development

17.15 Respect each country’s policy space and leadership to establish and implement policies for poverty eradication and sustainable
development

Multi-stakeholder partnerships

17.16 Enhance the global partnership for sustainable development, complemented by multi-stakeholder partnerships that mobilize and share
knowledge, expertise, technology, and financial resources, to support the achievement of the sustainable development goals in all countries, in
particular developing countries

17.17 Encourage and promote effective public, public–private, and civil society partnerships, building on the experience and resourcing
strategies of partnerships

Data monitoring and accountability

17.18 By 2020, enhance capacity-building support to developing countries, including for least developed countries and small island developing
states, to increase significantly the availability of high-quality, timely, and reliable data disaggregated by income, gender, age, race, ethnicity,
migratory status, disability, geographic location, and other characteristics relevant in national contexts

17.19 By 2030, build on existing initiatives to develop measurements of progress on sustainable development that complement gross domestic
product, and support statistical capacity building in developing countries

Source: adapted from UN (2015).

Frontiers in Environmental Science frontiersin.org05

Cruz 10.3389/fenvs.2023.1155828

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2023.1155828


paradoxical nature of collaborations by pointing out the inherent
contradictions and the existence of mutually exclusive elements
created by the differences between the partners involved. In this
discussion, two central concepts emerge, namely, the collaborative
advantage and collaborative inertia. The former highlights the
advantages of the collaborative processes. The latter emphasizes
that many collaborative experiences show little or no progress and
consequently tend to generate frustration and conflict. This double
perspective is extremely pertinent because it makes both its positive
and negative dimensions coexist in the debate on collaboration. If
obtaining collaborative advantage is the goal for the parties initiating
collaborative processes, why is collaborative inertia so often the
result? This relevant question is related to the tensions existing in the
course of these collaborative processes (Vangen andHuxham, 2005).
Such tensions can be illustrated, for example, with making visible, or
putting in the shade, the lack of commitment of some involved
parties; including, or not, some decisive stakeholders; trying, or not,
to put on the table all the objectives of all involved parties and to
clarify their agendas and establish agreements.

Such tensions are framed and discussed in the theory of
collaborative advantage from the following five main key
elements: power, trust, goal management, organizational cultures,
and leadership (Huxham and Vangen, 2004; Huxham and Vangen,
2000; Vangen and Huxham, 2013; Vangen and Huxham, 2010;
Vangen and Huxham, 2005). Power is a phenomenon that points to
conditions for action, which produces effects, and are therefore
related to capacity and empowerment, and to asymmetrical
relationships between partners, necessarily associated with
domination structures and practices. Trust between partner
organizations can be extended over time, with the latter moving
on to initiatives, in which they are willing to assume higher levels of
risk. Goal management makes it clear that rather than the alignment
of goals that is characteristic of a traditional approach, it is
important to safeguard the diversity of goals over knowledge and
resources as a guarantee of a true collaborative advantage. The
diversity of organizational cultures proves to be particularly
pertinent to diagnose not only the virtualities of partnership
work but also the tensions that arise from it and the need to
intervene regarding them. Finally, leadership enables the
intersection of the four previous dimensions. Actually, when
emphasizing a contextual approach on leadership, the theory of
collaborative advantage suggests the need for a parsimonious
monitoring of power relationships and of the diversity of
partners’ organizational agendas. Both needs are crucial to ensure
the representation of their members and the promotion of trust
relationships that empower toward the management and
achievement of the goals set for the collaborative
relationship. These five key elements, now briefly introduced, are
discussed in the following section in articulation with the premises
that characterize SDG 17.

SDG 17 main aims and targets:
contradictions and tensions

According to the UN, SDG 17 aims to strengthen the means of
implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable
development in five areas, namely, finance, technology, capacity

building, trade, and systemic issues (policy and institutional
coherence, enhance policy coherence for sustainable
development, multi-stakeholder partnerships, and data
monitoring and accountability), covering nineteen targets
(17.1–17.9) (UN, 2015). To achieve such a goal, specific pathways
stand out. The pathway of a global partnership for sustainable
development led by the governments of different countries to
strengthen the international cooperation and the pathway of
development assistance are the two types of pathways. Both
constitute a field where the use of multi-stakeholder partnerships
at global, regional, national, and local levels is another important
pathway to promote and share knowledge, technology, know-how,
and financial resources to support the implementation of SDGs. The
main focus of this global partnership calls for support from countries
considered developed and richer to developing and less developed
countries (UN, 2023).

As shown in Table 1, main areas and targets of SDG 17 are
fundamentally structured around the economic dimension of
sustainable development. This is in contradiction with the
2030 agenda statements. Actually, the 2030 agenda stresses that
SDGs prove to be integrated, indivisible, and balance the three
dimensions of sustainable development (economic, social, and
environmental), which should be achieved through economic
growth and development (UN, 2015). As aforementioned in the
article, this model of market-supported growth has been much
criticized on the basis that it is likely to deepen rather than
reduce social and environmental problems (Washington, 2018;
Washington, 2015; Asara et al., 2015; Easterly, 2015; Kopnina,
2020; Kopnina, 2016; Washington et al., 2017; Blicharska et al.,
2019; Sachs et al., 2019; Bobulescu, 2022). This literature has
criticized ideas about economic growth and industrial
development as they are associated with climate change and
pollution, with natural resource scarcity, planetary-scale
biodiversity decline, and increased social inequalities. This critical
approach is anchored in the oxymoronic purpose of continuous
economic growth, which suggested increasing consumption of
natural resources and somehow miraculously sustaining these
resources for future generations (Kopnina, 2020).

Apart from the aforementioned contradiction, the SDG
17 partnership for the goals postulated that every country should
feature partnerships to promote sustainable development. This
assumes that partnerships are desirable for sustainable
development. To what extent this postulate is consensual? There
is a need to raise awareness of ambiguity, complexity, and dynamics
in the membership of collaboration in the 2030 agenda. In this
context, the mobilization of the theory of collaborative advantage,
characterized in the previous section, proves to be pertinent to
discuss this issue because it encourages critical reflection on the ideas
of the sustainable development and global partnership. The ideas
and arguments in favor of global partnership to achieve sustainable
development contribute to reproducing the traditional model of
cooperation for development, anchored on a public assistance
provision for development by developed countries to developing
countries. Table 1 illustrates exactly that, as the five main areas
flagged are clearly linked to assistance approaches, which do not
exactly invest in institutional and human capacity building. This
concern is already evident in the 1974 United Nations
Declaration on the Establishment of a New Economic Order
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(NIEO) (United Nations, 1974) that was directed very much at
addressing the problem of inequality between the states that gained
their independence in the years following the Second World War,
and also in the Charter of the Economic Rights and Duties of States
(CERDS) voted in the same year, where the right to development
first appeared. NIEO has been characterized by a clear dichotomy
between the countries from the first and third worlds (Whelan,
2015). Globalization process has made such categorizations
questionable and nowadays inequalities between rich and poor
people are the most worrying and whose political effects will be
deeply felt at the heart of the rich countries themselves (Anghie,
2019).

SDG 17 does not clearly distinguish the following different
concepts, cooperation, coordination, and collaboration. However,
they need to be clarified as they point to three ascending levels of
relationship (Keast, 2011). Cooperation is regarded as a reduced
level of connection, nurtured by the exchange of information;
coordination is characterized by the alignment of resources and
efforts, and finally, collaboration aims at changing systems through
interdependent relationships. SDG 17 postulates an understanding
of collaboration from a set of superficial assumptions, which tend to
emphasize only the positive dimensions (Wanna, 2008), linked to
transformation, innovation, creativity, and beneficial outcomes, and
to marginalize negative dimensions, as shown in Table 1. It is
therefore imperative to consider both dimensions and a holistic
view of this complex phenomenon that addresses concepts such as
collaborative advantage and collaborative inertia. Actually, it is
urgent to consider the synergies that can be created, as well as
the situations in which few or no positive transformations are
observed in the approach to social, economic, and environmental
problems, and, consequently, lead to frustration and conflicts. The
five areas characterized in Table 1—finance, technology, capacity
building, trade, and systemic issues—due to their amplitude and
complexity of actors involved—developed and developing
countries—make this approach imperative, given the challenges
inherent to collaborative contexts often pointed out by
incongruent goals, lack of trust, cultural diversity, ambiguities,
and tensions.

Based on the assumptions of the theory of collaborative
advantage (Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Huxham and Vangen,
2004; Huxham and Vangen, 2000; Vangen and Huxham, 2013;
Vangen and Huxham, 2010), a collaborating approach to SDG 17 is
proposed and discussed, considering the following key elements:
power relations, trust, goal management, organizational cultures,
and leadership, in the following section.

SDG 17 and the key elements of the theory of
collaborative advantage: discussing
ambiguities, complexities, and tensions

SDG 17 and power relations
The phenomenon of power is omnipresent on the agenda of

SDG 17. Table 1 suggests this issue by mentioning the existence of
multi-stakeholder partnerships between developed and developing
countries. Power implies relations of autonomy and dependency
(Giddens, 1984), recognizing that even the most autonomous parties
are to some extent dependent, while the most dependent exhibits

margins of autonomy. In the context of the analysis on SDG 17, and
in order to strengthen the understanding of power relations and to
contribute to changing the exercise of power at different global,
national, regional, and local levels (Gupta and Vegelin, 2016), it is
particularly relevant to consider the debate on strategic power
analysis (Crozier and Friedberg, 1977). For the latter, power
constitutes a strategic relation between organizational parties. It
is a relation and not an attribute of the parties, so it is developed
through an exchange in certain organizational spaces and times. So
far, as each relationship implies exchange and adaptation, it is
assumed that power is inseparable from negotiation. Power
relations thus have three fundamental characteristics. First, they
are instrumental relations, in the course of which the actors mobilize
resources. Second, they are non-transitive relations since they are
inseparable from the actors and their specific contexts. Third, they
are reciprocal and unbalanced relations since they imply trade,
although the terms of the trade (the resources) are unequal.

Power is thus seen as a relation of force, in which one party may
take advantage of the other, although also one party is never totally
destitute towards the other. Within this SDG 17 strategic power
analysis, collaborative structures and operating dynamics determine
the organizational places (global, regional, national, and local levels)
where power relations can be developed (Sachs et al., 2019; Bulmer
et al., 2022). The definition of the greatest predictability of action in
certain collaborative contexts and the regulation of procedures
contribute to the construction and circumscription of uncertainty
organizational areas that the parties wish to control so that they can
use them according to the goals they intend to reach. Prescription
reduces uncertainty, although it never eliminates it. As a matter of
fact, areas of uncertainty are present in all power relations within the
scope of collaborative relationships between developed and
developing countries because, although one of the parties has the
advantage, there is always uncertainty as to the goals and intentions
of the other party (Crozier and Friedberg, 1977). The parties always
play with the duality of the foreseen and unforeseen, which
promotes a margin of maneuver and freedom that they try to
expand in order to obtain advantages. At the same time, they try
to reduce the areas of uncertainty of the other party, making its
behavior predictable. This is, therefore, a crucial approach to
counter hegemonic views on top–down relationships of
developed countries toward developing countries.

SDG 17 and trust
Within these tensions and uncertainties raised by the SDG

17 multi-stakeholder partnerships, it is important to emphasize
the key element of trust suggested by the theory of collaborative
advantage. Although trust is a pre-existing condition to these
partnerships, it rarely happens, which implies creating and
developing trust bonds, according to the trust management cycle
model (Huxham and Vangen, 2013). In this model, two aspects
relevant to initiating a relationship of trust are emphasized: on one
hand, the process of forming expectations about the future of the
collaboration, particularly the bases that supports it (e.g.,
reputational level, past behaviors, and formalization of
agreements and contracts); and on the other hand, the
assumption of risks, as the parties involved need to trust enough
to take risks regarding the beginning of the collaborative process.
Safeguarding these two aspects, trust can gradually be built up by
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designing achievable goals to be successfully fulfilled and thus
strengthened by providing the indispensable foundations for a
more ambitious collaboration. Trust can be developed over time,
gradually leading to initiatives where partner entities are willing to
assume higher risks as a higher level of trust is also established. In
situations where the levels of risk and uncertainty are considerable,
the option of a management that involves incremental increases in
resource commitments may be the preferred strategy (Huxham and
Vangen, 2013). However, in scenarios with large asymmetries, such
as those characterizing SDG 17, the collaborative advantage to be
achieved may require partner entities to be more ambitious and
consequently take a higher attitude toward risk.

SDG 17 and goals management
The discussion of SDG 17 is revitalized by bringing into the

debate the goal management key element of the theory of
collaborative advantage as it suggests three important issues: first,
a distancing from a more traditional vision, which defines an
alignment of goals between the parties involved so that
collaboration can take place (Huxham and Vangen, 2013);
second, the recognition of the importance of the variety of
knowledge and resources; and third, the diversity of goals in
order to achieve a true collaborative advantage. Therefore, this
approach points to the existence of paradoxical goals, which, by
integrating a tension between congruence and diversity in goals,
influence the success of collaboration. Recognizing this tension is
particularly pertinent to understand what is at stake in SDG
17 different and complex global, regional, national, and local
levels (Stott and Scoppetta, 2020). Actually, this tension can be
better understood by considering the following dimensions: level
(collaborative, organizational, and individual), origin (external
stakeholders and members), authenticity (genuine and pseudo),
relevance (collaboration-dependent and collaboration-
independent), content (collaborative process and substantive
purpose), and overtness (explicit, unstated, and hidden)
(Huxham and Vangen, 2013). Regarding the collaboration level,
the collaborative modality corresponds to the public manifestation
of the intended collaboration advantage, while the organizational
and individual levels concern the collaboration aspirations of the
organizations and individuals involved. Concerning origin, although
goals mostly express the agenda of the collaboration members, they
are also influenced by the goals of organizations or individuals
external to the collaboration. Regarding authenticity, the goals
expressed by external stakeholders may be genuine statements
about what they aspire to achieve or pseudo-goals, in the sense
that stakeholders may disguise or make up goals that legitimize their
own involvement in the collaboration. The relevance dimension
recognizes that there are goals achievable by stakeholders with and
without using collaboration. The content of the goals focuses on the
purpose of the collaboration, which may include the need to access
resources and knowledge, share risks, increase efficiency, and
improve coordination in the provision of services and learning.
They may also focus on the processes of collaboration, regarding for
instance the communication strategies, the relationship modalities
between the stakeholders, among other possibilities. The last
dimension is related to the fact that goals may be openly
discussed and explicitly stated, as well as hidden either
deliberately or by the lack of adequate opportunities to make

explicit the goals deemed relevant to stakeholders. The
recognition of the existence of paradoxical goals in the
collaborating approach to SDG 17 under discussion in this article
is very pertinent as it implies greater awareness on the recognition
that tensions are multiple and need to be diagnosed and
incorporated in the different management action tools related to
the economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainable
development.

SDG 17 and organizational cultures
The diversity of organizational cultures among the collaborative

parties proves to be fundamental on SDG 17 as it emphasizes two
relevant dimensions. On one hand, the phenomena of creativity,
stimulation, and reward, and on the other hand, the source of
potential conflicts of values, beliefs, and behaviors capable of
compromising collaborative relationships (Huxham and Vangen,
2013). As in the goal management key element, within
organizational cultures also emerge paradoxical aspects and
tensions underlying organizational cultures that need to be
identified and incorporated in the management mechanisms in
order to generate more collaborative advantage than collaborative
inertia. The particular issue of multi-stakeholder partnerships,
mentioned in Table 1, deserves to be emphasized in this
discussion because in the SDG Partnership Guidebook, it is
defined as follows “An ongoing collaborative relationship
between or among organizations from different stakeholder types
aligning their interests around a common vision, combining their
complementary resources and competencies and sharing risk, to
maximize value creation toward the Sustainable Development Goals
and deliver benefit to each of the partners” (Stibbe and Prescott,
2020: 23). This is a two-level limited conceptualization: first, by
assuming that the diversity of stakeholders is always desirable, and
second, by assuming the alignment of interests toward a common
vision as a condition for sustainable development. What is discussed
in organizational cultures and in the goal management key elements
allows to refute this mainstream view of the virtuous relationships
between multi-stakeholder partnerships, such as the government,
business sector, non-governmental organizations, academia, social
partners, and civil society.

SDG 17 and leadership
Considering the key elements previously discussed, the concern

with leadership is obviously important. However, this is not classical
leadership but a leadership profile clearly marked by context
(Huxham and Vangen, 2013), requiring the ability to manage the
contributions of multiple organizations, as well as to manage
relationships between partner entities. Actually, contextual
leadership implies knowing how to manage powers and control
the stakeholders agendas, representing their members and
empowering them for achieving the goals set for the collaborative
relationship. Similar to the paradoxical perspectives previously
indicated, the theory of collaborative advantage also considers
that leadership can assume either a positive dimension, in the
sense of integrating, empowering, involving, and mobilizing, or a
negative dimension through manipulation and instrumentalization
of power relations. When it comes to multi-stakeholder profiles
working in areas strongly diverse, as documented in Table 1,
managing collaborative processes and practices proves to be a
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demanding challenge full of difficulties (Huxham and Vangen,
2013). Overcoming them does not involve complying with a list
of normative guidelines about what stakeholders may do to achieve
successes, suggested, for example, in publications such as The SDG
partnership guidebook (Stibbe and Prescott, 2020). Moreover, these
successes are always relative depending on the expectations and
behaviors of stakeholders and their members (Vangen and Huxham,
2010), as well as on the choice of indicators that enable them to be
measured.

Conclusion

This article aims to critically examine the evolution and
implementation of the UN 2030 agenda for sustainable
development, with a particular focus on its collaborative approach.
To this end, it mobilizes the theory of collaborative advantage (Huxham
and Vangen, 2000; Huxham and Vangen, 2004; Huxham and Vangen,
2013) to analyze the SDG 17 Global Partnerships, discussing its main
key elements, such as power relations, trust, goal management,
organizational cultures, and leadership. The paper contribution is
threefold: first, it enables debating collaborative advantages and
inertias of the collaborating process; second, it provides important
insights into revolutionizing the status quo on the current mainstream
debate around of sustainable development through the global
partnership paradigm; third, it questions a model of sustained
growth, which has been contributing to widening social and
environmental problems (Kopnina, 2020; Kopnina, 2016; Blicharska
et al., 2019; Bobulescu, 2022).

Transforming the vision of collaboration and the rhetoric about
enhance multi-stakeholder partnerships for sustainable
development is no small task at the best of times, and it may
seem impossible to achieve in such overwhelming times (UN,
2021; Eurostat, 2023). However, pandemic experiences may

actually help us imagine and enact a different collaborating
approach to SDG 17 to ensure less politics and actions of the
tribe (Sennett, 2013) and more politics and actions of complexity
that contribute to offer new ways of seeing and answer to wicked
economic, social, and environmental problems.
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