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Climate-related security challenges are transnational in character, leading states
to increasingly rely on intergovernmental organizations (IGOs)—such as the
European Union and the North-Atlantic Treaty Organization—for policy solu-
tions. While climate security issues do not typically fit comfortably within the
mandates of existing IGOs, recent decades have seen increasing efforts by IGOs
to link climate change and security. This article reviews existing studies on IGOs’
responses to climate security challenges. It draws together research from several
bodies of literature spanning political science, international relations, and envi-
ronmental social science, identifying an emerging field of research revolving
around IGOs and climate security. We observe significant advancement in this
young field, with scholars extending and enriching our understanding of how
and why IGOs address climate security challenges. Yet we still know little about
the conditions under which IGOs respond to climate security challenges and
when they do so effectively. This article discusses the main gaps in current work
and makes some suggestions about how these gaps may be usefully addressed
in future research. A better understanding of the conditions under which IGOs
respond (effectively) to climate security challenges would contribute to broader
debates on climate security, institutional change, and effectiveness in interna-
tional relations and environmental social science, and may facilitate crafting
effective global solutions to society’s most intractable climate security challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

Societies worldwide are currently being confronted
by a new class of security challenges posed by

climate change. Climate change is undermining the
security of states and people in ways that are unprec-
edented in complexity and spatial reach.1 Although
there is ongoing academic debate about the causal
linkages from climate change to conflict,2–6

researchers and policymakers widely agree that cli-
mate change has exacerbated existing vulnerabilities
in already unstable regions by shaping social, politi-
cal, and economic circumstances.7–10 As climate secu-
rity challenges are typically transnational in
character, states are increasingly relying on intergov-
ernmental organizations (IGOs) such as the
European Union (EU), the North-Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), and the United Nations
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Security Council (UNSC), that is, formal, multilat-
eral, or bureaucratic arrangements established to fur-
ther cooperation among states (Ref 11,
pp. 328–329), for policy solutions.12–16

Research on the mandates, behavior, and effec-
tiveness of IGOs in addressing climate security chal-
lenges has burgeoned in response. In several social
science subfields spanning political science, interna-
tional relations (IR), and environmental social sci-
ence, the questions of how, why, and how effectively
IGOs respond to climate security challenges have
started to attract scholarly interest over the past
decade. Such questions are becoming increasingly rel-
evant in addressing this new class of global climate
security problems. States have delegated more and
more political authority to IGOs in recent decades,
and IGOs in turn are known to affect state behavior
through means such as economic coercion, social
shaming, information provision, agenda-setting, and
norm socialization.11

This article contributes to the increasingly
salient debate on global climate security governance
by identifying an emerging field of research revolving
around IGOs and climate security. This field is rather
difficult to delineate due to the many policy areas
linked to climate security. Climate security risks
interact with each other and span several policy
areas, such as security, diplomacy, peace and conflict,
development, disaster risk reduction (DRR), and
migration.17–19 Recent decades have seen increasing
efforts by international policymakers to link climate
change and security across policy areas, which has
resulted in a rise of epistemic communities on climate
security that push policymaking in IGOs such as the
EU and the United Nations (UN). Although IGOs’
responses to climate security issues are still widely
understood and framed as a reaction to solve prob-
lems in specific policy areas such as security, develop-
ment, and migration, policymakers are under
increasing pressure to adequately address trans-
boundary climate security risks. Thus, they face a
sharpened burden of proof in explaining how climate
security risks can be effectively addressed by linking
governance efforts across policy areas.9

With regard to the academic literature on IGOs
and climate security, scholars have published in a
wide variety of journals and other outlets such as
research monographs and edited volumes. It would
therefore be unrealistic to expect to get a representa-
tive overview by sampling studies only from the high-
est ranked journals. Such an approach would run the
risk to map some prominent scholarship, while ignor-
ing many relevant studies published in more specialist
journals. Based on these considerations, this article is

based on the following broad approach to identify
relevant studies.

We proceeded in five steps. First, we delimited
the time period of this review to 2004–2016, as sys-
tematic academic research on climate security chal-
lenges gained momentum only after the seminal
policy paper on the topic by Schwartz and Randall
was published in 2003.20 Second, we used recent
policy reports dealing with global climate security
challenges to identify central IGOs, policy areas, and
keywords, as well as references to related scholarly
literature.9,17,19,21 Third, we searched for these IGOs,
policy areas, and keywords on the web pages of the
10 major journal and book publishing houses in the
social sciences, and complemented this search using
the EBSCO Host Research Databases search engine.
Fourth, we used the bibliographies of the identified
studies to select other publications. Fifth, we
excluded studies that merely mention that IGOs are
important players in global climate security gover-
nance, taking into account only those that examine
IGO responses to climate security challenges through
scientific inquiry (though not necessarily as primary
aim of research). Thus, this review includes a total
set of 44 studies written in English that each have
contributed to knowledge about IGO responses to
climate security challenges.

In reviewing these studies, we highlight two
generic forms of IGO responses privileged in existing
studies, that is, discursive and governance
approaches. We observe much advancement, with
scholars extending and enriching our understanding
of how and why IGOs address climate security chal-
lenges. Yet we know little about the conditions under
which IGOs respond to climate security challenges,
and when they do so effectively. Scholars investigat-
ing similar topics are typically not motivated by
shared conceptualizations or theoretical outlooks,
and provide in-depth knowledge about specific cases
of individual IGOs in particular policy areas. There
are legitimate reasons for this, as this ‘state of the
art’ reflects the fragmented nature of global climate
security governance, where climate security issues do
typically not fit comfortably within the mandates of
existing IGOs.

Yet new governance arrangements to tackle
climate security issues increasingly garner policy
space,9,17,18,21 which leads us to identify two chief
research gaps. First, we know little about integrated
governance, referring to the degree to which policy-
makers involved in different policy areas link climate
change and security by cooperating within and across
IGOs, and by mainstreaming climate security issues
across policy areas.22,23 Second, the effectiveness of
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IGO responses to climate security challenges is an
important research area in need of more theory. The
aim of this review is to make suggestions for how
these two main shortcomings could be remedied by
linking the study of IGOs and climate security to
broader lines of theory on institutional change and
effectiveness in IR.

CLIMATE SECURITY

‘Climate security’ is a rather elusive concept that has
been defined in many different ways. At a basic level,
climate security is commonly referred to as threats to
states, societies, and individual citizens, encompass-
ing any threats and risks directly or indirectly caused
by climate change.7,24 While the conventional defini-
tion of security refers to violent and direct intentional
acts, climate change typically affects security indi-
rectly by shaping contextual conditions. More partic-
ularly, potential effects of climate change on security
depend not only on the magnitude of climate change
but largely on context-based vulnerabilities related to
water and energy infrastructure, interdependencies in
supply chain of key commodities, social and political
institutions, and ultimately, societies’ adaptive capac-
ity. Thus, the multidimensional and multifaceted
impacts of climate change imply that different dimen-
sions of security, such as state security and human
security, may be simultaneously affected.25,26 In line
with recent understandings of climate security in the
academic and policymaking communities, we define
climate security as the condition where people, com-
munities, and states have the capacity to manage
stresses emerging from climate change and
variability.9,24

Although IGOs’ relevance for resolving climate
security challenges is increasingly being acknowl-
edged in policymaking communities,8,9,17,21 research
on global climate security governance is still not
widely perceived as a research field in its own right.
To give an overview of the compartmentalized social
science literature on IGOs and climate security, we
categorize existing studies in terms of their main con-
ceptual and empirical foci. We observe three such
foci (see Figure 1).

First, previous literature on climate security pri-
marily focuses on two analytically distinct security
notions: state security and human security. While
state security is typically understood as the condition
where states have the capacity to manage climate-
related threats to safeguard their sovereignty, military
strength, and power in the international system,
human security is commonly conceived of as the

condition where individuals and communities have
the capacity to manage sudden or chronic climate-
induced risks such as hunger, disease, and rights vio-
lations.27,28 Although state and human security are
closely intertwined, only few scholars study climate
security implications for both security dimen-
sions.7,24,29,30 Second, previous research on IGOs
and climate security focuses on a set of policy areas.
State security is the primary focus of studies on secu-
rity, diplomacy, as well as peace and conflict,
whereas human security is predominantly studied in
relation to development, DRR, and migration. Third,
although most IGOs’ mandates span multiple policy
areas, existing studies typically link individual IGOs
to a specific policy area. These distinctions between
notions of security, policy areas, and IGOs reflect
ongoing debates about climate security in the policy-
making community.9,17,18,21

IGO RESPONSES AND THEIR
EFFECTIVENESS

Based on the categorizing framework developed in
the previous section, we observe an emerging field of
research on IGOs’ responses to climate security
threats and risks. Previous research has privileged
two types of IGO responses: discourse and gover-
nance approaches. We discuss each in turn.

IGO Discourse on Climate Security
IGO discourse on climate security challenges mirrors
a growing acknowledgment of the security implica-
tions of climate change among policymakers.8,9,17,21

Trends in IGO discourse on climate security may be
understood against the background of a broader lit-
erature on security and securitization. This literature
provides useful and critical insights for understanding
the promises and pitfalls, and potentially unintended
consequences, of a security framing of climate
change.

Scholars adopting varying epistemological
approaches widely agree that climate security issues
do not yield readymade interpretations of their
nature, scope, and consequences,31–33 but that such
issues gain in significance as they are recognized and
interpreted by political and societal actors as threats
to valued objects such as state or human security.34

There is a debate on the different and potentially con-
flicting interests that actors have when securitizing cli-
mate change, and the consequences of specific interest
constellations for actual problem solving.25,30,35

While securitization is attractive for both govern-
ments and IGOs when seeking to legitimize forceful
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actions for addressing urgent threats, their interests in
securitizing climate change may differ widely.36,37

Governments have incentives to securitize climate
change ‘because it allows them to frame the global
challenge of climate change in ways that are familiar
to the apparatus of their foreign policy’ (Ref 24,
p. 280). For example, the securitization of climate
conflicts has enabled the US military to increase its
influence over development assistance and humanitar-
ian aid.38 With regard to IGOs, climate change has
been securitized both in terms of state and human
security. Examples include: NATO, which has sought
to securitize climate change to safeguard its military
force36; the EU, which has made attempts to securitize
climate-induced migration (Ref 37, p. 144); and the
UNDP, which has focused on the links between cli-
mate change and human security.39

However, there is little evidence that climate
change has been coherently securitized across IGOs,
and scholars debate whether we are witnessing a
‘failed securitization’ of climate change or a ‘climati-
zation’ of specific security-related issues such as
defense, migration, and development.29 Moreover,
the existence of different interests behind securitiza-
tion raises a larger challenge: given power asymme-
tries among governments and IGOs, the
securitization of climate issues may legitimize actions
or policies that disadvantage vulnerable groups in the
global South.38 Against this backdrop, the following
discussion of the literature on IGOs’ discourse on cli-
mate security should be read critically in light of the
insights from the securitization literature.

Much research on IGOs’ discourse on climate
security examines how discourse has developed over
time, why climate change has been increasingly
framed as a security concern,40–42 and in what ways
actors with diverging interests seek to influence the
framing of climate security according to their own

preferences.43,44 Moreover, a few studies have
inquired about how discourse may shape IGOs’ gov-
ernance responses and their effectiveness.29 Dis-
course, understood as ways of structuring knowledge
and social practices, has been analyzed in our sample
of studies from a range of different epistemological
(e.g., constructivism and positivism) and theoretical
(e.g., structuralism, agency-based and critical analy-
sis) perspectives. While structuralist analyses typically
seek to understand the development and conse-
quences of climate security discourse, agency-based
analyses intend to capture discourse by specific
actors. By contrast, critical approaches usually pro-
blematize the effects of discourse on climate security,
especially for marginalized groups such as irregular
migrants.38,45 Empirical evidence comes mostly from
the EU and the UNSC, with fewer contributions
focusing on other IGOs with a mandate in defense
such as NATO, the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS), and the Arctic Council.36,46–48

With regard to trends and patterns of IGO
discourse on climate security, there is mostly evi-
dence on organizations dealing with state security.
The UNSC has increasingly acknowledged the link
between climate change and security,30,49–52 with
studies focusing particularly on the debates after
the very first debate on climate security in
2007.53,54 Interestingly, while observers and states
remain divided about whether the UNSC is the
right forum for discussions on climate change, there
is an emerging consensus that the UNSC should
address climate change issues.55 While opponents
argue that climate change is primarily an issue that
shapes social development, not security, proponents
emphasize the adverse effects climate change will
have on international peace and security, implying
that these effects would fall under the mandate of
the UNSC.52,53
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FIGURE 1 | The emerging field of research on IGOs and climate security. Authors’ own categorization of conceptual and empirical foci in
existing studies on IGOs and climate security.
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The EU has since 2008 stressed that climate
change effects on security are indirect, being moder-
ated by various political, social, and economic
factors.56–59 In this respect, a relatively small group
of diplomats and officials sharing a similar under-
standing of climate security challenges (i.e., an ‘epi-
stemic community’ on climate security) shaped the
EU’s discourse on climate security roughly from the
early 2000s until at least 2009.60 Several trends in
EU discourses on climate security are discernible,
such as the securitization of ‘climate refugees,’ diplo-
macy, and conflict prevention, and the convergence
of climate security and energy security.37,61–63

There are comparatively few studies focusing
on discourse by IGOs adopting a human security
approach. Yet there is evidence of the relevance of
climate change in development and humanitarian
affairs, and of IGOs framing climate change in terms
of its consequences for human security and related
concepts such as vulnerability. Thus, the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has pre-
dominantly linked climate change to human develop-
ment, but has sought to expand its mandate and
financial resources in climate change by linking cli-
mate change and human security discursively.14,64 In
the context of migration, the EU has linked the
notion of ‘environmental migrants’ to a growing
extent to climate change, which has influenced EU
policies in Southern Mediterranean countries.59

Despite the evidence that some IGOs increas-
ingly frame climate change as a security issue, effec-
tive policy responses do not necessarily follow.
Whether securitizing climate change generates policy
responses and whether they are effective is subject to
scholarly debate.29 Indeed, discursive struggles often
arise when IGOs seek to advance their overall agenda
rather than to address climate security challenges,
implying a risk of producing suboptimal policy out-
comes and even harmful effects.30,36,65,66 For exam-
ple, although the EU has sought to securitize
discourse about migration, it has ‘ultimately failed in
bringing about the desired action ... Instead climate-
induced migration became subjected to the already
existing European machinery of managing and con-
trolling migration’ (Ref 37, p. 144). Furthermore,
previous studies of UN agencies such as the UNDP,
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP),
and United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) highlight how
framing political issues has contributed to reduce the
organizations’ ability to address climate security chal-
lenges in the past.44 Relatedly, scholars have argued
that framings could constrain an IGO’s mandate.52

Indeed, framing has hampered the effectiveness of

governance approaches in the past. In the context of
the UN, framing the climate change problem as one
of law and development, ‘the UN has, for the most
part, failed to … act on environmental problems as
matters of peace and international security, or as a
component of human rights’ (Ref 52, p. 6). Taken
together, these insights are underlined by but typi-
cally not explicitly linked to previous insights in a
broader social science literature on how discourse
shape policy outcomes.67,68

In sum, these studies have significantly
advanced our understanding of the motivations for
securitizing climate change and the trends and pat-
terns of IGO discourse on climate security. More-
over, previous works have shed light on the roles of
actors’ specific communicative framings in shaping
the effects of discourse on policy change. Yet we
know little about the links between discourse and
effective IGO responses to climate security chal-
lenges. Those studies evaluating the effects of IGO
responses do not rely on a common conceptualiza-
tion of effective governance, hampering theory devel-
opment on effectiveness. Moreover, there is a
methodological preference for single-case studies on
discourse by individual IGOs in specific policy areas.
While informative for the particular case, these stud-
ies tell us little about general patterns and explana-
tions the conditions under which IGO discourse and
effective IGO responses to climate security challenges
are linked.

IGO Governance on Climate Security
Existing studies on IGO governance focus predomi-
nantly on how, with what consequences,69 and how
effectively70 IGOs integrate climate security chal-
lenges in their governance approaches. We follow
previous scholars in defining governance as systems
of rule that are either embodied within formal insti-
tutions, or based on intersubjective understandings in
informal institutions (Ref 71, p. 426). In other
words, institutions are the principles and procedures
that shape how actors engage in governance. Most
IGOs studied in this body of literature are the EU,
UNSC, NATO, and UN agencies with a mandate in
environment, development, and humanitarian affairs.

In the context of state security, research on
NATO has brought to light that the organization has
maintained a relatively narrow focus on helping to pre-
pare its members’ military forces to deal with adverse
climate change effects.36 By contrast, the EU has a
more comprehensive approach to security. Specifically,
the setting up of the European External Action Service
(EEAS) as of 2010 onward have led some scholars to
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suggest that EU crisis management capacities are better
suited to address climate security challenges.72 Yet
others have argued that there are unused opportunities
in the EU for developing more coherent governance
approaches to adequately address the complexities of
climate security challenges.73

In the context of the UN, several studies have
focused on the room for governance responses to cli-
mate security within the UNSC’s mandate.49,55,74,75

In this respect, one of the few studies systematically
comparing the UNSC, EU, and NATO suggests that
both the politicization of climate change issues and
the UNSC’s weak resource endowment ‘make it
increasingly difficult to mobilize the coalitions that
are needed for international interventions to support
those states and regions that are the most vulnerable
to the physical impacts of climate change’ (Ref 76,
p. 82). UNSC responses to climate security challenges
vary in terms of whether security is perceived nar-
rowly or broadly,76 but also in terms of how the
mandate of the UNSC is interpreted.55 More gener-
ally speaking, in the absence of a broad international
agreement on climate-related effects on international
security; however, the development of more ambi-
tious and effective governance responses by the
UNSC is unlikely.76

With regard to human security, most research
focuses on UN agencies. In the UN, climate stressors
are integrated in different policy areas such as devel-
opment, migration, and DRR with the purpose of
addressing human insecurity rather than preventing
violent conflicts. Typical governance forms are work-
ing groups, departments, and cooperation among
policymakers across policy areas on climate security
issues. For example, the UNDP started developing
governance strategies to address climate-related risks
for human security in 2007.64 In the area of migra-
tion, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHRC) has sought to address climate-induced dis-
placement of people by participating in UNFCCC
negotiations and the Nansen conference. To date,
however, the UNHCR’s efforts have not led to con-
crete policy change,64,69 as many observers and pol-
icymakers perceive climate security challenges to lie
outside the organization’s core mandate to supervise
the Refugee Convention.77

A case in point for combining state and human
security perspectives is the Environment and Security
(ENVSEC) initiative. This partnership, including
both traditional security organizations such as
NATO and organizations focusing on human secu-
rity such as UNDP and UNEP, seeks to address con-
flict risks caused by environmental change in
different crisis regions.78

Discussing the effectiveness of IGO governance,
the literature provides some descriptive evidence. For
example, scholars are skeptical that the adoption of a
new treaty is the most appropriate solution to make
the UNHCR’s governance responses more effective,
and emphasize the difficulties of clearly defining ‘cli-
mate refugees.’79,80 Others propose the formulation
of a UNFCCC Protocol on Climate Refugees.81

There are a few attempts to shed light on why effec-
tive IGO governance in climate security may have
been impeded in the past, with existing studies pro-
viding some evidence on the impact of integrated
governance, and tentative evidence on the role con-
text sensitivity of IGO governance.

To begin with, integrated governance has been
pursued in the context of the Arctic Council, NATO,
and several UN agencies.36,48,82,83 In the state secu-
rity literature, scholars argue that the risks posed by
climate change need to be addressed in IGOs’ peace-
building activities, but that integration can be ham-
pered by factors such as diverging objectives and
time frames.84 In studies on human security, inte-
grated governance has been discussed as a vital factor
in the areas of DRR, climate change adaptation,85

and development86 for shaping the effectiveness of
UN agencies.83 These studies are underpinned by
related studies that focus on the field of DRR rather
than specific IGOs and that have argued how effec-
tive global governance more generally is shaped by
integrated governance in the form of fostering cross-
community learning processes, developing a common
understanding of key concepts, and improving expert
knowledge across policy areas.87,88 Moreover, con-
text sensitivity of global rules may shape effective
IGO governance. In this respect, previous research
has criticized insufficient context sensitivity of the
mitigation mechanisms promoted by UNFCCC such
as crop-based biofuels, and payment for ecosystem
services such as the Reduced Emissions from Defores-
tation and Forest Degradation mechanism. A lack of
context sensitivity may have adverse effects in terms
of reinforcing conflict among local populations over
land rights and natural resources.89

Taken together, these studies reveal that IGOs
have increasingly engaged in climate security gover-
nance. Much research has discussed the establish-
ment and functioning of governance approaches
against the background of IGOs’ mandates. Yet we
lag behind in understanding when IGOs engage in
integrated governance in terms of interplay, interac-
tions, or cooperation between policymakers in differ-
ent IGOs, which is not only of growing importance
in climate security governance but also in global gov-
ernance more generally.90 As there are major
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differences between IGOs and policy areas in terms
of how integrated governance may look like and
what the drivers of such governance approaches may
be, we need to know more about the generalizability
across IGOs and policy areas regarding factors that
shape integrated governance approaches. What is
more, existing studies are hard-pressed to explain
variation in the effectiveness of governance. Previous
in-depth case studies using thick descriptions of polit-
ical processes have identified factors influencing the
effectiveness of UN agencies in addressing climate
security challenges, but there is a lack of studies rec-
onciling these findings to understand whether these
factors are common predictors of effectiveness across
IGOs and policy areas.

ADVANCING THE RESEARCH
AGENDA ON IGOS AND CLIMATE
SECURITY

On the basis of the literature review in the previous
section, we observe two chief research gaps. We need
more systematic theory development and empirical
research on, first, integrated governance approaches,
and, second, IGOs’ effectiveness in addressing cli-
mate security challenges. In the following, we discuss
these research gaps and make suggestions for how
they could be tackled both theoretically and
methodologically.

Explaining Integrated Governance:
Conditions for Institutional Change
Existing studies typically describe integrated gover-
nance approaches by specific IGOs in specific policy
fields, with very few studies analyzing and comparing
IGO governance across policy areas.44,52,73 How-
ever, policymakers have increasingly engaged in inte-
grated governance,90 linking climate change and
security in both governance and discourse. Prominent
examples highlighted in our review include NATO’s
efforts to address climate change in order to protect
its military forces,36 the EEAS’s strategy on climate
security risks,72 UNDP’s focus on the negative
impacts of climate change,64 and the ENVSEC intia-
tive.78 Moreover, the increasing visibility of trans-
boundary climate security risks fuels recurring calls
to strengthen the coordination between policy areas
in environmental peace building,25,84 DRR,85,86 and
climate security.9,21 The trend toward more inte-
grated governance has important implications for
institutional change in global climate security
governance.

Significantly extending our understanding of
integrated governance will require theory-driven stud-
ies developing and examining theoretical expectations
about to the drivers of integrated governance. For this
purpose, future studies could effectively draw on a
broader literature in IR on institutional change. As
governance approaches refer to concrete agreements,
policies, and formal arrangements embedded in for-
mal or informal institutions that shape actor behavior
(Ref 71, p. 426), theories of institutional change may
help understanding when and why more concrete gov-
ernance arrangements occur.

This literature is rooted in realist, liberal, and
constructivist research paradigms11 and yields insight
into the causes of institutional change that appear
across policy areas. Using rational choice institution-
alist theories in the realist or liberal tradition,
scholars have emphasized several barriers to institu-
tional change, including the rise of new state powers,
increasing complexity of policy problems, perceived
scientific uncertainty about risks, more complex
global governance landscape, cooperation dilemmas,
costs for states, and vested state interests in institu-
tions that cement increasingly dysfunctional arrange-
ments, the most prominent example being the
UNSC.91–93 Exploring sociological institutionalist
theories in the constructivist tradition, organizational
cultures of IGOs, norms, ideas, and a lack of com-
mon problem definitions, have been shown to cause
institutional inertia or even gridlock that may result
in resistance to adopting new governance forms.94–96

Building on these theories and their explanatory
factors, researchers could examine how such factors
combine in explaining integrated governance. For
example, do norm- or interest-based hypotheses have
more explanatory power? To what degree do differ-
ent IGOs deal with the same climate security chal-
lenges, yielding potential for cross-community
learning processes and integrating governance
responses? Under what conditions can barriers to
integrated governance such as different definitions of
vulnerabilities and temporal scales used in different
policy areas be overcome? What impact do nonstate
actors such as civil society organizations and compa-
nies have on the development of integrated gover-
nance? Such a research agenda would not only
contribute new knowledge to the emerging field of
research on IGOs and climate security. It could also
explicitly reflect on how different theoretical perspec-
tives can be used to explain integrated governance in
climate security, with the prospect of fostering cross-
fertilization across rationalist and constructivist
research traditions in the study of institutional
change.95,97
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Explaining Output, Outcomes, and Impact:
Conditions for Effective IGO Responses
How well have IGOs fared in responding to climate
security challenges? Existing works have broken new
ground by demonstrating how integrated governance
approaches have shaped various UN agencies’
responses to climate security challenges in the past.
What we need is a major step forward in our under-
standing of how to structure IGOs and design poli-
cies to maximize IGOs’ effectiveness.

To add knowledge on the conditions of effective
IGO responses, scholars need to develop measurable
conceptualizations of effectiveness, and theorize what
explains variation in these aspects of effectiveness.
Concepts could be adopted from research on the effec-
tiveness of global environmental regimes98 and
IGOs.99 Regimes refer to rules, norms, procedures,
and ideational structures influencing global outcomes.
Although the regime literature does not focus on IGOs
as actors,100 it has generated useful insights for the
study of IGO effectiveness, with the notion of ‘regime’
being largely replaced with ‘institutions’ in recent IR
research (Ref 11, p. 328). More specifically, there are
three dimensions of effectiveness: a regime’s produc-
tion of norms (output), behavioral effects (outcome),
and ultimate effectiveness with regard to its subject
matter (impact).101 Recent research on IGOs has fur-
ther refined this threefold definition, developing a
more nuanced understanding of IGO output,102 which
is closely related to IGO performance, that is, the
degree of correspondence between output and the
problems facing an IGO (Ref 99, p. 1090).

Existing conceptual debates on effectiveness
have implications for measurement—a recognized
challenge in the literature on effectiveness in global
governance. In this respect, IGO performance may be
best suited for a comparison of the performance of
IGOs in addressing climate security challenges, as it
may be evaluated through comparisons of accom-
plishments within and across organizations.99 A
focus on IGO performance would allow for system-
atic inquiry into the conditions for effectiveness
across IGOs—for example, in terms of response
speed, integrated governance, and the ambitiousness
of responses given the policy problem at hand.

By contrast, measuring effectiveness in terms of
behavioral change may be more challenging, as suc-
cessful implementation may be difficult to compare
across IGOs and policy areas.98 Yet questions pertain-
ing to behavior change, for example, among states or
societal actors, induced by IGO responses to climate
security challenges, are of paramount importance.
Focusing on behavioral change would enable

researchers to assess the conditions under which
global and domestic actors adjust to and comply with
new governance approaches and policies on climate
security matters. On the impact dimension, scholars
could address questions about whether the security of
vulnerable people or states indeed improves as a result
of IGO responses. Yet it may be challenging to estab-
lish causal links between IGOs and impact because of
the presence of interfering variables between an IGO’s
policy and outcomes, particularly in policy areas char-
acterized by complexity and scientific uncertainty.

In terms of theory development, the effective-
ness literature suggests several explanatory factors of
IGO performance, pertaining to power and interest
constellations, organizational cultures, institutional
design, and organizational culture.99,102 Central
drivers identified in the literature on behavior change
and impact of global environmental regimes include
problem structure, compliance, global power constel-
lations, the legitimacy and perceived fairness of insti-
tutions, and the support of domestic corporate and
civil society actors for global rules.98,100,103 Future
studies might usefully explore the relative power of
such factors in explaining effective IGO responses to
climate security challenges, contributing to the
emerging field identified in this article and broader
literatures on climate security and institutional effec-
tiveness in IR and environmental social science.

Scope of Research
Accumulation of knowledge about (effective) IGO
responses to climate security challenges also depends
on research having a broad scope, including multiple
IGOs and policy areas. Broad-based research designs
allow for a closer examination of the many contin-
gencies of (effective) IGO responses.

Which research strategies are most promising?
There are good reasons to continue to nurture
theory-driven inductive or deductive single-case stud-
ies. They are well equipped to enhance context-
specific knowledge and to uncover causal mecha-
nisms, which are important aims given that the field
is at an early stage. Yet single-case studies impose
limits on producing generalizable results.104 By con-
trast, qualitative or quantitative comparative
approaches typically fall short of thick descriptions
of specific cases, but are better suited to adjudicate
among rival explanations, allowing researchers to
systematically vary the conditions under which insti-
tutional change and effectiveness in global climate
security governance might occur. In addition, com-
parative small- or large-N research can shed light on
complex causality, where complex combinations of
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factors determine institutional change or effective-
ness.98 Given these complementary advantages, the
IR literatures on institutional change and effective-
ness have emphasized that mixed-methods research
has proven particularly useful.98,99

More specifically, comparative research would
enable the systematic study of IGO responses to cli-
mate security challenges across several dimensions of
variation, that is, variation across space, scales, and
over time. In terms of spatial variation, it would
reward future studies to examine how IGO
responses, performance, or effectiveness vary across
policy areas, and which factors have explanatory
leverage across policy areas. Aspects of institutions
and effectiveness could be compared either across
bodies of the same IGOs or across IGOs. For exam-
ple, we need to know more about framings and
understandings of climate security challenges in dif-
ferent policy areas, at least partially affecting whether
actors are willing to bear the transaction costs of
institutional change, potentially impeding or promot-
ing integrated governance arrangements.

Moreover, IGO responses and their effective-
ness could be investigated across scales. Researchers
could inquire about IGO effectiveness by comparing
the influence of IGO discourse or governance on
behavior change, compliance, and outcomes such as
peace and conflict at national and sub-national levels.
Alternatively, examining how country conditions
impact state interests in global climate security gover-
nance could help understand the conditions for insti-
tutional change at the global level. Moreover, we
need to know more about whether factors determin-
ing institutional effectiveness at the domestic level
travel to the global level.98,105

Third, temporal factors may shape institutional
change and effectiveness. In this respect, the degree
of institutionalization of governance arrangements
over time, or specific events such as natural disasters,
might be relevant factors to explore in the search for
determinants of (the effectiveness of ) IGO responses
to climate security challenges.

CONCLUSIONS

As IGOs have been delegated growing political
authority, questions about their responses to climate
security challenges have become increasingly impor-
tant. Given their transboundary nature, meeting cli-
mate security challenges with national and local
government alone would be suboptimal and invite
uncoordinated climate policies that may compromise
both state and human security. IGOs are therefore
essential for realizing and preserving state and
human security in today’s more global world.

Scholarly research on IGOs and climate security
constitutes a very young research field. Yet it has
already significantly enhanced our understanding of
how and why IGOs respond to climate security chal-
lenges, particularly in the context of IGOs with a
mandate in state security. Despite different epistemo-
logical and theoretical approaches, existing studies
share common themes pertaining to the adverse
effects of climate change, mitigation, and adaptation
efforts, high-impact climate scenarios, and risk-based
approaches to decision making.

Despite significant advances, much opportunity
for further accumulating knowledge about the condi-
tions under which IGOs address climate security
challenges, and when they do so effectively, remains.
The way forward is to diversify existing theoretical
and methodological research strategies. Theoretically,
we expect existing theories of institutional change
and effectiveness in IR to offer explanatory leverage.
Methodologically, we advocate thinking condition-
ally about institutional change and effectiveness,
complementing existing inductive case study research
with theory-driven comparative research. When find-
ings converge, we gain more general insight about
the conditions for institutional change and effective-
ness in global climate security governance. A better
understanding of these issues could facilitate the
design of effective global solutions to society’s most
intractable climate security challenges.
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