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ACRONYMS & DEFINITIONS
INGO - International Non-governmental Organisation 

M&E - Monitoring & Evaluation

MSI - Multi-stakeholder Initiative

UN - United Nations

Multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) are inclusionary schemes bringing together a diversity of actors, under an 
institutionalised framework that structures stakeholder interaction towards decision-making or action under a shared set 
of objectives (Hovardas 2021). This report focuses on MSIs with a partial or complete focus on environmental 
sustainability, nature and biodiversity, and climate. This report is relevant to all MSIs, regardless of the scale at which they 
work or the stakeholders they are networking/partnering with.

“Having a strong founding leader is vital. Taking time to plan and create back-up plans is 
important. Mechanisms to support transparency and accountability are key. Investment 
of at least five years to support the establishment of a new entity is important. Finally, 

looking at other examples is incredibly important to avoid duplicating mistakes, there are 
plenty of global, continental, regional and sub-regional mechanisms that could have and 

should have been used from the beginning of our initiative.” 

DONOR FOCAL POINT TO A SIX-COUNTRY MULTILATERAL INITIATIVE
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“If [the MSI] is too much in the spotlight, then 
it’s not good; you don’t have the space to do 

your job well.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER OF AN 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL SECRETARIAT 

WORKING ON ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

“If you respond to other’s priorities all of the 
time, you lose the authority of your own 

organisation a little bit.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER OF AN 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL SECRETARIAT 

WORKING ON ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

“Take the time you need to build consensus 
around the vision, strategy, etc. From the 

outset, be very clear about what the need is 
that [the initiative] is filling. Get a logo early 
and build an online presence, to establish the 

[initiative] as a real entity. Be clear about 
whether growth of the [initiative] is a priority 
or not. Try to secure a champion (donor) from 

the outset -- something we knew was 
important but failed to do.” 

LEAD OF AN MSI WORKING ACROSS 
INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS 



“[The initiative] did bridge building between countries, including those that were at 
war. It was a way of uniting countries beyond the [environmental work we] were 

doing. Aside from environmental issues, there was little else they were able to 
collaborate on. 

These institutions need to [exist] irrespective of whether they are ‘quiet’ or not. They 
need to be in place for [environmental] emergencies, and [they] need to exist for 

hundreds of years [as a] place that people come back to when crises emerge.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER OF AN INTERGOVERNMENTAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
SECRETARIAT
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Thousands of new multilateral environment agreements 
and initiatives have been launched in the last half-century 
(hereafter referred to as multi-stakeholder initiatives, MSIs). 
These bodies can shape sustainability norms and influence 
immense resource funding flows, and play a fundamental 
part in the world’s environmental governance landscape. 

Where MSIs are successful, they can help many parts of the 
sustainability landscape – including those led by 
government, the private sector, and civil society – sum to 
greater impact than its component parts. However, there are 
many cases in which MSIs have less than desired impact. 

Situations in which the impact of MSIs is lower than 
expected (or desired) are partially avoidable. This is 
because such situations are often underpinned by 
governance and structural issues. This is especially true 
during the launch and early growth phase of MSIs, where 
inadequate governance structures can distract MSIs from 
stakeholder engagement and thereby slow momentum. 

This report presents key ‘best practices’ collated for 
practitioners working with or in MSIs. These ‘best practices’ 
have been collated from a review of the literature on 
environmental MSIs as well as lessons learned from 
interviews and surveys with key respondents with direct 
experience with 34 MSIs headquartered in 12 countries 
across four continents. Data collection methods are 
summarised in Section 2, with further detail found in Reuter 
(in review). Data were collected in 2021-2022 and focus on 

governance and structural attributes of MSIs during the 
launch and early growth phases. 

Within Section 1, the report highlights ‘top line’ best practices, 
which is followed by a brief rationale for the importance of 
strong and ‘fit-for-purpose’ governance and structures within 
MSIs (Section 3). Section 4 provides mini ‘deep dives’ on key 
issues including: common MSI structures/hierarchies; 
stakeholder engagement strategies; and why it is important 
to measure impact and communicating this impact 
effectively. Readers will find ‘words of wisdom’ throughout 
the report from experts in environmental MSI governance 
and implementation (Reuter in review). Finally, Section 5 sign-
posts readers to resources cited throughout this report that 
may be of interest to practitioners. 
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“If there is enthusiasm – both individually 
and as a collective, you can achieve a lot 
and there are a lot of examples of this. 

Success is dependent on key people having 
that ‘push’. That said, the structure [of the 

MSI] needs to…allow that to happen.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER OF AN 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL SECRETARIAT WORKING ON 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES
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1.1 ‘TOP LINE’ BEST PRACTICES WHEN SETTING UP ENVIRONMENTAL
MULTI-STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES 

Have a clear ‘rallying 
cry’ which stakeholders 

understand.

Secure key donors 
and champions early. 

Diversify partnerships.

Impact takes time. Plan 
for 2-10 years just to get 
established. It takes even 

longer to see impact.

Be proactive in conflict 
management. Develop 
conflict management 

structures that work in real 
life, and not just on paper.

Structure is critical. 
Transparent, clear 

governance is important 
for ‘buy in’ and inclusion.

Build your brand from 
the outset and don’t shy 

away from telling a 
story.
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1.1 ‘TOP LINE’ BEST PRACTICES WHEN SETTING UP ENVIRONMENTAL
MULTI-STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES (CONTINUED) 

Agree with stakeholders what 
the initiative will achieve…
and what it won’t (or can’t) 
achieve. Demand will likely 

outstrip resources.

Do contingency exit 
planning with stakeholders 

in case a strategic ‘off-
ramp’ is needed.

Prioritise creative M&E as 
the single-most important 

investment, besides 
adequate staffing.

Communicate MSI inputs, 
outputs, and outcomes, in a 

way that stakeholders 
understand. Be transparent 

about failures and successes.

Invest in talented and 
inclusive staff with the 

right expertise. Secure a 
strong secretariat 

leader.

Carefully consider whether 
and when to scale. Scale 
only if it makes sense for 

your stakeholders and 
your MSI.
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2. METHODS



2. METHODS
This report presents information collated from a review of 
the literature on environmental multi-stakeholder initiatives 
(MSIs) as well as lessons learned from key informants with 
direct experience working with MSIs. More detailed 
information on methods and data analyses are reported in 
Reuter (in review). 

Data collection took place from November 2021 to January 
2022 through an online survey and semi-structured 
interviews with key informants. Approximately 120 key 
informants were invited to participate in the study, of which 
46% were based in Europe, 28% were based in North 
America, 20% were based in Africa, 4% were based in 
Australia, and 2% were based in Asia. The bias towards key 
informants based in Europe and North America mirrors 
information which suggests that many MSIs are based in the 
northern hemisphere (e.g., Hovardas 2021; Kruuse et al. 
2019). 

Outreach focused on high-ranking/senior key informants 
with experience working directly for, or in partnership with, 
an environmental MSI (see Reuter in review). A total of 42 
key informants participated in the study. Informed consent 
was secured from all key informants. Key informants were not 
compensated for their participation. Research was deemed 

exempt by an ethics oversight committee (Protocol Number: 
IRB-2022-29, October 2021, Institutional Review Board, 
University of San Diego). To protect confidentiality, individual 
respondents and MSIs are not named in this report. 

This study collected information with particular relevance 
to governance and structural attributes of MSIs during the 
launch and early growth phases (see Section 3.1). 

As detailed in Reuter (in review), respondents provided 
information about 34 named MSIs, located in 12 countries 
across Europe (44%), North America (38%), Asia (9%), and 
Africa (6%), and one new initiative that did not yet have a 
permanent office. Most MSIs were global in scale (56%), 
though others worked across multiple countries across the 
world (18%) or within one cultural context/continent/
geographic region (18%). Only 9% of the 34 MSIs worked at a 
national scale within a single country. All MSIs were still in 
existence at the time of the survey. One-fifth (21%) of the 34 
MSIs had been in existence for more than 20 years and only 
3% (n = 1) had been in existence for less than a year. The 
remaining MSIs (n = 26) had been in existence for 6.4 ± 1.5 
years (range: 1 to 13).
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3. WHY IS MSI GOVERNANCE + 
STRUCTURE IMPORTANT?

“If the secretariat is being starved of oxygen, you have 
to feel for them. If they are already starving, how much 
more can you ask of them? There is a basic minimum 

structure they need; if they are spending a huge 
amount of their time fundraising, that means that they 
are not valued. It’s not fair to constantly beat them up 

because they are not functioning.” 

EXPERT ON MSI ENGAGEMENT, INCLUDING ADVISING 
FORTUNE 500 COMPANIES ON THEIR ENGAGEMENT



3. WHY IS MSI GOVERNANCE AND STRUCTURE SO 
IMPORTANT?
Thousands of MSIs have been launched in the last few 
decades. More than 70% of international environmental law 
agreements were adopted in or after 1970, with those 
addressing transboundary issues now numbering more than 
500 (reviewed by Escobar-Pemberthy and Ivanova 2020). 
Meanwhile two-thirds of the global economy is now covered 
by net zero pledges (Black et al. 2021). 

This “global mega trend” has led to a complex 
environmental governance landscape criss-crossing the 
public and private sector (Schouten et al. 2012). In this 
context, MSIs cannot afford to be inefficient as competition 
for stakeholder (and funder) attention is high.  

MSI governance and structure is a crucial foundation 
underpinning an MSI’s ability to function and have impact. 
Poor governance and structure can result in MSIs having a 
weak mandate, being perceived as less legitimate than other 
governance structures, or stakeholders not accepting MSI 
authority (e.g., Sellheim 2012). It can also impact on an MSI’s 
efficacy and impact. 

Poorly functioning MSIs have contributed to growing 
criticism that these structures may not provide value-for-
money. One study found that 38% of partnerships related to 

the implementation of the 2002 World Summit on 
Sustainable Development were not active or without 
measurable output (study cited in Dodds 2015). In some 
cases , s takeholders in tent iona l ly c reate ‘empty 
institutions’ (Dimitrov 2019), purposefully designed to have 
limited ‘real world’ impact, but to satisfy stakeholder demand 
for action. 

MSI governance is not easy. MSIs launched with the best of 
intentions (even those launched with high political 
commitment) often struggle with avoidable governance and 
structural issues. Data collected for this guide (Reuter in 
review), found that half of MSIs were launched without at 
least one year of funding for overheads secured (with just 4% 
having 5-10 years of funding secured at launch); most lacked 
basic M&E structures for several years post-launch; and only 
9% of MSIs had an ‘exit strategy’ in place at the point of 
launch. Clearly, this is not ideal.
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“There is a lot of ‘dragging horses to the water’. This is the 
‘easy’ part, though it does take time. Making the horse drink—

the ‘drinking’ part is difficult." 

SENIOR LEADER OF AN MSI WORKING ACROSS 400+ PRIVATE 
SECTOR ENTITIES



MSIs transition through different phases of growth. Like 
the wider landscape for innovative start ups, phases of 
growth involve the launch followed by an ‘early growth’ 
and ‘maturation’ phases (see figure on the next page). This 
report focuses on the launch and early growth phases. 

The launch phase is also known as the ‘birth phase’. In 
this phase, the MSI is supported by a “group of early 
adopters” who benefit from addressing a specific problem 
(reviewed by Buckley et al. 2019). Their shared interests 
lead to recognition that achieving progress towards their 
shared goal “requires enlisting broader interests”. By 
‘opting in’ to an MSI, stakeholders will have calculated that 
“they have more to gain by participating than not” (Buckley 
et al. 2019). In this phase, MSIs generally lack widespread 
credibility and may suffer from poor understanding of their 
aims among stakeholders. This phase can end with the 
formal launch of an initiative, sometimes at events that are 
relevant to the main stakeholders. 

The second phase of growth (the ‘early growth’ phase) is 
when MSIs “build widespread support” and is influenced 
by inter- and intra-stakeholder dynamics as well as 
“factions within those constituencies and their behaviour” 
(reviewed by Buckley et al. 2019). “Whether or not to build 

widespread support and under what conditions depends 
upon different constituents’ perceptions of the relative 
benefits, perceived costs, and impacts” (Buckley et al. 
2019). For some stakeholders, it may be against their 
interests to build widespread support (e.g., so that they 
can retain their ‘niche’) while in other cases, there are clear 
advantages to making progress as a group of countries, 
businesses, or stakeholders. This second phase is 
challenging. There are tradeoffs in being inclusive/
exclusive, maintaining momentum, and maintaining high 
quality. For example, being more inclusive can lead to 
lower quality of membership. In this phase, increased 
membership or better depth of implementation, can be a 
proxy for measuring how well an MSI’s purpose is 
understood by its stakeholders.

3.1 THE MSI LIFECYCLE
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“There aren’t many MSIs in the hyperdynamic phase – 
this gap may well be because no one gives MSIs the risk 

capital. The concept of growth is not really helping 
MSIs….we don’t always need to grow. Sometimes we 

can just keep doing what we’re doing.” 

EXPERT ON MSI ENGAGEMENT, INCLUDING 
ADVISING FORTUNE 500 COMPANIES ON THEIR 

ENGAGEMENT



The third phase of growth (the ‘maturation’ phase) is 
where MSIs achieve “political legitimacy” (Buckley et al. 
2019). In this phase, diverse stakeholders recognise the 
legitimacy of the MSI and no longer question whether it 
should exist or if it is effective. In this phase, MSIs secure 
longer-term funding and governance structures are well 
established. 

Maturation is followed by the ‘decline phase’ in which 
impact declines because the MSI is no longer relevant. 
For example, the needs of stakeholders may have 
changed. This phase is not examined in this report. 

Strategic planning to move through the different 
phases of growth
MSIs should plan ahead for how and when they intend 
to move through the different phases of growth. Each 
phase requires a strategic plan and governance 
adjustments. For example, it may be the intention for an 
MSI to change its institutional structure once it has 
reached the maturation phase. It is also important to plan 
ahead for contingencies, in case an MSI fails to move 
from one phase to the next. Despite this, only one-out-
ten MSIs have an ‘exit strategy’ in place when they 
launch (Reuter in review). 

Communicating with stakeholders about these phases 
of growth can galvanise support. Stakeholders can 
underestimate the difficulties of transitioning between 
these growth phases (in terms of the time and resource 
required), and being transparent about these phases of 
growth is important for expectation management and for 
communicating ‘asks’.
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3.1 THE MSI LIFECYCLE

Figure (above): Illustrating the transition of MSIs through different phases of growth of time. 
The figure illustrates how the impact of the MSI will change over time, while the colourful 
triangle shows the relative number of initiatives that make it through each phase to the next. 
Figure adapted from: https://www.manrajubhi.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Business-
Life-Cycle-Chart-1024x576.png



4. MINI DEEP DIVES

“When you're working with the private sector, there isn’t a lot 
of fat. So while some multilateral organisations are considered 

a waste of money, this is not [as much the case with] the 
private sector. They must show their value. 

Also, as businesses have been learning how to interface with 
government, they are learning that their 'transactional nature’ 

can be very helpful in making initiatives a success.” 

EXPERT ON MSI ENGAGEMENT, INCLUDING ADVISING FORTUNE 
500 COMPANIES ON THEIR ENGAGEMENT



4.1 COMMON STRUCTURES + HIERARCHIES
Defining MSIs
MSIs are inclusionary schemes bringing together a diversity of actors, under an institutionalised framework that structures 
stakeholder interaction towards decision-making or action under a shared set of objectives (Hovardas 2021). This report focuses on 
MSIs with a partial or complete focus on environmental sustainability, nature and biodiversity, and climate. This report is relevant to 
all MSIs, regardless of the scale at which they work or the stakeholders they are networking/partnering with. 
 
Common MSI structural attributes
MSIs tend to have a series of common structural and governance arrangements regardless of the types of stakeholders they serve 
or the mandate under which they operate. These include: 1) high-level decision-making bodies (e.g., a council of ministers or 
executive board; 2) secretariats which handle day-to-day operations; 3) working groups, technical committees and task forces which 
provide advice; and 4) members (e.g., state and non-state actors) (see info on next page).

Figure (above right): Illustrating the overlap between implementation-oriented MSIs and coordination-
oriented MSIs. Figure (next page): Example organisational structures of MSIs including standard 
structures used by River Basin Organisations (top), an example of an MSI that brings together non-
state actors for lessons sharing and information exchange (middle), and an example of a private sector 
roundtable and certification scheme (bottom). Light grey indicates membership; light yellow indicators 
executive functions; and light green indicates governance functions. Taken from Reuter (in review).

Coordination-
oriented activities

Implementation-
oriented activities

To have positive impact, MSIs need:

• To show a high degree of efficiency
• Have strong governance and strong decision-

making processes
• Clear mandate and structure

This needs to be supported by:

• A stable internal structure
• Sufficient financial resources
• Clear and time-bound goals
• Strong monitoring systems
• Personnel that are committed to the MSI’s 

goals



Structural 
and 

governance 
attribute

Overview

Council of 
Ministers or 
Executive 
Board

High-level decision-making bodies such as a Council of Ministers or 
Executive Board, usually representative of the membership base, 
oversee the MSI’s strategic direction and provide oversight of the 
secretariat (e.g., Kruuse et al. 2019).

Secretariats 
and their staff

Secretariats handle day-to-day operations, and secretariat budget 
support can be a proxy indicator for members’ enthusiasm for an 
effectively functioning MSI (Sellheim 2012). Secretariats can be 
permanent/standing bodies or rotate among members, though non-
permanent secretariats experience higher inefficiency (Sellheim 2012). In 
the absence of formal secretariats, individuals or organizations often act 
as informal secretariats by coordinating members and working groups. 
The location of the secretariat and the composition of secretariat staff 
play a crucial role in success (Sellheim 2012). Secretariat staff ‘make or 
break’ MSIs efforts. Charismatic and energetic leadership is key, in 
addition to strong technical and administrative expertise (Sellheim 2012).

Working 
groups, 
technical 
committees 
and task 
forces

Working groups, technical committees and task forces can sit within 
a secretariat, alongside a secretariat, function as a Board advisory group, 
or work on behalf of the wider membership. These groups can be a 
permanent governance fixture or time-bound bodies, and typically 
translate high-level decisions into operational strategies or undertake 
technical work on a subset of the wider MSI mandate or remit (e.g., 
Kruuse et al. 2019). In some cases, these bodies can also take the form 
of independent review bodies or complaint-handling committees.

Members and 
participants

Members (e.g., states and non-state actors such as companies, 
individuals, indigenous groups, non-profit organizations) and participants 
which can be divided into categories to reflect the closeness of their 
relationship to the initiative (e.g., associate members vs. members; 
permanent participants vs. observers; “institutional stewards” vs. other 
members [Kruuse et al. 2019]). The types of members that an MSI 
attracts, as well as growth in membership, signal authority and legitimacy 
(Sellheim 2012). Members and participants are engaged, for example, 
through focal points, general assemblies or councils (e.g., Kruuse et 
al. 2019), and meetings in decisive or empowered spaces where 
decisions are made through formal and informal decision-making 
processes (Zanella et al. 2018, Delgado and Perez-Aleman 2021). How 
members are engaged depends on their attributes, with tradeoffs inherent 
to most membership engagement models.

Table (below): Brief overview of common structural and governance attributes used by MSIs, regardless of the types of stakeholders they serve or the mandate under which they 
operate (reproduced from Reuter in review). Figure (right): See full caption on previous page.

4.1 COMMON STRUCTURES + HIERARCHIES



MSI structure and governance hierarchy is affected by 
where the MSI gains its legitimacy and mandate, the 
activities it undertakes, the landscape within which it 
works, the types of stakeholders it is engaging with, 
and the entity under which it sits. 

MSI legitimacy + mandate
Depending on the stakeholders served, MSIs gain 
their legitimacy or mandate from a range of sources. 
This can include hard law (e.g., legally-binding) and 
soft-law (e.g., voluntary) agreements. The MSI’s 
mandate affects what it can achieve and the actions 
it is allowed to take. For example, soft-law forums for 
cooperation cannot be directly responsible for 
reminding parties of their treaty obligations (Sellheim 
2012). An MSI’s perceived and real legitimacy and 
mandate can change over time, as new agreements 
are put in place and as stakeholders recognise the 
agreements as valid. Low real or perceived legitimacy 
or mandate (as well as decreases in this value) can be 
a significant challenge to MSI functioning and 
effectiveness.

15

Coordination-
oriented activities
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Figure (top right): Proportion of MSIs that engaged in different types of activities 
(reproduced from Reuter in review).

MSI activities
Implementation-oriented MSIs will be structured differently 
than coordination-oriented MSIs (Schmeier 2010), though 
most MSIs do aspects of both. Two-thirds of surveyed MSIs 
reported implementation activities while three-quarters 
reported coordination activities; Reuter in review). MSIs 
engage in an average of five different types of activities 
(Reuter in review) regardless of their budget or level of 
resource. In other words, smaller MSIs often attempt to 
deliver (or perhaps are expected to deliver) as wide a variety 
of core activities as larger MSIs, even though stretching an 
MSI’s resources too far can reduce impact. Depth vs. breadth 
of MSI activities should therefore be well considered.

4.1 COMMON STRUCTURES + HIERARCHIES



MSI location/headquarters
MSIs in complex stakeholder landscapes or fragile 
environments may need more complicated governance 
structures. The decision on where to locate an MSI should 
be informed by a number of factors, including: 

1) Inclusion: Where MSIs are based can unintentionally 
signal which stakeholder(s) they most value. For example, 
MSIs can choose to be headquartered in donor or 
recipient countries. While being headquartered in donor 
countries can yield benefits in terms of access to funding, 
it can nonetheless be perceived as non-inclusive by 
beneficiaries. Most MSIs are currently based in the 

northern hemisphere; this is often held up as evidence for 
a wider lack of inclusion. 

2) Business environment: Business operating norms differ 
greatly by jurisdiction (e.g., Europe vs. North America). 
MSIs should consider the implications of where they are 
headquartered, as this could impact their ability to ‘speak 
to’ and be seen as relevant to stakeholders. 

3) Legal and institutional landscape: The ability for an MSI 
to achieve ‘diplomatic status’ or the constraints placed on 
an MSI due to national laws (e.g., restrictions on NGO 
lobbying which impact ability to influence policy) should 
be considered.
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“The private sector is much better 
hardwired for competition. If you’re a 
company not doing anything, you can 

get kicked out [of an MSI]. 
Governments are not as hardwired for 

competition. If you’re a party to an 
agreement, you can’t get kicked out.” 

EXPERT ON MSI ENGAGEMENT, 
INCLUDING ADVISING FORTUNE 

500 COMPANIES ON THEIR 
ENGAGEMENT

“Downside to our board 
governance is the rotation system 

we have in place. It is based on 
self-nomination and this does not 
always result in the right balance 

on the board.” 

SENIOR LEADER OF A 400+ 
MEMBER MSI WORKING 

ACROSS GOVERNMENT, CIVIL 
SOCIETY, AND THE PRIVATE 

SECTOR

4.1 COMMON STRUCTURES + HIERARCHIES



4) Engagement norms: It is important to consider 
‘engagement norms’ that could affect MSI functioning. For 
example, if there is a strong culture of non-interference in 
sovereign affairs. 

5) Staffing and access to resource: Location affects whether 
an MSI can retain high-quality staff and access funding. In 
some regions of the world, high-quality staff come at a 
premium, amounting to significant sums of money over the 
life of the MSI. 

To address these issues, some MSIs rotate the location of 
their headquarters (e.g., among Member States), or – more 
rarely – de-centralise across a number of locations. MSIs with 
rotating locations/non-permanent secretariats are likely to 
experience higher inefficiency due to non-permanent staff, 
lack of institutional status, and the need for higher budget to 
carry out functions. Permanent secretariats are especially 
important when dealing with treaty-based issues, 
particularly on environmental matters (Sellheim 2012).
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“Secretaries are a human construct. All they really are, 
is just a group of human beings. When there is a 

breakdown in this human element, it can be a 
problem.” 

EXPERT ON MSI ENGAGEMENT, INCLUDING ADVISING 
FORTUNE 500 COMPANIES ON THEIR ENGAGEMENT

“We had a lot of scientific people in the [MSI], and 
they were competent, but they weren’t the right people 

to lead our work.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER OF AN 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL SECRETARIAT WORKING ON 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

“There are situations where the Executive Secretary 
becomes the institution – this can be a problem. You 
don’t have to replace someone every four years, but 

they shouldn’t be in the position longer than, say, eight 
years.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER OF AN 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL SECRETARIAT WORKING ON 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

4.1 COMMON STRUCTURES + HIERARCHIES



The MSI’s institutional ‘home’
MSIs can have a formal or informal structure. Informal structures are nevertheless often led by a single stakeholder, who 
takes responsibility for administering the MSI on behalf of a wider group. Where an MSI’s structure is formalised, it will have 
an institutional home (e.g., a legally registered entity which takes responsibility for the MSI even if the MSI is not physically 
located in the same place as its institutional host). An MSI’s institutional home will affect when, how, and whether the MSI can 
raise funds, retain staff, procure services, and enter into agreements, among other things. 

Many MSIs are launched with a temporary institutional home, formalising this aspect of their governance months or years 
after launch. In other cases, MSIs outgrow their institutional home after they have exited the ‘early growth’ phase and 
entered the ‘maturation’ phase of their growth. The institutional ‘home’ of an MSI can broadly be divided into two categories: 

1) Functioning under the auspices of another institution: Many MSIs are housed within a larger institution. This host 
institution can be a business, INGO, multilateral agency or development bank, and/or a government agency.
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“Being linked to the UN helps open doors with 
governments, it adds legitimacy. But it has constraints. 

For example in one partner government, there is low 
government capacity and it is hard to get the attention 
of civil servants to do work under our initiative. But in 
this same context, an INGO is able to engage with the 

government and do the work much easier. 

We also have to remain politically neutral and every 
single paper, publication, or communication has to go 
through the Director and the UN publication system.” 

SENIOR LEADER WITHIN AN MSI PARTNERED WITH THE UN

“Working under the umbrella of an NGO, we didn’t have the convening 
power as you would have if you were a membership-based organization 
which is fully ‘owned’ by the members. Governments, for example, are 

typically more cautious in dealing with NGOs and they couldn’t fund our 
work. If we’d had a different [institutional host], this would have been 
different. NGOs are still being treated differently than United Nations 
organisations…NGOs don’t have the same standing in the community. 
You can only overcome that reluctance [in government partners] with 
money, quality of lobbying, quality of technical advice, but all of this 

resource must come from somewhere. One advantage of being an NGO is 
that we took a neutral stand. None of the members were more important 

than others, and this was not for institutional or political reasons. The 
NGO was neutral and purely focused on the technical issues at hand.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER FOR AN INTERGOVERNMENTAL MSI

4.1 COMMON STRUCTURES + HIERARCHIES

Life as an MSI affiliated with the UN Life as an MSI affiliated with an NGO



The benefits of working under the auspices of a host institution include access 
to administrative and technical support, funding, and stakeholder networks. 
The host institution can be central to an MSI’s perceived or real legitimacy and 
mandate; this association is oft-times positive but can have unintended 
consequences, for example when an MSI is accused of green-washing or blue-
washing.* The ‘closeness’ with which the MSI sits to the heart of the host 
institution falls along a wide spectrum; some are closely linked to their host 
institution while others have virtually no links at all. At one end of the spectrum, 
MSIs will be seen as synonymous with their institutional host organisation. On 
other end of the spectrum, some MSIs lack complete transparency in their 
public communications about who is hosting their initiative. In all cases, 
however, MSIs will be bound to the legal and jurisdictional limitations within 
which their host institution can operate. 

2) Independent legal status: Large MSIs and/or MSIs that have reached the 
‘maturation phase’ tend to transition towards independent legal status (the 
exception being MSIs whose mandates are intricately linked to a particular 
founding entity). Depending on the mandate and purpose of the initiative, MSIs 
can be structured as profit-making social enterprises, non-profit organisations, 
or diplomatically-accredited entities.
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“[When working] through an established 
institution that has all of the systems in 
place to make sure your money is spent 
well, there will be more steps in place, 

which slows down ‘the machine’. It is harder 
to speed up processes [and this] isn’t as 
innovative and as nimble as ‘one-person 

NGOs’, who can quickly do what they want 
to do. You have to accept some of these 
limitations to get the benefits that make 

[our MSI] successful. Of course this means 
that in terms of nimbleness, we are 

constantly wanting.” 

BOARD MEMBER TO AN ENVIRONMENTAL 
MULTILATERAL FUND

“This is a side job for everyone. We work on 
what we can do with the people at hand.” 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF AN MSI WORKING 
ON ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES WITHIN ONE 

COUNTRY

“Our informal structure requires lots of 
consensus building – endless webinars and 

surveys especially during COVID-19.” 

SENIOR LEADER OF AN MSI WORKING ACROSS 
400+ PRIVATE SECTOR ENTITIES

FORMAL STRUCTURES

INFORMAL STRUCTURES

4.1 COMMON STRUCTURES + 
HIERARCHIES

*Green-washing is when an entity makes unsubstantiated claims about 
environmental sustainability that are not reflected in reality. Blue-washing is 
the use of United Nations logos to enhance stakeholder reputation (see Reuter 
in review).



4.2 STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES
Why does good communication + engagement matter?
MSIs must communicate with many – and many different types of 
– stakeholders. But, this is not easy. MSIs have to manage difficult 
power dynamics and conflicts (Riisgaard et al. 2020, Hovardas 2021), 
due to diverse stakeholder perspectives and motivations (World 
Bank 2014, Kruuse et al. 2019).  

Good stakeholder engagement underpins the success of MSIs. 
‘Stakeholder engagement’ is the most frequently-cited factor 
mentioned by key respondents when asked to explain both the 
success and lack of success for their MSI (Reuter, in review).  

In the early growth phase of an MSI, good communication is 
important for showing momentum, galvanising donor interest, and 
securing a ‘niche’. Poor messaging results in lower impact, and can 
result in an MSI losing its ‘first mover advantage’ as other MSIs move 
into their niche. In the maturation phases, communication and 
engagement – particularly if it is transparent and inclusive – is crucial 
to maintaining relevance with, and interest from, stakeholders. 

Engagement vs. Communication
Engagement (e.g., interacting with stakeholders) and communication 
(e.g., conveying messages to stakeholders) are linked but require 
slightly different approaches. Both need to be clearly considered 
and planned for.
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“[Country - name redacted] was a negative influence 
and very simple things – like the hiring of staff – were 

a political game. It was about who had the power to 
decide. This may be why Executive Secretaries are 

usually former diplomats.” 

FORMER EXECUTIVE LEADER OF AN 
INTERGOVERNMENTAL ENVIRONMENTAL SECRETARIAT

“It still feels like when we have a meeting, it’s all the 
white people talking and then just checking if 

developed country people agree. We haven’t addressed 
the cultural differences in how people engage; there is 
no equity of voice or thinking about, for example, who 

in the room speaks first.” 

SENIOR LEADER WITHIN AN MSI PARTNERED WITH THE UN

“[MSIs] have to break bread with partners 
and get to know them on a personal level.” 

SENIOR LEADER OF AN MSI WORKING WITH 
400+ ENTITIES ACROSS GOVERNMENT, CIVIL 

SOCIETY, AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR



Communicating with stakeholders: MSI ‘communication channels’
With more communications channels available to MSIs than ever before – including social media – communicating with 
stakeholders should be easier than ever. The reality, however, is that it is difficult for MSIs to attract and keep 
stakeholder attention. MSIs are competing with dozens of overlapping initiatives and in this busy information landscape 
and fast-moving news cycle, media tools used by environmental initiatives are facing increasing difficulty in securing the 
kind of news coverage that they leveraged in the past (e.g., Reuter et al. 2021). 

MSIs need to tailor their messaging to different audiences (see also Section 4.3). MSIs use an average of five different 
communications methods to communicate with stakeholders, with 85% using Focal Points within partner/member entities, 
while the publication of an annual report was the least commonly used tool (56% of MSIs). MSIs also publish quarterly 
online newsletters, research publications, and organise webinars. 
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Figure (right): The proportion of MSIs using different types of stakeholder 
communication tools (reproduced from Reuter in review).

MSIs must communicate with stakeholders at 
all levels of seniority. Having a charismatic and 
competent senior leader is crucial to the 
success of an MSI, as is the need for 
engagement and networking at the working 
level. 

Having a strategic approach to stakeholder 
engagement can increase MSI momentum. 
There are lessons to be learned from private 
sector start ups including ‘customer discovery’ 
tools and the use of a ‘marketing funnel’ to 
identify and on-board more supporters.

4.2 STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES
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4.2 STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES
Engaging with stakeholders: MSI engagement 
channels
High investment in MSI stakeholder engagement 
channels can be a ‘win-win’. Good engagement can 
increase stakeholder buy-in, can lead towards 
consensus building, and helps spread norms. It can also 
help with trust building and minimise misunderstandings. 
For example, MSIs can sometimes be seen to be 
competing with their membership for finite resources or 
funding; in these situations, strong engagement is 
important for building trust and reducing conflict. 

With good stakeholder engagement, MSIs gain the real 
(or perceived) legitimacy and mandate needed to 
represent the collective interests of their stakeholders. 
They can also become strong actors in their own right, 
contributing to the further development of their 
respective treaties and agreements. 

Good stakeholder engagement results from a 
combination of culturally-acceptable dialogue using 
different types of ‘spaces’ (see next page). In these 
spaces, stakeholders feel heard and understand their 
role in the wider engagement process. 

Good engagement needs to balance aspirational vision 
building with pragmatic solutions development. MSIs 
should not over-estimate the degree of alignment across 
stakeholders when it comes to the MSI’s mission, vision, 
and purpose. In other words, MSIs that assume they 
have ‘finished’ the job of stakeholder alignment are likely 
over-estimating how aligned stakeholders are with their 
work. Good M&E frameworks (see Section 4.3) can help 
articulate the limits of an MSI’s remit. 

Transparency is important. Many MSIs, especially in the 
launch and early growth phases, lack transparent 
reporting due to lack of staff capacity, lack of M&E/
impact data, or fear of ‘looking unsuccessful’. 
Transparent reporting and communicating is, however, 
crucial to long-term success; donors demand it and other 
stakeholders will question whether MSIs have a strong 
‘business case’. This may be why MSIs that manage to 
reach the maturation phase tend to have transparent 
communication and engagement systems in place.
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Public Space

Where a diversity of viewpoints 
and discourses interact (ideally) 

without legal restriction.

Figure (above): “The deliberative system” (reproduced from Zanella et al. 2018).
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Figure (below): “A multi-dimensional view of inclusion: Access, Involvement, 
and Influence” (reproduced from Delgado and Perez-Aleman 2021).

4.2 STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Table (above): “Characteristics of Meeting Spaces” (reproduced from 
Delgado and Perez-Aleman 2021) 

Space Characteristics
Plenary Public space used to formalise a decision in intergovernmental meetings.
Contact Groups Spaces formed within intergovernmental meetings outside the main Plenary to bring governments with an interest in a 

particular issue of a legal text that caused disagreement.
Virtual Spaces created in between intergovernmental meetings for the submission of views via electronic statement or to 

address specific questions previously mandated by governments.
Expert Groups Spaces requested by governments to clarify ambiguous issues in between intergovernmental meetings, providing 

recommendations for Parties.
Advisory Committee Spaces created to assist the Parties and the Secretariat in solving issues for the development of programs and tools for 

the implementation of a protocol, providing recommendations for Parties.
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Figure (above): “Diagrammatic representation of the relationship between 
legitimacy and efficiency” (reproduced from Vallejo and Hauselmann 2004)  

4.2 STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES
Tradeoffs between speed, legitimacy, and resource in stakeholder communication + engagement
Communicating and stakeholder engagement can take a lot of MSI resource. Each new communication channel will 
require additional time to manage and cultivate. Deciding which communication channels will provide a good ‘return-on-
investment’ is important. A stakeholder analysis matrix (see figure below) can help determine which stakeholders are most 
important to target. 

There is also a tradeoff between speed of engagement and the legitimacy of an MSI’s work. The optimum level of 
stakeholder participation which ensures high legitimacy and acceptable speed/progress is visualised in the figure below. 
Finally,  for communication and engagement to be effective, it needs to be tightly linked to the MSI’s work on impact 
tracking (see Section 4.3).

Figure (above): “Stakeholder analysis matrix” (reproduced from Vallejo and 
Hauselmann 2004)  



Decision-making structures and policies
Transparent and formalised decision-making structures 
and policies are crucial for good MSI functioning. These 
structures and policies need to consider all levels of the 
MSI governance (see Section 4.1). They also need to: 

1) Be agreed to and understood by stakeholders, 
including clear ‘rules of engagement’ for stakeholders. 

2) Be ‘road tested’ to ensure they work in real life. 

3) Consider, and if relevant adjust for, power dynamics 
that exist between different types of stakeholders (e.g., 
donors vs. beneficiaries; developed countries vs. 
developing countries). 

4) Consider the longer-term impacts several years into 
the future, including unintended consequences. 

5) Build in natural revision cycles where decision-making 
structures and policies are revisited to ensure they 
remain fit for purposes (see Section 4.3). 

It is common for MSIs to have unequal power sharing 
among its stakeholders, if not on paper then in practice. 
In some cases, founding organisations want to maintain 

control over the MSI. In other cases, funding is seen to 
buy closer access and control.  

Unequal power sharing can be positive and negative. 
Where it is planned for, it can be a strategic choice made 
by MSIs. For example, a founding institution may continue 
being a ‘champion’ for an MSI. As another example, the 
implementation of membership fees can be used to 
provide more access and control to stakeholders who are 
willing to invest in the MSI, in exchange for secured 
funding. Where unequal power sharing is not planned for, 
or not publicly disclosed, however, it can be problematic 
for the MSI. At the extreme, it can lead to politicisation of 
the MSI where the MSI is a proxy tool controlled by 
individual stakeholders to fulfil their aims at the exclusion 
of other stakeholders.
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“The donor is not a party to the convention, but it wields more 
power than the parties. This is what happens when observer 

parties are also large donors; they end up being able to 
influence the secretariat because their money is paying for 

things in the secretariat.” 

EXPERT ON MSI ENGAGEMENT, INCLUDING ADVISING FORTUNE 
500 COMPANIES ON THEIR ENGAGEMENT

4.2 STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES



4.3 MEASURING + COMMUNICATING IMPACT
Most MSIs are launched without basic Monitoring & 
Evaluation (M&E) structures in place (Reuter in review). 
At launch, two-thirds (66%) of MSIs have no theory of 
change, more than half (55%) lack a strategic plan, four-
out-of-ten lack an M&E framework (76%), and nine-out-of-
ten (90%) lack baseline data needed to later show impact 
of their activities (Reuter in review). This, despite more than 
half of MSIs being launched at large events including 
including United Nations conferences and many working 
on a global scale (Reuter in review).  

MSIs often go years without adequate monitoring 
systems. Though MSIs often have more governance 
structures in place a two-three years post-launch – at 
which point seven-out-of-ten have a Senior/Executive 
Leader, an advisory board/steering committee, office, and 
funding for one year of activities secured – most continue 
to lack basic impact evaluation and M&E structures (Reuter 
in review). In addition, only two-thirds of MSIs use formal 
or informal feedback and learning systems to update 
governance systems or programs of work (Reuter in 
review). 

Poor M&E systems can be indicative of wider issues 
within the MSI. This includes a lack of organisational 

culture for learning, loss of organisational vision or 
purpose, loss of momentum, rigid systems that do not 
allow for adjustments in approach, or turnover in donors 
(and therefore changing or inconsistent donor reporting 
requirements). 

Measuring the impact of MSIs is difficult (Escobar-
Pemberthy and Ivanova 2020), but not impossible. Good 
M&E systems require investment (e.g., hiring M&E experts) 
and senior leadership that prioritises impact tracking and 
adaptive management. 

26

“One of the things that has been a constraint is 
that previously, the [UN Agency - name 

redacted] has not liked to make countries look 
bad. It is difficult to pick out goodies and 

baddies. But this has shifted. People are happy 
to be more transparent than they were 

previously.” 

SENIOR LEADER WITHIN AN MSI 
PARTNERED WITH THE UN



4.3 MEASURING + COMMUNICATING IMPACT
Impact of M&E systems on MSI functioning
Good M&E systems underpin almost all other aspects of 
MSI functioning. For example: 

1) Fundraising and resource mobilisation: M&E is crucial 
for conveying the impact of the MSI to donors, especially 
where there is skepticism about value-for-money. 

2) Communication and momentum building: Good M&E 
systems can help MSIs tell a story about their work; it can 
help MSIs ‘control the narrative’. In the absence of fit-for-
purpose M&E structures, MSI success is typically measured 
through increases in membership or market share and 
where there is a lack of momentum, this communicates to 
donors and partners – whether true or not – that an MSI is 
not a ‘success’ (Riisgaard et al. 2020). Therefore, having a 
strong M&E system with appropriate indicators can help 
MSIs tell a more accurate and nuanced ‘story’. 

3) M&E data can help MSIs make strategic changes early 
in their growth to maximise their impact. M&E data can 
help MSIs identify areas of lower impact, and communicate 
these to stakeholders. This builds transparency and 
accountability, which are crucial to moving into the 

‘maturation’ phase. It is also important for capturing 
institutional history. 

4) Where an MSI requires stakeholders to implement 
changes or take action, game theory predicts that there 
will be low compliance when strong monitoring is absent 
(e.g., Pitakdumrongkit 2017). In these cases, monitoring 
should not be seen as a ‘nice to have’ but a 'must have’.
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“Do industry players think that just by joining 
the initiative, they’ve done enough? Joining 
the initiative should just be the beginning. 

All of these [MSIs] are run on shoestring 
budgets and have huge targets and huge 

expectations. Getting members to buy into this 
agenda is difficult.” 

SENIOR LEADER OF AN MSI WORKING 
ACROSS 400+ PRIVATE SECTOR ENTITIES
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Inputs

Outputs

Effectiveness

Impact

Monitoring &
Compliance
What has been invested?
What has been produced?

Evaluation
What progress has the
MSI made towards achieving
Its purpose?

Impact assessment
What long-term sustainable
changes have occurred?
How did the MSI contribute
to these?

Inputs

Figure (above): “Assessments of effectiveness and impact occur 
further down the results chain than effects to monitor inputs and 
outputs” (reproduced from Brockmyer & Fox 2015).

Processes Outputs Outcomes Impact

Assumption Assumption Assumption Assumption

Causal path 
and evidence

Causal path 
and evidence

Causal path 
and evidence

Causal path 
and evidence

Figure (above): “A theory of change can be tested by considering the assumptions behind each link in the 
result chain and then evaluating the evidence supporting those links” (reproduced from Brockmyer & Fox 2015).

4.3 MEASURING + 
COMMUNICATING IMPACT
Using visualisations to convey M&E processes + MSI functions
Once an MSI has developed its M&E framework, it needs to be put into a 
format that others can understand. Many MSIs struggle with this (see 
Section 4.2), and this may be part of the reason why many MSIs lack 
transparency to stakeholders about their inputs, outputs, effectiveness and 
impact (see figure on the left). 

Using visuals to communicate with stakeholders can be a powerful tool. 
While this can often require specialised graphic design and communications 
expertise, smaller MSIs can nevertheless learn from other initiatives; 
inspiration from larger MSIs in terms of good visual communication is easy to 
access through simple online searches. Examples are included here and on 
the following page.
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Figure (above): Visualisation of attendance at General Assemblies of the 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (reproduced from Kruuse et al. 2019).

Figure (above): Process mapping of meeting spaces to illustrate engagement by Indigenous Peoples in an Informal 
Advisory Group (Delgado & Perez-Aleman 2021);  
Figure (below): Visualisation of the Shear Programme’s activities (source: http://www.shear.org.uk/about/home.html)

Figure (above): The Open Government Partnership 
“theory of change includes a cycle between key actors at 
the national level and the national action plan cycle” 
(figure taken from Brockyer & Fox 2015).

4.3 MEASURING + COMMUNICATING IMPACT
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