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Introduction 

Many international development challenges are not right for multi-stakeholder collaboration. In 
these cases international development agencies, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), or 
private companies acting alone can provide an appropriate response to a social problem without 
the transaction costs of partnership. Other problems are tougher and less linear, necessitating two 
or more stakeholders to collaborate to solve them. Problems such as these have given rise to 
innumerable public-private partnerships (PPPs) in the last two decades, a model that is well 
addressed in existing literature.  

Direct collaborations between two or more private companies, however, are less common and 
less researched despite having the potential to create market-based and sustainable responses to 
challenges in emerging markets. As this paper demonstrates, there is opportunity to elevate the 
impact of private company social investments through more partnerships that leverage the 
organizational capability and funding of different companies. 

This opportunity addresses the growing sophistication of private companies’ social investment 
strategies and also responds to the increasing pressure from governments to reduce funding to 
bilateral donors, including the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). Additionally, as 
more countries grow dynamic private sectors and graduate to middle-income status, they are less 
eligible for official development assistance. This may mean that the recent trend of bilateral donors 
creating large numbers of PPPs is difficult to sustain. Innovative new alliances between private-
sector actors can build on existing PPPs, creating strategic social investments that support the 
alignment between companies’ commercial and social drivers while enabling growth in 
communities. 

Form should follow function and private-private partnerships are only one tool in the toolbox for 
companies seeking to increase the impact of their social investment dollars, but they should be 
                                                 
1 The authors thank the representatives of private companies, consulting firms and implementers, donors and multilateral 
institutions, nongovernmental organizations, and thought leaders who participated in the interviews and working group 
that informed this paper. Their time and candor provided the authors with important insights to share about the current 
landscape of private-private partnerships. The authors also thank CSIS intern Waka Itagaki for her research support. 
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regarded as an important tool. Many companies recognize that the impact, scale, and sustainability 
of their initiatives in emerging markets could benefit from collaborations with companies in and 
outside their sector. However, there are clear barriers—both within companies and in the external 
landscape—preventing more private-private partnerships from arising. Improved convening 
mechanisms are needed to encourage specific dialogue among private companies on where 
collaboration could improve the effectiveness of their social investment commitments—
particularly in the workforce and youth development, agriculture, and technology sectors. 

Methodology and Overview 

This paper follows on the established research around public-private partnerships to consider the 
potential for private-private partnerships to leverage social impact in developing countries. Over 
the past nine months, the authors have explored whether and how companies are participating in 
collaborations with other companies, and what barriers to and opportunities for these kinds of 
private-led partnerships might be. The research defines “private-private partnerships” as those that 
involve two or more for-profit partners, and that are initiated without funding from a public-sector, 
multilateral, or NGO partner. In many cases, however, NGOs, consulting firms, governments, or 
other organizations play a catalyzing or implementing role in these types of partnerships. 

This paper shares findings on the trends, drivers, archetypes and examples, challenges, and 
opportunities that compose the current landscape of private-private partnerships. It also shares the 
authors’ recommendations for how interested stakeholders can catalyze greater numbers and 
types of these collaborations. The contents reflect interviews with 23 stakeholders and a working 
group meeting in Washington, D.C., with representatives of private companies, consulting firms 
and implementers, donors and multilateral institutions, NGOs, and thought leaders. This paper is 
intended to be a primer and a conversation starter, opening the door for further research and 
action in the private-private partnerships landscape.  

Trends in Private-Private Partnerships 

There is a growing interest in private-private collaboration. As companies experience greater 
internal and external drivers for partnership, awareness of the potential for private-private 
partnerships to complement existing public-private partnerships is gaining momentum. During the 
past decade, private company social investments have become more strategic, technically 
sophisticated, and closely aligned to business drivers. Funds committed to social programs have 
grown as a percentage of revenues, profits, and capital expenditures during the last 15 years, but 
pressure to rationalize these investments is growing. Companies increasingly turned to public-
private partnerships (PPPs) in order to leverage the funds and expertise of the public sector for 
projects in developing countries. Stakeholders, including bilateral international development 
agencies, see a growing interest in and occurrence of direct collaborations between private 
companies as the natural next step in this evolution, while still recognizing the role of PPPs.  

Existing private-private collaborations most commonly spring out of industry coalitions and tend 
to be focused within the education, agriculture, and health sectors. Most of the effort to date has 
been around growing coalitions of companies within a single industry focused on addressing a 
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common challenge in the pre-competitive space. Project-level partnerships between two or more 
companies operating in a location are less common and perhaps pose the greatest opportunity for 
innovation.  

Drivers of Private-Private Partnerships 

The research identified the following core drivers of private-private partnership creation: 

Addressing critical social challenges affecting business operations. Private-private partnerships 
arise most organically around a critical, high-priority need in the pre-competitive operating 
environment that is shared by a group of companies. This research defines “pre-competitive” as 
the space where standards, data, or processes commonly affect companies in a location, and 
addressing them does not give any one company a comparative advantage. Companies recognize 
that the social challenges they are trying to tackle are bigger than any one company can address 
on its own. Targeted shared value interventions on topics such as the need for workforce 
development, challenges in the agricultural value chain, and insufficient access to water and 
energy can lead to the development of responsive private coalitions. 

Leveraging funding and organizational expertise from other companies. Stakeholders point out 
that in some business sectors budgets are shrinking. Partnerships leverage additional funding, 
expertise, and skills from other actors with a vested interest in an issue or location. Many 
companies recognize that partnerships have the potential to move the needle further in addressing 
a development challenge and bringing business returns than an individually led initiative.  

Strong individual and systems leadership within companies. Stakeholders note that leadership 
support is critical in starting and sustaining private-private collaborations. This leadership is 
important both at the executive level and at the systems level. Conversations between CEOs who 
are passionate about an issue have catalyzed private-private partnership creation from the top 
down. However, lower-level employees within companies who are empowered and enabled by 
CEOs and executives play a key role in maintaining momentum from leadership—building trust 
among peers across industry sectors—and getting partnerships off the ground. An understanding 
of international development challenges and recognition of the importance of building 
partnerships is essential to cultivate within individuals throughout a company’s corporate 
responsibility organization.  

Consumer and shareholder demand for social impact and sustainability. Consumers and 
shareholders, especially those from the millennial generation, are increasingly demanding that 
companies demonstrate a commitment to strong environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 
reporting, have transparent and responsible supply chains, and contribute positively and 
sustainably to the communities in which they operate. In many cases, reaching these goals 
requires collaboration with other companies. The strong consumer demand element resonates 
most closely with consumer goods companies; the case gets more tenuous when moving away 
from consumer-facing brands with robust global supply chains. In the extractives industry, 
stakeholders in operating areas are demanding social investments from private companies as local 
governments are failing to provide basic services.  
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Demonstrating commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs have the 
potential to be both a driver and a platform for private-private collaboration. Stakeholders note 
that the SDGs have raised corporate collective consciousness about international development 
challenges and offer an orienting framework around which companies can convene. Many 
companies are the point of determining which of the goals they have the most interest and 
competence in addressing and are looking for complementary inputs from other private actors. 

Archetypes and Examples of Private-Private Partnerships 

The research has identified the following archetypes of private-private collaboration: 

Pre-competitive coalitions within an industry. These are arguably the most common types of 
private-private partnerships, involving companies within an industry that have come together to 
address a particular shared problem in the pre-competitive space. These commonly address 
supply chain challenges, and tend to be formed around framework and standards setting, and 
mobilizing individual commitments toward a joint goal. Examples of these types of coalitions 
include: 

• The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety 

• CocoaAction 

• The Consumer Goods Forum 

• AIM-Progress 

 

The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety 

The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety began in 2013 with convenings through the Bipartisan 
Policy Center. Responding to the Rana Plaza factory collapse earlier that year and calls for better 
factory conditions and improved worker safety, North American apparel and retail companies came 
together in a five-year commitment to establish common fire and safety standards at the factories 
they source from in Bangladesh. Four companies were founding members of the Alliance—Gap, 
Walmart, Target, and VF corporation—and membership now includes 29 companies, representing the 
majority of ready-made goods that are imported to the United States from Bangladesh.a Companies 
provided an initial $50 million in coinvestment to establish standards and train workers, and are now 
working with the Development Credit Authority (DCA) and the International Finance Corporation (IFC) 
to offer low-interest capital to factory owners to finance improvements. 

__________ 

a. Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety, “About the Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety,” 
http://www.bangladeshworkersafety.org/who-we-are/about-the-alliance. 

http://www.bangladeshworkersafety.org/who-we-are/about-the-alliance
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Coalitions across two or more industries. These coalitions involve companies from two or more 
diverse industries that are focused on addressing a specific challenge, often in a targeted 
geographic location. A topic that has lent itself well to these types of coalitions is workforce 
development and training of youth; the need to hire a skilled workforce cuts across industries 
ranging from technology to hospitality. Examples of these types of coalitions include: 

• The 100,000 Opportunities Initiative 

 

Company-led partnerships with supply chain partners. These types of partnerships typically arise 
through the leadership of large consumer goods or retail companies with robust global supply 
chains. The multinational company partners with its suppliers to leverage the supply chain to 
address environmental and social issues. Examples of these types of partnerships are: 

• The Coca-Cola Company’s PlantBottle initiative 

• Walmart’s Global Women’s Economic Empowerment Initiative to double sourcing from 
women-owned businesses in its supply chain 

Integrative project-level partnerships. Arguably the least common type of private-private 
partnerships, these types of partnerships involve two or more companies from within or across 
industries that collaborate at the project level. These collaborations typically happen in a specific 
country or region. Companies pursue both business and social goals and share management, 
strategy, and risk of the partnership. Some integrative partnerships have a philanthropic focus; 

The 100,000 Opportunities Initiative 

The 100,000 Opportunities Initiative started in July 2015 as a coalition of 17 U.S.-based companies, 
including Starbucks, Hilton Worldwide, JPMorgan Chase, Macy’s, and Taco Bell. It aims to provide 
employment opportunities and training to 100,000 16- to 24-year-olds by 2018.a It has now expanded 
to 45 company members, and each company has made an individual commitment toward meeting the 
goal. When the initiative starts in a new city, it organizes a job fair with participating partner companies. It 
is currently operating in six cities—Chicago, Dallas, Los Angeles, New Orleans, Phoenix, and Seattle. The 
Chicago fair, for example, had 4,000 attendees and 600 immediate job offers by the 30 companies in 
attendance.b 

“This [the 100,000 Opportunities Initiative] originally started at Starbucks and we thought how do we 
make it bigger and better?” an individual familiar with social impact programs at Starbucks said. “Youth 
and workforce development are issues that cut across companies. Starbucks leads from the front, scales, 
and partners where it makes sense.”c 

__________ 

a. Starbucks, “Top U.S.-Based Companies Create Pathways to Economic Opportunity for Young Americans,” July 
2015, https://news.starbucks.com/news/top-us-based-companies-launch-100k-opportunities-initiative. 

b. “Chicago,” 100,000 Opportunities Initiative, https://www.100kopportunities.org/our-communities/chicago/. 
c. CSIS interview with an individual familiar with social impact programs at Starbucks, July 2016. 

https://news.starbucks.com/news/top-us-based-companies-launch-100k-opportunities-initiative
https://www.100kopportunities.org/our-communities/chicago/
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some pursue strategic social investment; and some reflect core business drivers. Examples of these 
types of partnerships include: 

• The Barclays and GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) partnership on expanding access to healthcare in 
Zambia 

• Dell providing technology leadership training to a Chevron workforce development 
program in Bangladesh 

 

The Coca-Cola Company's PlantBottle Initiative 

In 2009, The Coca-Cola Company introduced PlantBottle,a a beverage bottle in which up to 30 
percent of the polyethylene terephthalate (PET) is replaced with plant-based materials. The bottles are 
made and distributed through Coca-Cola’s standard supply chain channels. Over 40 billion bottles 
have been distributed and the technology is now used by 30 Coca-Cola-owned brands, including 
Dasani, Minute Maid, and smartwater, in more than 40 countries. The technology has aided the 
company to reduce its reliance on fossil fuels and cut carbon emissions, and to pass these benefits on 
to its supply chain partners. Walmart, for example, includes PlantBottle as one of the key components 
of its sustainability program. 

In 2012, recognizing that they needed to take on other private-sector partners to bring the costs of 
source materials down, Coca-Cola set up the Plant PET Technology Collaborative with Ford Motor 
Company, H.J. Heinz Company, NIKE, Inc. and Procter & Gamble.b The collaborative aimed to 
galvanize the private sector around further research and development on PlantBottle technology, 
improving its availability and affordability. Users of the Plant PET Technology currently pay a premium 
on the material, but in the long term the partners expect this will erode as they build out the supply 
chain and develop new technologies. Partners in the collaborative and other companies have licensed 
PlantBottle technology for their own products. Heinz has used it in their ketchup bottles, for example, 
and Sea World has used it in cups sold at its parks. 

“Collaboration and partnerships have been instrumental to our work in renewables and specifically 
PlantBottle,” April Crow, senior director of environment and sustainability at Coca-Cola, said. “We do 
not want this to be perceived as technology only for Coca-Cola. We want to encourage and embrace 
an industry change and help other industries use [PlantBottle] as well. Anyone using PET could be a 
beneficiary.”c 

__________ 

a. Coca-Cola, “Intro to PlantBottle Packaging,” http://www.coca-colacompany.com/plantbottle-technology.  
b. Coca-Cola, “Meet Our Partners: Plant PET Technology Collaborative,” http://www.coca-

colacompany.com/stories/meet-our-partners-plant-pet-technology-collaborative.  
c. CSIS email correspondence with April Crow and Coca-Cola, March 21, 2017. 

http://www.coca-colacompany.com/plantbottle-technology
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/meet-our-partners-plant-pet-technology-collaborative
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/meet-our-partners-plant-pet-technology-collaborative
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Challenges Facing Private-Private Partnership Creation 

The research has identified the following challenges facing the start-up of private-private 
collaboration: 

Ineffective convening mechanisms. Stakeholders are divided about whether there are enough 
convening mechanisms that bring private companies together around ideas for partnership. Some 
say that there are too many convening mechanisms that gather the same companies; others note 
gaps. Chambers of commerce, business associations, and conferences that bring sustainability and 
corporate social responsibility professionals together are cited as natural conveners of these types 
of partnerships. However, there is agreement that most existing convening mechanisms convene 
around general topics without a dedicated problem-solving approach. To be effective in catalyzing 
partnership creation, convening mechanisms should bring together a small group of private 
company representatives, offer a safe space for off-the-record discussion, be facilitated by a 
neutral practitioner, and be focused on a specific challenge and location. 

Barclays and GSK Partnership 

In 2013, Barclays and GSK came together because both organizations believe that long-term success is 
inextricably linked to the wellbeing of the communities in which they operate. The partnership brought 
together the skills and expertise of a bank and healthcare company to test new models that would 
increase access to healthcare and improve economic livelihoods in Africa. 

Focusing efforts in Zambia, the partnership worked with CARE International UK to set up Live Well, a 
social enterprise. Live Well supports, recruits, and trains community health entrepreneurs (CHEs) to serve 
the health needs of their community by selling health impact and raising awareness about healthcare in 
underserved communities. CHEs also have the opportunity to generate income and support their 
livelihood in communities of high unemployment.  

Another initial goal of the partnership was to develop and test a micro-health-insurance product, but the 
partners were not able to establish the business case for this and stopped testing. However, all of the 
learnings have now fed into Barclays’s micro-insurance strategy for Africa. 

“We’ve had tremendous richness come from combining people from different sectors and backgrounds,” 
Susan Payne, the director of the Barclays and GSK Partnership, said. “Part of the benefits of forming a 
partnership like this is that it leads to business cooperation. Barclays and GSK have developed an 
enterprise type of relationship and collaborate outside of the partnership.”a 

There has been openness by both organizations about sharing information and best practices. They 
carried out a partnership review with Accenture Ltd UK, which aims to provide practical considerations 
on how companies can work together to deliver commercially sustainable businesses that also create 
value for society. 

__________ 

a. CSIS interview with Susan Payne, director of the Barclays and GSK Partnership, August 2016. 
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Lack of shared data. Stakeholders note a lack of available data on where and how companies are 
engaging in projects and partnerships designed to have a social impact. This makes it difficult for 
proponents of private-private partnerships to create leadership support, as company leaders look 
for evidence-based data to support funding commitments to new partnerships. The experience 
with partnerships tends to be housed within individuals, and there is not enough sharing. While an 
online platform that includes information on companies’ existing engagements and where they are 
looking for partners could address this gap, stakeholders question whether companies would be 
willing to make program information available via such a platform given competitive concerns. 

Greater sharing of information on companies’ social investments should be distinguished from 
calls for new reporting of initiatives to government or multilateral authorities. Stakeholders say that 
the latter will divert attention from the critical need to gather data on the potential impact of 
partnerships and dissuade company decisionmakers from taking risks on innovative partnerships 
and programs.  

Competitive issues. Reputation drivers often influence private company social investment 
strategies. There is a tendency to view social investment as a competitive differentiator, and 
companies often wish to brand and promote initiatives as their own. Important to note, however, is 
that partnerships can provide a “halo effect” for one or both partners—especially when a 
multinational partners with a well-regarded local company. Companies have to be willing to 
compromise on branding to get other companies on board; this can especially be a challenge for 
partnerships within an industry. Companies are also beginning to think more carefully about 
strategic alignment and considering carefully how many and which kind of initiatives they can join 
before it dilutes their focus and messaging. 

Corporate culture differences. The companies that have been most successful to date in initiating 
private-private partnerships are those where a culture of cocreation and collaboration is inculcated 
into the organization from top to bottom. Stakeholders note that while there are a number of 
issues in every industry where a collective solution would make the most sense, some company 
representatives come to meetings guarded and without the internal support behind them to make 
tangible commitments to partnership. Sometimes support for partnerships comes from a CEO or 
senior executive; but if this person retires or moves on, his or her successor may not share the 
same commitment. 

The time and resource requirements of partnerships. Stakeholders note that even when incentives 
are aligned, it is difficult to make private-private partnerships happen. Each company has its own 
system of checks and balances, desired outcomes and priorities for its investments, and ways of 
operating. When bringing together two or more large companies, the time expectation, expertise 
and financial resource commitment, and roles and responsibilities within the partnership must be 
clearly decided from the outset. Some stakeholders point to the need for a neutral brokering 
organization; others question whether always bringing in a third party to convene or implement 
partnerships is a sustainable approach. 

Misalignment within companies. Decisions about partnerships can come from multiple levels 
within a company, and there is sometimes internal misalignment between local and head office 
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management. A local business unit might not support head office social investment strategies, and 
without local buy-in, head office professionals hold back on suggesting collaborative discussions. 
There may be additional misalignment between major functional departments within a particular 
company that also holds back creativity at the head office level. Some companies struggle with 
implementing socially focused initiatives individually and balk at adding the extra layer of 
complexity that can come with forming external partnerships. 

Opportunities for Further Private-Private Partnerships  

The research identified further opportunities for private-private partnerships in the following 
sectors: 

Workforce and youth development. Talent acquisition and workforce development are company 
needs that cut across sectors, and this is one of the strongest drivers of companies coming 
together around social investment in the pre-competitive space. Despite the potential for stronger 
workforce development to lead to economic growth in developing countries, donor funds and 
resources in this area have decreased in recent years. Stakeholders point to the need for further 
private-private partnerships around workforce standards, developing human capital, training for 
sector needs, and promoting youth development in educational institutions. As one specific 
example, the model of the 100,000 Opportunities Initiative in the United States could be 
prototyped in one developing country and then applied elsewhere. Collaboration between 
companies could help link training programs to available job opportunities  

Agriculture. Current private-private partnerships in this space occur mainly by crop, and at the 
initiation of major companies through partners in their own supply chains. Given that the need for 
sustainable agricultural products is an issue that cuts across companies, there is opportunity to 
develop further coalitions and partnerships in the pre-competitive space. Partnerships that 
establish new efficiencies for processing and that integrate more smallholder and female farmers 
into supply chains are specific opportunities. 

Technology. There is opportunity to further consider how technology companies can bring 
complementary resources and expertise to the efforts of companies in other sectors. Adding a 
digital literacy component to workforce development programs is one possibility. Tech companies 
can also be partners in developing systems to collect and share program data.  

Other opportunities exist in: 

Increasing efficiencies and standards in global supply chains, and strengthening the enabling policy 
environment. Companies’ desire to drive efficiencies and establish common standards within a 
sector, and achieve a better operating environment for business, creates natural platforms for 
private-private collaboration. Coalitions of companies that source from a location and employ 
local workers are in a strong position to incentivize policy change by governments. As consumer 
demand for responsible sourcing grows, these types of partnerships with the ability to achieve 
systems change will become more important. 



10 | Helen Moser and Simon Lowes 
 

 

Addressing horizontal inefficiencies in value chains. Horizontal inefficiencies occur frequently, 
especially within company initiatives to promote economic growth in a community. An emerging 
entrepreneur, for example, may require training, startup or growth capital, and business incubation 
to successfully build and scale his or her enterprise. Companies may focus on one aspect of the 
chain without providing access to the other inputs, or efforts are duplicated by a number of 
companies operating in the same location. Partnerships where companies contribute their 
individual expertise in a complementary way would address these types of inefficiencies.  

Involving local companies in private-private collaborations. The potential for smaller, local 
companies to engage in greater numbers of private-private partnerships with multinational 
companies has not been fully explored. While these companies may not be able to contribute the 
same levels of funding to partnerships as multinationals, their key commitment can be in providing 
staff expertise or in changing the way they operate to promote sustainability or diversity in the 
workforce. Local companies bring relevant knowledge of the local context to partnerships and can 
drive greater sustainability. However, it is important to note that mapping and convening local 
actors can be a time-intensive effort. Local chambers of commerce and business associations can 
play an important role in this process, and it is also necessary to develop innovative partnership 
mechanisms that leverage smaller companies for their unique value.  

Recognizing that new private-private partnerships can bring additional scale and sustainability to 
existing public-private partnerships. As the partnerships landscape continues to evolve, PPPs can 
play an important role in providing initial seed or risk capital for initiatives. Private-private 
partnerships can then scale successful initiatives. Traditional international development actors, 
including USAID, are recognizing that they are natural conveners in many developing countries. As 
more countries achieve middle-income status and donor funding decreases, these actors can 
leverage this convening power to bring together local and multinational companies around 
challenges and catalyze partnerships that do not hinge upon public funding.  

Recommendations  

Responding to the barriers that limit private-private partnership formation, the authors make the 
following recommendations for how specific stakeholders can catalyze greater numbers and types 
of these collaborations in the appropriate circumstances: 

Private Companies 

• Cultivate a self-sustaining company culture that embraces internal and external partnership, 
builds strong linkages between head office corporate responsibility professionals and local 
business units, encourages innovation in partnership from the top down, and ensures that 
corporate responsibility professionals at all levels have an understanding of the 
development challenges in the communities where the company operates. 

• Consider where existing and planned social investments in emerging markets can benefit 
from innovative project-level or multinational partnerships with multinational or local 
companies. Look specifically at ways that partnerships can increase efficiencies and 
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standards in global supply chains, strengthening the enabling policy environment, and 
address horizontal inefficiencies in value chains. 

• Develop innovative partnership mechanisms that leverage smaller companies for their 
unique value. 

• When building a new partnership, make clear and shared decisions from the start about 
partnership duration, expected resource contributions from each partner, and partnership 
roles and responsibilities. Consider whether the partnership requires a neutral third-party 
“backbone” organization or whether the companies have sufficient personnel to effectively 
implement the partnership on their own. 

Convening Organizations 

• Rather than convening around general topics, take a dedicated problem-solving approach. 
Convene regular meetings of small groups of individuals that offer a safe space for off-the-
record discussion, are facilitated by a neutral practitioner, and focused on a specific 
challenge and location.  

• Assist multinational companies to map local companies that have synergies with their social 
investments in that country. 

International Development Agencies and Multilateral Organizations 

• Leverage convening power to bring together local and multinational companies around 
challenges and catalyze partnerships that do not hinge upon public funding. 

• Consider how private-private partnerships can be built into or out of existing public-private 
partnerships. 

Consulting Firms and Other Implementers 

• Help to create data sharing platforms, online or otherwise, that compile and share 
information on companies’ existing social investments and where they are looking for 
partners. 

• Identify opportunities for partnership among private company clients. 

Governments 

• Identify regulatory constraints and reporting requirements that may dissuade companies 
from partnering and streamline where possible. 
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