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Abstract: This study empirically assesses the impact of nonprofit organizations (NPOs) on multi-actor
global governance initiatives. Multi-actor global governance initiatives have emerged to strengthen
joint action among different societal actors to tackle transnational social and environmental issues.
While such initiatives have received a great deal of academic attention, previous research has
primarily focused on businesses’ perspectives. In light of the important role of NPOs within such
initiatives, critically addressing NPOs’ role by assessing their impact on the effectiveness of such
initiatives is crucial. This article builds on the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC)—the largest
multi-actor global governance initiative in the world—and offers a panel analysis on a unique dataset
including 820 NPOs from 68 different countries. The findings suggest that NPOs have indeed
strengthened the UNGC over time, yet their engagement explains only a small fraction of differences
in UNGC activity across countries. This study contributes to the emerging research on nonprofits’
social responsibility by fostering the actorhood thesis, which places higher responsibility for the
impact and requirements for accountability on NPOs. Furthermore, the study supports discussions
about the increasing political role of NPOs by providing the first empirical evidence for their political
leadership and impact in multi-actor global governance initiatives.

Keywords: United Nations Global Compact; nonbusiness participants; nonprofit organization;
actorhood thesis; nonprofit social responsibility

1. Introduction

The process of globalization has not only provided ample opportunities for transna-
tional economic activities but has also amplified the reach and intensity of socioeconomic
and environmental challenges [1]. In a global context, the power and capacity of individual
states are insufficient to adequately address these challenges [2]. Consequently, other soci-
etal actors, including firms and nonprofit organizations (NPOs), are increasingly expected
to take on a political role in contributing to systemic change to tackle the root causes of
these challenges [3–5]. As a result, multi-actor global governance initiatives, such as the
United Nations Global Compact (UNGC), the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), have emerged to promote and
strengthen joint actions to address these challenges [6–8].

Multi-actor global governance initiatives (henceforth multi-actor initiatives) have re-
ceived considerable attention in the management research literature. However, the research
focus is primarily from the business actors’ perspective [5], discussing the positive impact
of such initiatives on businesses’ governance mechanisms [4,8–10] and performance [11,12],
while also voicing concerns regarding the initiative’s voluntary nature [13,14]. Nonbusiness
participants—NPOs in particular—are primarily mentioned as actors with a watchdog
function [15,16], or as collaboration partners to strengthen businesses’ implementation
of the initiatives [17]. However, research evaluating the role of NPOs more critically by
assessing their actual impact on these initiatives is scarce.
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One reason for the rather one-sided perspective is that research on global multi-actor
initiatives is often tied to discussions on corporate social responsibility, while NPOs are
implicitly assumed, by their very nature, to be socially responsible actors that by default
operate in society’s best interest [18,19]. However, there is an emerging stream of literature
explicitly addressing the social responsibility of NPOs. Drawing from actorhood theory,
which builds on the thesis that organizations are sovereign, purposive, and strategic
entities that make consequential decisions [20], this scholarship views NPOs as actors with
the social responsibility to make an impact and be accountable for the outcome of their
decisions and actions [5,7,15]. With the growing expectation that NPOs will take on a
political role, not only at the national level but also increasingly in the international sphere,
understanding their function and impact in global multi-actor initiatives is crucial. In
this context, this study investigates the impact of NPOs in the UNGC, which, as of today,
is considered the largest multi-actor initiative worldwide, and addresses the following
research question: to what extent does NPO engagement strengthen the United Nations
Global Compact over time?

The question is addressed by running a panel regression analysis on a unique dataset
that comprises information on the UNGC engagement of 820 NPOs, including business
associations, labor associations, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), from 68 dif-
ferent countries as well as information on the UNGC’s local network activity from 2009 to
2018. The findings suggest that NPOs indeed strengthen the UNGC over time, yet their
impact explains only a small fraction of the differences in UNGC local network activity
across countries. The study thus contributes to the emerging research on nonprofits’ social
responsibility. In particular, it fosters the actorhood thesis by showing that NPOs are
purposive actors who create an impact in the institutional environment they operate in.
Furthermore, it contributes to academic discussions around the increasingly political role
of NPOs by providing the first empirical evidence for their impact on strengthening multi-
actor initiatives. It therefore shows that NPOs can take political leadership in inducing
societal change via multi-actor initiatives. Finally, taking NPOs’ perspective on multi-actor
initiatives contributes to the discussion on whether such frameworks need improvement
to not only strengthen corporate social responsibility but also to further incentivize NPOs’
continued engagement over time.

The article is structured as follows: the literature on nonprofits’ social responsibil-
ity and on the UNGC, in particular, is reviewed; the employed methodology and data
are presented; and the results are presented and discussed. The article concludes with
implications and opportunities for future research.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Nonprofits’ Social Responsibility: Building on the Actorhood Thesis

The emerging research on the social responsibility of nonprofits builds on the conse-
quences of neoliberalism and the resulting actorhood perspective on organizational entities
to highlight the relevance of further including NPOs in the discussion of the responsible
behavior of organizations [5,7,15]. Neoliberalism is characterized by free-market exchange
and inherently minimalist state intervention, taxation, and organizational regulation pro-
grams [15]. In the neoliberalist context, the actorhood thesis describes the greater autonomy
and freedom of organizational entities. In particular, it understands organizations not
solely as instruments of shareholders’ interests [21], but also as sovereign, purposive,
and strategic entities that make consequential decisions [20], and have their own rights
and identities [22]. The actorhood thesis therefore understands organizations not merely
as contexts for action [23], but as entities that have the power to shape the institutional
environment they operate in [5]. The process of globalization has further increased their
freedom, autonomy, and power due to the reduced power of sovereign states. However,
increased autonomy and regulatory freedom also entail greater organizational responsi-
bility and accountability. This holds true not only for corporations, as has been widely
deliberated, but also for NPOs.
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The actorhood thesis is usually more implicitly illustrated by many examples in
nonprofit management research. For instance, the literature documents an increasing
delegation of responsibilities, traditionally held by states, to NPOs, such as supplying
public goods in regions where governments lack the capacity to do so [15,24]. More
recent discussions emphasize the increasingly political role and power of international
NPOs to influence debates on and policy outcomes of global governance forums [3,25].
These discussions are further accompanied by an increase in professionalization in NPOs,
characterized by a greater strategic orientation and the definition of concrete outcomes
and desired impacts [15,26]. Unfortunately, NPOs have also been at the center of severe
scandals, which have not only caused societal harm but have also been detrimental to their
reputation [18,19]. NPOs, therefore, are indeed purposive and strategic organizations with
the social responsibility to create an impact; NPOs should be held accountable for and
must suffer the consequences of their irresponsible behavior.

There are also more explicit discussions around NPOs’ social responsibility. However,
despite ascribing actorhood to NPOs, the thesis has led to different understandings of
what constitutes NPOs’ social responsibility. There is research suggesting that the social
responsibility of an NPO is to ensure its own sustainability and survival so that it can
continue “doing good” for society [25,27]. This perspective may highlight the assumption
that the very existence of these organizations, which by definition are concerned with
social welfare, produces sufficient good for society. However, with the pronounced societal
role of NPOs and in light of instances of their irresponsible behavior in the past, this
perspective seems outdated. A more developed yet general approach was offered in
an essay by Bromley and Meyer [15], who stated that there is little difference between
the social responsibility requirements of NPOs and corporations. Instead, the authors
describe isomorphic forces in the form of societal expectations that shape the strategic
orientation of an organization as well as the tools it employs to demonstrate its social
responsibility—independent of the organizational sector. They illustrate their argument by
the current societal concern around environmental issues, which have led organizations (for-
profits and NPOs alike) to include some kind of environmentalism (e.g., by implementing
monitoring and evaluating processes) to adequately report on environmental issues. A
more differentiated approach is offered by Pope et al. [3]. Inspired by Carroll’s CSR
pyramid [28], the authors adapted the pyramid for NPOs. In particular, they suggest that
to follow the organizational mission, being lawful, accountable, and ethical are merely the
baseline for NPOs to assume their social responsibilities—the baseline for NPOs to engage
with and actively take leadership in shaping the society in which they operate [3]. Thus,
their concept depicts a more proactive role and pronounced responsibility for NPOs to
create societal impact. The urgency to assume leadership in addressing and challenging
social issues was illustrated by Lim [7], who, in his case study on the UNGC, showed
how initiatives enable NPOs to become active participants in what the authors coined “the
global organizational responsibility movement”. The case study, therefore, emphasizes that
NPOs’ social responsibility includes a political component and requires societal impact on
a global scale.

In sum, the nonprofit management literature shows that with greater actorhood, NPOs’
social responsibility has also become of greater scholarly concern; it is recognized as going
beyond solely ensuring organizational existence to furthering demands that they actively
create societal impact and stimulate societal change on an increasingly larger scale. This,
in turn, entails a need for accountability for NPOs’ actions and decisions. However, little
research has been carried out to concretely assess the extent to which NPOs have assumed
their societal responsibility, especially in the realm of multi-actor initiatives.

2.2. The United Nations Global Compact: Introducing NPOs’ Perspective

The UNGC was launched in 2000 by the United Nations (UN) secretariat to address
concerns regarding the lack of regulation in global economic activities that cause social and
environmental damage [29]. The UNGC has since grown to be the largest multi-actor initia-
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tive worldwide [30], comprising over 9500 businesses and 3000 nonbusiness participants
from 163 countries [31]. Nonbusiness participants include public sector organizations as
well as NPOs, including business associations, labor associations, and NGOs. The initiative
defines 10 principles that guide organizational management and governance in the fields of
human rights, labor rights, environmental issues, and anticorruption [29], and are closely
aligned with the SDGs [30]. Designed as an exchange and learning platform, the UNGC
brings business and nonbusiness participants together to exchange best practices and learn
how to better fulfill their social responsibility [30]. Until 2013, only businesses had to
communicate their progress made on implementing the 10 principles. In October 2013,
the UNGC board decided that nonbusiness participants—including NPOs—should also
have a periodical disclosure requirement. Since then, nonbusiness participants have been
required to biyearly communicate in a “Communication on Engagement” (COE) on how
they support the UNGC [32]. The COE includes a statement of continued engagement, a
description of practical actions taken to promote the 10 principles and further information
on outcome measurements of the actions taken [33]. If an NPO fails to submit its COE
by the required deadline, the organization will be designated “noncommunicating” on
the UNGC website. The NPO is expelled from the initiative if, after a year of noncommu-
nication, the organization again fails to submit a COE. Expelled organizations are listed
publicly on the UNGC website [32].

To date, scholarship on the UNGC has taken on a primarily business-focused perspec-
tive, providing evidence of the positive impact of the initiative on business governance
mechanisms [4,8–10], and performance [11,12]. Concerns have also been voiced regarding
the lack of impact on, or “blue washing” of, corporate activities due to their voluntary na-
ture [13,14]. NPOs, on the other hand, are primarily mentioned as actors with a watchdog
function [15,16], or as collaboration partners to strengthen businesses’ implementation of
the 10 principles [17]. However, research assessing the role of NPOs and their impact on
the UNGC more critically is scant.

The case study by Lim appears to be the first (and thus far only) research to offer
a critical reflection on the role of NPOs within the initiative [7]. The study discusses
the implications of NPOs’ role as consultative partners to UN agencies. Indeed, the
UNGC is the first initiative in which the UN has involved NPOs in a key framework [7].
NPOs also take on more functional roles—for example, by engaging companies in UNGC-
related issues and local network activities or by providing commentary to them on their
reporting [33]. These different roles, in turn, are argued to reinforce NPOs’ actorhood by
enabling them to become active participants in the multi-actor initiative [7]. However, to
the author’s knowledge, there is no study assessing NPOs’ actual impact on this initiative
to support ascribed actorhood.

Despite the important role given to NPOs within the UNGC, there are indeed valid
criticisms that may raise concerns regarding their impact. The UNGC makes it clear that
it is a business-led initiative—the board constitutes twelve business and four nonprofit
representatives—and critical research argues that due to imbalanced power dynamics be-
tween business and nonbusiness participants, NPOs may provide a source of legitimacy for,
but actually have little actual weight in, policy debates within the initiative [34]. One may
also address NPOs’ motivation to engage in such an initiative. Critics argue that, similar to
their business counterparts, NPOs are also prone to joining social responsibility initiatives
for reputational purposes while lacking commitment over time [24,35]. Subsequently, in
light of the important role of NPOs within the UNGC framework, but even more so to
address the criticisms mentioned above, research has yet to assess the extent to which
NPOs effectively strengthen the UNGC.

3. Hypothesis

In this section, a hypothesis on the impact of NPOs on the UNGC is derived. To
assess this impact, the article focuses on the UNGC’s local networks. Local networks
play a crucial role in strengthening the implementation of the UNGC’s 10 principles
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in business participants [10]. In particular, local networks organize different activities,
including forums, conferences, and coaching and thematic sessions, which allow us to
adapt broader principles to fit the specific local context [9,36]. They provide an important
platform to stimulate multistakeholder dialog and provide knowledge, tools and mutual
learning among business and nonbusiness participants, including NPOs [30]. Such local
network activities have been shown to have a significant impact on improving responsible
governance in business organizations [36]. However, studies have shown that the learning
processes take time, which needs to be considered when assessing individual participants’
impact and learning processes [4]. Local networks, therefore, offer a valuable measure to
assess NPOs’ impact in strengthening the UNGC over time.

Building on the actorhood thesis, the reviewed literature suggests that NPOs are
expected to create societal changes not only on the local level, but increasingly on the global
level by engaging and taking leadership roles in global governance forums. Assessing
their impact based on UNGC local network activity, the following hypothesis is suggested:
the greater NPOs’ engagement is, the higher the UNGC’s local network activity becomes
over time.

4. Methodology
4.1. Data and Measures

The dataset used in this study consists of yearly observations of NPOs—local and
global business associations, labor organizations and NGOs—that are members of the
UNGC and submitted a COE during the 2009 to 2018 time period (T), when the data
for relevant variables were most comprehensive. Although submitting a COE became
mandatory in 2013, earlier voluntarily submitted COEs were available and included in
the dataset. COEs have to be submitted biyearly. However, the UNGC recommends a
yearly submission [32]. Consequently, the dataset includes yearly data for certain NPOs.
After eliminating incomplete and redundant values, the panel contains data for 820 NPOs
from 68 different countries from the regions of Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America and the
Caribbean, the Middle East, and North Africa (MENA), North America, and Oceania. To
track development over time, the dataset contains only organizations for which data are
available for at least two points, resulting in a panel of 2228 organization-year observations.

NPO engagement is the independent variable of this study and is composed of in-
formation that NPOs communicate in their COE. The COE requires a statement by the
chief executive expressing continued support for the UNGC, a description of the practical
actions that the organization has taken to support the UNGC’s principles, and information
on the measurement of outcomes. Publicly available data only included binary information
(yes/no) on whether a given organization has provided this information (but gives no
further information on specific actions taken or outcomes measured). Consequently, the
following binary data are added, with equal weights, to construct an index for NPO engage-
ment: statement of continued support provided; actions included; outcome measurements
included; if the organization uses GRI standards; and if the organization enforces human
rights, labor rights, environmental, and anti-corruption principles. These data are self-
assessed by the individual organizations, which need to be considered when interpreting
the results and have been provided by the UN offices responsible for UNGC reporting. For
better interpretability, the index was scaled from 0 to 1.

UNGC local network activity, i.e., the extent to which UNGC networks locally engage
with UNGC participants (business and nonbusiness), is the dependent variable. This
variable is assessed based on the number of activities per UNGC network for each country
and for each year as reported in the “UNGC Local Network Annual Reports” for the years
2009 to 2015 [37]. For the years 2016 to 2018, local network activity was summarized
in the “Global Compact Local Networks: Accelerating National SDG Implementation”
publication [38]. Until 2010, the number of individual local network activities per country
was explicitly reported. Since 2011, activities per country have been reported descriptively.
Thus, to gather the relevant data, described activities in the reports from 2011 to 2018 were
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counted individually for each country and year. Following Schembera’s and Hengevoss’
approach [4], this study puts equal weight on and adds single activities, including reported
conferences, best practices, coaching and thematic sessions, capacity-building activities,
workshops, webinars, and similar reported events. In particular, webinars can account for
a high number of activities per local network, as they are easily replicable. Following the
methodology applied by the UNGC (in the reports of 2009 and 2010), this study counts
each webinar as an individual activity. Furthermore, this study counts the engagement
of a country-level local network in an event organized by a regional-level network as an
individual activity for the respective country. For better interpretability, the variable was
scaled from 0 to 1. Table 1 lists the items for the NPO engagement index and the individual
local network activities included.

Table 1. NPO engagement index and local network activities.

Items NPO Engagement Index Local Network Activities

- Statement of continued support
provided; - Conferences;

- Actions included; - Best practices;
- Outcome measurements; - Coaching and thematic sessions;
- NPO uses GRI standards; - Capacity building activities;
- NPO enforces human lefts principles; - Workshops;
- NPO enforces labor lefts principles; - Webinars;

- NPO enforces environmental principles; - Participation in regional-level network
events;

- NPO enforces anti-corruption principles. - Other Events

Note. Items are binary and added with equal weights.

Finally, the study controls for the variables discussed that generally influence orga-
nizations’ continued engagement in multi-actor initiatives and, more precisely, influence
organizations’ contributions to the UNGC framework. First, the study controls for organi-
zational size, which is associated with visibility and public scrutiny and thus potentially
higher engagement in and impact on UNGC activity [39]. This variable is measured by the
logarithmic transformation (to resemble a normal distribution) of the number of employees
at the end of each year [36], which was provided by the UN offices responsible for UNGC
reporting. Second, the study controls for the organization type (global business, association,
local business association, foundation, global labor organization, local labor organization,
global NGO, local NGO). Third, the study controls for regional and country-level institu-
tional conditions to acknowledge arguments from institutional theory, which argues that
formal regulation and informal norms and other contextual conditions significantly shape
an organization’s behavior [26,40], and thus may also affect an NPO’s engagement in the
UNGC. Finally, the study controls for participation duration. The underlying assump-
tion is that, similar to a business organization, the learning processes can strengthen an
NPO’s capacity to stimulate UNGC local network activity over time [36]. Table 2 presents
the descriptive statistics and correlation matrix for all included variables (for reasons of
readability, correlations for individual countries were not included). The correlation coeffi-
cient suggests a significant relationship between UNGC local network activity and NPO
engagement and other control variables, substantiating the research proposition.
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Table 2. Descriptives and correlation matrix.

Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 16. 17.

1. Local network activity 7.93 10.42 1

2. NPO engagement index 2.00 1.50 0.216 c 1

3. Employees 902.3 4838.9 0.028 0.225 c 1

4. Global business association 0.04 na 0.019 0.017 −0.010 1

5. Local business association 0.23 na 0.053 a 0.062 b −0.055 a −0.114 c 1

6. Foundation 0.16 na 0.040 0.065 b 0.047 a −0.090 c −0.241 c 1

7. Global labor organization 0.00 na −0.022 −0.011 −0.005 −0.006 −0.017 −0.013 1

8. Local labor organization 0.01 na 0.003 −0.012 −0.004 −0.023 −0.061 b −0.048 a −0.003 1

9. Global NGO 0.14 na −0.053 a −0.099 c 0.010 −0.084 c −0.226 c −0.178 c −0.012 −0.045 a 1

10. Local NGO 0.41 na −0.044 a −0.035 0.008 −0.172 c −0.461 c −0.362 c −0.025 −0.092 c −0.340 c 1

11. Africa 0.07 na −0.139 c −0.030 −0.029 −0.047 a −0.001 −0.100 c −0.007 −0.025 0.088 c 0.038 1

12. Asia 0.18 na 0.017 −0.063 b −0.047 a −0.034 −0.126 −0.011 −0.012 −0.043 a 0.104 c 0.067 b −0.090 c 1

13. Europe 0.34 na 0.100 c 0.074 c −0.030 0.103 c 0.128 0.041 −0.026 0.005 −0.039 −0.154 c −0.197 c −0.335 c 1

14. Latin America and the Caribb. 0.29 na −0.035 0.001 −0.027 −0.099 c 0.025 0.053 a 0.045 0.059 b −0.206 c 0.110 c −0.154 c −0.261 c −0.571 c 1

15. MENA 0.03 na −0.004 −0.051 a −0.022 −0.004 0.013 −0.023 −0.005 −0.018 0.008 0.006 −0.037 −0.063 b −0.137 c −0.107 c 1

16. North America 0.08 na −0.031 0.000 0.223 c 0.079 c −0.134 c −0.057 −0.007 −0.027 0.243 c −0.041 −0.056 b −0.095 −0.207 c −0.161 c −0.039 1

17. Oceania 0.01 na −0.011 −0.011 −0.012 −0.015 −0.041 −0.032 −0.002 −0.008 0.040 0.029 −0.017 −0.029 −0.063 b −0.049 a −0.012 −0.018 1

18. Participation time (years) 5.57 3.28 −0.040 0.174 c 0.033 na na −0.004 −0.028 a 0.061 −0.077 b −0.052 a −0.053 a −0.062 a 0.128 c −0.068 b −0.041 0.042 0.004

a Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level. b Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level. c Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level.
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4.2. Analytical Approach

The hypothesis is tested based on a panel regression analysis in which fixed effects
(FE) and random effects (RE) models are computed [41]. Panel regression analysis allows
to assess changes per time unit, which is required to understand how NPOs’ continued
engagement impacts local network activity over time. The derived coefficients provide
an estimate for the average effect of a given NPO’s engagement level on the UNGC’s
local network activity per year. Moreover, panel data estimations are considered more
effective in capturing the complexity of organizational behavior than cross-sectional or
time series models [42]. Comparing FE and RE further allows the minimization of omitted
variable biases [41]. FE estimations presume time-independent parameters (e.g., regional-
or country-level influences) that are not observed but are likely to influence the dependent
variable and therefore cancel out the effect of omitted but nonrandom variables [43].
Consequently, FE models compute estimators only for variables that vary over time. RE
estimations, on the other hand, assume no time-dependent parameters. Despite this strong
assumption, RE computations offer more consistent estimators than FE computations
in models where the dependent variable changes relatively little over time [41]. The
Hausman specification test allows the identification of a more efficient estimation between
FE and RE [43]. If the Hausman p-value is relatively large (p > 0.05), RE estimators do not
significantly differ from FE estimators, and the RE model is preferred [43]. Consequently,
FE and RE estimations for each model were run. In the results section, only the more
efficient estimation according to the Hausman specification test (at the 0.05 significance
level) is included.

All calculations were performed using RStudio, version 1.4.1106 [44], using the pack-
ages car [45], lmtest [46], plm [47], and sandwich [48].

5. Results

Table 3 presents the results of the panel regression analysis assessing the impact of
NPOs’ engagement on UNGC local network activity over time. To account for the effect
of learning processes, the UNGC local network activity was lagged by one year, such
that estimates reflect the impact of NPOs’ engagement in a given year (t) on UNGC local
network activity in the next year (t + 1). For all estimations except (1e), RE models were
tested to be more efficient than FE models (Hausman test, p > 0.05). All models from (1a),
(1b), (1c), (1d), and (1e) suggest a highly significant impact of NPO engagement in UNGC
local network activity (p < 0.001 for estimates of all four models). Local networks that
include NPOs that report on continuous engagement, that offer practical actions to promote
the 10 principles, and that themselves engage in outcome measurements are estimated to
show 9.9% (1d) to 13.0% (1a) higher activity levels per year. Supporting the hypothesis,
these findings show that NPOs have a significant impact in strengthening local network
activity, and therefore indeed have a significant voice and impact in global governance
forums such as the UNGC.

However, despite leading to a significant increase in activity, the coefficient of deter-
mination (R2) for models (1a) and (1b) suggests that NPO engagement and organizational
characteristics (size and type) account for a relatively small amount of the variation in
activity across different local networks (2.9% and 3.1%, respectively) over time. When
controlling for regional influence, model (1c) suggests that regional differences in the
institutional environment have a significant impact on local network activity over time.
Model (1d) further underlines this argument, which, when controlling for country-specific
(institutional) influences, accounts for 33.1% of the variation in activity across different
UNGC local networks. These findings indicate that organizational factors including the
number of employees and type of NPO do not significantly affect NPOs’ contribution to
local network activity. Instead, factors in the institutional environment either promote or
impede NPOs’ impact on local network activity.
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Table 3. Panel analysis for UNGC local network activity (t + 1).

(1a) (1b) (1c) (1d) (1e)

Intercept 0.066 ***
(0.005)

0.224 ***
(0.059)

0.145 *
(0.060)

0.148 **
(0.054) -

Independent variable

NPO engagement index (t) 0.130 ***
(0.012)

0.106 ***
(0.014)

0.108 ***
(0.014)

0.099 ***
(0.013)

0.035
(0.021)

Control variables

Size (ln employees) No −0.000
(0.002)

0.000
(0.002)

−0.002
(0.001) -

Organization type 1 No -

Local Business
Association

−0.155 **
0.060

−0.158 **
(0.059)

−0.101
(0.054)

Foundation −0.144 *
(0.059)

−0.149 *
(0.058)

−0.107 *
(0.053)

Global Labor
Organization

−0.250 *
(0.117)

−0.243 *
(0.115)

−0.134
(0.101)

Local Labor
Organization

−0.147 *
(0.066)

−0.148 *
(0.065)

−0.133 *
(0.058)

Global NGO −0.168 **
(0.059)

−0.165 **
(0.058)

−0.121 *
(0.053)

Local NGO −0.159 **
(0.059)

−0.159 **
(0.058)

−0.112 *
(0.053)

Region 2 No No No No

Asia 0.098 ***
(0.018)

Europe 0.090 ***
(0.016)

Latin America and the
Caribbean

0.072 ***
(0.017)

MENA 0.101 ***
(0.027)

North America 0.066 **
(0.021)

Oceania 0.072
(0.047)

Country No No No Yes -

Participation duration
(years)

−0.008 ***
(0.002)

N 2228 1729 1729 1729 1526

n 820 632 632 632 571

T 2–10 2–10 2–10 2–10 2–10

R2 0.029 0.031 0.054 0.331 0.031

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, robust standard errors in parentheses. 1, Global business association as reference
level. 2, Africa as reference level.

Finally, (1e) suggests that the longer NPOs’ participation duration in the UNGC, the
lower the local network activity. This finding is surprising given our hypothesis as it
suggests that, over time, NPOs’ engagement in local networks becomes relatively less
relevant. To elaborate more on the implication of these findings, the results are discussed
in more detail in the following section.

6. Discussion

This study assessed the impact of NPOs’ engagement in the UNGC on local network
activity over time. It is one of the few studies assessing NPOs’ role in, and impact on,
the UNGC, and therefore provides a crucial additional perspective to the rather business-
focused management research on the drivers and effectiveness of the initiative. With
regard to the research question, the results suggest that NPOs indeed play a significant
role in increasing local network activity and, therefore, strengthen the UNGC initiative
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over time. Confirming the derived hypothesis, the models (1a), (1b), (1c) and (1d) show
that NPO engagement can lead to a yearly increase in UNGC local network activity of
up to 13%. Connecting these insights to the nascent academic discussion about nonprofit
social responsibility, different implications follow. First, in the context of a neoliberal and
globalized economy, private organizations, including NPOs, experience greater freedom
and autonomy. This, in turn, places higher social responsibility and requirements for
accountability on them. Moreover, NPOs are increasingly expected to take on political
leadership in global governance forums to tackle societal issues at their root cause. This has
fostered the actorhood thesis, which describes NPOs as purposive actors with the social
responsibility of having a positive impact on society, not only on the local, but increasingly
on the global level. The findings, therefore, strengthen the actorhood thesis as they provide
empirical evidence that NPOs are indeed active participants in multi-actor initiatives and
create impact—for example, in the form of increased local network activity. Adding to
Lim’s [7] case study, this suggests that the UNGC not only strengthens NPOs’ actorhood
by enabling them to become active participants in the multi-actor initiative, but also that
NPOs indeed take on their social responsibility by actively engaging in and strengthening
the activity of local networks to create societal impact. Furthermore, the results relativize
critical voices, arguing that power imbalances among different participants limit the weight
of NPOs’ voices in decision-making processes [34]. Therefore, despite the initiative being
business-led, the findings suggest that NPOs have significant actorhood and weight in
strengthening the UNGC.

Second, these findings further contribute to the scholarship discussing the increasingly
political role and responsibility of NPOs [3,25]. In particular, these findings suggest that
NPOs indeed take on a leadership role in global governance forums, and therefore provide
empirical evidence for Pope et al.’s [5] conceptualization of NPOs’ social responsibility,
which places political leadership at the highest level of social responsibility. NPOs therefore
not only take on their social responsibility by creating impact, but further deliberately
partake in the political discussions in which their own social responsibility is defined.

However, models (1a), (1b), and (1c) suggest that the engagement of NPOs in local net-
works only explains a small fraction of variation in the activity levels over time and across
countries. Model (1d) suggests that individual country factors have higher explanatory
value in this regard. On the one hand, one could argue that this places less responsibility
for impact and lower accountability requirements on NPOs as organization external factors
seem to play a more important role in explaining differences in local network activity in
different countries. On the other hand, the findings also suggest a potential for NPOs to
further develop and strengthen their role in and increase their impact on the UNGC local
networks. This, however, seems to require a better understanding of how institutional
conditions under which such initiatives take place affect NPOs’ impact. In particular,
given that country-level factors seem to play an important role in promoting local network
activity, the results raise questions about whether there are formal or informal institutional
influences that can strengthen or inhibit NPOs’ influence on local network activity.

Finally, model (1e) suggests that with the increasing participation duration of NPOs,
local network activity decreases over time. Again, the respective model explains only a
small fraction of differences in local network activity over time and therefore needs to
be interpreted with caution. Nonetheless, this finding may raise the general question
of how the UNGC framework needs to be improved to strengthen NPOs’ incentives to
continuously engage in local networks. Critical voices have argued that NPOs can be
found to join social responsibility initiatives for reputational purposes while neglecting
the actual implementation of their regulation standards [24,35]. A better understanding of
how the initiative needs to be improved to incentivize continued engagement of NPO is
therefore required.
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7. Conclusions

This study is one of the first studies to critically assess the role of NPOs in the UNGC
and provides empirical evidence suggesting that NPOs do indeed have an important
weight in, and impact on, global governance initiatives. This contributes to the emerging re-
search on nonprofit social responsibility and underlines the actorhood thesis, which places
higher responsibility for impact and accountability requirements on NPOs. However, it
also reveals the room for improvement for NPOs to further strengthen their role and contri-
bution to local network activity over time and across different countries. Before concluding
with implications for future research and practice, some limitations must be considered.
As mentioned earlier, the evaluated data on NPO engagement were self-assessed by the
organizations, and the data available were dummy coded to inform on whether the NPO
reported on continuous engagement, practical actions taken, and engagement in outcome
measurements. More precise data on specific actions taken as well as on measurements
assessing different actions taken may yield a more differentiated understanding of what
kind of NPO engagement can strengthen multi-actor initiatives. Therefore, the offered
results are, at best, “suggestive”. Nonetheless, given that the UNGC is deliberately based
on voluntary action, which is inherently reflected in the reported data, the author is con-
fident that the study provides valuable directions for future research as well as for the
improvement of the UNGC.

Future research is encouraged to addresses the need to better understand how country-
level influences impact local network activity, and how NPOs may use them to their
advantage. Paralleling current research venues from the for-profit literature [4,49–51], and
in light of the currently accelerated development of online communication tools following
the COVID-19 pandemic, nonprofit management research may investigate the role of
technological infrastructure in different countries in strengthening NPOs’ engagement
in the UNGC and similar multi-actor initiatives. Generally, the process of digitalization
and inherent advancements in communication technologies offer new possibilities to
communicate and collaborate in faster and more (cost-)efficient ways and can promote the
transparency of and accountability for organizational behavior [50,51]. The UNGC builds
on exchange and learning processes to strengthen and promote its 10 principles among
different participants [29]. However, participants are typically spread across countries and
regions and operate in complex institutional environments, making the communication
and learning processes between them costly. Previous studies have found that higher
quality online services can indeed strengthen the impact of local network activities and
responsible innovation in for-profit organizations [4]. Consequently, a relevant venue for
future research includes assessing the role of technological advancements in strengthening
NPOs’ actorhood in the UNGC’s learning processes.

Moreover, the study has revealed the need for future research to better understand
the incentives and mechanisms that ensure continuous engagement of NPOs in multi-actor
initiatives. Recent literature on the UNGC has investigated which business organizations
continue to join the initiative and which ones leave. Two perspectives are prominent
therein: the critics argue that low entry barriers allow businesses to join for reputational
purposes, while advocates argue that the principal motivation to join is an interest in
learning processes and organizational improvement [52]. Furthermore, businesses from
countries where there are no local networks are more likely to leave the initiative after
some time [53]. These research venues could be paralleled for NPOs. This implies shed-
ding more light on NPOs’ initial motivation to engage in the UNGC as well as on the
managerial requirements and structure that allow for continued engagement. Moreover,
from the UNGC’s perspective, investigation is needed on how the initiative needs to be
further developed to provide sufficient incentives and accountability structures that ensure
continuous NPO engagement and therefore higher local network activity over time. As
the provided data reveals, the UNGC reporting requirements for NPOs are relatively low
compared to the ones for business participants. This may keep entry barriers for NPOs
to join the initiative low. However, it also entails a risk for NPOs to join the initiative for
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reputational purposes and slacking on their impact over time. Gathering more detailed
information—for example, on the basis of case studies—may allow a better understanding
of NPO’s initial motivation to join the UNGC as well as the managerial requirements and
incentive structures needed to ensure continuous engagement and impact.

Finally, future research may assess whether multi-actor initiatives, in turn, have
spillover effects that strengthen NPOs’ actorhood by leading to higher accountability
standards for these organizations themselves. Therewith, the initiative would not only
strengthen the social responsibility of business organizations, but also that of NPOs.
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