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Global Public Goods: A Concept for Framing the Post-2015 
Agenda? 

 
 

By Inge Kaul* 
 

Looking at today’s global challenges through the analytical lens of global public 
goods (GPGs), I argue that this concept provides key insights about how we 
could go about framing the Post-2015 Agenda; which negotiation strategies 
might work best; and about how we could improve the resourcing of 
international cooperation in the post-2015 era. 
 
The reason behind is that an increasing number of policy challenges today 
actually possess the properties of a global public good (GPG). They pertain to 
things and conditions that transcend national borders and often affect many, if 
not all countries. Moreover, some of these challenges are even likely to spread 
their costs and benefits across several generations, past, current and future. 
 
Examples of GPG-type policy issues are global climate stability, international 
financial stability, communicable disease control, peace and security, as well as 
well-functioning, institutionally embedded international markets, the 
international communication and transportation systems, and norms like the 
basic human rights.    
 
So, if we consider both the GPG nature of today’s global challenges and the 
pattern of today’s global power relations (those among states as well as those 
between state and non-state actors), it appears desirable and feasible: 
 

1. To organize the framing of the Post-2015 Agenda as a recurrent 
global policy loop that is country-driven, i.e. based on national 
programs of international cooperation formulated by industrial and 
developing countries, and multi-level, i.e. embedded in a global 
policy framework; 

2. To think positive-sum, in terms of mutuality of benefit in order to 
strike effective policy bargains; and 

3. To recognize that GPGs provide new, additional resource-
mobilization opportunities. 

 

                                           
* The author is adjunct professor, Hertie School of Governance, Berlin. This paper was prepared as a background 
note for the 7th OECD/DAC Development Debate on 31 October 2012 in Paris. Comments are welcome and can 
be addressed to inge-kaul@t-online.de/ . 
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Importantly, the GPG perspective allows us to see that development, e.g. the 
MDGs, and sustainable growth, e.g. the SDGs, are not separate sets of goals and 
not goals between which we have to choose or from which we can pick a few 
and ignore the rest. Rather, we need to approach the ensemble of the challenges 
we face in an integrated manner. And the required integration has to be 
primarily achieved through anchoring international cooperation more firmly and 
systematically at the national level. 
 
Let’s not forget: All politics is local. Policy initiatives must make sense locally. 
And they have to improve people’s life. At the same time,  in this era of 
globalization and interdependence, just like global growth and sustainability 
depend on what is happening locally, local well-being also depends on what 
happens in the world at large.  
 
Therefore, fostering inclusive and sustainable global growth and development in 
the post-2015 era will critically depend on a smart exercise of national 
policymaking sovereignty – policymaking that does not shy away from, but 
engages in, international cooperation.  
 
Of course, in many fields competition and rivalry among states will continue 
and will, up to a point, be ‘healthy’. Yet, in policy fields marked by policy 
interdependence and GPG-type issue, fair international cooperation is often the 
better strategy and in one’s own enlightened self-interest.  
 
If approached as proposed here, the Post-2015 Agenda would primarily be an 
agenda of international cooperation. It would not just call for goals like 
‘halving poverty’ or ‘mitigating climate change’ – and keep mum about who 
would do what in order to progress towards these goals. Rather, the Agenda 
would specify the cooperation initiatives to be undertaken (e.g. ‘to ensure an 
adequate resourcing of the Green Climate Fund’) and indicate for each initiative 
to the attainment of which goals it is expected to contribute. We would most 
likely see that one particular international-cooperation effort could, often, help 
advance multiple goals. Therefore, it would perhaps be more efficient and 
effective and efficient to formulate and agree on an agenda of national and 
international cooperation commitments – and then deploy those in a result-
oriented, result-maximizing way. 
 
After all: We have, in recent decades, been quite successful in forging a global 
policy framework – a framework of global norms and goals that we want to – or 
ought to hurry – to achieve. We know where to go. The Post-2015 Agenda 
should equip us to progress – nationally, regionally, and globally – towards the 
goal we keep on (re)stating: more inclusive and sustainable development.   
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But before discussing these points further, let us make a step back and take a 
look at some of the key properties of GPGs that are of special significance in the 
present context. 
 
 
Introducing Global Public Goods: The Governance Challenges 
They Pose and Their Links with Development 
 
The term ‘global public goods’ refers to policy challenges that are of a border-
transgressing nature, potentially affecting many, if not all of us, for better or 
worse. GPGs are things and conditions that are, as economists say, globally 
public in consumption. (See also Box 1.) 
 
Box 1 close to here  
 
However, publicness in consumption ought not to be confounded with 
publicness in utility. Given that we are living in a world of wide-ranging 
differences and disparities, it is not surprising that countries’ and people’s 
preferences for GPGs often vary widely.  
 
Yet, many, if not most GPGs are not only public in consumption but also public 
in provision: They emerge from a ‘summation process’, from policy actions that 
are to be undertaken in many, if not all countries. In fact, national-level policy 
reforms often constitute the main ingredient of a GPG – e.g. policy actions such 
as an enhanced management of crossborder spillovers or an internationally 
coordinated provisioning of national public goods like property rights or trade 
and investment rules that facilitate the emergence and functioning of 
international markets. (See also Figure 1)  
 
Figure 1 close to here 
 
Publicness in provision implies that, if a country wants to alter the provision 
level of a particular GPG, it cannot do this alone, at least not efficiently and 
effectively. Rather, it depends on international cooperation with other nations. 
 
Put differently, policy issues that possess the properties of a GPG entail 
policymaking interdependence among countries; and therefore, effective 
international cooperation is, in these cases, often the best policy path to pursue: 
It is in the countries’ own enlightened national self-interest. 
 
Given that in GPG-type policy areas we face policy interdependence and that 
our preferences for these goods vary, it follows that, if we want to reach a point 
of common willingness to cooperate, some ‘incentive tipping’ is necessary. 
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Ways and means must be found to nevertheless make international cooperation 
an attractive, or at least, acceptable proposition for all. As explained in Box 1, 
this is important, because due to their publicness GPGs are, just like any other 
type of public good, at risk of suffering from free-riding and underprovisioning.  
 
Within the national context, the state can, based on its special coercive powers 
(e.g. its taxation powers), intervene in such cases and potentially help us to 
overcome policy stalemates that result from a collective-action problem. 
However, the state has no full equivalent at the international level. Therefore, it 
is important for international cooperation to be incentive-compatible.  
 
Evidently, GPGs, today, matter to all of us. An adequate provisioning of GPGs 
is a key ingredient of effective development. This is an inescapable conclusion 
when we look at the consequences of global climate change on poor countries or 
at the ripple effects that the recent world financial and economic crises have had 
on the poor. 
   
Yet, in order to be able not only to benefit from but also to contribute to global 
public goods, the less advanced countries may need development assistance. So, 
just as an adequate GPG provisioning is a key input into development, 
development, notably the building of national governance capacity, is a key 
input into the effective provisioning of global public goods and, hence, also in 
the self-interest of the richer countries.  
 
The growing importance of global public goods has, clearly, strengthened the 
rationale for development assistance. National development in poorer countries 
and regions of the South are now to be promoted not only based on equity, 
commercial or geo-strategic considerations but also to combat the cross-border 
spillover effects that could arise in its absence, especially in failed or failing 
states. These spillovers could undermine global public goods such as the control 
of communicable diseases, prevention of international crime and violence, or 
preservation of biodiversity. Hence, providing development assistance for GPG-
related purposes is a new, added rationale for foreign aid and also in the self-
interest of donor countries.  
 
Yet, effective development will not emerge from highly selective, GPG-focused 
aid interventions. It requires a comprehensive, country- specific approach. 
Therefore, care must be taken that GPG provisioning is not being undertaken at 
the expense of foreign aid. In fact, existing ODA commitments should be 
maintained and additional resources for development assistance made available 
in order to reflect the fact that an effective GPG provisioning now often depends 
on development and that, thus, development assistance, in part, also benefits the 
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‘donors’. Although closely intertwined, both agendas need to be assessed 
separately and adequately resourced. 
 
Three conclusions thus emerge from the foregoing discussion that are of 
relevance to the Post-2015 Agenda:  
 

o All countries now depend, for their welfare and wellbeing, on both an 
adequate provisioning of global public goods and effective development 
strategy. Consequently, all countries also depend on effective, result-
oriented international cooperation; and therefore, it would be useful for 
countries to systematically integrate international cooperation – 
contributions and demands – into their national policy frameworks.  

o Yet, while it is important to anchor international cooperation firmly at the 
national level, GPG-related policymaking must also be global, adjusting 
its reach to the span of the goods’ benefits and costs, as well as to the 
typically multi-level nature of their provision path.  

o Preferences for GPGs vary and need to be aligned through incentive-
tipping in order to forge international agreements and foster willingness to 
cooperate on the part of all concerned parties. 
 
 

A 21st Century Approach to the Post-2015 Agenda 
 
If we still were in the 20the century, we would, most likely, continue to attempt 
dealing with the growing importance of GPGs and greater policy 
interdependence simply through top-down power politics: A few global policy-
setting countries would prescribe to the majority of the world’s countries, the 
policy-taking nations, what the rules of the global game are.  
 
However, even in the 20th century this strategy has often not produced the 
desired results. Remember that many GPGs emerge from a summation process: 
from national level corrective actions. Yet, the national level follow-up to 
international agreements has, in many instances, been half-hearted or lacking 
altogether, because the ‘received’ global policy prescriptions were ill-fitting. 
Much the same has happened in the case of development assistance. As a result, 
problems have often remained unresolved and been allowed to exacerbate and to 
continue roaming the global public domain. 
 
Today, as more and more challenges are of a GPG-type and GPG-provisioning 
increasingly depends on development, such ineffectiveness of international 
cooperation is increasingly dysfunctional and undesirable, because extremely 
costly.  
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Just think of the high costs that the – most likely climate change-related – 
violent weather patterns have, in recent times, been inflicting on countries. For 
example, the costs of Hurricane Sandy that struck the US have been estimated to 
be in the US $ 50 billion range, not to mention the human suffering that the 
related loss of human life and the loss of one’s home might have caused.    
 
So, international cooperation in support of GPGs as well as development would 
today best be seen as a compulsion: a policy action in which policymakers ought 
to engage in the national interest. And this compulsion is becoming stronger and 
stronger, because some global challenges – including global climate change, 
energy security, as well as global inequity – are ever closer to approaching 
critical thresholds.  
 
At the same time, we are witnessing a trend towards multi-polarity: more and 
more countries rising to the position of a global political, economic and military 
power. This means, that international negotiations today have to become more 
open and participatory. There exists an added reason for that. Policymakers 
today need to be more accountable to their national constituencies due to the 
advances in national democracy and global connectivity that were achieved. 
Moreover, there exist growing trends towards public-private partnering; national 
and global civil society groups have gained in strength; and the capacity for 
regional cooperation has grown. 
 
Under these conditions, effective and efficient international cooperation has to 
meet three main conditions: 1) It must be more nationally and regionally rooted 
and, at the same time, globally embedded. 2) It has to be fair, allowing all an 
effective voice in matters that concern them and lead to mutually beneficial 
bargains. And 3) Stated policy intentions must translate into action; and for that 
to happen, policy initiatives need to be properly resourced. 
 
Here is what I suggest we could do in order to meet these three conditions. 
 
 
Recommendation 1 Anchoring international cooperation in the national 

policy context: Devising the Post-2015 Agenda process as a recurrent 
global policy loop 

 
In a way, we are lucky: A more decentralized, nationally anchored approach to 
international cooperation is required – by the provision path of GPGs and for 
enhanced development effectiveness – at a time when there now exists both the 
national and regional capacity to do so and the demand to do so on the part of 
various political constituencies. 
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Thus, it would be desirable and feasible to develop and implement the Post-2015 
Agenda through recurrent multi-level policy loops.  
 
These multi-level or global loops would start from the national level. Then, the 
path would run – where this would contribute to meeting a policy challenge in a 
more effective, efficient and equitable manner – to the international levels for 
negotiation and decision-making, before looping back down to take agreements 
that are best enacted regionally or nationally to their appropriate level for 
implementation and follow-through. Based on progress reporting and joint 
assessments of the cooperating parties, the programming cycle could 
periodically be re-run and goals and inputs adjusted, as and if necessary.  
     
Past experience shows that all too often problems remain unresolved precisely 
because the policy loop they require remains incomplete. The reason is that the 
related policy processes tend to start from the top, the international level, rather 
than from below. Therefore, policy reform requests tend to be over-
standardized, encouraging countries to crowd out of international cooperation 
rather than into it.  
 
I recommend that in moving forward we place greater emphasis on letting 
demands for international cooperation originate at the local/national policy level. 
Cooperation needs to be firmly rooted in the national policy context and owned 
from the very start. 
 
In order to achieve this national anchoring of the policy concerns on which we 
must cooperate, it might be useful to reinvigorate a policy practice that worked 
quite well in previous decades: country programming.  
 
More concretely, I would suggest that developing and industrial countries 
prepare a national program of international cooperation, focusing on both main 
strands: cooperation in support of development and cooperation in support of an 
adequate provisioning of transnational – regional and global – public goods.  
 
Of course, this does not imply ignoring what we have already agreed upon in 
terms of global goals – e.g. the MDGs, or goals like mitigation and adaptation to 
climate change, energy security, biodiversity preservation, financial stability, 
corruption control, the strengthening of human rights, and the fostering of a 
good business climate. These and other goals form by now an integral part of 
what is a thickening, ever more densely-woven global normative framework. 
Countries should be encouraged to embed their national cooperation programs in 
this global normative framework. Global civil society and also internationally 
oriented private-sector actors are likely to remind governments of doing that. 
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The advantage of national programs would be that they insert these goals firmly 
and systematically into the national policy context. They reveal more clearly the 
priorities countries attach to these goals, what other goals they consider to be 
important, and what they think to be the most fitting national strategies for 
attaining the desired changes.  
    
As Table 1 shows, countries could list contributions that they have already made 
to global goals, as well as offers of, and demands for, future cooperation. For 
each input (offer or demand) they could indicate the goal it relates to and the 
impact it is expected to achieve. In this way, the national programs could serve 
programming, monitoring and accountability purposes.  
 
Table 1 close to here 
 
However, as GPGs are, just like any public good, at risk of suffering from free-
riding, the national – and possibly, regional – programs of international 
cooperation should be complemented by independent studies of particular 
global issues. These studies could be prepared by international panels of 
independent experts, with the panels resembling IPCC-type bodies. They would 
be charged with identifying what it would take to provide identified global 
priority issues at a desired level of governance.  
 
One could then look at the current attainment levels  of different issue areas and 
determine, according to the national and regional cooperation programs put forth 
by individual countries, what has been offered in these areas and what gaps 
remain in reaching the desired provision levels already identified.  
  
In addition, it might be useful to undertake studies that look at the global public 
policy domain as a whole. The reason is that we are increasingly noticing that 
the various global policy regimes and norms placed in the global public domain 
do not necessarily fit together. Just think of TRIPS and health or financial 
liberalization and food security. Much could be gained for faster and more 
sustainable growth and development, if such conflicts between GPGs were 
corrected and more synergy between them created. Hence, there also exists a 
need for studies that examine the overall structure and functioning of the global 
public domain. These studies could also alert us to new, emerging challenges 
and accelerating risks. 
  
To sum up: the governance of international cooperation for growth and 
development in the post-2015 era process would, as shown in Figure 2, occur in 
three policy domains: 
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o The national policy domain: in which global concerns would be inserted 
into national policy programs and national priorities – demands and offers 
– for international cooperation at the regional and worldwide levels 
identified; 

o The global issue domain: which would, in its shape, structure and 
functioning mirror the provision path of the issue at stake and the key 
concern would be to ensure, through proper issue management, the 
coming together of all the diverse inputs that might be required in order 
for the good to emerge; and    

o The global public policy domain: which is comprised of the ensemble of 
all the things and conditions that exist or – in the case of externalities – 
float around in this domain and would need to be managed mainly from 
the perspective of fostering enhanced coherence and providing leadership 
where pressing global issues are caught in policy stalemates or new risks 
emerge, requiring new agreements and political up-take. 

 
Figure 2 close to here 
 
If the suggested studies were available by 2015, we could – perhaps at a first 
meeting of the Global Conference of International Cooperation also shown in 
Figure 2 – distill from them a first set of areas of agreement, launch cooperation 
initiatives in those areas and spur negotiations and a search for common ground 
in the others.  
 
Also, if the various cooperation programs were periodically subjected to review 
and revision, their goals could be ratcheted up where progress has already been 
made. Raising the input bar in this manner would over time move the world 
closer to the targets established by the independent expert panels.     
 
This approach could allow us to combine more national ownership and country-
specificity with the achievement of global goals. The result: globalization would 
become a flatter, more decentralized and participatory process, both for nations 
and regions; all the more so if necessary arrangements were made for 
consultation with non-state actors and their involvement in the implementation 
of agreed-upon initiatives.  
 
Moreover, the creation of the proposed global policy loops would be an 
important step toward overcoming the frictions and fractures that plague many 
policy processes today. These obstacles originate in the foreign/domestic divide 
that still characterizes many national governance setups.   
 
The take-away conclusions from this discussion are: 
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o The Post-2015 Agenda would essentially be an agenda of international 
cooperation. It would indicate what states are willing to contribute in 
terms of international cooperation deliverables – domestically, regionally, 
and globally, bilaterally or collectively, through joint multilateral 
cooperation. The deliverables would include incentive measures to be 
offered to non-state actors, as well as take into account what these actors 
are likely to contribute on their own, voluntarily and privately, to the 
achievement of various global goals. 
 

 
Recommendation 2 Strengthening the incentives to cooperate: 

combining global fairness with national equity 
 
Development assistance is a policy tool for achieving a certain amount of ex-
post equity: It is a distributional measure, a voluntary – and often fickle –
transfer of resources from richer to poorer countries. 
 
By contrast, if international regimes – e.g. norms, policy instruments, 
organizational arrangements – are, right away, being designed so that they result 
in a relatively even spread of their costs and benefits across countries and 
population groups equity will be of a built-in and durable form.  
 
In the past, we have all too often seen that one hand, the hand of official 
development assistance (ODA), gives what other hands, e.g. certain aspects of 
the multilateral trade regime or the financial architecture, take. Worse, in some 
cases it looks like we were obliged to spend money just because an international 
regime distributed its costs and benefits in an uneven manner, disadvantaging 
developing countries and giving rise to negative South-North net-flows of 
financial resources. 
 
The lesson to be drawn is that international agreements and the regimes built on 
their basis must be both efficient and equitable. Regimes should not only be 
globally public in consumption but also globally public in utility. Only then will 
they also be effective and encourage countries to crowd in rather than crowd 
out; and importantly, as Box 2 also emphasizes, only then will they add to – not 
subtract from – foreign aid and development. 
 
Box 2 close to here 
 
Studies have shown that the net benefits derived from effective international 
bargains are, in many instances, such that even if all parties get a fair share, all 
still win. Obviously, these gains materialize only if countries – both their state 
and non-state actors – actually follow through on international agreements. For 



11 
 

this to happen, they must perceive cooperation as generating clear net-benefits 
for them. This may not always be achieved for each issue area, but it could be 
realized for the global public domain as a whole. All it would take is more 
global vision and leadership, as suggested here. 
 
International relations scholars have long understood the impact of global 
fairness on countries’ willingness to cooperate. This includes fairness of process 
– granting all concerned parties an effective voice – as well as fairness of 
outcome. And yet, we still have a long way to go in meeting these conditions. 
As a result, the circles of stakeholders and decision-makers often do not overlap 
and a further discrepancy in terms of publicness arises: publicness in 
consumption – all being affected by a GPG or one of its inputs – is not matched 
by corresponding publicness in decision-making. This continuing discrepancy is 
developing into a major obstacle to successful international negotiations. More 
and more countries not only want a seat at the conference table but also be heard 
and be able to insert their preferences into the global policy dialogue.  
 
Analysts have also repeatedly reminded us of another important determinant of 
the willingness to cooperate: national equity. That is, sharing the gains and the 
costs of international cooperation fairly within countries. John Ruggie coined 
the term ‘embedded liberalism’ in order to stress the importance of combining 
openness with social progress and stability. Unfortunately, recent statistics show 
sharp rises in inequality within countries, including in the richer countries. This 
trend does not augur well for international cooperation at a time when we 
urgently need more of it.  
 
This means that we need to tackle the equity issue on several fronts: by fostering 
process justice and outcome justice; by promoting global fairness and domestic 
fairness; and by facilitating a fair provisioning of GPGs, as well as, an adequate 
supply of development assistance.  
 
Recommendation 3 Tapping the resource-mobilization potential of 
GPGs: Refurbishing and updating the policy toolbox for international 
cooperation 
 
Given that the richer, more economically advanced countries, including the 
conventional donor countries, are currently facing a high debt burden and 
serious fiscal constraints, it is especially important that we become more 
imaginative and innovative with resource mobilization, as well as more efficient 
in the selection and delivery of international cooperation programs and projects. 
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There is ample scope, for example, to better utilize resources like ‘knowledge’ 
and ‘technology’ or ‘norms’ and ‘standards’ all of which constitute nonrival 
public goods as well as to tap the new GPG-related financing sources.  
 
As regards knowledge and technology, considerable advances have been made 
in deepening our understanding of the key challenges we face and how we could 
resolve them. Development and growth could be accelerated if the right 
incentives and mechanisms were put in place to promote widespread adaptation 
and dissemination of the knowledge and technology we already possess. The 
right incentives could make these resources affordable for poorer countries. For 
example, in the health area, a policy tool like differential patenting could 
enhance the affordability and availability of pharmaceutical and medical 
products and services in developing countries. Under such an arrangement the 
patent holders would agree to charging reduced or no fees for the use of their 
patent in poorer countries. Similarly, much could be gained by facilitating 
greater use of TRIPS flexibility and induce individual actors, notably private 
firms, to pay more attention to the needs of the poor. 
 
Norms and standards are things that want to be public by design; and to this 
end, we often undertake major efforts to promote their ‘roll out’, their 
worldwide dissemination and up-take. If they apply globally, they are GPGs. 
Hence, by improving financial regulation and reducing the risk of future crises 
or making headway in terms of mitigating climate change, the risks of 
development reversals could be       
 
As regards finance for international cooperation, opportunities exist to mobilize 
both more private and public sources. In order to make private finance work 
better for global challenges, it is useful to remind ourselves of the fact that many 
global public goods emerge from a summation process: the summation of 
national-level inputs from public and private actors. These inputs include the 
positive spillovers (externalities) that emanate from our consumption and 
production activities. The environment could, for example, benefit a lot, if we 
were to ‘go green’ and foster a low-carbon economy. Of course, to expand the 
markets for these types of private goods, states may need to act individually and 
collectively to provide producers and consumers with the requisite incentives. 
Clearly, an enhanced allocation of public revenue to the development of these 
incentives could leverage considerably more substantial private funds.    
 
Considering that one of the main obstacles to more effective international 
cooperation has been the lack of full and predictable funding, there is also a 
need for enhancing the availability of public revenue – of the right amount of 
money, at the right time. Of course, moral hazard concerns go along with 
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increased predictability. But, the absence of that predictability leads to 
inefficiencies and overall ineffectiveness. 
 
Ineffectiveness is a particularly worrisome problem where we know that lives 
are at stake. Just think of the disastrous consequences that an interruption in the 
treatment of AIDS patients entails. Or, think of the continuing problem of 
maternal mortality, of earthquake and flood victims who received emergency aid 
but were not properly assisted in rebuilding their lives. Think of what we would 
need to do in terms of seed research to prepare for the consequences of global 
warming, or of the speed and scale of clean-technology dissemination that we 
will need to achieve. 
 
Money is not the whole story, but when it comes to ensuring more effective 
international cooperation, it is a major part of the story. So, which sources could 
we direct toward the most urgent problems we face? 
 
One potential source is the introduction of financial transaction taxes currently 
being considered by several countries. If these levies covered currency 
transactions undertaken in a central market place, like the Continuous Linked 
Settlement (CLS) system in London, a very modest levy (1 basis point) could 
generate some US$30 billion in proceeds annually. Imagine what a difference 
that money could make if we agreed to allocate one part of it to, say, the Green 
Climate Fund in order to support the dissemination and adaptation of clean 
technology. Another portion could go to R&D efforts for drought resistant crops 
and to the treatment of HIV/AIDS patients. Or, we could allocate more funds for 
policy innovation in the area of pro-poor risk management. 
 
The foregoing examples show how the improvement we could achieve by 
focusing on the type of public goods that economists describe as nonrival in 
usage or consumption. These are goods like knowledge, hard and soft 
technology, and norms and standards. 
 
And, imagine what we could gain if we were to combine norms and technology 
by, for example, directing much more thought than we have so far bestowed to 
TRIPS flexibility. 
 
 
Considering the Implications for Institutional Reform   
 
Approaching the Post-2015 Agenda in the way proposed above, would entail 
several institutional implications, nationally and internationally. Let us just 
consider the following, viz. the importance of: adding issue-focus as a new 
organizational criterion; recognizing the leadership and management 



14 
 

requirements of the global public policy domain; and breaking what is called 
here the ‘sovereignty paradox’.     
 
ADDING ISSUE FOCUS:  Much of our current policymaking is structured 
according to three main organizational criteria: actor group, geographic space, 
and economic sector. However, many contemporary policy challenges concern 
issues that are multi-actor, multi-level, and multi-sector. Accordingly, it seems 
necessary to add a further organizational criterion: issue focus. 
 
In fact, our policy practices are already moving in this direction. In recent 
decades more and more single-issue-focused international cooperation 
mechanisms have emerged. The reasons for this trend include the growing 
realization that addressing the various building blocks of a global public good or 
a particular development effort in their own, issue-specific way is better for 
international-cooperation effectiveness than approaching highly complex 
concerns like climate stability in their totality, often holding up aspects on which 
consensus exists by still-controversial and contested ones. A further impetus 
towards greater issue-specificity has come from the rising number of nonstate 
actors involved in the international cooperation realm. These actors often pursue 
particular concerns or help deliver concrete outputs.   
 
ENHANCING THE LEADERSHIP FOR AND THE MANAGEMEBT OF THE GLOBAL 
PUBLIC POLICY DOMAIN: Most international-cooperation endeavors do not exist 
in a policy vacuum. Rather they form part of a broader policy context. As 
discussed earlier, development and the provisioning of global public goods 
interact. Similarly, global public goods interact with each other. Just think of the 
debates about ‘TRIPS and global health’.  
 
Hence, it is also important to keep in mind the overall structure and functioning 
of the global public policy domain: How balanced is it? How does it impact 
different regional and national policy domains? In line with the subsidiarity 
principle, could more be done regionally or nationally? Should other issues be 
‘moved up’ in order to take advantage of economies of scale or scope? 
 
Again, in practice, we are already beginning to recognize the existence of the 
global public domain. Witness, for example, the creation of the G20 and its 
subsequent portfolio expansion. If we were to formulate multi-level policy loops 
of the type outlined above, we would soon possess another important 
institutional tool for managing more systematically the links between all of the 
different policy spaces. This would give us a better shot at mastering the 
complex international cooperation required today. 
 



15 
 

BREAKING THE SOVEREIGNTY PARADOX – EXERCISING ‘SMART’ 
SOVEREIGNTY: Innovations along the above-mentioned lines might perhaps 
come about more easily if one additional change were made: We need to 
increase awareness of the fact that in areas of policy interdependence, effective – 
and to that end, fair – international cooperation is in everyone’s own enlightened 
self-interest.  
 
Certainly, there will be countless other areas in which we will continue to 
compete, but we need to recognize the growing importance of policy fields 
where problems are best solved through international cooperation.  
 
In these areas it would be smart for states to engage in international cooperation.  
They could afford their own people better development and growth conditions; 
and vis-à-vis other states, and the world as a whole, they would also act more 
responsibly by contributing their fair share to regional and global public goods. 
They could also better manage externalities arising from their jurisdictions and 
avoid ‘bothering’ other nations or foreclosing the development opportunities of 
future generations. And, overall, they would strengthen their sovereign power. 
 
In this sense, the proposals I have made here would be more self-evident, more 
understandable and more desirable if the international community were to solve 
the sovereignty paradox that is observed so frequently today. 
 
In short, the paradox sees states shy away from international cooperation 
because they are afraid of forfeiting sovereignty. They do this even though the 
opposite course – effective international cooperation – could help them maintain 
or regain sovereignty in areas of policy interdependence. In these instances, 
states would exercise their policymaking sovereignty more effectively and 
intelligently by pooling their efforts.  
 
In Conclusion: The Post-2015 Agenda Seen Through the Lens of 
Global Public Goods 
 
As the foregoing discussion has shown, looking through the GPG lens at today’s 
global policy challenges generates important insights into how we could go 
about shaping a Post-2015 Agenda that helps us achieve inclusive and 
sustainable global growth and development. 
 
The conclusions to be drawn from this discussion are: 
 

o The agenda process ought to be organized as a recurrent global policy 
loop that is driven from below – from the national and regional level – 
and, at the same time, embedded into the global policy framework – 
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taking into account global opportunities, as well as exigencies, and, of 
course, also the established global normative framework. 
 
The advantages of such an approach would include: 

• A fuller integration of international cooperation into the national 
policy context, a step that would be critically important in today’s 
world of deepening policy interdependence, in which more and 
more challenges are, moreover, rapidly approaching critical 
thresholds; 

• Strengthened national policy ownership; 
• Enhanced opportunities to pursue more decentralized policy 

approaches and, thus, avoid risks of over-standardization or, put in 
more positive terms, (re)increase the national policy space and 
strengthen sovereign power; 

• The incremental ratcheting up of national and international efforts 
due to the recurrent and more transparent nature of the agenda 
setting, monitoring and review process; and, again due to the 
recurrent nature of the process, 

• Greater flexibility and responsiveness to new and emerging 
challenges than would be given, if the Agenda were fixed and 
implemented top-down. 

 
o The proposed approach of a recurrent global policy loop would not only 

fit the provision and governance requirements of GPGs but also be in line 
with today’s global power relations. It would respond to the growing 
demands for greater participation and fairness by emerging powers and 
beyond and, thus, get the incentives to cooperate ‘right’.  
Global fairness might be promoted, because the Agenda process itself 
would be open and participatory. In addition, the Agenda process might 
also bring to the fore various ideas about possibilities for strengthening 
voice reform at the international level and with it the outcome justice of 
international cooperation.  
Regional and national fairness could advance not only because of the 
increased opportunities that public and private actors would have to insert 
their voice but also because international cooperation would – if the 
subsidiarity principle is being followed – happen closer to ‘home’ and, 
thus, be, as noted, better fitting and less costly than it might, often, have 
been in the past. 

 
     The advantages would be: 

 
• A further strengthening of policymakers’ and people’s commitment 

and willingness to cooperate; 
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• A smoother functioning of international agreements and less reneging 
on commitments made and, thus, a faster, more efficient and effective 
resolution of lingering global challenges. 

 
o When thinking about Agenda implementation, it would be useful to 

recognize and fully exploit the resource mobilization potential that GPGs 
afford, in part, because of their ‘nonrivalry in consumption’ and, in part, 
due to the fact that people, in growing measure, recognize their utility. 
Challenges like climate change or excessive financial volatility are no 
longer seen as ‘foreign affairs’ but as integral parts of one’s own 
consumption basket. Problems in these areas might wipe away one’s 
savings or destroy one’s livelihood and shelter. Many may, therefore, see 
a less risk-prone globalization process as something highly desirable and 
be willing to help pay for it, e.g. by buying ‘green’ private goods or 
agreeing to the collection of a small currency transaction levy. 
 
The advantages would be: 
• New financial and non-financial resources become available for 

growth and development, nationally and internationally. 
• At the same time, the ‘cost’ of growth and development would come 

down because of the increased use of nonrival inputs. 
 

o In order to facilitate the proposed Agenda process, certain institutional 
reform steps might be required, including: a strengthened issue focus; 
global leadership; as well as a ‘smarter’ – cooperation-oriented – exercise 
of sovereignty in policy fields of interdependence. 
 
The advantage would be: 
• International cooperation could function more frictionless and, hence, 

more efficiently and effectively.  
 
But, what actual progress would the Agenda help us to achieve? Would it 
contribute to more inclusive and sustainable global growth and development?  
 
Well, as today’s world is – and also wants to be – more democratic, open and 
participatory, this question can only be answered once we see the national 
programs of international cooperation and once we have put their policy 
messages together with those that would emerge from the suggested global-issue 
studies and the studies of the overall structure and functioning of the global 
public domain.  
 
The main aim of the Agenda process as conceived here would be to encourage 
all actor groups, first and foremost, to help generate the inputs we might require 
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to progress. Those might rage from willingness to cooperate to national policy 
reforms (e.g. better financial regulation or CO2 reductions), or, as and if 
necessary, pooled international financing. In the next rounds of running through 
the global policy loop we could, then, see whether progress towards various 
goals is satisfactory or whether we may have to retch up our efforts.            
 
Yet, one thing appears to be quite certain already now: A wide range of goals 
will be addressed, including those that already figure prominently in the 
discussions on inclusive and sustainable growth and development. 
 
So, will we be able to deal with such a widened set of goals? Will such an 
approach allow us to make a difference? Would it not be better to focus on just a 
few select goals? 
 
It would look simpler and more ‘neat’ to do just a few things. But, as argued 
before, the actual policymaking realities are complex and issues are connected, 
including development and GPG issues. For this reason, it is important to 
envision the Post-2015 Agenda as a multi-actor, multi-level and as a recurrent 
process. 
 
Multilateralism in future will look a bit ‘messy’, to quote Richard Haass. But, 
this only as long as we are not yet fully used it. Once we see how 
multilateralism now must – and can – work, we may wonder and ask ourselves: 
How could we ever assume it could be limited to just a few narrow targets and 
divided into ‘MDGs’ here and ‘SDGs’ there? It cannot.    
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Box 1: Introducing Public Goods and Global Public Goods  
 

 
Standard economic theory distinguishes between two main categories of goods: 
private goods and public goods. 
 
Private goods are goods that can be parceled out and made excludable, so that clear 
property rights can be attached to them. 
Public goods, by contrast, are goods that are nonexcludable, meaning that the 
goods’ effects (benefits or costs) are there for all.  
 
If a good is nonexcludable and nonrival in consumption so that one person’s use of 
the good or one person’s being affected by it does not diminish its availability for 
others, the good is said to be pure public. Examples are peace and security. If a 
good possesses only one of these properties it is impure public. The atmosphere, 
for example, is nonexcludable but rival in consumption, because unrestricted 
pollution can change its gas composition and contribute to global warming. 
Patented pharmaceutical knowledge illustrates a nonrival good, whose use has, at 
least for a limited period of time, been made excludable. So, it, too, falls into the 
category of an impure public good. 
 
The public effects of a good can be of different geographic – local, national, 
regional or worldwide – reach; and they can span across one generation or several 
generations.  
 
Global public goods are goods whose benefits or costs are of nearly universal reach 
or potentially affecting anyone anywhere. Together with regional public goods they 
constitute the category of transnational public goods.  
 
Important is to emphasize that, in the present context, the term ’good’ has no value 
connotation. It is used as a short form for the goods or products, as well as services 
and conditions that exist in the public domain. 
 
Also, in most cases, publicness and privateness are not innate properties of a good 
but the result of a social or political choice. Therefore, it is important to distinguish 
between the potential and de facto publicness of a good. For example, land can be 
freely accessible to all; or it can be fenced in, be made excludable.  
 
Globalness is a special form of publicness; and in most cases, it, too, results from a 
policy choice, e.g. a decision to promote free trade or financial liberalization. Thus, 
while some global public goods are naturally global and public like sunlight, many 
others are human-made, including the international communication and 
transportation systems or the goods of communicable disease control, financial 
stability, or peace and security. 
  

 
Source: This box draws on Kaul, Inge, Pedro Conceição, Katell Le Goulven and Ronald U. Mendoza, eds. 2003. 

Providing Global Public Goods; Managing Globalization. New York: Oxford University Press. 
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Figure 1: The Production Path of Global Public Goods 
 

 
 
Source: Kaul, Inge and Pedro Conceição. 2006. Overview. In:  Kaul, Inge and Pedro Conceição, eds. The New 
Public Finance; Responding to Global Challenges. New York: Oxford University Press, p.14 figure 4. 
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Tabelle 1: National Programs of International Cooperation – 
Possible Topics to Include 
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Box 2: Facets of Global Fairness 
 
 
Global fairness has several important facets: outcome fairness, process fairness, as well as a 

legitimacy aspect. 
 
Outcome fairness can be promoted ex-post, i.e. after a certain policy measure has been agreed 

upon, or it can be a built-in part of a policy measure.  
           For example, if a particular multilateral trade rule is found to be placing a relatively 

difficult-to-meet adjustment burden on developing countries, additional foreign aid 
could be offered to these countries through a separate trade adjustment program to 
assist them in complying with the rule in question. 

         To stay with the example of multilateral trade, in the case of built-in fairness, the rule in 
question could indicate that countries have common but differentiated compliance 
obligations.    

         Moreover, outcome fairness can be granted or achieved through   bargaining. To 
illustrate, a particular country (or group of countries) may offer or grant another 
country (or other countries) an international-cooperation deal that the latter perceive as 
fair and acceptable. Such deals have, for example, been arranged within the 
environment field, when richer countries offered financial resources to poorer 
countries in exchange for certified CO2 emission reduction credits. More recently, 
however, we see a trend towards more intensive bargaining for fairness. 

Process fairness – that is, an organization of international negotiations that affords all 
concerned parties an effective say in matters that concern them – provides the platform 
for outcome fairness now being a subject of more intense international bargaining. The 
driving forces behind this trend include the shift towards global multi-polarity, greater 
economic openness and the deepening policy interdependence among countries as well 
as the advances in terms of global connectivity and national democracy. 

The legitimacy aspect concerns the matching between national or domestic fairness and inter-
nation fairness. Where the former is lacking, the position of country delegations to 
international negotiations may be weaker than that of delegations from countries that 
allow gains from international negotiations to spread fairly within the national context. 
Conversely, citizens’ support for international negotiations could be weakened, if 
international cooperation is seen as lacking in process and outcome fairness.  

          In other words, national fairness strengthens the legitimacy of national demands for 
global fairness; and global fairness strengthens the legitimacy of international bargains 
in the eyes of national constituencies.    


