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Foreword


Contemporary problems are increasingly transboundary in nature, requiring governance at regional and global levels. International organizations are core pillars of this system and play frontline roles in combating issues like health pandemics, military conflicts, and financial crises. Some of the most well-known international organizations with a global reach are the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the World Health Organization. Other organizations have regional scope, among them the European Union, the African Union, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations.


This report from the SNS Democracy Council provides a thorough assessment of whether this system of global governance is fit for purpose. Do current international organizations hold the power required to develop, implement, and enforce global policies? Do these institutions wield this power with sufficient effectiveness to reduce transboundary problems? And do they possess legitimacy as governing bodies in the eyes of citizens and elites?


This report explores these themes in a comparative perspective, mapping and analyzing patterns across a broad range of international organizations in areas such as development, finance, health, human rights, security, and trade. As an illustration, the report also offers an in-depth analysis of power, effectiveness, and legitimacy in respect of global climate governance.


SNS hopes that this study can contribute to current Swedish and international debates on the role of international organizations in a world that confronts a multitude of problems requiring global cooperation. Through its focus on global governance, the study complements earlier reports from the SNS Democracy Council focused on politics at local, regional, and national levels.


The authors are solely responsible for the analyses, conclusions, and recommendations of the report. SNS as an organization does not take a position on these matters. The mission of SNS is to initiate and present research-based analyses of issues of importance for society.


The Council received feedback on the report on several occasions. SNS and the authors are grateful to all who participated at these events for their valuable input.


In April 2022, SNS organized a roundtable at which the Council presented a draft introductory chapter and received comments from experienced observers of international organizations: Anders Ahnlid, Director General, National Board of Trade Sweden; Erik Berglöf, Chief Economist, Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank; Mattias Frumerie, Swedish Head of Delegation, UNFCCC, Ministry of Environment; Susanna Gable, Chief Economist, Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency; Anders Nordström, Ambassador for Global Health, Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs; Anders Olofsgård, Deputy Director, Stockholm Institute of Transitional Economics; and Anna Sundström, Secretary General, Olof Palme International Center.


In June 2022, SNS arranged a meeting between the Council and Stefan Löfven, Co-Chair of the UN High-Level Advisory Board on Effective Multilateralism, and Helena Rietz, Senior Adviser to Stefan Löfven, to exchange insights from the respective evaluations of global governance.


In November 2022, SNS convened an academic seminar at which Michael Zürn, Professor of Political Science at WZB Berlin Social Science Center, provided constructive comments on the full draft report.


Karin Jonnergård, Professor of Accounting and Corporate Finance, Lund University, has followed the project as a representative of the SNS Scientific Council.


SNS and the Council would like to thank the Swedish Research Council and Formas for their valuable financial support of the project.


The report is part of the SNS series of Democracy Council Reports.




Stockholm, March 2023





Stefan Sandström, Research Director, SNS





Executive Summary


Climate change, health pandemics, financial crises, military conflicts, trade barriers, and refugee flows. All manifest the transboundary nature of contemporary societal problems, and all underline the need for international cooperation. This insight has stimulated major growth of global governance over the past 75 years. Yet is this system of global governance fit for purpose?


This report from the SNS Democracy Council examines this issue with attention to three preconditions for well-functioning global governance: power, effectiveness, and legitimacy. It specifically focuses on the classic international organizations (or multilateral institutions) that constitute core pillars of global governance and play frontline roles in combating transboundary problems. Examples include the United Nations (UN), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Health Organization (WHO), and the World Trade Organization (WTO). Do such international organizations hold the power required to develop, implement, and enforce global policies? Do these institutions wield this power with sufficient effectiveness to reduce transboundary problems? And do international organizations possess legitimacy as governing bodies in the eyes of citizens and elites?


This report explores these three themes in a comparative perspective, mapping and analyzing patterns among a broad range of international organizations in areas such as development, finance, health, human rights, security, and trade. The report also offers an in-depth analysis of power, effectiveness, and legitimacy in respect of global climate governance, thereby illustrating these dynamics in an issue area of critical importance to human and ecological security.


Debates on contemporary global governance revolve around two competing accounts. On the one hand, pessimists argue that global governance is poorly equipped to effectively address transboundary challenges, since international organizations usually lack coercive means, easily become gridlocked, and generally suffer from legitimacy deficits. In contrast, optimists argue that global governance is well suited to take on the challenges of a globalized world, since international organizations enjoy growing power, only multilateral coordination can solve cross-border problems, and the public generally supports global cooperation.


This report paints a more nuanced picture, siding with neither of these perspectives, but lending some support to both. It concludes that contemporary international organizations overall have notable levels of power, effectiveness, and legitimacy, but also that current arrangements are insufficient to tackle current and future challenges. Factors that work against international cooperation include concerns with sovereignty, influence, values, finances, and domestic politics. For global governance to live up to expectations, state and nonstate actors need to reinvest in international cooperation. The report outlines three possible ways forward, with varying levels of ambition: upgrading interstate collaboration; expanding new modes of global governance; and transforming global governance.



Power


As states have increasingly sought to tackle common problems together, multilateral institutions have been equipped with significant means of power. From around 1950 until around 2010, international organizations acquired legal authority in an expanding number of policy domains, obtained far-reaching institutional means to facilitate cooperation, secured greater material resources to pursue these goals, and developed novel ways to influence state behavior through ideational power. While such capabilities vary extensively across international organizations, the general trend until recently was growth and expansion.


Yet developments over the past decade suggest that problems lie ahead. Fewer new international organizations are being created, and those that already existed are no longer obtaining increased means to address transboundary challenges. The era of empowerment appears to have come to an end, or at least to have hit an extended plateau. Multilateral institutions are not gaining new policy competences at the same rate. The growth of institutional power has stopped, and in some respects has even gone into reverse. Material resources are not expanding and have in some ways become more constrained. While ideational power is still on the rise, this development likely reflects international organizations deliberately shifting to softer and voluntary means of influence as compensation for greater constraints on legal, institutional, and material power.


Current levels of power for international organizations are not sufficient to address urgent global problems. Governance gaps in crucial policy areas suggest that multilateral institutions do not have the necessary legal authority to develop adequate global solutions. Nor are the institutional means of international organizations optimized for effective global cooperation. The material resources of international organizations are generally very limited relative to the policy challenges that these bodies are tasked to solve. The ideational power of international organizations may be significant, but also requires that audiences in state and society listen.


These patterns are well illustrated in the area of global climate governance. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) has evolved into the principal forum for cooperation on global climate rules, but it faces significant power constraints. Institutional capacity is in short supply, as states have prioritized intergovernmental cooperation over supranational authority. Material means are limited, as states primarily invest in domestic climate adaptation and mitigation. Hence, by necessity, the UNFCCC largely relies on its ideational power, that is, its capacity to spread scientific knowledge about climate change and to inspire voluntary action from state and societal actors through norms and appeals. In comparison, the European Union (EU) is better equipped both institutionally and materially, thereby showing the promise of having greater capabilities. Yet the EU is mainly focused on Europe and cannot replace global action.





Effectiveness


Despite frequent claims that international organizations suffer from political deadlock, the general picture is more positive. Multilateral institutions have continued to develop new policy in spite of tumultuous conditions, such as global power shifts, member state withdrawals, and civil society protests. Moreover, international organizations appear to be quite responsive to fluctuations in policy problems. When crises strike and situations worsen, these bodies typically respond with relevant new policy initiatives. While important cases of deadlock and failure arise, multilateral policymaking overall shows notable efficiency and responsiveness.


Yet new policies are not enough to ensure that international organizations are effective. For one thing, those initiatives must be sufficiently ambitious. Policies that hold back from tough targets and demand little or no adjustment in prevailing behavior are unlikely to solve global problems. Current ambitions of international cooperation often fall short of what is required. Multilateral negotiations typically converge on lowest-common-denominator solutions that all key parties can accept, especially when agreement requires consensus.


Effective global governance also requires state and nonstate actors to follow the adopted policies. While not as bad as sometimes depicted, rule compliance is far from perfect. On the one hand, data indicate increased compliance over time for key international organizations in the areas of international trade, financial stability, labor conditions, and European integration. This trend suggests that the compliance mechanisms of these organizations are well able to deter, detect, and correct violations of the agreed rules. On the other hand, noncompliance remains a serious issue in multilateral cooperation, especially when institutions lack adequate enforcement mechanisms. It is also important not to equate compliance with problem-solving, since high levels of compliance may reflect low levels of policy ambition.


Ultimately, the overall picture is that international organizations generally have positive effects in the areas that they govern, but often fall short of solving the problems that they are meant to address. Multilateral institutions in the areas of security, trade, development, and human rights have often helped to reduce their focal problems. Yet, despite these positive impacts, international organizations rarely achieve their full goals. The world still overflows with military conflict, trade protectionism, human poverty, rights abuse, and other challenges.


Global climate governance well illustrates these dynamics around effectiveness. The core rules in global efforts to combat climate change have evolved over the past 30 years through successive treaties and protocols. However, this policy development has come at the expense of diluted ambitions, as well as weakened implementation mechanisms. The Paris Agreement allows each state to set its own national targets for emissions reductions, without any binding commitment to attain the global targets. Predictably, the result is good compliance with national objectives, but collectively insufficient measures to achieve the goals of the Paris Agreement. In comparison, the EU’s ambitions go much further, including a binding and enforceable climate law. Yet the EU’s capacity to mitigate global climate change is limited, since its member countries account for less than 10 percent of current total world greenhouse gas emissions.



Legitimacy


Contrary to common assertions, international organizations are not suffering from a general legitimacy crisis. Instead, multilateral institutions tend to enjoy moderate levels of approval among both citizens and elites. In fact, overall average citizen confidence in international organizations slightly exceeds average confidence in national governments.


Furthermore, there is limited evidence of a downward trend in the perceived legitimacy of international organizations. Instead, public approval of multilateral cooperation appears to hold quite steady over time, albeit with some fluctuations. For instance, both the UN and the EU experienced a decline in legitimacy in the years around 2010, but have since seen their support recover. Many international organizations have experienced no serious challenge to their legitimacy at all over the past 35 years, and among those that have, the reasons tend to be specific to the case at hand, rather than a reflection of general discontent with multilateral cooperation.


However, global governance attracts varying levels of legitimacy beliefs across organizations and countries, indicating that international organizations enjoy less approval in some circles. Certain multilateral institutions draw greater legitimacy than others. Both citizens and elites generally express more support for organizations concerned with human security than organizations concerned with economic affairs. Similarly, international organizations are perceived as more legitimate in some countries than in others. For instance, citizens in the Philippines and Germany accord greater legitimacy to multilateral institutions than citizens in Brazil and Russia.


Particularly striking is a notable elite-citizen gap in legitimacy beliefs vis-à-vis global governance. Leaders in politics and society tend to regard international organizations as more legitimate than the general public. This divergence between elites and citizens prevails across a range of major international organizations, countries, and types of elites. However, these elite-citizen divides are not limited to multilateral cooperation, since a similar gap in legitimacy beliefs prevails toward national governments. Thus, global and national arenas are experiencing a cleavage in the legitimacy that elites and citizens accord to governance institutions.


Global climate governance illustrates many of these patterns. While no systematic cross-national data are available on citizen legitimacy beliefs toward the UNFCCC, research indicates that elites accord this organization extensive support. Yet these levels of approval among elites have not prevented anti-globalist critics (including political leaders such as Jair Bolsonaro and Donald Trump) from attacking the UNFCCC. The climate policies of the EU also enjoy broad citizen support, although the levels vary considerably between member countries.



Strategies Going Forward


Contemporary global governance has many qualities that make it well equipped to handle global problems. Yet international organizations also struggle with deficits of power, effectiveness, and legitimacy, making them unable to deliver their full potential impact. How could global governance become more fit for purpose? The report outlines three reform strategies, each entailing a different level of change.


A first strategy is to upgrade the classic interstate system of cooperation by strengthening international organizations. This approach suggests that current international organizations work reasonably well and that the best way forward is to build on this proven track record, rather than to venture into risky experimentation. Reforms in this vein could include: giving international organizations greater legal power to regulate; shifting toward more majority voting in decision-making; giving international organizations more extensive enforcement powers; and boosting the core funding of multilateral institutions. Such upgrades have the advantage of being fairly straightforward and more readily achievable.


A second strategy is to increase reliance on new modes of global governance. This approach suggests that the classic interstate system is not sufficient to handle contemporary global challenges and that more ambitious governance innovations are necessary. New modes of global governance include transgovernmental networks, transnational hybrid institutions, transnational private initiatives, and translocal cooperation arrangements. These governance modes are less sensitive to the sovereignty constraints of states and more flexible for tackling transboundary problems. Reforms in this vein could include: allowing new modes of governance to take the lead in areas of global cooperation with regulatory gaps; further integrating civil society, business, and local actors into global governance; and harnessing the private sector to secure greater funding for global governance.


A third strategy prescribes a larger transformation of global governance. This approach reflects pessimism about the potential of achieving a fully functioning system of global governance through incremental reform. Instead, it calls for a fundamental shift toward more supranational and democratic forms of global governance. Advocates suggest that the world is facing a new “Bretton Woods moment”—a juncture, similar to the end of the Second World War, when the underlying order is in flux and novel solutions are within reach. Reforms in this vein could include: creating new fully empowered institutions, such as a World Environmental Organization; equipping existing organizations with supranational authority that overrides state sovereignty; developing stronger democratic mechanisms, such as global political parties and legislative assemblies; and expanding judicial power by strengthening international courts as well as the role of national courts in enforcing international law.
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1. Global Problems,


Global Solutions


Climate change, health pandemics, financial crises, military conflicts, trade barriers, and refugee flows. All manifest the transboundary nature of contemporary societal problems, and all underline the need for global cooperation. Meeting such global challenges with national and local government alone is at best suboptimal and at worst detrimental. Global problems demand global solutions.


This insight has been a key driver in the growth of global governance. As early as the nineteenth century, and especially over the past 75 years, considerable governance has shifted to arenas beyond the nation state. A dense network of regional and global organizations has emerged to address transboundary problems. Examples include the United Nations (UN), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Health Organization (WHO), and the World Trade Organization (WTO). In addition, recent decades have seen the development of additional forms of global governance, often with a prominent role for nonstate actors, such as business, civil society, and science. The result is a system of global governance that in large parts emphasizes ideals such as democratic government, human rights, open markets, rule of law, peaceful settlement of disputes, and multilateral cooperation, and is therefore often described as a liberal international order.


While the demands on global governance to deliver have never been higher, this system also appears to be more contested than ever before. On the one hand, (re)emerging major states such as China and Russia are challenging the liberal international order from the outside, bringing other political ideals to the table, raising fears of an “autocratization” of global governance. On the other hand, anti-globalist populists such as Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, Rodrigo Duterte, and Marine Le Pen are mobilizing against multilateral cooperation from the inside in the name of “regaining control.” As a result, global governance is caught between demands for effective problem solving on the one hand and attempts to revise or undermine the prevailing international order on the other.


This report from the SNS Democracy Council explores the overarching question of whether global governance is fit for purpose. Do existing global governance institutions have the necessary means to solve transboundary problems? While local and national government carry the main responsibility for addressing concerns of an intra-state nature, global and regional institutions are particularly well placed to address cross-border challenges that require collective international efforts.


Our report examines three key preconditions for well-functioning global governance: power, effectiveness, and legitimacy. We specifically focus on a range of classic international organizations that constitute core pillars of global governance and play frontline roles in combating transboundary problems. Consider the WHO and disease control, the IMF and financial crises, the UN in various conflict settings, and the WTO in trade politics. Do such international organizations (here also alternatively called multilateral institutions) hold the power required to develop, implement, and enforce global policies? Do they wield this power with sufficient effectiveness to address transboundary problems? And do they possess legitimacy as governing institutions in the eyes of policy elites and wider public opinion? Moreover, what are the main challenges that international organizations encounter in terms of power, effectiveness, and legitimacy? How could international organizations become better equipped to deal with urgent global governance problems?


This report examines these three themes in a comparative perspective, mapping and analyzing patterns among a broad range of international organizations in areas such as development, finance, health, human rights, security, and trade. In addition, we offer an in-depth analysis of power, effectiveness, and legitimacy in the context of global climate cooperation, as a way of illustrating these dynamics in a critical area of contemporary global governance. The report is based on the latest findings from scientific research into international organizations and offers a uniquely comprehensive and integrated analysis of whether global governance is fit for purpose as it confronts key current and future challenges.


The fitness of global governance is an issue at the top of the global policy agenda. Events over the past fifteen years, such as the global financial crisis, large irregular migration flows, the COVID-19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, and the continuing challenge of climate change have all underlined the need for concerted international action. Yet whether existing international organizations are capable of meeting such challenges is an open question. In September 2021, UN Secretary-General António Guterres presented his vision on the future of global cooperation, “Our Common Agenda” (UN 2021). The Agenda makes a strong call to reinvigorate multilateralism and accelerate the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In addition, the Secretary-General created a High-Level Advisory Board on Effective Multilateralism, tasked with developing concrete recommendations for more effective multilateral arrangements by 2023. These efforts speak to the topicality of this report and the importance of its findings.


Our main conclusion is that contemporary international organizations have many positive qualities for solving transboundary problems, but not in sufficient measure to tackle the major global challenges of today and tomorrow. As later chapters detail, international organizations have come to possess multiple means of power, have become quite effective at developing and executing global policies, and have gained legitimacy on par with that of national governments. However, multilateral institutions also have obvious deficits in power, effectiveness, and legitimacy. While transboundary problems continue to proliferate and intensify, the empowerment of international organizations has slowed, the effectiveness of global policies often falls short of key goals, and the legitimacy of the institutions suffers from systematic gaps between elites and citizens. Our concluding chapter therefore outlines three strategies, at varying levels of ambition, for how global governance may become more fit for purpose: upgrading interstate cooperation; expanding new modes of global governance; and transforming global governance.





Global Problems


With globalization—the widening, deepening, and acceleration of worldwide interconnectedness—contemporary societal problems are increasingly transboundary in nature (Scholte 2005). While globalization has occurred in multiple waves throughout human history, its development over the past 50 years is characterized by an unprecedented scale, breadth, speed, intensity, and impact. Few spheres of social activity are untouched by globalization, which nowadays also reaches every corner of the planet.


While skeptics suggest that globalization may be exaggerated, most statistics tell a different story. According to the widely respected KOF Globalisation Index (Figure 1.1), interconnectedness in economic, social, and political fields has steadily risen since at least the 1970s (KOF Swiss Economic Institute 2022). Economic globalization comprises worldwide interconnectedness in trade, finance, and production. Social globalization includes worldwide interconnectedness in interpersonal relations, communication, and culture. Political globalization encompasses worldwide interconnectedness through interstate relations and nonstate actors.


While globalization has had significant positive effects, greater global interconnectedness also generates notable challenges. In an interconnected global world, the consequences of decisions or events in one country are no longer confined to this territory (if they ever were), but readily spread to other countries and continents (Keohane and Nye 1977/2011). Consider the effects of environmental pollution, financial instability, military armament, trade protectionism, uncontrolled migration, and virus contagion.


Crises are moments in time when the effects of growing globalization and interdependence truly come to the fore. In Europe alone, the past fifteen years have seen a succession of crises that have demonstrated the challenges of global interconnectedness:


› The financial crisis of 2007–2009, starting with the collapse of the mortgage market in the United States (US), generated far-flung economic repercussions. Europe experienced the Eurozone crisis in 2009–2015, when high fiscal debt and deficit levels in several countries led to domestic austerity packages, economic recession, and rising unemployment.


Figure 1.1 Economic, Social, and Political Globalization, 1970–2019




[image: ]


Source: Based on data from the KOF Globalisation Index 2022.





› The migration crisis of 2015, particularly provoked by the war in Syria, led many people to seek refuge in neighboring countries and Europe. Poorly functioning regional and global migration regimes exacerbated humanitarian hardship for refugees, as well as difficulties to manage inflows of migrants in many countries.


› The COVID-19 crisis erupted in 2020 when a highly contagious virus, first discovered in Wuhan, China, rapidly spread across the world. The resulting pandemic led to more than six million deaths, locked down societies, and had massive economic, social, and political implications. The crisis also demonstrated the sensitivity of global supply chains, whose disruption led to shortages in many goods and accompanying price increases.
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