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Public Goods, Sustainable Development and the
Contribution of Business

This book provides an expansive review of the public goods theme and highlights the inherent linkage between
sustainable development and corporate responsibility for improving the current and future welfare of
communities both at home and abroad. The main proposition here is that sustainable development is focused
on preserving and maintaining public goods. Consequently, whoever uses public goods is liable for their
preservation, their maintenance, and, where they are underdeveloped, for their expansion. Successful delivery,
both now and in the future, depends on a positive relationship of the public sector with the private sector. This
book will serve to stimulate discussions of scholars and policy makers in the field of sustainable development
with business leaders, and will close the gap between the public and the private sectors by building a common
understanding and common methodologies for implementing and measuring sustainable development in the
macro- and the micro-spheres.
A Word from the Authors
The mainstream discussion on sustainable development very often does not expose that securing sustainable
development is equal to providing, preserving and maintaining public goods. Also, we hear repeatedly that
businesses cause harm to the environment and to social structures, and that, if they act otherwise, this only comes
from their self-interest. This rhetoric jeopardizes social coherence and delays progress in the economic, the
ecological and the social spheres of life. The book wishes to use a different manifestation: For achieving lasting
outcomes in the endeavour to promote sustainability, businesses, individuals and state actors must participate
fully in communal efforts on all levels without preconditions.
While the relatively large number of titles on Public Goods which came come out until 2020 shows that there is a
demand for the topic, most of the authors largely focus on one perspective of the issue. Nobel-laureate Jean
Tirole gives a representation of the socio-economic concept, and the book of the famous American management
authority Philip Kotler, which bears the sub-title of “Strategies for Businesses, Governments and Non-profits”,
mainly narrates examples of well-known leaders to emphasize the need for action. Our team of authors, by
contrast, approaches the topic from various angles, not least from the dimension of measuring. The idea is to
offer a holistic conception that covers the macro- and the micro-economic, the political and the developmental
aspects and that shows which range of action is available at different levels of decision-making and what
outcomes they may provide.
When relating the topic of public goods to the sustainable development agenda, a multitude of perspectives needs
to be dealt with – apart from the economic, the social and the ecological perspectives, they are the ethical, the
institutional and the measurement dimension. All of these are interlinked, as are the endeavours for sustainable
development by businesses, governments and international institutions. While this is not new, the formats of
these linkages and interdependencies – and the consequences of such interconnectedness – have not been
exhibited in a comprehensive way like the one that is offered by our book.
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Critical Praise
“The book admirably serves the purpose of framing and shaping the public and commercial discourse
on their use of public goods. It provides a uniquely accessible understanding of how current use and
costing needs to change to strike the best approach to balancing economic vitality today while
protecting future generations and preserving our planet’s resources for our descendants.”
Jerome Katz,
Brockhaus Chair of Entrepreneurship, Chaifetz School of Business, Saint Louis University
“The pandemic that washed over the globe in 2020 demonstrated that the provision of public goods
is still central to civilized societies. Businesses have a share in this, and their contribution is
essential to achieving sustainable development. This book provides a grounded and topical
approach to understanding how business can contribute to public goods and help achieve the vision
for 2030.”
Jerry Davis, Gilbert and Ruth Whitaker Professor of Management, Professor of Sociology,
Michigan Ross School of Business
“A very timely and unique perspective on how sustainability matters in the use of public goods
by consumers and producers. I particularly appreciated the message that businesses have a
social responsibility in the use (and abuse) of public goods.”
Jagdish N. Sheth,
Charles H. Kellstadt Professor of Business, Goizueta Business School, Emory University
“At last! A book that makes business a critical element of the conversation about sustainable
development in a multi-institutional environment.”
Edward Freeman, Professor, The Darden School, University of Virginia
“The themes of the book are all key contributors to attaining the Sustainable Development Goals. This
book is timely and provides a holistic view on the link between public goods, sustainable
development and the crucial contribution of business, as well as providing clear guidance on a way
forward in addressing global challenges.”
Victor van Vuuren,
Director, Enterprises Department, International Labour Organisation
“There is an enormous gap between the macro-ambition of creating public goods and the microtranslation of this ambition in relevant business strategies. This book clearly serves the purpose of
that translation, not in the least by showing how the SDG agenda of the United Nations creates a
platform for this endeavor. We need to step up the pace.”
Rob van Tulder,
Professor of International Business-Society Management at Rotterdam School of
Management, Erasmus University
About the Authors
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Why is Our Book So Important NOW?

The world is facing unprecedented challenges: Global warming, shortages of essential resources, global
pandemics, accelerations in technology and globalization, etc., which will require a multi-disciplinary
approach to address these world conditions. The biggest problems today and in the future are not local or
national problems, but “global problems” which will require “global solutions” e.g., climate, trade,
technology, migration, contagion, etc.
Most recently the world has been engulfed in a “global pandemic” and countries that have proven to be
successful at flattening the curve and reducing the prevalence of the CoVid-19 virus are those countries
that formed strong alliances between the public and governmental sectors and the private business sector.
The many crises facing the world today and, in the future, will require a new definition of the “Common
Good” which will require collaborations between ALL sectors of society and throughout ALL parts of the
world.
The “Public Goods” or the provision of what enables ‘collective wellbeing’ and ‘social/economic progress’
will increasingly become “central” to countries political discussions regarding their nation’s future and
their role in the world.
For the world to sustain itself and grow in the future, each country (government and individual citizens)
and each business must become ‘open’ to the manifold flows of innovations and be able to quickly respond
to the varied crisis that they and others will be confronted with – this will require the creation of large
coalitions of public and private sectors.
Health, education, the internet, job opportunities, justice, peace, and more are all public goods on which
survival of mankind depends. The present and future generations only will survive if our communities, out
towns, our factories, our schools, and our countries work collaboratively together.
There is a NEW COVENANT between the public and the private sectors which is based on mutual respect
between governments, civil society organizations and businesses, who ALL share a responsibility to each
other. As part of this new covenant, businesses are moving from a shareholder model to a stakeholder
model where businesses are engaged in business practices that benefit all stakeholders within and outside
the organization.
The goal of sustainable development which is, according to the Gro Brundtland definition “meeting the
needs of the present generation without compromising the ability to future generations to meet their
needs”, can only be achieved if no one is left behind and if all sectors of society are included in collaborating
for this goal.

Who is the Book For?
Academics, government officials (local and national), policy makers, international organizations, non-profit
agencies, local and national business leaders, and any individual who is concerned with the future of the
world.

What Does the Book Do?
The Book explains the interconnectedness of social, economic, and political phenomena and how they
collectively relate to “public goods”. The book further explains how and why business firms exert a critical
influence on sustainable development, as well as the various definitions and classifications of the public
goods concept.

How Should Our Book be Used?
Our book can be used as primary teaching tool or as a supplemental list of readings for university classes,
seminars, and workshops given by both public and private entities. The book provides material on:
□
□
□
□
□

How to conceptualize the public goods construct from a sociological, pollical and economic
perspective and enumerates classical and contemporary examples.
How to relate corporate responsibility to the sustainable development goals and gives
practical cases on how businesses and public authorities commonly provide public goods.
The value system on which to base preferences/dimensions in public goods decisions.
How public goods can be measured in public statistics and business reporting.
The multiple capital paradigm inherent in corporate performance on a triple bottom line that
includes the cost of public goods usage.
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PREFACE
Conflicting means and common goals:
The promotion of public goods and services

Public goods include the goods and services that are used by the members of a given nation or society
and can be provided by both public entities as well as private sources. These goods and services are usually
not for profit in nature and generally are available to all and don’t exclude individuals from using them.
Almost all nations of the world provide public goods and services to varying degrees. Although the public
expects the ongoing provision of public goods such as roads, defense, the legal system, police, education,
etc., it is during times of crisis when the need for, and the emphasis on, receiving these goods and
services are greatest. In the last decade in particular, we have seen many events that have demanded a
need for public services and goods as a result of natural disasters, such as hurricanes in the U.S, tsunamis
in East Asia, earthquakes in Italy or manmade disasters such as the influx of migrants from war-torn
regions and the great economic recession in 2007/2008 when almost all the nations of the world were
impacted by the financial downturn. However, no event, albeit since the Second World War, has
challenged nations greater to provide public goods and services than the coronavirus pandemic that has
ravaged all nations of the world. The effects of this pandemic, compared to previous worldwide events (wars,
diseases, etc.), are yet to be fully realized and understood; however, there is no doubt that the CoVID-19
pandemic will not only change how we work and live around the world, but will surely change how we
provide public goods and services in the future.
The title of this preface is: “Conflicting means and common goals: The promotion of public goods
and services.” With this I wish to reflect the historical antagonism between the means employed by public
and private entities and the increasing reality that although public and private entities address issues
differently and might have a different mission, there are “common goals” in regard to the promotion of
public goods and services. Beyond what has previously been said, there are several reasons that have
contributed to the fact that public goods and services rank high on many countries’ political agendas. To
name a few reasons why the topic is gaining prominence: The rise of deficit spending and expansionary
monetary policy worldwide; the financial sector disconnecting from the real economy through
interconnected global markets; persisting and increasing social inequalities among the world’s nations;
and the growth in environmental pollution around the world.
The efforts needed to address these issues, as well as future issues like climate change, water
shortages, population growth, etc., will require a different socio-economic model that goes beyond
market-oriented policies driven by special interests, but rather a model where policies reflect established
linkages between the public and private sectors. These factors make the book Public Goods, Sustainable
Development and the Contribution of Business a timely and welcome addition. This book offers a thorough
interdisciplinary analysis of how public and private entities can work together on the delivery of public
goods and services to meet the growing needs of society in all sectors. This book, which is based on a very
structured theoretical reflection and supported by practical cases and examples, further provides a
valuable inventory of the various reforms currently under way.
Historically, the study of business and economics has controversially discussed the arguments
for or against non-market approaches to any economic activity, especially in the delivery of public goods.
One of the reasons for this controversy stems from the fact that many business and economic practices
cannot be reduced to a simplistic contrast between market and public goods. Similarly, a dichotomous
contrast between individual private activity and collective public activity is equally simplistic. Business
activities are delivered in a variety of forms, ranging from social operational patterns to the establishment
of efficient markets.
Therefore, any delimitation of the field of economics and business activities deserves special
attention. While for some, any social fact can be analyzed by economic science, for others this discipline
has a limited scope. For the former, economics is a discipline like physics, and their normative
implications have to be strictly treated separately from its scientific analysis. For the others, economics
remains a social science, and their normative implications have to be explicitly part of it. The authors of
this book clearly and potently follow the latter perspective. However, this perspective can also lead to
extreme positions.
One may designate economics and business activities as the science of social action par
excellence; another may seek to demonstrate that it cannot recommend public policy in a neutral and
independent way according to objective criteria. To resolve this, this book helps policy makers better
understand the linkages and boundaries between goods and services provided by the market and those
provided by non-market mechanisms, such as the public and third sectors. This book, in its discussion of
social collaboration models defines what and how much of those goods have to be provided by the different
mechanisms.
In the early chapters of the book, the authors present the current definition of public goods and
services which is based on the criteria of non-rivalry and non-exclusion, which on face value contrast
with the principles of competition and prices being set by the supply and demand dynamics of the market.
In that sense, they are justified as markets fail to fulfill such criteria. However, market failures must be
considered when comparing these failures with the failures of politics which is needed in order to
provide public goods and services. These failures are starkly present when looking at the countries
that have and have not been successful in fighting CoVID-19. Also, in this pandemic we have seen the
importance of public policies and the provision of public goods and services (this would be a leading
indicator), while countries that have failed in this, have seen significant failures in market and economic
conditions (a lagging indicator).
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It is an established fact that one of the foremost objectives of collaboration in society is the maintenance
and expansion of public goods. For this objective to be achieved, businesses, individuals and state
actors must participate fully in communal efforts without preconditions. Hence, one of the necessary
requirements is to stop the often-stated criticism against business by NGOs and not-for-profit entities
which allude to the assumed focus of the private sector as being only concerned about their self- interest.
While it is assumed that many individuals act in self-interest, this pursuit of self-interest can work
advantageously in the delivery of public goods and services, which ultimately promote sustainable
development. Giving an example, this book highlights the importance of economic criteria favoring costbenefit analysis that make it possible to compare market and non-market solutions.
Public goods and services constitute the guarantee for each citizen, regardless of his/her social
position, to have access to essential goods and services which serve the common interest. This is the
reason why we generally speak of universal public goods and services, of which a clear illustration is
the preservation of the natural environment. This is in fact both the expression of the general interest of
the community and the means given by the state to constitute economic, social, territorial and cultural
cohesion within its borders. The concept of public goods and services thus makes the link both between
the individual and society, and between the economy and its social context.
Any modern study of business and economics contrasts the different tools that are available for
correcting market failures, but mainstream textbooks still remain skeptical about the view that public goods
and services are the best possible correction of market failures. However, there is a consensus on the need
for individual actions, and that varied incentives can be used to change human behavior. This can certainly
gain in relevance if it recognizes the value judgments on which conclusions are based. Moreover,
theorists and practitioners should accept the fundamental role of public goods and services, as they
provide essentials for citizens, who cannot make free choices as long as they are constrained by
discrimination, lack of education, health and exclusion, as well as exposure to pollution. Society should
ensure social cohesion and promote the feeling of belonging to a community. It has to find a balance
between the private
interest and the public good in adopting a policy which relies on the complementary functions of
private and public goods and services. In order to be effective and balanced from the point of view of the
territory and the management of common resources, such a policy has to be implemented both spatially
and over time.
The boundaries of the public and the private spheres are tenuous, and there has never been an ethical
foundation for separating these spheres. From that perspective, this book highlights the growing changes
in mission of many businesses and their renewed focus on the greater stakeholder models which move
beyond the shareholders concept to include all members of society. If the provision of public goods and
services is understood as a sort of safeguard of the common good, bringing together the two old economic
traditions which are the positivist one and the moral one, the public goods concept will be the necessary
social compact binder between what is generally confined either to the private or to the public sectors,
and this may be able to reduce many of the social tensions which we observe all over.
This book and others are needed to continue the urgent discussion on the role of the business
sector in the provision of public goods and services, as well as on the tangible value-added benefits that are
gained by both the public and
private entities alike. Also, all that is needed is that the perception of businesses as being only profit-seeking
entities be revised as world leaders work collaboratively with private and public organizations to address
the needed reforms that contribute to the long-term sustainability of our world.

Beat Bürgenmeier, Professor Emeritus at the University of
Geneva
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