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Summary

Researchers, policymakers and the representatives of
international organisations increasingly use the term
“social contract” to describe relations between societal
groups and a state. The United Nations (UN) Secretary-
General, for example, has declared that “now is the time
to renew the social contract between Governments and
their people and within societies” in his report Our
common agenda (UN, 2021, p. 5). Likewise, the
Director General of the International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO) has recently issued a report Towards a
renewed social contract (ILO, 2024).

The question is whether all those applying the term
“social contract” have a common understanding of its
meaning. We suggest defining a social contract as the
“entirety of explicit or implicit agreements between all
relevant societal groups and the sovereign (i.e. the
government or any other actor in power), defining their
rights and obligations toward each other” (Loewe, Zintl,
& Houdret, 2021). Today, all countries with some form
of government have national social contracts, but there
are wide variations between them. For instance, some
social contracts are more inclusive than others, giving
more rights to society. Some treat different societal
groups differently, depending on their respective
power and the interests of the government. And,
crucially, only some social contracts consider, at least
to some degree, the interests of those who are, by
definition or because of their limited power, unable to
voice their concerns in any renegotiation of the social
contract — children, future generations, the environ-
ment, foreigners and marginalised social groups.

“Common Goals”

Conceptualising a New Role for
International Organisations

Markus Loewe & Tina Zintl

The UN Secretary-General’s report rightly complains
that people in many countries feel increasingly aliena-
ted from the social contract (UN, 2021, p. 22) and that
social contracts ignore the rights of future generations.
In many countries, social contracts give rights to some
influential groups in society to use available resources
without consideration for less powerful groups, future
generations and environmental concerns.

International organisations thus have four important
roles to play. First, they can support the national
process of social contract renegotiations: ease the
dialogue between all interest groups inside member
countries, encourage the involvement of less powerful
actors and provide neutral and open fora for the
negotiations. Second, they can engage in a dialogue
with member states that are reluctant to reform social
contracts, emphasising that such reform can mitigate or
help to prevent terrorism, violent protest and mass
migration. Third, international organisations can
prepare themselves to get involved when shocks
happen in particular member countries and use the
momentum to foster substantial reforms. Fourth, inter-
national organisations should continue building supra-
national social contracts. All too often, the parties of
national social contracts negotiate unsustainable
rules at national level that, for instance, expose
workers to health hazards or harm the environment,
with the argument that they have to be able to
compete with other countries. International agree-
ments are therefore important to establish minimum
norms and standards, prevent a race to the bottom and
reinforce multilateralism.
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Introduction

In 2021, the United Nations Secretary-General
published his vision for the future of global
cooperation in a report entited Our common
agenda (UN, 2021). He declared that “now is the
time to renew the social contract between Govern-
ments and their people and within societies” (UN,
2021, p. 5). A whole chapter of the report deals
with the issue without, however, elaborating in
detail on the meaning of the term “social contract”.
Likewise, the ILO’s plea for human-centred eco-
nomics (2024 ) envisions “a robust social contract”
without clearly defining it. In the following, we
(i) propose a concept to fill this gap in conceptual
clarity, (ii) discuss the reasons why the calls by
international organisations for new social
contracts are justified, (iii) make suggestions for
the shape of such a new concept and how it could
come into being and (iv) consider what role the
United Nations (UN) system and other supra-
national organisations can play in such a process.

Conceptualising social contracts

To our knowledge, the term “social contract” was
first used by European state philosophers in the
17th and 18th centuries: Thomas Hobbes, John
Locke and others. From their perspective, a social
contract is something good by definition because
it helps to overcome what they call the “state of
nature” without a state, which is marked by
anarchy and lack of security. People are willing to
accept a government that provides for peace and
security, based on a social contract concluded
between free people. The state is thus formed by
participatory action of citizens entering such a
contract, which is meant to provide property rights,
public peace and security in society (Hobbes,
1651; Locke, 1689). Yet, these state philosophers
neglected the fact that different societal groups
have different concerns and hence different
interests in the state. Affluent people want the
state to deliver, first of all, protection of their lives
and property against internal and external threats.
They are interested in a powerful police and army.
Less privileged people, in turn, aspire mainly to

the provision of some degree of social justice:
financial support during crises and some sharing
of welfare. And the state philosophers also did not
strongly emphasise how important political
participation is for all social groups in order to
assert their interests.

The term “social contract” may have been coined
by European thinkers but the idea behind it is well
known in many parts of the world. For instance,
the Mahavastu, a canonical Buddhist text from the
second century, identified that “people [...] de-
cided to appoint one man from among them to
maintain order in return for a share of the produce
of their fields and herds” (Al-Basham, 1954, p. 83).
Contractarian thought in the Muslim world goes
back to the holy Qur'an itself, which establishes a
sacred contract (‘aqd) between Allah and the
muslimin, who submit to the amir al-mu’minin
(leader of the believers) as Allah’s representative
on earth. This reciprocal solidarity between indi-
viduals and the community leader was also
described by 14th century Muslim thinker Ibn
Khaldun (Krieg, 2017).

The question today is much less whether a
country has a social contract or not. All countries
with a functioning government have some kind of
social contract. The issue is rather (i) what the
respective tasks of government and society are
in these different social contracts (Heydemann,
2007; Kaplan, 2015) and (ii) who and what
decides whether a given social contract is
effective and beneficial.

Various authors have therefore focused on ways
to improve social contracts or replace them with
better ones. However, many of them have a very
specific understanding of what a “better” social
contract would be and are strongly led by their
own convictions (e.g. Al-Razzaz, 2013; Devarajan
& Mottaghi, 2015; Shafik, 2021; Weale, 2013; ).

We suggest, instead, defining social contracts in a
non-normative way as the “entirety of explicit or
implicit agreements between all relevant societal
groups and the sovereign (i.e. the government or
any other actor in power), defining their rights and
obligations toward each other” (Loewe, Zintl, &
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Houdret, 2021). Societal groups can be social
classes, ethnic or religious communities, interest
groups, groups of employees, populations in
different geographic regions, genders or age
cohorts, and other groupings that people belong
to, feel part of or identify with. In terms of labour
markets, for example, this can be private and
public entrepreneurs in their function as
employers, workers and employees, the self-
employed, the unemployed and people outside
the labour force. The term “society” would hence
include not only civil society but also the private
sector and citizens as individuals.

The involved parties judge the quality of their
social contract by the quite different items they
exchange, which can be grouped into several
categories. Governments can deliver the “three
Ps” (see Figure 1):

— Protection: individual and collective security
against internal and external threats (such as
military offenses from inside or outside the
country, criminality, terrorism or state terror) in
addition to legal security (such as the enforce-
ment of human and civil rights),

— Provision: extension of economic and social
services, including education, health care,
social protection, employment, infrastructure
(communication, transportation, utilities), a
good business climate (including competition
on markets) and resources (e.g. water, land).

— Participation by society in political decision-
making: free, fair and secret elections, open
public debates, free mass media and other

information channels (Loewe, Zintl, & Houdret,
2021).

In exchange, citizens (societal groups):

— recognise or at least tolerate the government in
power

— pay taxes

— invest in public goods (serve in the military,
engage with the local community etc.).

This give-and-take lends the government legiti-
macy. In the reverse case, if the government, the

citizens or both fail to deliver their duties, they
might turn to repressive or violent means in order
to stay in power or make their voice heard,
respectively.

The main goal of any social contract is thus to
establish a reasonable degree of certainty as to
the expectations of government and societal
actors regarding their respective rights and obliga-
tions towards each other, thereby contributing to
the stability of state—society relations. A social
contract could thus be considered as a good one
if it is effective in achieving this goal (Loewe et al.,
2024).

Alternatively, the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) are an internationally endorsed
framework of orientation and could therefore also
serve as an objective indicator for the quality of
social contracts. According to the UN Secretary-
General, “A vibrant social contract guarantees the
conditions for people to live a decent life, leaving
no one behind and enabling all to participate in
society, as promised in the 2030 Agenda.” (UN,
2021, p. 27). However, while the SDGs can give
us some orientation, they are not very helpful for
comparisons between different social contracts
because some countries may do better with
respect to some SDGs while others do better with
respect to other SDGs.

Therefore, we suggest a system-immanent logic.
It is based on the postulation that social contracts
are meant to serve, first of all, the involved parties:
the different societal groups and the government
of the concerned country. From an outsider’s
perspective, we can assume that any increase in
all three Ps constitutes an improvement for the
population, and that comparing the three Ps
across different social contracts (see Figure 2) can
provide an orientation of their main characteristics.
However, only people inside a country can decide
what is most important if there is a trade-off: more
protection, more provision or more participation.
Likewise, the contracting parties have to negotiate
themselves how additional amounts of the three
deliverables should be distributed across the
population.
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Figure 1: Deliverables in social contracts

Protection

Provision
(resources, infrastructure, social/economic
benefits, dependent on state capacity)

Participation
(in political decision making,

Narrative
(national narratives can generate identity, social cohesion, and stability
for the social contract)

Source: Loewe, Zintl, & Houdret (2021)

This definition and three Ps framework, which was
created in 2021, is fully in line with the starting
point of the report published by the UN Secretary-
General: “I see three foundations for a renewed
social contract fit for the twenty-first century: (a)
trust; (b) inclusion, protection and participation;
and (c) measuring and valuing what matters to
people and the planet.” (UN, 2021, p. 22). The
“trust” in the UN Secretary-General’'s statement
tallies with the recognition/toleration of the
government by citizens in  our concept
(institutional or horizontal trust) as well as the
mutual toleration of citizens and societal groups
(interpersonal or vertical trust) as a sign of
inclusionary social contract. The ‘“inclusion,
protection and participation” mentioned by the UN
Secretary-General (UN, 2021, p. 22) corresponds
to “provision, protection and participation” in our
concept.

generating state legitimacy)

Taxes and other obligations
(e.g., military or civil service)

(collective and individual security, incl. rule
of law, dependent on state authority)

Need for a social contract renewal

While social contracts nowadays exist in almost all
countries worldwide, they differ a lot across time
and space. The level of protection, provision and
participation granted by governments varies
according to the negotiating power of the
contracting partners. Figure 2 displays the three
Ps of countries in different world regions according
to a recently established social contract index,
which is based on indicators measuring the inputs
of governments into protection, provision and
participation (Loewe, El-Haddad, & Zintl, 2024). It
reveals that some governments deliver the three
Ps in large quantity and quality while others fall
short with regards to one or more of them. This
may lead to grievances in society and hence
political instability known as “state fragility” (Loewe
& Zintl, 2021).
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Figure 2: Protection, provision and participation in countries worldwide (around 2019)
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Source: Loewe, El-Haddad, & Zintl (2024)

The UN Secretary-General holds that symptoms
of state fragility are increasing in many countries:
“There is a growing disconnect between people
and the institutions that serve them, with many
feeling left behind and no longer confident that the
system is working for them, an increase in social
movements and protests and an ever deeper
crisis of trust fomented by a loss of shared truth
and understanding.” (UN, 2021, p. 22)

These trends can be due to various factors.
Societal groups in some countries may have the
impression that the social contract is not working
for them anymore, and governments should
reflect what they can do to relieve these concerns.
In some countries, better protection is the main
issue because people are vulnerable to growing
threats such as wars, terrorism, macro-economic
shocks and extreme weather events due to
climate change, and cannot take effective
measures against such risks. In other countries,
better provision is more important because
governments have reduced their spending on
social and economic services, or different groups
of the population have benefited in a selective or

discriminate way. Inequalities have risen with the
effect that some social groups feel increasingly
excluded (Bussolo et al.,, 2019), in particular
groups such as women (Zintl, 2023), people of old
age or with handicaps, people in rural areas, or
working poor or long-term unemployed with little
education. Here, governments might consider
investing in more equal opportunities such as
access to education, health, markets and
resources as well as social protection that
prevents people from falling into or being stuck in
poverty.

In other countries, yet again, better participation is
needed. It is a key state deliverable because
people feel alienated from the national social
contract if they do not have a say in it—in particular
if they believe that only a small elite has a say.
Some governments discriminately take the
interests of those influential groups into considera-
tion, which might be able to form resistance and
opposition. Equal and meaningful political
participation is also a vehicle to enforce the
request of different societal groups for better
protection and provision.
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Labour markets are an interesting example of a
field in which the interests of all contracting parties
have to be brought to the fore, and a compromise
on who delivers what must be found. The parties
are the government, public and private com-
panies, workers and employees and their families,
the self-employed and the unemployed. The
government is supposed to deliver, once again,
protection (e.g. safety at work rules, protection
against unfair dismissal), provision (e.g. training of
workers and employers, unemployment benefits,
protection of fair competition, enterprise finance)
and participation (e.g. social dialogue, responsive
industrial policymaking, freedom of collective
bargaining). However, employers also have a duty
to protect their workers against health risks,
provide them with fair pay and working conditions
and grant them the possibility of at least limited
participation in enterprise decision making, which
can improve the sense of responsibility of workers.
Workers, on their part, need to accept manage-
ment decisions, and to contribute by fulfilling the
agreed-on work tasks. Their representatives in
works councils, boards of directors and trade
unions, in particular, have a responsibility for the
long-term development of their companies and the
whole economy and should therefore not
exaggerate their wage and working condition
claims. The social pacts are thus “mini-social
contracts” that the bargaining partners have
concluded and, at the same time, are an
expression of explicit social contract regulations
for the labour market.

As in other policy fields, the main problem is that
some actors are not sitting at the table when the
social dialogue takes place. This holds for the
unemployed and people outside the labour force
— but also sometimes the self-employed, informal
employees in general and the dependants of
workers. In some countries, one of the negotiating
partners takes the interests of these groups into
account and brings them into the negotiations. For
example, in some cases, trade unions who
typically represent formal sector workers and
employees sometimes speak also on behalf of the
dependants of their members or the unemployed.

Sometimes, the self-employed establish their own
associations to make sure they are heard.
Government also should make sure that the
interests of these groups are not forgotten — in
addition to those of people outside the labour force
such as students or people with handicaps or of
an older age group. However, one group is often
neglected even in countries with a high level of
political participation: future generations.

In many policy fields, the interests of future
generations are also not taken into account
because they cannot participate in ongoing social
contract renegotiations. In other policy fields,
some negotiating parties interpret the interests of
future generations in their own interests, e.g. to
justify decisions on spending cuts in infrastructure
projects in order to decrease the national debt.
The problem is thus systemic and inherent in the
institution of the social contract. The problem is
particularly virulent in decisions taken on the
design of social insurance (where the active
population often finances the pensions of older
generations) or reinvestment in infrastructure,
education systems or climate change mitigation
and adaptation. Part of the dilemma that humanity
faces in terms of climate change and other
environmental degradation is that future
generations are not a party in today’s social
contracts, and yet today’s social contracts have
long-term effects on generations yet to be born.

The other part of the dilemma is the absence of
the environment itself in the negotiations. Animals
and plants, for example, are not a party in social
contracts either, with the effect that others nego-
tiate solutions at their expense and the expense of
the environment in general.

This insight has led UNRISD (2022) to call for the
development of “eco-social contracts” that con-
sider environmental goals just as much as social,
economic and political ones. The idea is to take a
longer-term perspective in the distribution of
limited resources.
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Emergence of new social
contracts

Most social contracts are amended from time to
time to take account of changes in the framework
conditions or the balance of power between the
contracting parties. Social contracts are meant to
stabilise state—society relations but this does not
mean that the relations are static. Social contracts
do fulfil their function best if they are flexible
enough to take account of such changes in state—
society relations. Otherwise, one of the parties
might terminate the contract. For example, society
could rebel against the government or even
overthrow it. Or the government could super-
impose a new social contract onto society and
enforce it by repression, propaganda and other
means. Propaganda can be a new narrative (see
Figure 1), for instance presenting the case that
only the government in office can save the
country.

Every social contract should therefore be regularly
reviewed for effectiveness and be amended if
necessary. ldeally, this process involves all
contracting parties, more and less influential ones,
as the UN Secretary-General wrote: “I invite all
countries to conduct inclusive and meaningful
national listening consultations so all citizens have
a say in envisioning their countries’ futures.” (UN,
2021, p. 4). What emerges from the negotiations
can vary greatly from one country to the other as
a result of differences in values and norms, the
framework conditions, the challenges ahead and
the composition of the contracting parties. Inter-
national organisations and other foreign donors
should respect the negotiation process and its
outcome and refrain from imposing a one-size-fits-
all solution on different countries. As already
mentioned, social contracts are meant to serve the
interests of their parties domestically and should
therefore only be assessed by them alone: “The
social contract originates at the subnational and
national levels, and its exact architecture is
unquestionably up to each society to determine.
However, any social contract also has a global
dimension.” (UN, 2021, p. 22)

Yet, the process tends to suffer from two short-
comings. First, as already mentioned, even some
of the most affected parties — notably future gen-
erations and the environment — cannot participate.
Second, in many countries not even core con-
tracting parties are adequately involved.

Most problematically, many countries do not
amend their social contract for long periods of time
even though some of its parties are increasingly
dissatisfied with it. Possible causes are (i) a lack
of joint vision and agreement of the contracting
parties (such as in Tunisia after the revolution in
2011), (ii) the resistance of powerful, internal
spoilers (e.g. authoritarian governments that are
able to co-opt influential societal groups and
repress all others such as in Egypt, sadly both
before and after the revolution in 2011) or (iii)
pressure exerted by external spoilers (hegemons
of the respective country such as Iran in Iraq or
Russia in Libya) (Loewe et al., 2024).

Nevertheless, the social contracts even in these
countries change sometimes. This change comes
often unexpectedly and abruptly because it tends
to be prompted by unpredicted shocks: a global
economic or domestic crisis, a pandemic, a
natural catastrophe (earthquake, tsunami, etc.),
an important event in a neighbouring country
(such as the Yasmin revolution in Tunisia that
triggered revolutions in other Arab countries),
international sanctions, pressure exerted by
foreign donors (such as the IMF’s conditionalities
imposed on Turkey in 2000 or when US President
George Bush Senior made further support of
Israel dependent on peace talks with the Pales-
tinians in 1992-93), or the military intervention of
a foreign power (such as the US invasion in Iraq).
These situations are critical junctures, where one
or more of the contracting parties must react to the
unpredicted shock. Often, they change their
previous course and amend the social contract.
Sometimes, though, observers expect such
change but it does not take place (such as in
Lebanon after the explosion in the port of Beirut).
Critical junctures of this kind are the moments
when international organisations have most
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leverage to influence the decisions of domestic
actors and thereby change the social contract
(Loewe et al., 2024).

International organisations, and multilateralism in
general, are perhaps most effective at reminding
contracting parties of their responsibility to include
the interests of future generations and the environ-
ment. Yet, the most organic changes in social
contracts are made from within, ensuring owner-
ship for the stipulated give-and-take. Despite their
shortcomings, roadmaps and strategies might still
be a promising instrument, even in autocratic
systems, provided they fulfil two conditions: (i)
they distribute the burden for (future) reforms
equally between all living generations and
between them and future generations and (ii) they
are indeed regularly evaluated, reviewed and
adapted if need be.

Options of international
organisations

International organisations that are willing to ease
the process of social contract amendments on the
national level have four options: to support na-
tional processes of social contract renegotiations;
to engage in a dialogue with member states that
are reluctant to reform social contracts; to prepare
for turning unexpected crises into windows of
opportunity; and to develop supra-national social
contracts.

Social contract renegotiations: The first option is
to inspire and support the dialogue between all
interest groups within member countries, en-
courage governments and more powerful societal
groups and organisations to involve also all those
actors that have not participated in social contract
negotiations yet. International organisations
should also facilitate the actual negotiations. In
particular, they could offer to provide neutral and
open fora for the discussions between the different
parties and support all of them in a neutral way in
the building of negotiation capacities. Tunisia is an
example of a country where this happened for a
couple of years. Different agencies have sup-
ported the government, the political parties, the

employers’ associations and the trade unions in
their preparations for a dialogue on economic and
social reform. The International Labour Organi-
zation (ILO) is in a particularly favourable position
to ease the social dialogue as a central part of
social contract renegotiations. Being a tripartite
organisation itself, it can easily encourage govern-
ments, employer associations and trade unions to
set up social pacts in the interests of their
countries that also incentivise or provide the
model for changes in the larger social contract.
Other international organisations have significant
roles to play as well. UNESCO can, for example
foster national dialogues on education reforms
that involve all parties: governments, child welfare
organisations, parent initiatives and others. In
addition, international organisations can make
suggestions on the selection of priority policy
fields where reform might be easy and beneficial
for everybody. In these fields, they can underpin
local priorities with international expertise.

Dialogue with member states: The second option
is to have a dialogue with the governments of
member countries that are reluctant to reform the
social contract at all or fast enough. International
organisations can use the argument that some
reform can be in the interest of all involved parties
in that it might prevent the discontent of dissatis-
fied groups from erupting into acts of terrorism,
violent protests, demonstrations or even civil war.
It might also reduce the brain drain caused by
well-educated, enterprising and agile people
emigrating — exactly the people countries need
most.

Get involved when shocks happen: The third
option is to be prepared for the fact that any kind
of shock puts the contracting parties in a country
under pressure with the effect that they have to
react. In these moments, international organisa-
tions have a role to play to remind key decision
makers about their responsibilities and grasp the
window of opportunity to change their course
towards sustainable paths of development and an
inclusive process of social contract renegotiation.
At the same time, shocks often place high
demands on resources that the government
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sometimes cannot meet. This can seriously
damage the social contract, and international
organisations and other donors have a potential
role in mobilising resources for coping with the
situation.

Supra-national social contracts: The fourth option
is to develop supra-national social contracts that
respect the sovereignty of member countries but
establish sustainable solutions for international
cooperation. The parties of social contracts on the
national level often try to negotiate solutions that
enable them to compete with other countries. As
a result, they are reluctant to take environmental
and social goals seriously into account — fearing
no consequences because neither the environ-
ment nor underprivileged groups have an influ-
ential voice in the negotiations. Far too often, it is
easy for other contracting parties to argue that
socially just and environmentally friendly solutions
are too expensive and hence hamper the ability of
the national economy to compete with other
national economies. Therefore, Sadiq and
Tsourapas (2023) call for a “transnational social
contract” regulating, for example, labour relations
on a global level. The ILO was established as the
risk of such an economic “race to the bottom” was

recognised. While the production factor, capital, is
relatively mobile, workers, especially those with
limited education, are not. Back in the late 19th
century, this dilemma led to the first initiatives for
the foundation of an international organisation that
would define minimum social standards of pro-
duction. Later established as ILO, its role was
perhaps never more contemporary than it is today.
If it succeeds in establishing at least elements of
an international social contract for the labour
market and the sphere of production that sets
social and environmental rules, it allows the
parties of national social contracts to take the
interest of the environment, less well-represented
and future generations more into consideration.
Other international organisations need to estab-
lish additional elements for the international social
contracts that can grow and develop further, and
turn the world into a set of actors with clear rules
on everyone’s rights and obligations, and certainty
in their expectation of a mutual give and take.
International organisations are best positioned to
turn the tide of single-handed national responses
into inclusive and just social contracts within the
planetary boundaries.




IDOS Policy Brief 7/2025

References

Al-Basham, A. (1954). The Wonder that was India: A survey of the culture of the Indian sub-continent before the
coming of the Muslims. Sidgwick and Jackson.

Al-Razzaz, O. (2013). The treacherous path towards a new Arab social contract. Issam Fares Institute for Public
Policy and International Affairs.
https://www.aub.edu.lb/ifi/Documents/public_policy/other/20131110_omar_razzaz_paper.pdf

Bussolo, M., et al. (2019). Toward a new social contract: Taking on distributional tensions in Europe and Central
Asia. World Bank.

Devarajan, S., & Mottaghi, L. (2015). Towards a new social contract (Middle East and North Africa Economic
Monitor, April 2015). World Bank. doi: 10.1596/978-1-4648-0608-7

Heydemann, S. (2007). Social pacts and the persistence of authoritarianism in the Middle East. In O. Schlumberger
(Ed.), Debating Arab authoritarianism: Dynamics and durability in non-democratic regimes (pp. 21-38). University
Press.

Hobbes, T. (1651). Leviathan. Penguin Books (reprint 1985).

ILO (International Labour Organization). (2024). Towards a renewed social contract: Report of the Director-General.
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-05/ILC112-1%28B%29-%5BCABINET-240423-001%5D-Web-EN_0.pdf

Kaplan, S. (2015). Fixing fragile states: A country-based framework. Norwegian Peacebuilding Resource Centre.
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/195226/2e81146a49414991579d841ab4a44532.pdf

Krieg, A. (2017). Socio-political order and security in the Arab world: From regime security to public security.
Palgrave McMillan.

Locke, J. (1689). Two treatises of government. Yale University Press (reprint 2003).

Loewe, M., El-Haddad, A., Furness, M., Houdret, A., & Zintl, T. (2024). Drivers of change in social contracts: Building
a conceptual framework. Mediterranean Politics, 1-27. https://doi.org/10.1080/13629395.2024.2379733

Loewe, M., El-Haddad, A., & Zintl, T. (2024). Operationalising social contracts: Towards an index of government
deliverables (IDOS Discussion Paper 8/2024). IDOS. https://doi.org/10.23661/idp8.2024

Loewe, M. & Zintl, T. (2021). State fragility, social contracts and the role of social protection: Perspectives from the
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Social Sciences 10(12), 1-23. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci10120447

Loewe, M., Zintl, T., & Houdret, A. (2021). The social contract as a tool of analysis: Introduction to the special issue
on “Framing the evolution of new social contracts in Middle Eastern and North African countries”. World
Development 145. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2020.104982

Sadiq, K., & Tsourapas, G. (2023). The transnational social contract in the Global South. International Studies
Quarterly, 67(4), sqad088. https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqad088

Shafik, M. (2021). What we owe each other: A new social contract for a better society. Princeton University Press.

UN (United Nations). (2021). Our common agenda: Report of the Secretary-General.
https://www.un.org/en/content/common-agenda-report/#download

UNRISD (United Nations Research Institute for Social Development). (2022). Crises of inequality: Shifting power
for a new eco-social contract. UNRISD.

Weale, A. (2013). Democratic justice and the social contract. Oxford University Press.

Zintl, T. (2023). Feminist development policy for more inclusive social contracts. D+C, July, 32-33.

10



Professor Dr Markus Loewe is Head (interim) of the research department “Transformation of Economic and Social
Systems” at the German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) in Bonn.

Email: markus.loewe@idos-research.de

Dr Tina Zintl is a Senior Researcher in the research department “Transformation of Economic and Social Systems” at
IDOS.

Email: tina.zinti@idos-research.de

The German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) is institutionally financed by the Federal Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), based on a resolution of the German Bundestag, and the state of North
Rhine-Westphalia (NRW) as a member of the Johannes-Rau-Forschungsgemeinschaft (JRF).

Suggested citation:
Loewe, M., & Zintl, T. (2025). Social contracts and the UN’s “Common Goals”: conceptualising a new role for international
organisations (IDOS Policy Brief 7/2025). Bonn: IDOS. https://doi.org/10.23661/ipb7.2025

Disclaimer:
The views expressed in this paper are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the
German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS).

D)y
Except otherwise noted, this publication is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0). You are free to
copy, communicate and adapt this work, as long as you attribute the German Institute of Development and Sustainability
(IDOS) gGmbH and the author(s).

IDOS Policy Brief / German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) gGmbH

ISSN (Print) 2751-4455
ISSN (Online) 2751-4463

DOI: https://doi.org/10.23661/ipb7.2025 e s

c 0000080
© German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) gGmbH +000000 -
00000
Tulpenfeld 6, 53113 Bonn XTIy
Email: publications@idos-research.de : :: 2 JRF
https://www.idos-research.de ME’;EER .

OF Forschungsgemeinschaft

Printed on eco-friendly, certified paper.


https://www.idos-research.de/en/research/transformation-of-economic-and-social-systems/
https://www.idos-research.de/en/research/transformation-of-economic-and-social-systems/
https://www.idos-research.de/en/research/transformation-of-economic-and-social-systems/

	Social Contracts and the UN’s “Common Goals”
	Conceptualising a New Role for International Organisations
	Summary
	Introduction
	Conceptualising social contracts
	Need for a social contract renewal
	Emergence of new social contracts
	Options of international organisations


