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he profound social, economic, (geo)political, and technological changes
that characterize the current historical moment do not leave global
governance unaffected. More precisely, contemporary global governance
is affected by a set of significant developments revolving around the changing
distribution of state power, the rise of nationalist populism, and the frequent
occurrence of transnational crises. Meanwhile, global governance institutions seek
to facilitate collective action on complex cooperation problems that penetrate
deeply into domestic political spaces—such as climate change, migration, and the
spread of viruses—often under considerable time pressure and uncertainty.' In
short, global governance is currently facing hard times.
This roundtable assesses two interrelated institutional dynamics of global gov-
ernance in hard times: first, the drift of formal intergovernmental organizations

(FIGOs) that is caused by them being gridlocked in a period of significant changes
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in their social, economic, (geo)political, and technological environment;> and
second, the proliferation of various types of low-cost institutions (LClIs),? such as
ad hoc coalitions (AHCs),* informal intergovernmental organizations (IIGOs),’
transnational public-private partnerships (TPPPs), and private transnational reg-
ulatory organizations (PTROs).® More precisely, this roundtable examines whether
those two interrelated institutional dynamics indicate the decline of global gover-
nance and the return of traditional (great) power politics, or the innovative
adaptation of its institutional structure to a significantly altered environment.
Existing research largely focuses either on the various challenges FIGOs are
currently facing” or on the proliferation of alternative forms of global governance
institutions.® We seek to initiate a dialogue between both literatures to advance our
understanding of how the various changes that define the current historical

moment affect global governance.

GLOBAL GOVERNANCE IN HARD TIMES

Given the weakness of its enforcement mechanisms, in a certain sense global
governance can always be said to face hard times. Indeed, it has been claimed that
global governance has been “in a state of permanent crisis throughout the post-war
era.”® Thus, the current pressures on global governance institutions may not be
unprecedented in their strength. However, the idea that global governance is
currently facing hard times is not a controversial claim. We hold that this is due
to the unprecedented concurrence of the following set of developments: first, a
change in the global distribution of state power, which creates both declining and
rising powers; second, the rise of nationalist populism, which often includes
authoritarian elements;° third, the frequent occurrence of transnational crises,
such as the Global Financial Crisis (GFC), the COVID-19 pandemic, and the full-
scale invasion of Ukraine; and fourth, the emergence of complex cooperation
problems. Let us elaborate on each of these developments.

The change in the global distribution of state power affects the geopolitical
environment of global governance. More precisely, the transition from unipolarity
to multipolarity increases the preference for heterogeneity in the international
system and, by implication, the degree of discord among (major) states. Impor-
tantly, it creates both rising and declining powers that have diverging interests
and pursue different norms and values. Thus, the normative consensus around

U.S.-led liberal internationalism that characterized the “unipolar moment” has
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evaporated.” The changing distribution of state power therefore makes the current
geopolitical environment less conducive to global governance than was the geo-
political environment of the unipolar moment that was ushered in by the disso-
lution of the Soviet Union.”> The reason is that “more countries, representing a
more diverse range of interests, must agree for global cooperation to occur.”
Moreover, it is well known that a shift in the distribution of power challenges the
operation of existing international organizations by putting them under pressure to
adjust.™

The rise of nationalist populism changes the domestic political foundations of
global governance institutions. Indeed, nationalist populism is opposed to
compromising national sovereignty and, by implication, to authoritative global
governance institutions.’> Thus, compared to the unipolar moment, the domestic
political commitment to global governance institutions has waned, especially in
Western states. As a result, the “zone of agreement” among states that consider
cooperating to address a global problem has shrunk.’® Since it often includes
authoritarian elements, the rise of nationalist populism is particularly disadvan-
tageous to global governance in issue areas that depend heavily on the cooperation
of domestic actors, such as human rights. NGOs seeking to promote human rights
have been negatively affected by shrinking civic spaces. The rise of nationalist
populism also implies that the political environment of contemporary global
governance increasingly includes actors that deliberately spread false information
to deceive people, a phenomenon commonly referred to as “disinformation.””
Moreover, global governance institutions face countercoalitions that actively work
against them.'® Taken together, due to the shift in the global distribution of power
and the rise of nationalist populism, the current political environment is less in
favor of international organizations than was the case during the unipolar moment.

From the GFC of 2007-2009 to the COVID-19 pandemic, and from the Russian
invasion of Ukraine to the conflicts in the Middle East, contemporary global
governance must frequently confront transnational crises, which have become
“ordinary rather than exceptional phenomena in modern-day policymaking.”*
Through their combination of threat, urgency, and uncertainty, transnational
crises impose exceptional pressure on global governance.>> While international
collective action is always challenging, these three characteristics make collaborative
responses even more difficult to adopt and implement. Thus, the high frequency of
transnational crises contributes to giving contemporary global governance a

hard time.
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In addition, contemporary global governance is facing not only familiar coop-
eration problems, such as facilitating international trade, but also new and complex
cooperation problems, which often have a multifaceted character, such as com-
bating climate change. These complex cooperation problems arise “less from
problems between countries than from domestic politics within them.”** Thus,
they penetrate deeply into domestic policy spaces and the daily lives of individuals.
To combat climate change, global governance must address individuals, firms, and
other private organizations, in addition to states. Modifying the behaviors of such a
wide range of individual and corporate actors requires a variety of competencies

and resources.?>

THE INSTITUTIONAL DYNAMICS OF GLOBAL (GOVERNANCE IN
HARD TIMES

The hard times that global governance currently faces have given rise to two
interrelated institutional dynamics: The first is the drift of FIGOs, which is caused
by them being gridlocked in a period of significant social, economic, (geo)political,
and technological change. “Drift” is defined as “the changed impact of existing
rules due to shifts in the environment.”>* The second dynamic is the proliferation of
various types of LCIs, such as the G20; Brazil, Russia, India, China, and
South Africa (BRICS);># the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue; and the security
trilateral of the Alliance between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United
States, or AUKUS, which significantly increases the institutional diversity of global
governance.”> We address those two institutional dynamics in turn.

Each of the four developments sketched above—the change in the distribution of
state power, the rise of nationalist populism, the frequent occurrence of transna-
tional crises, and the emergence of complex cooperation problems—has made it
more difficult for international organizations to facilitate the production of global
public goods. FIGOs are widely perceived to be gridlocked, which creates a
“growing gap” between the “need for global solutions” and the “flagging ability”
of international organizations to “meet those needs.”>¢

Why is this the case? Despite significant pressure to adjust to both a new political
environment and new governance challenges, the rules and procedures of FIGOs
are very difficult to change. In fact, FIGOs generally feature a strong status quo bias
because they contain few mechanisms for “orderly gradual change.”>” And where

such mechanisms do exist—for example, as amendment procedures for treaties—
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they include extraordinarily high hurdles (such as the requirement for consensus or
a heavily qualified majority), which makes the (timely) adaptation of the rules and
procedures of FIGOs to a new political environment and new governance chal-
lenges virtually impossible.?® As a result, formal change in FIGOs is generally
“limited and infrequent.”>°

Thus, FIGOs are highly prone to nonadaptation both to changes in their political
environment and to new governance challenges.>® Importantly, their failure to
adapt to significant changes in their environment is bound to reduce the impact
international organizations have on the behavior of states, a phenomenon a group
of historical institutionalists describes as “institutional drift.”3* That is, due to their
inability to adapt themselves to a changing world, FIGOs gradually lose their ability
to impact that world; for example, because they are deprived of the support of those
states whose power resources expand significantly due to the ongoing geopolitical
change.’> Writing in 1995, Robert Keohane and Lisa Martin made the case that
FIGOs “can provide information, reduce transaction costs, make commitments
more credible, establish focal points for coordination, and in general facilitate the
operation of reciprocity.”s3 Importantly, the transaction costs that FIGOs need to
reduce to facilitate cooperation are now significantly higher than they were in the
mid-1990s. The UN Security Council is a case in point: in 2024, it held a record
number of meetings resulting in the lowest number of resolutions since 1991.34 As a
result of emerging powers seeking to capitalize on their increased power resources
by asking for a larger say in established FIGOs, the transaction costs that incum-
bent (declining) powers have to incur also increase.?s

However, the “large UN-based multilaterals that formed the core of the post-war
order are no longer the only game in global governance.”s° Simultaneous to and
partly caused by FIGOs losing significance, various types of LCIs have proliferated:
informal intergovernmental organizations, such as the G2o, BRICS, and the
Proliferation Security Initiative; transgovernmental networks (TGNs), such as
the Financial Stability Board and the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision;
private transnational regulatory organizations, such as the Forest Stewardship
Council and the Fair Labor Association; and transnational public-private partner-
ships, such as Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS,
Tuberculosis, and Malaria. LCIs have turned institutional diversity into one of the
most notable features of contemporary global governance.’” These alternative
forms of global governance institutions are less highly institutionalized and cannot

adopt legally binding rules. Their proliferation affects global governance in
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important ways: it reduces its status quo bias, diminishes the focality of incumbent

institutions, and increases the complexity and informality of global governance.>®

INNOVATION OR DECLINE?

Is the drift of FIGOs and the proliferation of LCIs an innovative adaptation of the
institutional structure of global governance to a different environment and, there-
fore, conducive to its problem-solving capacity? Or is it more likely to indicate the
decline of global governance and the return of traditional (great) power politics,
which does not respect institutional constraints? To be sure, as global governance
features significant variation across issue areas, it is highly unlikely that there will
be a single answer to this question.>® Nevertheless, to help us structure our thinking
on the two institutional dynamics sketched above, this section distinguishes
between the innovation thesis and the decline thesis. Both theses synthesize points

that have separately been made in the existing literature.

The Innovation Thesis

The “innovation thesis” starts from two premises: First, the global governance
system that was established after the end of World War II and extended after the
end of the Cold War did not give rise to “an inclusive global order” but was very
much Western-centric.#° More precisely, it “suited the power and purpose of the
US and the West.”# Thus, the legacy FIGOs created by Western states cannot
accommodate the political, economic, and strategic diversity that is inherent in the
current multipolarity of the international system. To make global governance fit for
purpose, there is a need for genuine reform that goes beyond extending “the old
international order dominated by the US or the multilateral institutions it
created.”#> Importantly, given its significantly altered political foundations, such
genuine reform needs to increase the ability of global governance to accommodate
heterogenous preferences and distributive conflicts among (key) states. Second,
hard times are not necessarily bad times for global governance, as they can give rise
to both successful institutional changes, such as the repurposing of the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) in the early 1970s, and significant institutional
innovations, such as the creation of the G2o Leaders’ Summit during the GFC.
In short, hard times can lead to better global governance. At its core, the innovation
thesis therefore revolves around the acknowledgment that “today’s world is polit-

ically, economically and technologically more complex than when the institutional
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pillars of the current order were founded in the 1940s and 1950s” and extended in
the 1990s.4> Against this backdrop, the proponents of the innovation thesis suggest
that, rather than being in decline, global governance is currently being adapted to
its new social, (geo)political, economic, and technological environment.

Importantly, due to the status quo bias that is inherent in FIGOs, this adaptation
is bound to happen predominantly outside them. More precisely, adaptation
happens primarily through the proliferation of LCIs. For the innovation thesis,
the proliferation of LCIs reflects “broader forces of change in world politics,”
reduces the status quo bias of global governance, and leads to “more pluralization
and the erosion of the dominance of US and Western governments.”## Thus, the
proliferation of alternative forms of global governance institutions in response to
FIGOs being gridlocked is not interpreted as a “return to anarchy” and traditional
great power politics but as giving rise to “some sort of post-American and post-
western order that remains relatively open and rules-based.”#

The innovation thesis stresses that the flexibility of all types of LClIs is not a
weakness, but an asset in a period that is characterized by significant (geopolitical)
change, which makes “institutional lock-ins” next to impossible. For example, the
plethora of IIGOs that are either created (such as the Belt and Road Forum for
International Cooperation, Lancang-Mekong Cooperation, and the East Asia
Summit) or significantly influenced (such as BRICS and Brazil, South Africa,
India, and China, (BASIC)) by China are seen as mediators of the ongoing power
shift that help in “avoiding institutional disorder.”+® By emphasizing the potential
of IIGOs to update and amend the existing international order, the innovation
thesis interprets this institutional form as “a halfway house of institutional reform
rather than revolution.”+”

To be sure, proponents of the innovation thesis concede that LCIs cannot
perform important governance functions of FIGOs that emanate from their ability
to credibly commit states to specific courses of action. Thus, LCIs are suboptimal
institutional choices in settings where distributional conflicts are strong, defection
from cooperative solutions is likely, and noncompliance is difficult to detect.
However, the innovation thesis stresses the ability of LCIs to perform other
governance functions, such as adopting coordination standards, disseminating
information, and building trust. On that basis, it holds that, in a densely institu-
tionalized international system, states often create LCIs to complement incumbent
FIGOs. More precisely, proponents of the innovation thesis claim that LCIs often

fill governance gaps that emerge because FIGOs are gridlocked.+*
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Against this backdrop, productive interactions between both institutional forms
are identified.*® By stressing that LCIs often work together with FIGOs, which
possess the operational capacities LCIs lack, the innovation thesis highlights the
potential of institutionally diverse global governance structures to tackle contem-
porary governance challenges successfully.> More precisely, it hypothesizes that
the layering of flexible institutions on top of legacy IOs gives rise to the most
capable institutional configuration for addressing both familiar and new gover-
nance challenges. The reason is that it offers both a good “substantive fit” for
multifaceted governance problems and a good “political fit” for the preferences of
diverse constituents and stakeholders.5* In a nutshell, the innovation thesis con-
jectures that combining diverse forms of global governance institutions through
layering often produces the best overall governance outcomes in a challenging
political environment.>?

What are the normative implications of the innovation thesis? Its proponents
suggest that the layering of LCIs on top of FIGOs leads to more inclusive global
governance, which is likely to produce less “one-sided policy outcomes” than what
is produced by FIGO-based global governance led by Western powers.>3 This is the
case, first, because national governments have lost their gatekeeping role in global
governance as LCIs empower various types of infrastate and nonstate actors, and
make it easier to strike coalitions among them:>* IIGOs empower executive officials
(vis-a-vis legislatures), TGNs empower bureaucratic actors, and TPPPs empower
societal actors, which is conducive to their legitimacy.>> Second, they stress that the
proliferation of LCIs enhances the ability of non-Western powers to make their
voices heard at the international level. In sum, the innovation thesis interprets the
institutional dynamics of global governance in hard times as giving rise to a
transition from “a global order constructed around a few commanding interna-
tional organizations dominated by powerful Western states” to a more multifaceted
and inclusive global order that is based on diverse forms of global governance

institutions.>¢

The Decline Thesis

Proponents of the “decline thesis” interpret the two institutional dynamics
described above as developments that undermine rules-based multilateralism
and that may result in a shift back toward a traditional (great) power politics that
does not respect institutional constraints. Thus, proponents of the decline thesis

suspect that it is the ability of global governance institutions to constrain the
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behavior of (powerful) state actors that is in decline. At its core, the decline thesis
therefore suggests that the proliferation of LCIs deinstitutionalizes global gover-
nance.”” Deinstitutionalization describes a process of bypassing established global
governance structures, which leads to the weakening of FIGOs.>*

Instead of emphasizing the governance benefits that emanate from the institu-
tional flexibility of LCIs, the proponents of the decline thesis describe those
alternative forms of global governance institutions as being fickle. Thus, they
consider LCIs to be unable to successfully tackle contemporary governance chal-
lenges. Moreover, to explain the proliferation of LCIs, proponents of the decline
thesis highlight institutional factors that are different from those foregrounded by
their intellectual opponents. For example, they argue that the United States has
recently been disengaging from “legacy institutions” (such as the WTO) due to
their inclusivity and is using “smaller clubs” (such as the G7, the G20, and clubs of
democracies) due to their exclusivity.>® Thus, while the innovation thesis highlights
the functional advantages of LClIs, the decline thesis foregrounds their ability to
reduce the institutional constraints that great powers face.®°

Moreover, instead of celebrating institutional diversity and emphasizing com-
plementarities between FIGOs and LClIs, proponents of the decline thesis point to
LCIs reducing the focality and authority of FIGOs. More precisely, they worry, first,
that FIGOs are moving down in the pecking order of global governance institutions
because the most consequential decisions are being made in important IIGOs, such
as the Gy and G20, which merely draw on FIGOs as intermediaries and, second,
that the availability of a plethora of LCIs may crowd out new global initiatives
within FIGOs.* In a nutshell, they lament that FIGOs are increasingly becoming
service providers for powerful IIGOs.

Proponents of the decline thesis further suspect that the two institutional
dynamics sketched above may give rise to regional spheres of influence,°* and to
a struggle between liberal and illiberal visions of world order promoted by the
“Global West” and the “Global East.”®3 Against this backdrop, IIGOs created or
significantly influenced by China are interpreted not as mediators of the ongoing
power shift or as complements to existing FIGOs that serve as halfway houses of
institutional reform,° but as “strategic partnerships forged around transactional
economic ties and ideological affinities.”®> They are therefore expected to reduce
the geographical scope of global governance and to give rise to a constellation in
which governance takes place predominantly within and much less between

geopolitical camps. Thus, regional governance is seen as a substitute of global
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governance, not as its extension. That Russia presented BRICS as “a counterweight
to Western-led multinational financial institutions”®® when it hosted the 2024
summit can be cited as one piece of evidence for this interpretation. From the
perspective of the decline thesis, both China and Russia engage in “their own
international ordering projects” that compete against existing global governance
arrangements.®” And as powerfully shown by the “flooding the zone” approach of
the new Trump administration,®® whereby the administration issues a seemingly
never-ending flow of presidential directives disrupting national and international
institutions, the United States is becoming one of the biggest threats to the
institutional setup it was instrumental in developing. This illiberal streak was
already notable during the first Trump presidency, but its networked properties
have been amplified in the second.®® For instance, Elon Musk (who was part of the
administration at the time) meddled in the national elections of Germany. Indeed,
the most extreme version of the decline thesis predicts that the “emerging multi-
polar world will consist of a realist-based international order” within which “the US
and China will lead bounded orders that will compete with each other in both the
economic and military realms.””° Following a less dichotomic approach, Raj
Verma and Malte Brosig propose that the Global South seeks strategic autonomy
by avoiding alignment with either the Global West or the Global East.”*

What are the normative implications of the decline thesis? To explain the prolif-
eration of LClIs, proponents of the decline thesis highlight that these developments
enable powerful actors to evade the accountability mechanisms of FIGOs. Thus, they
suggest that the proliferation of LCIs results from powerful actors, such as the United
States, turning to less transparent and equitable forms of global governance institu-
tions, an outcome that cannot be described as normatively desirable.”> Those support-
ing the decline thesis therefore worry about the influence that the proliferation of
LClIs exerts on the transparency, accountability, and contestability, and, consequently,
on the normative legitimacy of global governance.”? In a nutshell, they stress LCIs’
normative costs, which revolve around the absence of formal procedures and the

institutional constraints that emanate from them.”+

CONCLUSION

The proliferation of LCIs against the backdrop of gridlocked FIGOs considerably
expands global governance outside of FIGOs. This development is bound to affect

the significance of global governance for international affairs. However, the quality
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of that effect is uncertain. Is global governance in a period of decline, bound to lead
to the return of (great) power politics? Or is it in a period of transition from a rather
exclusive and hierarchical system revolving around FIGOs into a more inclusive
and heterarchical system revolving around institutional diversity?

This introduction to the roundtable has developed the contours of two radically
different analytical perspectives that can serve as springboards to meaningful
answers to those questions: the innovation thesis and the decline thesis. In doing
s0, we aim to stimulate research on the impact that the gridlock and drift of FIGOs
and the proliferation of LCIs jointly have on global governance.

The roundtable contains a set of contributions that catalyze this research agenda
by critically engaging with both the innovation and the decline thesis: Yoram Haftel
and Stephanie Hofmann argue that the decline thesis underestimates the durability
of FIGOs and that, in a densely institutionalized global environment, states can
substitute one FIGO for another. Thus, so their argument goes, even as one FIGO is
drifting, other FIGOs, rather than or alongside LCIs, can take the mantle. Matthew
Stephen argues that adaptation and decline are not mutually exclusive. According
to him, the changing global distribution of state power has led to a decline in global
governance: that is, the attempt to build authoritative rules and institutions that
represent the common goals of the whole “international community.” Even when
FIGOs adapt to a new distribution of global power, this ultimately results in a
hollowing out of their core tasks, Stephen claims. Julia C. Morse argues that the
technological shifts that unfolded over the last two decades have affected the ability
of FIGOs to cut through the noise and provide information that is able to guide the
behavior of states and other actors. In short, according to Morse, information
fragmentation exacerbates hard times. However, she expects the expansion of
informal governance through the proliferation of LCIs to create a positive effect
on information provision by global governance institutions. And Nina Reiners
reveals the institutional dynamics of hard times in the issue area of human rights.
More precisely, she argues that the emergence of informal lawmaking coalitions for
the international protection and progressive development of human rights can be
seen as the prime example of innovation in hard times in this field. However, the
advocacy success of liberal human rights defenders has provided a playbook for
advocates and governments from the illiberal end of the ideological spectrum. This
playbook has given rise to “dark-side coalitions” that are working to effectuate the
decline of global governance in this issue area. Taking also the pro bono work of

certain private law firms in the UN system into account, Reiners asserts the need for
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regulating access to global governance institutions that seek to protect human
rights.

As an analytical concept, global governance seeks to capture developments that
represent a break away from traditional (great) power politics.”> Thus, the useful-
ness of global governance as an analytical perspective on world politics depends on
real, existing global governance not being in terminal decline. In other words, if the
decline thesis turns out to be correct and traditional (great) power politics returns,
global governance will cease to be an analytically useful perspective on world
politics.”®

However, if the innovation thesis turns out to be correct, the most fruitful period
for global governance research may still lie ahead of us. After all, “global gover-
nance is a useful concept because it helps us identify and describe transformation
processes in world politics.””” More precisely, the essence of global governance as
an analytical concept is a “multi-actor perspective on world politics” and “the
assumption that a wide variety of forms of governance exist next to each other.””® It
therefore has the potential to make important contributions to the debate on how
global cooperation can be sustained under conditions that are significantly differ-
ent from those of the “unipolar moment.”

What are the next steps in the research agenda on the institutional dynamics of
global governance in hard times? We consider the following two to be particularly
important: First, empirically, innovation and decline are not mutually exclusive.
That is, as empirical trends, innovation and decline coexist in contemporary global
governance. Thus, an important task for future research is to study the conditions
under which we see innovation and those that precipitate decline. In other words,
future research should work toward identifying the scope of conditions of both the
innovation and the decline thesis. Doing so will put us in a position to identify the
specific areas in which global governance is in decline and those in which it has
been able to find innovative answers to contemporary challenges. Since the
proliferation of LCIs varies significantly across issue areas, there is reason to believe
that innovation and decline are not equally distributed across governance domains.
Second, and relatedly, future research should work toward identifying the precise
causes and consequences of both innovation and decline by deriving clear-cut and
empirically testable hypotheses from the two theses developed in this introduction.
This is an important stepping stone toward revealing the mechanisms that give rise
to innovation and decline. Moreover, clearly delineating the consequences of both

innovation and decline contributes to crucially expanding our knowledge on
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contemporary global governance by clarifying what exactly is at stake. Such
knowledge, in turn, enables practitioners, who find themselves in a turbulent
environment, to make better-informed decisions. In this regard, it is key to
conceive of the two institutional dynamics that we have identified as contingent
processes that can be changed by decision-makers. Thus, studying the institutional
dynamics of global governance in hard times is a hugely important task with

significant practical implications.
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Abstract: In the introduction to this roundtable, we argue that global governance currently faces
hard times because it is affected by a set of significant developments revolving around the changing
distribution of state power, the rise of nationalist populism, and the frequent occurrence of
transnational crises, while seeking to facilitate collective action on complex cooperation problems.
Against this backdrop, the essay identifies two major institutional dynamics of global governance in
hard times: first, the drift of formal intergovernmental organizations (FIGOs) that is caused by them
being gridlocked in a period of significant changes in their social, (geo)political, economic, and
technological environment. Second, the proliferation of various types of low-cost institutions. To
help us think systematically about how these two interrelated institutional dynamics affect global
governance, the essay develops the innovation thesis and the decline thesis. The “innovation thesis”
suggests that by transitioning from a rather exclusive and hierarchical system revolving around
FIGOs into a more inclusive and heterarchical system revolving around institutional diversity,
global governance is currently being adapted to its new environment. The “decline thesis,” by
contrast, argues that the two institutional dynamics undermine rules-based multilateralism and
may lead to a shift back toward traditional (great) power politics that does not respect institutional
constraints.
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