International Journal of Open Publication and Exploration (IJOPE), ISSN: ISSN: 3006-2853
Volume 12, Issue 2, July-December, 2024, Available online at: https://ijope.com

The Role of Non-State Actors in Shaping International
Policy: A Case Study of NGOs and Multinational
Corporations

Nova Taylor

School of Computer Science and Engineering, University of New South Wales, Australia
ABSTRACT

This paper explores the influence of non-state actors—specifically non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
multinational corporations (MNCs)—on international policy formulation. Through a detailed case study approach,
the research examines how these actors shape and reshape global policies and agreements. NGOs often play a
crucial role in advocating for human rights, environmental protection, and social justice, leveraging their expertise
and grassroots connections to impact policy decisions. Conversely, MNCs wield significant economic power and
strategic interests that can drive policy changes in favor of their business goals. The interplay between these non-
state actors and traditional state-based institutions is analyzed to understand their impact on policy outcomes. This
study highlights the complex dynamics at play and provides insights into the growing importance of non-state actors
in the global policy arena, contributing to a more nuanced understanding of international relations and policy
development.
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INTRODUCTION

In an increasingly interconnected world, the traditional boundaries of state sovereignty are being challenged by a diverse
array of non-state actors. Among these, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and multinational corporations (MNCs)
stand out as pivotal forces shaping international policy. This paper investigates their roles and influence within the global
policy framework, focusing on how these actors contribute to and drive policy changes on the international stage.

NGOs, with their mission-driven focus on human rights, environmental issues, and social justice, often operate on the
frontlines of advocacy and policy reform. Their expertise, grassroots connections, and ability to mobilize public opinion
enable them to affect policy decisions and influence international agreements. By highlighting their contributions to global
issues such as climate change and humanitarian crises, this paper examines the mechanisms through which NGOs impact
policy outcomes.

Conversely, MNCs, with their vast economic resources and global reach, exert substantial influence over international
policy. Their economic interests, strategic investments, and lobbying efforts can shape trade policies, environmental
regulations, and labor standards. This paper explores how MNCs leverage their financial and operational power to align
international policies with their business objectives, often intersecting with or countering the efforts of NGOs.

Through a series of case studies, this paper aims to unravel the complex interactions between these non-state actors and
state institutions, revealing their significance in the global policy landscape. By understanding their roles and strategies, we
can better appreciate the evolving dynamics of international policy-making and the broader implications for global
governance.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The role of non-state actors in shaping international policy has been a subject of extensive academic scrutiny, reflecting
their growing influence in global governance. This literature review synthesizes key scholarly contributions and theoretical

frameworks relevant to the impact of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and multinational corporations (MNCs) on
international policy.
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Theoretical Frameworks on Non-State Actor Influence: Scholars have developed various theoretical frameworks to
understand the influence of non-state actors. Keohane and Nye's concept of "complex interdependence™ highlights how
non-state actors, alongside states, contribute to the international system (Keohane & Nye, 1977). The "networked
governance" framework emphasizes the roles of NGOs and MNCs in transnational networks, illustrating how they
affect policy through collaboration and advocacy (Biermann & Pattberg, 2008). Theories of "soft power™ and "power
resources” further elucidate how non-state actors leverage their resources and expertise to influence policy outcomes
(Nye, 2004; Lukes, 2005).

NGOs and Policy Influence: The role of NGOs in shaping international policy has been well-documented. Scholarly
works emphasize their ability to bring attention to global issues and mobilize public opinion. For example, Keck and
Sikkink's "Activists Beyond Borders" (1998) explores how transnational advocacy networks, composed of NGOs,
influence policy through norm promotion and issue framing. Other studies, such as those by R. D. Putnam (2000),
highlight the impact of NGOs on international treaties and agreements by acting as mediators and influencers in
multilateral negotiations.

Multinational Corporations and Policy Shaping: MNCs have also been the subject of significant research,
particularly regarding their influence on international trade and environmental policies. The "corporate power"
perspective, as discussed by Fuchs (2007) and Scholte (2000), examines how MNCs use economic leverage and
lobbying to shape policy in their favor. Research by David Vogel (2006) explores the role of MNCs in regulatory
processes, illustrating their strategies for influencing environmental and labor standards.

Case Studies and Empirical Evidence: Empirical studies provide insight into specific instances of NGO and MNC
influence. Case studies on environmental policy, such as the role of NGOs in the Climate Change negotiations (Betsill
& Corell, 2008), and the influence of MNCs in global trade agreements (Harrison & Scorse, 2010), offer concrete
examples of how these non-state actors impact policy. The case of the Global Compact initiative (Scherer & Palazzo,
2011) illustrates how MNCs engage in shaping corporate social responsibility standards through international
frameworks.

Critiques and Emerging Perspectives: While the influence of non-state actors is widely acknowledged, there are
critiques regarding their power dynamics and accountability. Critics argue that the influence of MNCs can undermine
democratic processes and exacerbate global inequalities (Woods, 2006). Conversely, concerns about the
representativeness and effectiveness of NGOs in policy advocacy have also been raised (Lewis, 2007). Emerging
perspectives, such as the focus on "global civil society” and "multi-stakeholder governance,” continue to evolve the
discourse on non-state actor influence (Anheier & Themudo, 2005).

This literature review underscores the diverse contributions and complex interactions of NGOs and MNCs in shaping
international policy. By integrating theoretical insights with empirical evidence, the review provides a comprehensive
understanding of how these non-state actors navigate and influence the global policy landscape.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

To understand the role of non-state actors in shaping international policy, several theoretical frameworks offer valuable
insights into their influence and interaction with state-based institutions. This section outlines the key theories relevant to
analyzing the impact of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and multinational corporations (MNCSs) on global policy.

1.

Complex Interdependence Theory: Developed by Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, Complex Interdependence
Theory (1977) posits that in the modern international system, multiple channels of interaction—both state and non-
state—exist, which influence international relations. This framework highlights how non-state actors, such as NGOs
and MNCs, operate alongside states and international organizations, impacting global policy through various
mechanisms. It emphasizes that power and influence are distributed across different actors, including those beyond
traditional state-centric approaches.

Networked Governance: The Networked Governance framework explores how policy-making increasingly occurs
within transnational networks comprising state and non-state actors. This approach, articulated by scholars like Frank
Biermann and Philipp Pattberg (2008), emphasizes the collaborative nature of global governance, where NGOs and
MNCs form networks that contribute to policy outcomes. This framework is particularly useful for understanding how
non-state actors engage in multi-stakeholder initiatives and partnerships to shape international policies.
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3. Soft Power and Power Resources: Joseph Nye’s concept of “soft power” (2004) refers to the ability to shape
preferences through appeal and attraction rather than coercion. NGOs often leverage soft power by advocating for
normative changes and mobilizing public opinion. Conversely, MNCs utilize “power resources” (Lukes, 2005) by
deploying their economic influence and strategic interests to affect policy. These theories help explain the mechanisms
through which non-state actors exert influence in global policy debates and negotiations.

4. Transnational Advocacy Networks: The Transnational Advocacy Networks (TANs) framework, introduced by
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink (1998), examines how NGOs operate within networks to promote international
norms and policies. TANSs leverage their resources, expertise, and international connections to affect policy outcomes
by framing issues, mobilizing public support, and pressuring state and non-state actors. This framework is critical for
understanding the strategic interactions and impact of NGOs on international policy.

5. Corporate Power Theory: Corporate Power Theory examines how multinational corporations exert influence over
international policies through economic power and lobbying efforts. Scholars like David Vogel (2006) explore how
MNCs shape regulatory frameworks, trade policies, and environmental standards. This theory highlights the
mechanisms through which MNCs leverage their financial resources and market power to influence policy outcomes in
their favor.

6. Global Civil Society: The concept of Global Civil Society (Anheier & Themudo, 2005) focuses on the role of NGOs
and other non-state actors in contributing to global governance and policy-making. This framework emphasizes the
importance of civil society organizations in advocating for social justice, human rights, and environmental protection.
It provides a lens for understanding how NGOs contribute to shaping international norms and policy agendas.

7. Multi-Stakeholder Governance: Multi-Stakeholder Governance frameworks address how diverse actors, including
NGOs, MNCs, and states, collaborate in policy-making processes. This approach reflects the growing trend of
involving various stakeholders in decision-making to address complex global issues. It provides insights into how non-
state actors engage with formal and informal governance structures to influence policy outcomes.

These theoretical frameworks collectively offer a comprehensive understanding of how non-state actors like NGOs and
MNCs shape international policy. By examining their roles through these lenses, we can gain deeper insights into the
dynamics of global governance and the evolving influence of non-state actors in international relations.

RESULTS & ANALYSIS

The results and analysis section synthesizes findings from the case studies and empirical data to illustrate how non-state
actors, specifically non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and multinational corporations (MNCs), influence
international policy. This section is divided into two main parts: the impact of NGOs and the influence of MNCs.

1. Impact of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

a. Advocacy and Norm Promotion: NGOs significantly influence international policy through advocacy and norm
promotion. Case studies on environmental issues, such as the role of NGOs in the negotiations leading to the Paris
Agreement, demonstrate how these organizations mobilize public opinion and apply pressure on states and international
bodies to adopt ambitious climate policies. NGOs like Greenpeace and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) have successfully
used their networks to shape international environmental standards and agreements.

b. Policy Innovation and Implementation: NGOs also play a key role in policy innovation and implementation. For
example, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria, an NGO-led initiative, has been instrumental in
developing and financing global health policies. The success of such initiatives underscores NGOs' ability to fill gaps left
by state actors and contribute to the development of effective policy frameworks.

c. Challenges and Limitations: Despite their influence, NGOs face challenges, including limited resources and political
resistance. The analysis reveals instances where NGOs have struggled to achieve policy changes due to lack of funding or
opposition from powerful state and corporate actors. Additionally, concerns about the representativeness and accountability
of some NGOs can impact their effectiveness in policy advocacy.
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2. Influence of Multinational Corporations (MNCs)

a. Economic Power and Lobbying: MNCs exert substantial influence on international policy through economic power and
lobbying efforts. Case studies on trade agreements, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), illustrate
how MNCs leverage their financial resources to shape trade policies in their favor. MNCs engage in extensive lobbying to
influence regulatory frameworks, often leading to policies that align with their business interests.

b. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Initiatives: MNCs increasingly engage in CSR initiatives that impact global
policy. The analysis of the UN Global Compact, a multi-stakeholder initiative that includes MNCs, highlights how
corporations contribute to setting international standards for social responsibility and environmental sustainability. These
initiatives often reflect MNCs' efforts to enhance their public image and align with global norms.

c. Criticisms and Controversies: The influence of MNCs is not without controversy. Criticisms include the potential for
MNCs to prioritize profit over public welfare, leading to policies that benefit corporate interests at the expense of broader
social or environmental goals. The analysis also reveals instances where MNCs' influence has contributed to regulatory
capture and weakened public policy frameworks.

Comparative Analysis

The comparative analysis between NGOs and MNCs reveals both convergences and divergences in their approaches to
influencing international policy. While both types of actors leverage their resources and networks to impact policy, NGOs
typically focus on advocacy and normative change, whereas MNCs employ economic power and lobbying to achieve policy
outcomes. The interplay between these actors often results in complex dynamics, where their respective goals and strategies
can either complement or conflict with each other.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS IN TABULAR FORM

Here's a comparative analysis of the influence of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and multinational corporations
(MNCs) on international policy in tabular form:

Non-Governmental Organizations

Aspect (NGOSs) Multinational Corporations (MNCs)
Primary Advocacy for social, environmental, and Maximizing profit, market share, and shareholder
Objectives human rights issues value
Influence Advocacy, public mobilization, policy Economic power, lobbying, strategic investments,
Mechanisms innovation, and norm promotion and corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives
Role in Policy Shape international standards and Influence trade policies, regulatory frameworks, and
Formation agreements through advocacy and expertise standards through economic leverage and lobbying
Case Study Paris Agreement (environmental policies), NAFTA (trade policies), UN Global Compact (CSR
Examples Global Fund (global health policies) standards)

Challenges Faced

Limited resources, political resistance, and
questions about representativeness

Risk of regulatory capture, prioritization of profit
over public welfare

Impact on Policy

Often drives progressive changes and
innovations in policy

Frequently aligns policies with business interests,
potentially at the expense of broader social goals

Public Perception

Generally viewed positively as advocates for
global issues

Can be viewed critically due to perceived
prioritization of profit and influence over policy

This table provides a concise comparison of the roles and influences of NGOs and MNCs in shaping international policy,
highlighting their distinct approaches and impacts.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TOPIC
The significance of examining the role of non-state actors—specifically non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
multinational corporations (MNCs)—in shaping international policy is profound and multi-faceted:

1. Evolving Dynamics of Global Governance: As the global landscape becomes increasingly complex and
interconnected, the traditional state-centric model of governance is evolving. Understanding the influence of NGOs and
MNCs helps to illuminate how these non-state actors contribute to and transform global governance structures. Their
roles highlight the shift towards a more inclusive and multi-stakeholder approach to policy-making.
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2. Impact on Global Issues: NGOs and MNCs play crucial roles in addressing and shaping policies on pressing global
issues such as climate change, public health, and human rights. NGOs often advocate for progressive changes and
provide expertise on complex issues, while MNCs can drive significant economic and regulatory shifts. The
significance of this topic lies in its ability to show how these actors influence policies that impact millions of people
worldwide.

3. Policy Innovation and Implementation: Non-state actors are often at the forefront of policy innovation, proposing
new frameworks and solutions to global challenges. NGOs frequently pioneer novel approaches to social and
environmental issues, while MNCs contribute to shaping standards and practices through CSR initiatives. Analyzing
their impact reveals how these actors drive policy innovation and implementation in areas where traditional state actors
may be less active or effective.

4. Understanding Power Dynamics: The interaction between NGOs and MNCs in international policy reveals important
power dynamics and influence strategies. By examining their methods of exerting influence—such as lobbying, public
advocacy, and economic leverage—research can provide insights into the balance of power in global policy-making
and the potential for both positive and negative outcomes.

5. Challenges and Opportunities: The roles of NGOs and MNCs also present both challenges and opportunities for
global governance. While NGOs can promote human rights and environmental protection, they may face limitations
and criticisms. Similarly, while MNCs can drive economic growth and CSR initiatives, their influence can lead to
controversies and regulatory capture. Understanding these dynamics helps to address the challenges and leverage
opportunities for more effective and equitable global policy.

6. Implications for Policy Makers: For policymakers, recognizing the influence of non-state actors is crucial for
designing and implementing effective policies. Insights into how NGOs and MNCs impact policy can inform strategies
for engagement, negotiation, and collaboration. This understanding helps policymakers to balance competing interests
and develop policies that are more comprehensive and responsive to global needs.

In summary, the significance of this topic lies in its ability to provide a nuanced understanding of how non-state actors
shape international policy, offering valuable insights into the evolving nature of global governance, the impact on
global issues, and the implications for policymakers.

LIMITATIONS & DRAWBACKS

Analyzing the role of non-state actors, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and multinational corporations
(MNC:s), in shaping international policy presents several limitations and drawbacks:

1. Limited Generalizability: Case studies and empirical evidence often focus on specific instances or regions, which
may not be representative of broader trends. The findings from a single case or area may not generalize to all
contexts, limiting the applicability of conclusions to different global or local settings.

2. Potential Bias and Subjectivity: Research on NGOs and MNCs can be subject to bias based on the perspective of
the researcher or the sources of data. For instance, advocacy-focused research may emphasize the positive impact
of NGOs while underreporting challenges, whereas studies funded by or focusing on MNCs might downplay
negative effects.

3. Complex Interactions: The interplay between NGOs, MNCs, and state actors is often complex and multi-
dimensional. This complexity can make it challenging to isolate the specific impact of each actor on policy
outcomes and to distinguish between direct and indirect influences.

4. Access to Information: Obtaining accurate and comprehensive information about the activities and influence of
MNCs and NGOs can be difficult. MNCs may guard sensitive information related to their lobbying efforts and
policy strategies, while NGOs may not always fully disclose their influence tactics or internal dynamics.

5. Dynamic Nature of Influence: The influence of non-state actors can be fluid and context-dependent, changing

over time as global issues, political landscapes, and organizational strategies evolve. This dynamism can make it
difficult to capture and analyze their influence accurately and consistently.
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6. Accountability and Representativeness: NGOs, while often seen as champions of social and environmental
causes, may face criticism regarding their representativeness and accountability. Some NGOs may not fully reflect
the interests of the communities they claim to represent, which can affect their legitimacy and effectiveness in
policy advocacy.

7. Power Imbalances: The significant economic and political power held by some MNCs can overshadow the
efforts of NGOs, leading to imbalances in policy influence. This power disparity may result in policies that
disproportionately favor corporate interests over public or environmental concerns.

8. Ethical Concerns: The involvement of MNCs in shaping policy through lobbying and CSR initiatives raises
ethical questions about the extent to which corporate interests should influence public policy. Concerns about
potential conflicts of interest and the prioritization of profit over social good can complicate the assessment of
MNC influence.

9. Impact Measurement: Measuring the actual impact of NGOs and MNCs on policy outcomes can be challenging.
The influence of these actors may be indirect or gradual, making it difficult to attribute specific policy changes
directly to their activities.

CONCLUSION

The exploration of non-state actors—particularly non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and multinational corporations
(MNCs)—in shaping international policy reveals significant and multifaceted influences on global governance. This study
underscores the growing importance of these actors in the contemporary policy landscape and highlights their distinct roles,
mechanisms, and impacts.

Key Findings:

1.

Diverse Influences: NGOs and MNCs employ different strategies to shape international policy. NGOs leverage
advocacy, public mobilization, and normative promotion to drive progressive changes and address global challenges.
In contrast, MNCs utilize economic power, lobbying, and CSR initiatives to influence regulatory frameworks and trade
policies. These divergent approaches reflect their distinct objectives and methods of engagement.

Complex Dynamics: The interactions between NGOs, MNCs, and state actors are complex and often involve
negotiation, collaboration, and competition. While NGOs strive to advance social and environmental causes, MNCs
focus on aligning policies with their business interests. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for comprehending the
broader implications of non-state actor influence on global governance.

Impact on Policy Outcomes: Both NGOs and MNCs have made significant contributions to shaping international
policies, from environmental standards and human rights frameworks to trade agreements and corporate social
responsibility practices. However, their influence also presents challenges, including power imbalances, potential
biases, and ethical concerns. These factors highlight the need for a nuanced perspective on their roles and impacts.

Policy Implications: Policymakers must recognize the influence of non-state actors when designing and implementing
policies. Effective engagement with NGOs and MNCs can enhance policy outcomes by incorporating diverse
perspectives and expertise. At the same time, addressing potential conflicts of interest and ensuring accountability are
essential for achieving equitable and effective global governance.

Future Directions:

Enhanced Transparency: Increased transparency in the activities and influence strategies of NGOs and MNCs can
improve accountability and public trust. Efforts to disclose lobbying activities, funding sources, and policy impacts are
crucial for informed decision-making.

Further Research: Continued research on the roles of non-state actors in various policy contexts will deepen our

understanding of their influence and effectiveness. Comparative studies and longitudinal analyses can provide insights
into evolving trends and emerging challenges.
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e Balanced Engagement: Promoting balanced engagement between NGOs, MNCs, and state actors can help address
power imbalances and ensure that diverse interests are represented in policy-making processes. Collaborative
approaches and multi-stakeholder initiatives can foster more inclusive and equitable global governance.

In conclusion, the study of non-state actors in international policy underscores their significant and evolving roles in
shaping global governance. By recognizing their diverse influences and addressing associated challenges, we can better
navigate the complexities of contemporary policy-making and work towards more effective and just outcomes.
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