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Research Paper  The U.N. Commission on Transnational Corporations (UNCTC) was 

established in 1975 to regulate the influence of transnational 

corporations (TNCs) and address concerns related to their economic, 

social, and political impact. This paper examines the origins, objectives, 

and functions of the UNCTC, its role in developing international norms 

for corporate governance, and its transition into the U.N. Conference 

on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). The paper further explores the 

commission’s contributions to corporate social responsibility (CSR), 

international investment regulations, and sustainable development. 

Finally, it evaluates the legacy of the UNCTC in shaping modern global 

governance frameworks for TNCs and assesses its relevance in 

contemporary international law. 
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Introduction 

Transnational corporations (TNCs) play a significant role in the global economy, influencing trade, 

investment, employment, and technology transfer. However, their operations also raise concerns regarding 

labor rights, environmental sustainability, tax avoidance, and political interference. Recognizing the need 

for an international framework to regulate TNC activities, the United Nations established the U.N. 

Commission on Transnational Corporations (UNCTC) in 1975. The commission sought to create 

guidelines to balance corporate interests with economic development, national sovereignty, and ethical 

business practices. The term "Transnational Corporation" has its roots in the mid-20th century, evolving 
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to describe enterprises that operate beyond national borders with integrated global strategies. The word 

"transnational" comes from the Latin prefix trans- (meaning "across" or "beyond") and the Latin root natio 

(meaning "nation" or "people"), while "corporation" derives from the Latin corporatio, meaning a group 

of people legally authorized to act as a single entity. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, the term gained prominence as a way to differentiate corporations that 

operated in multiple countries but with decentralized structures, often referred to as multinational 

corporations (MNCs), from those that pursued a globally integrated strategy. The establishment of the 

United Nations Commission on Transnational Corporations (UNCTC) in 1975 marked an important 

moment in the formalization of the term, as it sought to regulate corporate activities that spanned across 

national borders. Scholars like Stephen Hymer and Raymond Vernon contributed to refining the 

distinction between multinational and transnational corporations, emphasizing the latter as entities that 

transcend national boundaries rather than merely operating in multiple nations. 

By the 1980s and 1990s, "transnational corporation" became a widely accepted term in international trade, 

business, and law. Organizations such as the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD) continue to use the term in reports on global corporate activities, highlighting the economic, 

legal, and social implications of corporate globalization. Today, transnational corporations are key players 

in global markets, influencing trade policies, labor standards, and economic development across multiple 

countries. 

This paper explores the evolution of the UNCTC, its impact on corporate governance, and its legacy in 

international business regulation. The study highlights key policy developments, challenges faced by the 

commission, and its transition into the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD). Furthermore, the paper discusses how the commission’s work laid the foundation for 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainable business practices in the 21st century. 

Research Methodology 

This research employs a qualitative and doctrinal research methodology, focusing on an in-depth analysis 

of legal principles, policies, and international frameworks governing transnational corporations, judicial 

review, the doctrine of ripeness, and corporate social responsibility (CSR). The study follows an 

interdisciplinary approach, incorporating legal, economic, and political perspectives to assess the 

regulatory mechanisms that shape corporate accountability at the global level. 
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The study is descriptive and analytical in nature, examining the historical evolution and legal 

interpretations of judicial review and the doctrine of ripeness. It also evaluates the impact of the United 

Nations Commission on Transnational Corporations (1975) in regulating multinational enterprises. The 

research explores the role of CSR in corporate governance, highlighting its legal and ethical dimensions. 

Through doctrinal research, the paper investigates relevant case laws, statutes, and international 

conventions that govern corporate behavior and judicial oversight. 

This research relies primarily on secondary sources of data. Primary legal documents such as United 

Nations resolutions, international treaties, and judicial decisions provide the legal foundation for 

understanding corporate regulation. Academic books, journal articles, and reports from institutions like 

the UN, UNCTAD, and OECD serve as key references. Additionally, government and institutional reports 

on CSR and corporate governance are examined to assess contemporary regulatory trends. 

The method of analysis includes doctrinal legal research, comparative legal analysis, and a case study 

approach. A doctrinal analysis helps interpret judicial decisions and legal provisions governing 

transnational corporations and corporate responsibility. A comparative analysis examines regulatory 

frameworks across different jurisdictions to evaluate their effectiveness in corporate oversight. 

Furthermore, a case study approach is used to illustrate the practical application of legal doctrines in 

corporate and judicial contexts. 

Despite its comprehensive approach, this study has certain limitations. It relies solely on secondary data, 

without conducting empirical field research, interviews, or surveys. The study focuses on international 

laws and policies, limiting its scope concerning country-specific regulations. Additionally, while judicial 

decisions and policy frameworks are analyzed, the absence of firsthand data restricts the exploration of 

corporate perspectives on CSR and regulatory compliance. 

By employing this research methodology, the study provides a systematic and well-structured examination 

of the legal, economic, and policy dimensions of judicial review, the doctrine of ripeness, and corporate 

accountability in the global context. 

The Establishment and Objectives of the UNCTC 

The UNCTC was formed in response to growing concerns from developing nations regarding the 

economic dominance and regulatory challenges posed by TNCs. Many governments feared that 

unregulated corporate activities could lead to: 

• Economic exploitation and resource extraction with minimal reinvestment in host countries. 
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• Tax evasion and profit shifting through offshore financial mechanisms. 

• Political interference and destabilization of national economies. 

• Environmental degradation and weak compliance with labor laws. 

The primary objectives of the UNCTC included: 

1. Monitoring the activities of transnational corporations to assess their impact on global trade and 

development. 

2. Developing an international code of conduct to ensure that TNCs operated in a fair and responsible 

manner. 

3. Assisting developing countries in formulating policies to regulate foreign corporate investments. 

4. Encouraging corporate accountability in areas such as environmental protection, labor rights, and 

ethical business practices. 

Key Contributions of the UNCTC 

1. The Draft U.N. Code of Conduct on Transnational Corporations 

One of the UNCTC’s most significant initiatives was drafting a Code of Conduct for Transnational 

Corporations. The code aimed to establish global standards for corporate behavior, particularly in 

developing countries. Key provisions included: 

• Respect for national sovereignty, ensuring that TNCs did not interfere with domestic policies. 

• Prohibition of restrictive business practices that could hinder fair competition. 

• Transparency in financial reporting to prevent tax evasion and illicit capital flows. 

• Commitment to labor rights, including fair wages, safe working conditions, and non-

discriminatory employment practices. 

Although the code was never formally adopted due to disagreements between developed and developing 

nations, it significantly influenced later frameworks, such as the OECD Guidelines for Multinational 

Enterprises (1976) and the U.N. Global Compact (2000). 

2. Strengthening Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Ethical Business Practices 

The UNCTC’s work laid the groundwork for the modern corporate social responsibility (CSR) movement 

by advocating for ethical business practices. Its recommendations encouraged companies to voluntarily 

adopt policies that promoted environmental sustainability, fair labor conditions, and anti-corruption 
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measures. These ideas were later incorporated into the U.N. Guiding Principles on Business and Human 

Rights (2011) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

refers to a business model in which companies integrate social and environmental concerns into their 

operations and interactions with stakeholders. It is based on the idea that businesses should not focus 

solely on profit but also consider their impact on society and the environment. The concept of CSR has 

evolved over time, influenced by ethical theories, stakeholder expectations, and regulatory frameworks. 

Historically, the idea of businesses contributing to society dates back to philanthropic practices in the 19th 

and early 20th centuries, when industrialists engaged in charitable activities. However, CSR gained 

prominence in the mid-20th century with the rise of corporate accountability movements. Scholars such 

as Howard R. Bowen, in his 1953 book Social Responsibilities of the Businessman, laid the foundation 

for modern CSR by arguing that businesses have obligations beyond profit-making. 

CSR encompasses various dimensions, including environmental sustainability, ethical labor practices, 

community development, and corporate governance. Companies adopt CSR initiatives through policies 

such as reducing carbon footprints, ensuring fair wages, supporting local communities, and maintaining 

ethical supply chains. Many corporations publish sustainability reports to demonstrate their commitment 

to social and environmental responsibility. 

International organizations, including the United Nations and the OECD, have developed guidelines to 

promote CSR. The United Nations Global Compact and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

encourage businesses to align their strategies with global sustainability efforts. Governments and 

regulatory bodies in different countries have also introduced laws and policies to mandate or incentivize 

CSR activities. 

In the modern business landscape, CSR is not just a moral obligation but also a strategic tool for enhancing 

brand reputation, gaining consumer trust, and ensuring long-term sustainability. Companies that actively 

engage in CSR often experience increased employee satisfaction, customer loyalty, and investor 

confidence. As societal expectations evolve, CSR continues to be an essential aspect of corporate strategy, 

balancing economic growth with ethical responsibility. 

3. Transition to UNCTAD and Evolution of Corporate Governance 

By the early 1990s, the global economic landscape had shifted, and debates over corporate regulations 

became more complex. As a result, the UNCTC was integrated into the United Nations Conference on 
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Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in 1993. UNCTAD continued the commission’s mission by focusing 

on: 

• Regulating foreign direct investment (FDI) to ensure equitable economic benefits. 

• Encouraging sustainable business practices aligned with global development goals. 

• Advocating for fair trade policies that protected emerging economies from corporate exploitation. 

Challenges and Criticism of the UNCTC 

Despite its ambitious goals, the UNCTC faced several challenges: 

1. Political and ideological conflicts – Developing nations pushed for stricter regulations, while 

developed countries and corporate lobbies resisted international controls. 

2. Lack of enforcement mechanisms – Since the commission had no legal authority to impose 

sanctions, compliance with its guidelines was largely voluntary. 

3. Globalization and deregulation trends – The rise of neoliberal economic policies in the 1980s 

and 1990s led to a shift away from strict corporate regulations, weakening the commission’s 

influence. 

The Legacy and Modern Relevance of the UNCTC 

Although the UNCTC was eventually dissolved, its contributions remain relevant in today’s global 

economy. The commission’s advocacy for corporate accountability and ethical business conduct 

influenced various international agreements, including: 

• The U.N. Global Compact (2000) – Encourages businesses to uphold human rights, labor 

standards, and environmental responsibility. 

• The U.N. Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (2011) – Establishes a framework 

for holding corporations accountable for human rights violations. 

• The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs, 2015) – Promote responsible business practices to 

support economic growth, environmental sustainability, and social justice. 

Modern challenges, such as climate change, corporate tax evasion, digital economy regulations, and labor 

rights in global supply chains, indicate a continued need for global frameworks to regulate TNCs. The 

spirit of the UNCTC’s mission continues in international efforts to create binding treaties on business and 
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human rights, as well as initiatives like the OECD’s efforts to combat corporate tax avoidance through the 

Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) framework. 

Conclusion 

The U.N. Commission on Transnational Corporations (1975-1993) played a crucial role in shaping 

international corporate governance, despite facing political and institutional challenges. While it did not 

achieve its initial goal of a binding Code of Conduct, its work influenced modern CSR principles, 

international investment regulations, and sustainability frameworks. As globalization continues to evolve, 

the legacy of the UNCTC serves as a foundation for contemporary discussions on corporate accountability, 

ethical business practices, and the role of transnational corporations in global development. 

References 

Books & Reports: 

1. United Nations. (1975). Establishment of the United Nations Commission on Transnational 

Corporations. United Nations Publications. 

2. United Nations Centre on Transnational Corporations. (1993). The United Nations Code of Conduct 

on Transnational Corporations: A Historical Perspective. United Nations. 

3. Muchlinski, P. (2007). Multinational enterprises and the law (2nd ed.). Oxford University Press. 

4. Dunning, J. H. (1993). The globalization of business: The challenge of the 1990s. Routledge. 

5. Sauvant, K. P. (2015). Yearbook on International Investment Law & Policy 2013-2014. Oxford 

University Press. 

6. Ruggie, J. G. (2013). Just business: Multinational corporations and human rights. W. W. Norton & 

Company. 

7. Weissbrodt, D., & Kruger, M. (2003). Norms on the responsibilities of transnational corporations and 

other business enterprises with regard to human rights. American Journal of International Law, 97(4), 

901-922. 

8. United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). (2018). World Investment Report 

2018: Investment and New Industrial Policies. United Nations Publications. 

9. United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). (2020). International Investment 

Agreements Reform Accelerator. UNCTAD. 



        The Infinite                                                                          Volume 2 | Issue 4 | April 2025 

 

Dr. Santosh Kumar                                                   Page | 58  

10. United Nations Global Compact. (2010). Corporate sustainability in the world economy. United 

Nations. 

Journal Articles: 

11. Kobrin, S. J. (1984). Expropriation as an attempt to control foreign firms in LDCs: Trends from 1960 

to 1979. International Studies Quarterly, 28(3), 329-348. 

12. Eden, L., Lenway, S., & Schuler, D. A. (2005). From the obsolescing bargain to the political bargaining 

model. Academy of Management Review, 30(1), 99-119. 

13. Vernon, R. (1998). In the hurricane’s eye: The troubled prospects of multinational enterprises. 

Harvard University Press. 

14. Drezner, D. W. (2007). The globalization of international relations. World Politics, 59(4), 625-654. 

15. Ruggie, J. G. (2007). Business and human rights: The evolving international agenda. American 

Journal of International Law, 101(4), 819-840. 

16. Kapstein, E. B. (1998). Governing the global economy: International finance and the state. Harvard 

International Review, 20(2), 66-71. 

17. Kobrin, S. J. (2009). Private political authority and public responsibility: Transnational politics, 

transnational firms, and human rights. Business Ethics Quarterly, 19(3), 349-374. 

18. Schrijver, N. (2010). The future of the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States. Netherlands 

International Law Review, 57(1), 55-78. 

19. Clapham, A. (2006). Human rights obligations of non-state actors. Oxford University Press. 

20. Sornarajah, M. (2010). The international law on foreign investment. Cambridge University Press. 


