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Abstract
In policy domains characterised by complexity, international organizations (IOs) with overlapping
mandates and governance functions regularly interact in ways that have important implications for global
governance. Yet the dynamics of IO interactions remain understudied. This article breaks new ground
by building on the theoretical insights of organizational ecology to examine IO competition, cooperation,
and adaptation in the domain of energy. Drawing on original empirical data, I consider three related
hypotheses: (1) competition between IOs in the same population is likely to centre on material resources;
(2) IOs are more likely to cooperate when they have a shared governance goal; and (3) individual IOs can
adapt by changing their goals and boundaries. In considering these hypotheses, this article highlights the
limits of the organizational ecology approach and the need to broaden it to account for the possibility that
IOs do cooperate, and that individual IOs, such as the International Energy Agency, have the capacity to
adapt to changes in their environment.
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Introduction
The proliferation of international organizations (IOs) in recent decades has led to an increasing
focus on the complexity of global governance arrangements. Many domains are rightly described
as ‘regime complexes’ with an ‘an array of partially overlapping and non-hierarchical institu-
tions’.1 In such policy domains IOs with overlapping mandates and governance functions regu-
larly interact. The dynamics of these interactions have important implications for who sets global
agendas and rules on some of the most pressing issues facing the globe, including global energy
governance.

However, the dynamics of IO interactions remain understudied. Initially, most studies of
regime complexes focused on the causes and consequences, with complexity or fragmentation
generally considered as a pathology that undermines effective governance.2 This has started to
change. Paralleling earlier work on regime interplay,3 several studies have focused more closely

1Kal Raustiala and David G. Victor, ‘The regime complex for plant genetic resources’, International Organization, 58:2
(2004), pp. 277–309 (p. 279).

2Karen J. Alter and Sophie Meunier, ‘The politics of international regime complexity’, Perspectives on Politics, 7:1 (2009),
pp. 13–24; Robert Keohane and David G. Victor, ‘The regime complex for climate change’, Perspectives on Politics, 9:1 (2011),
pp. 7–23; Frank Biermann, Philipp Pattberg, Harro van Asselt, and Fariborz Zelli, ‘The fragmentation of global governance
architectures: A framework for analysis’, Global Environmental Politics, 9:4 (2009), pp. 14–40.

3Olav Schram Stokke, ‘The Interplay of International Regimes: Putting Effectiveness Theory to Work’ (Norway: FNI,
2001).
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on the interactions between IOs operating in the same policy domain. Drawing on the insights of
organizational ecology, scholars have begun to analyse populations of IOs and particularly the com-
petition that can occur when the density of a population increases.4 The unit of analysis therefore
shifts from individual organizations to populations of organizations governing a policy domain. In
other words, the focus shifts from any one organization to the sea in which they swim.5

While this article draws on theories of organizational ecology that are common in sociology,6

to demonstrate the insights that an ecological perspective can bring to the study of IOs, critically
it highlights the limits of this perspective. In doing so, it suggests the need to consider the insights
of other variants of ecological theory that broaden the organizational ecology approach.7 In this
context, I seek to provide a framework for understanding not only how IOs compete in fragmen-
ted governance domains, but also how they can cooperate and adapt. While competition may be
the dominant form of interaction between IOs in the same population, as organizational ecology
assumes, a failure to permit the possibility of other forms of interaction, such as cooperation, risks
tunnel vision. Insights from other variants of ecological theory can draw attention to forms of IO
interactions in the periphery, broadening what our theoretical frameworks can see.

The domain of global energy governance provides a good testing ground. Like many other glo-
bal policy domains, energy is fragmented. Rather than one universal organization that governs
energy, there is a mismatch of organizations with overlapping mandates that often work at cross-
purposes.8 Further, in recent decades the population of energy IOs has grown markedly from the
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), which was established in the 1960s,
to the International Energy Agency (IEA), which was established in the 1970s, to the
International Energy Forum (IEF) and the Energy Charter Treaty both created in the 1990s, to
the more recent International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), which was established in
2009, among others. At the same time IOs, such as the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), World Bank, and International Monetary Fund
(IMF), have also undertaken governance activities on energy issues.

While numerous studies have considered the role of these individual organizations in the
domain of energy,9 the population of IOs has been largely overlooked. Accordingly, this article
has three related aims. First, it aims to explore the extent to which competition between IOs is
centred on material resources. In organizational ecology competition is considered the ‘central
mechanism’ via which organizations interact.10 Populations of organizations within an ecology

4Susan Block-Lieb and Terence C. Halliday, Global Lawmakers: International Organizations in the Crafting of World
Markets (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Thomas Gehring and Benjamin Faude, ‘A theory of emerging
order within institutional complexes: How competition among regulatory international institutions leads to institutional
adaptation and division of labor’, The Review of International Organizations, 9:4 (2014), pp. 471–98; Jean-Frédéric Morin,
‘Concentration despite competition: The organizational ecology of technical assistance providers’, The Review of
International Organizations, 15 (2020), pp. 75–107; Kenneth W. Abbott, Jessica F. Green, and Robert O. Keohane,
‘Organizational ecology and institutional change in global governance’, International Organization, 70:2 (2016), pp. 247–77.

5Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers p. 31.
6Michael T. Hannan and John Freeman, ‘The population ecology of organizations’, American Journal of Sociology, 82:5

(1977), pp. 929–64; Michael T. Hannan and John Freeman, Organizational Ecology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1989).

7Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers.
8Ann Florini, ‘The peculiar politics of energy’, Ethics & International Affairs, 26:3 (2012), pp. 293–309; Ann Florini and

Benjamin K. Sovacool, ‘Who governs energy? The challenges facing global energy governance’, Energy Policy, 37:12 (2009),
pp. 5239–48; Neil Hirst and Antony Froggatt, ‘The Reform of Global Energy Governance’ (London: Grantham Institute for
Climate Change, 2012).

9Christian Downie, ‘Strategies for survival: The International Energy Agency’s response to a new world’, Energy Policy, 141
(2020), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2020.111452}; Thijs Van de Graaf, The Politics and Institutions of Global
Energy Governance (London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Christian Downie, ‘Global energy governance in the G-20:
States, coalitions, and crises’, Global Governance, 21:3 (2015), pp. 475–92.

10Michael Hannan and Glen Carroll, Dynamics of Organizational Populations (New York, NY: Oxford University Press,
1992), p. 26.
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are expected to compete over a common pool of resources that they depend on for their existence,
such as funding, expertise, or exposure.11 As an organizational form IOs tend to rely on material
resources, such as funding, and symbolic resources, such as legitimacy, to sustain their existence.12

Drawing on these theoretical insights, I argue that competition between IOs is likely to concen-
trate on material resources, such as money, that organizations need to pay for their programmes
and staff. However, I also illustrate that symbolic resources, namely legitimacy, are essential for
IOs to secure funding in the first place. In other words, symbolic resources act as positive feed-
back loop for material resources.

Second, if competition is the central mechanism via which organizations interact, the obvious
question is can they cooperate? One of the enduring concerns for scholars of regime complexes
has been how to improve interactions between institutions.13 While organizational ecology
assumes that competition is the principal form of interaction, drawing on the insights of inter-
actionist ecological theory,14 I argue that IOs in the same population can cooperate and are
more likely to when they have a shared governance goal.15 And further, I highlight how the spe-
cific characteristics of a shared goal can affect the likelihood that IOs will cooperate. In other
words, the likelihood that IOs will be able to put aside competitive dynamics, if only temporarily,
in order to exchange information, share resources, or even establish formal structures of cooper-
ation, such as joint bodies.

Third, this article seeks to understand if individual IOs can and do adapt. Organizational ecol-
ogy generally assumes that IOs are inert rather than adaptable.16 Theorists in this tradition argue
that competition over scarce resources leads to the selection of the most competitive types of
organizations, uncompetitive organizational types die off. Hence, it is not individual organiza-
tions that adapt, but rather populations adapt to their environment as a result of organizational
selection.17 However, shifting the focus from the population of energy IOs to the most prominent
individual IO in the energy domain, namely the IEA, I argue that individual IOs will adapt in
response to changes in their environment, and can do so by changing their goals and boundaries.
In recent years, in response to the proliferation of new IOs governing energy, the IEA has proven
especially successful at changing its mandate and expanding into new issue areas, such as energy
efficiency, and at broadening its organizational boundaries, including via the inclusion of new
members.

Employing an adaptive theory method,18 the next section draws on the insights of ecological
theory to identify three hypotheses that can be employed to consider the dynamics of IO inter-
actions. Section two describes the data and methods used to establish the population of IOs work-
ing on global energy governance. Sections three, four, and five assess the three hypotheses in light
of the empirical data, before the final section concludes.

11Hannan and Freeman, ‘The population ecology of organizations’; Hannan and Carroll, Dynamics of Organizational
Populations.

12Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the World: International Organizations in Global Politics (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 2004); Michael Barnett and Liv Coleman, ‘Designing police: Interpol and the study of change in
international organizations’, International Studies Quarterly, 49:4 (2005), pp. 593–619.

13Amandine Orsini, Jean-Frédéric Morin, and Oran Young, ‘Regime complexes: A buzz, a boom, or a boost for global
governance?’, Global Governance, 19:1 (2013), pp. 27–39 (p. 36).

14Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers.
15Tana Johnson, ‘Cooperation, co-optation, competition, conflict: International bureaucracies and non-governmental

organizations in an interdependent world’, Review of International Political Economy, 23:5 (2016), pp. 737–67;
Marjanneke J. Vijge, Frank Biermann, Rakhyun E. Kim, Maya Bogers, Melanie Van Driel, Francesco S. Montesano, Abbie
Yunita, and Norichika Kanie, ‘Governance through global goals’, in Frank Biermann and Rakhyun E. Kim (eds),
Architectures of Earth System Governance: Institutional Complexity and Structural Transformation (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2020), pp. 254–74.

16Hannan and Freeman, ‘The population ecology of organizations’.
17Hannan and Freeman, Organizational Ecology.
18Derek Layder, Sociological Practice: Linking Theory and Social Research (London, UK: Sage Publications, 1998).
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1. Theorising competition, cooperation, and adaptation
Scholars have applied the concept of regime complexity to an array of policy domains, including
energy.19 One of the defining features of regime complexes is not only that institutions overlap,
but that there is no formal hierarchy between institutions to coordinate decision-making and
resolve conflicts.20 However, in recent years there has been a growing interest in exploring not
only the strategies that states can employ to exploit such fragmented governance spaces, such
as forum shopping, but also to consider how this complexity can be managed.21 For example,
scholars have emphasised the use of governance strategies, such as enrolment, delegation, orches-
tration, and bandwagoning, which have the potential to coordinate multiple actors governing in
the same domain.22

What these studies show is that relations between actors can be coordinated, yet too little is
known about the nature of IO interactions. One of the most promising avenues to consider IO
interactions is organizational ecology. Organizational ecology developed out of organizational
studies in the 1970s with a focus on populations of organizations, rather than individual organi-
zations.23 According to this approach, a population refers to aggregates of organizations that are
typically alike in some respect, with shared resource pools, which could include, for example,
funding, expertise, or technology.

By taking the population to be the unit of analysis, it naturally offers insights into how orga-
nizations relate to one another within a given population. In other words, organizational inter-
actions. As noted, the central insight in ecological terms is that because organizations compete
over scarce resources, competition will lead to the selection of the most competitive organiza-
tional type. Further, as the density of the population increases, typically measured as the number
of organizations in a population, so too will the competition between organizations over the finite
pool of resources.24 A consequence of these processes is that, much like in population biology,
organizational selection is determined by changes in the environment. Put differently, popula-
tions adapt to their environment, but individual organizations are not considered to be
adaptable.25

Recently, these insights have been applied to the study of IOs.26 For example, Kenneth
W. Abbott, Jessica F. Green, and Robert O. Keohane27 have used organizational ecology to ana-
lyse the growth patterns of new organizational forms in global governance, namely private trans-
national regulatory organizations. In doing so, they have adapted the approach, because as they
point out some of the ecological ‘definitions do not fit world politics well’. In assessing the density

19Jeff D. Colgan, Robert O. Keohane, and Thijs Van de Graaf, ‘Punctuated equilibrium in the energy regime complex’, The
Review of International Organizations, 7:2 (2012), pp. 117–43.

20Raustiala and Victor, ‘The regime complex for plant genetic resources’.
21Alter and Meunier, ‘The politics of international regime complexity’.
22Kenneth W. Abbott, Philipp Genschel, Duncan Snidal, and Bernhard Zangl, ‘Orchestration: Global governance through

intermediaries’, in Kenneth W. Abbott, Philipp Genschel, Duncan Snidal, and Bernhard Zangl (eds), International
Organizations as Orchestrators (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015), pp. 3–36; Darren Hawkins, David
Lake, Daniel L. Nielson, and Michael J. Tierney, ‘Delegation under anarchy: States, international organizations, and
principal-agent theory’, in Darren Hawkins, David Lake, Daniel L. Nielson, and Michael J. Tierney (eds), Delegation and
Agency in International Organizations (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 3–38; Sikina Jinnah,
‘Climate change bandwagoning: The impacts of strategic linkages on regime design, maintenance, and death’, Global
Environmental Politics, 11:3 (2011), pp. 1–9; Julia Black, ‘Enrolling actors in regulatory systems: Examples from UK financial
services regulation’, Public Law (spring 2003), pp. 63–91.

23Hannan and Freeman, ‘The population ecology of organizations’; Hannan and Carroll, Dynamics of Organizational
Populations.

24Hannan and Freeman, Organizational Ecology, pp. 96–8.
25Hannan and Carroll, Dynamics of Organizational Populations.
26Gehring and Faude, ‘A theory of emerging order’; Abbott, Green, and Keohane, ‘Organizational ecology and institutional

change’; Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers.
27Abbott, Green, and Keohane, ‘Organizational ecology and institutional change’.
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of a population they focus not on the total number of organizations, as is the common approach,
but instead on the extent and complexity of governance activities within a population of organi-
zations. In other words, growth in a population is not simply a function of the birth of new orga-
nizations, rather it can also occur when existing organizations expand their governance activities
into new areas.28 Similarly, Susan Block-Lieb and Terence C. Halliday’s29 pioneering work in
sociology has examined ecologies of global lawmakers. Again taking populations of IOs as the
unit of analysis, but using an interactionist variant of ecological theory that permits more agency
for organizations, they explore how ecologies are formed, the boundaries between them, and how
interactions vary from competition to cooperation. While these works have emphasised different
variants of ecological theory, and applied them in different ways, together they have laid the
groundwork for a better understanding of IO interactions in global governance domains charac-
terised by complexity. A topic that remains understudied.

Accordingly, in what follows I identify three hypotheses that can be used to consider the
dynamics of IO interactions in global energy governance. The hypotheses are generated following
Derek Layder’s (2006) adaptive theory method, which emphasises the dual influence of prior the-
oretical ideas and the generation of theory from ongoing data collection.30

1.1. Competition between IOs working on global energy governance is likely to centre on material
resources

According to organizational ecology, competition is the principal form of interaction between
organizations.31 This insight stems from the concept of the ‘fundamental niche’. A niche refers
to the social, economic, and political conditions that can sustain organizations, or put differently,
the common pool of resources that organizations depend on for their survival.32 If two popula-
tions rely on completely different resource pools, then their niches do not overlap and there will
be little competition. If their niches do overlap because they rely on similar sets of resources, com-
petition will follow. And, given that organizations of the same population will have almost iden-
tical niches, competition is almost certain. In the words of Micahel Hannan and Glen Carroll, the
arguments for inter-population competition hold a fortiori for intra-population competition.33

It can be assumed safely, therefore, that IOs working on global energy governance in the same
population or in different populations with niches that overlap will be likely to compete. The
question then is what are the social, economic, and political conditions that sustain IOs as an
organizational form. Scholars of IOs have demonstrated that IOs tend to rely on material
resources and symbolic resources for their survival,34 or what others refer to as tangible and
intangible resources.35 IOs need material resources, principally money, to carry out their tasks
and pay for their programmes and staff. For most IOs their money is derived from two main
sources: membership dues from member states, and voluntary contributions from states and
other private sources. IOs also need symbolic resources. Typically this refers to legitimacy,
such that members perceive them as legitimate, which is also important for securing material
resources. If an IO is perceived as valuable by its members and the international community it
will also be more likely to secure financial resources.36 For example, Michael Barnett and Liv

28Ibid.
29Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers.
30Layder, Sociological Practice.
31Hannan and Carroll, Dynamics of Organizational Populations.
32Ibid.
33Ibid., p. 29.
34Barnett and Coleman, ‘Designing police’; Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World.
35Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers, pp. 36–8.
36Barnett and Coleman, ‘Designing police’; Jennifer Gronau and Henning Schmidtke, ‘The quest for legitimacy in world

politics: International institutions’ legitimation strategies’, Review of International Studies, 42:3 (2015), pp. 535–57.
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Coleman37 argue that given that IOs are non-profit organizations without an independent source
of revenue, ‘they depend on their perceived legitimacy for generating external support’ and are
likely to be very attentive to ‘whether they are perceived as serving ends valued by international
society in general and key constituencies in particular’.38

Competition for resources could manifest in different ways. For example, IOs could compete
for governance mandates because of the financial resources they could bring, alongside the related
exposure to the organization, increasing its legitimacy in the eyes of the international community.
For some IOs new mandates offer the possibility of accessing new streams of voluntary contribu-
tions, which can be a welcome source of funding when membership fees cannot be increased. For
the same reasons IOs could also compete to ensure that their voices are heard at key forums and
that they have a means to influence global agendas and rules.39 In regime complexes where there
is no formal hierarchy between institutions, it can also be expected that some organizations will
compete to be the focal actor in a given policy domain, especially if new organizations threaten
their role as the dominant actor. For example, when Interpol’s position as the focal actor in the
domain of international policing was threatened by the creation of rival actors it responded by
pursuing new governance tasks.40

1.2. IOs are more likely to cooperate when they have a shared governance goal

In organizational ecology competition is assumed to be the central mechanism via which organiza-
tions interact. However, as other scholars in the ecological tradition have shown, this assumption is
often too restrictive because cooperation does take place. As Block-Lieb and Halliday41 point out,
IOs are able to put aside competitive dynamics, even if temporarily, to cooperate. For example, IOs
that are competitors may decide to cooperate on specific issues at a given point in time. Such
cooperation can take the form of simple exchanges of information, or other resources, such as
expertise or personnel. In other cases, it can involve more ambitious forms of joint planning,
and the coordination of decision-making and implementation of activities. This can manifest in
formal agreements between actors and the creation of joint bodies, or more informal instruments,
such as MoUs, or the adoption of common definitions of the problem or principles of action.42

Implicit in discussions of cooperation is the notion that actors are engaging in a common
effort in support of a shared goal or objective.43 When actors share a common goal, be it a
broad aspirational goal or one institutionalised with specific targets, cooperation is more likely.44

The chief reason for this is that cooperation can help to secure symbolic and material resources.
In other words, cooperation can be associated with resource creation.45 Shared goals can establish

37Barnett and Coleman, ‘Designing police’, p. 598.
38This is consistent with the approach of other scholars that seek to explore the types and forms of strategies that IOs

employ to sure up their legitimacy in the eyes of the international community. Gronau and Schmidtke, ‘The quest for legit-
imacy in world politics’; Jonas Tallberg and Michael Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations:
introduction and framework’, The Review of International Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 581–606.

39Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers, p. 39.
40Barnett and Coleman, ‘Designing police’.
41Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers.
42Laurence Boisson de Chazournes, ‘Relations with other international organizations’, in Jacob Katz Cogan, Ian Hurd, and

Ian Johnstone (eds), The Oxford Handbook of International Organizations (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016),
pp. 691–711; Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers; International Monetary Fund, ‘IMF Collaboration with the
World Bank on Macro-Structural Issues’ (Washington, DC, 2020).

43Johnson, ‘Cooperation, co-optation, competition, conflict’; Vijgee et al., ‘Governance through global goals’.
44Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers, p. 6; Norichika Kanie, Steven Bernstein, Frank Biermann, and Peter Haas,

‘Introduction: Global governance through goal setting’, in Norichika Kanie and Frank Biermann (eds), Governing through
Goals: Sustainable Development Goals as Governance Innovation (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2017), pp. 1–27.

45Oran Young, ‘Conceptualization: Goal setting as a strategy for Earth system governance’, in Kanie and Biermann (eds),
Governing through Goals, pp. 32–3.
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new global priorities, which IOs seek to work on because of the resources associated with that
goal. For example, IOs that cooperate to achieve specific UN Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) may also be the recipients of increased material resources, as funders direct resources
towards new global priorities. Achieving a specific goal is likely to enhance an IO’s legitimacy,
which in some cases may be accompanied by additional funding. Further, in the same way
that shared values or ideas can enhance cooperative tendencies,46 shared goals may do the
same by galvanising the efforts of actors tasked with working towards them.47

The role that shared governance goals can play in coordinating IO activities is also consistent
with the various approaches advanced to manage fragmentation. As set out in the introduction,
scholars of regime complexes have long been concerned with how to improve interactions
between institutions, and the literature is replete with governance approaches that can improve
coordination.48 For example, orchestration emphasises how IOs can enlist other actors informally
to strengthen governance arrangements. This approach, like others, assumes that the actors’ goals
are correlated and that their interests are sufficiently aligned to overcome conflict. As Abbott,
Genschel, Snidal and Zangl49 put it, ‘correlated goals are the cement’ of these relationships.
Similarly, recent work on governance through global goals, defined as ‘internationally agreed
non-legally binding policy objectives’, suggests goals could be used to coordinate the activities
of various actors, including IOs. Though as the authors point out, to date there has been almost
no empirical work on the effects of goals on governance processes.50

If cooperation involves organizations supporting the same goal, then it is important to identify
what that goal is. In other words, what are they in shared agreement about doing? In the literature
there are a wide range of governance functions that IOs could agree to perform in support of a
broad governance goal including: the collection and dissemination of information; agenda-
setting; capacity building; rule-making; implementation and enforcement; and monitoring and
compliance, among others.51 For example, IOs may have a shared governance goal to build cap-
acity in developing nations, which could entail the provision of labor, technical expertise, or
technology.

1.3. Individual IOs can adapt by changing their goals and boundaries

Organizational ecology generally assumes that individual IOs are not very adaptable.
Traditionally, the argument is that individual organizations are subject to strong forces of inertia,
which present significant limitations on the ability of organizations to adapt. For example, sunk
costs in personnel and equipment, political constraints, historical precedent, plus the risks to an
organization’s legitimacy from change, are all potential forces that render organizations inert.52

46Daniel Béland and Robert Henry Cox, ‘Ideas as coalition magnets: Coalition building, policy entrepreneurs, and power
relations’, Journal of European Public Policy, 23:3 (2016), pp. 428–45; Peter Haas, ‘Introduction: Epistemic communities and
international policy coordination’, International Organization, 46:1 (1992), pp. 1–35.

47Vijge et al., ‘Governance through global goals’, pp. 265–8; Young, ‘Conceptualization’, p. 32.
48Fariborz Zelli and Harro van Asselt, ‘Introduction: The institutional fragmentation of global environmental governance:

Causes, consequences, and responses’, Global Environmental Politics, 13:3 (2013), pp. 1–13.
49Abbott et al., ‘Orchestration’, p. 18.
50Vijge et al., ‘Governance through global goals’, p. 256.
51Deborah Avant, Martha Finnemore, and Susan Sell (eds), Who Governs the Globe? (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

University Press, 2010), pp. 14–16; H. Bulkeley, L. Andonova, K. Backstrand, M. Betsill, D. Compagnon, R. Duffy,
A. Kolk, M. Hoffmann, D. Levy, P. Newell, T. Milledge, M. Paterson, P. Pattberg, and S. Van Deveer, ‘Governing climate
change transnationally: Assessing the evidence from a database of sixty initiatives’, Environment and Planning C:
Government and Policy, 30:4 (2012), pp. 591–612; Kenneth Abbott and Duncan Snidal, ‘The governance triangle:
Regulatory standards institutions and the shadow of the state’, in Walter Mattli and Ngaire Woods (eds), The Politics of
Global Regulation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009); Black, ‘Enrolling actors in regulatory systems’; Liliana
B. Andonova, Michele M. Betsill, and Harriet Bulkeley, ‘Transnational climate governance’, Global Environmental Politics,
9:2 (2009), pp. 52–73.

52Hannan and Freeman, ‘The population ecology of organizations’.
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Instead adaptation occurs at the population level. As noted, competition over scarce resources
ensures that only the most competitive organizational types survive.

However, in response to lively debates in organizational studies,53 some scholars of organiza-
tional ecology have, over time, relaxed their assumptions acknowledging that organizational
change is possible.54 Nevertheless, consideration of how individual IOs can adapt remains a
blind spot in the literature. This likely reflects the level of analysis. A focus on the population
level and processes of organizational selection have meant that scholars have focused on collect-
ing data on the number of organizations rather than on the internal characteristics of individual
organizations.55 However, as Jitendra V. Singh and Charles J. Lumsden claim, an ‘interest in
populations as the unit of analysis need not necessarily preclude attention to organizational
change’.56 And other variants in the ecological tradition view organizational selection and organ-
izational adaptation as fundamentally related processes.57 For example, some scholars have
adopted the lens of an individual IO operating within an ecology of IOs to emphasise how adap-
tation is a critical part of an IO’s survival strategy.58

The first question then, is when will organizations adapt? To the extent that the assumption
has been relaxed, organizations are expected to adapt in response to changes in their environ-
ment.59 In particular, it could be expected that as the population of a given set of organizations
grows, and competition intensifies, individual organizations could adapt in response.
However, because of the limited attention on adaptation in organizational ecology, it is not
clear whether all organizations have the ability to adapt, and especially whether all IOs do.
For example, large established organizations that are politically well connected may be in a
better position to adapt than small powerless organizations.60This parallels studies on the
so-called liability of smallness and the liability of newness, which have shown that smaller
and newer organizations have higher mortality rates because, for example, they find it more
difficult to mobilise funding.61

If individual organizations can adapt, the second question is how? For IOs it can be expected
that they will seek to adapt in ways that maximise the material and symbolic resources that they
need for their survival.62 First, organizations may seek to transform their goals. For example, IOs
may seek to change their mandates to expand into new policy domains in which they have not
previously been associated. Or, to persuade member states to delegate additional governance
functions, which will not only help to raise their profile, but which could also be associated
with additional funding. Second, IOs may seek to broaden their organizational boundaries.
There are several strategies that could be employed. For instance, IOs may seek to expand
their boundaries by bringing in new organizations, in the same way private firms engage in acqui-
sitions, or by bringing in new member states.63 Similarly organizations could establish new organ-
izational units within the structure of the organization that are associated with a broader mandate

53W. Graham Astley and Andrew H. Van de Ven, ‘Central perspectives and debates in organization theory’, Administrative
Science Quarterly, 28:2 (1983), pp. 245–73.

54Michael T. Hannan and John Freeman, ‘Structural inertia and organizational change’, American Sociological Review, 49:2
(1984), pp. 149–64.

55Howard Aldrich and Martin Ruef, Organizations Evolving (Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications, 2006), p. 37.
56Jitendra V. Singh and Charles J. Lumsden, ‘Theory and research in organizational ecology’, Annual Review of Sociology,

16 (1990), pp. 161–95 (p. 186).
57D. A. Levinthal, ‘Organizational adaptation and environmental selection-interrelated processes of change’, Organization

Science, 2:1 (1991), pp. 140–5.
58Block-Lieb and Halliday, Global Lawmakers, ch. 10.
59Astley and Van de Ven, ‘Central perspectives and debates in organization theory’.
60Ibid.
61Singh and Lumsden, ‘Theory and research in organizational ecology’, pp. 168–9.
62Barnett and Coleman, ‘Designing police’; Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World.
63Howard Aldrich and Ellen R. Auster, ‘Even dwarfs started small: Liabilities of age and size and their strategic implica-

tions’, Research in Organizational Behavior, 8 (1986), pp. 165–98 (p. 188).
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or new governance functions.64 It could also be expected, given the forces of inertia, that the goals
of an organization will be more difficult to change than an organization’s boundaries.65 This
seems likely to hold for IOs given that organizational goals for some IOs may be set down in
treaties, whereas IOs will have more autonomy to establish new organizational units.

2. The population of energy IOs
In order to consider the dynamics of IO interactions in global energy governance and examine
the three hypotheses, it is first necessary to determine the population of IOs working in the
domain of energy. This is because the unit of analysis is the population of IOs. To do so, data
had to be collected on IOs. This required more than a simple count of IOs as is common in stud-
ies of organizational ecology.66 A mixed methods approach was used combining data sourced
from existing databases and studies mapping global energy governance, with qualitative data
sourced from semi-structured interviews.67

Three sources of data were used. First, in order to establish a list of potential candidates, I
examined the results of eight different efforts to map global energy governance identified in a
recent review of the literature.68 Second, this list was combined with a recent database that com-
prises all actors that have worked with the G20 on global energy issues over the last decade.69

Third, I drew on the qualitative data described below to supplement this list with additional orga-
nizations identified by energy officials. These three sources produced a preliminary list of 114
actors. I use the term ‘actors’ here, because consistent with a considerable body of IO scholarship,
I consider IOs as strategic actors that have some autonomy from member states to pursue their
own goals and strategies.70

To narrow the field of candidates to IOs working on global energy issues several further steps
were taken. First, following Michael Hannan and John Freeman,71 I defined the population of IOs
based on the established characteristics of the organizations in the population. I include both for-
mal IOs and informal IOs. Formal IOs are international intergovernmental organizations forma-
lised through a treaty and institutionalised with a permanent secretariat, such as the IEA, IRENA,
or the OECD. Informal IOs are generally distinguished from formal IOs by having no founding
treaty codified in international law and limited institutionalisation, such as no permanent secre-
tariat. Although in the literature on informal IOs, some organizations with small secretariats are
classified as informal. Typical informal IOs include the G7, G20, and the Clean Energy
Ministerial.72 Actors that could not be classified as an IO, such as business actors or NGOs,

64Aldrich and Ruef, Organizations Evolving, ch. 7.
65Hannan and Freeman, ‘Structural inertia and organizational change’.
66Hannan and Carroll, Dynamics of Organizational Populations.
67Pat Bazeley, Integrating Analyses in Mixed Methods Research (London, UK: Sage, 2018), pp. 278–9.
68Thijs Van de Graaf and Jeff Colgan, ‘Global energy governance: A review and research agenda’, Palgrave

Communications, 2 (2016), p. 15047.
69Christian Downie, ‘Steering global energy governance: Who governs and what do they do?’, Regulation & Governance

(2020), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1111/rego.12352}.
70Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, ‘The politics, power and pathologies of international organizations’,

International Organization, 53:4 (1999), pp. 699–732; Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World; Nitsan Chorev, The
World Health Organization between North and South (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012); Steffen Eckhard and
Jörn Ege, ‘International bureaucracies and their influence on policy-making: A review of empirical evidence’, Journal of
European Public Policy, 23:7 (2016), pp. 960–78; Catherine Weaver, Hypocrisy Trap: The World Bank and the Poverty of
Reform (Oxford, UK: Princeton University Press, 2008).

71Hannan and Freeman, Organizational Ecology, pp. 45–65.
72Jan Klabbers, ‘Institutional ambivalence by design: Soft organizations in international law’, Nordic Journal of

International Law, 70:3 (2001), pp. 403–21; Felicity Vabulas and Duncan Snidal, ‘Organization without delegation:
Informal intergovernmental organizations (IIGOs) and the spectrum of intergovernmental arrangements’, The Review of
International Organizations, 8:2 (2013), pp. 193–220; Charles Roger, The Origins of Informality: Why the Legal
Foundations of Global Governance are Changing – and Why It Matters (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2020).
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were excluded. Second, because the focus is on global energy governance and not energy govern-
ance in Europe, Asia, or Africa, for example, I also excluded organizations that had a specific
regional focus, such as the African Union. Third, once the final list of IOs was established, infor-
mation was collected from searches of individual organizational websites, annual reports, and
correspondence with some organizations, to ensure the validity of the data.

As Table 1 shows, this process resulted in the identification of 28 IOs that work on global
energy governance. Each organization is listed chronologically by the year they were established.
These include organizations that work across a range of energy issues, such as the IEA, IRENA, or
the World Bank, and those that have a narrower focus, such as IPEEC, which works exclusively
on energy efficiency. While some of these IOs have been around for decades, others, such as
IRENA and IPEEC, are only ten years old.

As Figure 1 shows, this population has increased over time. In fact, around a quarter of the IOs
that comprise this population were established in the last decade, with many solely dedicated to
global energy issues.

Finally, in order to explore the nature of the interactions between IOs, this demographic data was
supplemented with 68 semi-structured interviews that were conducted between 2015 and 2020. Of
these, 29 interviews were with current and former officials from a variety of international organiza-
tions engaged in the domain of energy, including CEM, GCF, IEA, IMF, IRENA, OECD, OPEC,
SE4ALL, World Bank, and the UN, and 39 interviews were with national officials from foreign
affairs and energy agencies in key G20 states: Argentina, Australia, China, the European
Commission, France, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, the US, and Saudi Arabia. It also became clear follow-
ing the first round of interviews that some IOs played a more significant role in global energy gov-
ernance than others, and hence these became the focus of interrogation, as evident in the empirical
analysis below. The interviews focused on the period 2008–19 because in the decade after the global
financial crisis, not only have a series of new energy IOs been established, but the energy sector itself
has been transformed and with it so have many of the issues that these IOs work on.

3. H1: Competition for material resources
The first hypothesis advanced here is that competition between IOs working on global energy
governance is likely to centre on material resources. Before turning to consider this hypothesis,
the assumption on which it is based, namely that competition is a central form of interaction,
was well founded. Indeed, when officials were probed on the dynamics of the interactions
between IOs working on global energy issues the overwhelming theme was one of competition.
As one put it ‘IOs are competing all the time’,73 or as another stated ‘turf wars are a natural part
of organizational behaviour’.74 And this is directly related to the fact that they are competing for
the same set of resources, ‘there are only a small few donors … so you have to prove your worth
and uniqueness, which means you have to show that you are better than your collaborators’. 75

To a large extent, the competition between IOs concentrated on the need to secure funding. As
one official explained IOs ‘are constantly trying to show their worth, constantly trying to prove
their value in order to get funding’.76 Or as another official lamented: ‘all this resourcing is going
to staff playing political games because we are all competing for funding’.77 However, the empir-
ical data highlights that while competition did centre on material resources as the first hypothesis
would expect, symbolic resources, namely legitimacy, were also essential for IOs to secure funding
in the first place. In other words, symbolic resources act as positive feedback loop for material

73Interview 23.
74Interview 22.
75Interview 46.
76Interview 23.
77Interview 40.
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resources. The competition for funding underpinned by a need for legitimacy was manifest in
several ways.

First, IOs worked to ensure that their voices were visible at key forums. For example, as the G20 has
played a larger role in global energy governance since it was elevated to a leaders’ summit in 2008,78

Table 1. The population of IOs in the global energy domain.

Acronym Name Year

WB World Bank 1944
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization 1945
UN United Nations 1945
IAEA International Atomic Energy Agency 1957
OPEC Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries 1960
OECD Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development 1961
IEA International Energy Agency 1974
G7/8 Group of 7/8 1975
IOSCO International Organization of Securities Commissions 1983
GEF Global Environment Facility 1991
IEF International Energy Forum 1991
ECTS Energy Charter Treaty Secretariat 1994
WTO World Trade Organization 1995
G20 Group of 20 1999
GECF Gas-Exporting Countries Forum 2001
JREC Johannesburg Renewable Energy Coalition 2002
REEEP Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Partnership 2002
IPHE International Partnership for the Hydrogen Economy 2003
EnDev Energising Development 2005
ITF International Transport Forum 2006
ITER ITER International Fusion Energy Organization 2006
BRICS Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa 2009
CEM Clean Energy Ministerial 2009
IPEEC International Partnership for Energy Efficiency Cooperation 2009
IRENA International Renewable Energy Agency 2009
ISA International Solar Alliance 2015
MI Mission Innovation 2015
SEforALL Sustainable Energy for All 2016

Figure 1. Growth in the population of IOs in the global energy domain.

78Downie, ‘Global energy governance in the G-20’.
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it has become ‘a natural playground for competition between IOs’.79 One official described this as
‘business development’,80 with IOs developing good political relations with states and funders and
pitching their work as superior to that of other IOs.81 This dynamic has only intensified in recent
years as the US’s criticisms of IOs under President Trump82 has meant, as one official put it, that
‘you have to make a sales pitch to the US, so that Trump doesn’t hate you’.83

Second, in the context of the G20 being a playground for competition, it was clear that many
IOs, including the IEA, IRENA, OECD, SEforALL, and the World Bank, among others, were
eager to seek out governance tasks associated with the G20 even if these were unfunded. This
was because these activities could raise their profile among key states, and in turn boost their legit-
imacy in the eyes of the international community on issues ranging from energy efficiency to energy
access, which would increase the likelihood of future funding.84 As an IO official explained:

When you are making funding pitches to donors you also point to the fact that you are asked
by the G20 to write a report or that your CEO was invited to give a talk at the G20. Those are
used as evidence to funders.85

Part of this reflects the functional overlap in the energy domain. Several respondents bemoaned
the extent of duplication on energy issues, with many IOs performing similar governance func-
tions.86 For example, officials noted that ‘there is a lot of competition between IRENA and the
IEA’,87 given that certain activities overlap, such as the energy scenarios produced in IRENA’s
Renewable Energy Roadmaps and those produced in the IEA’s World Energy Outlooks.88

Consistent with organizational ecology, the increasing number of IOs created over the last decade
to work on energy issues, including IRENA, appears to have intensified competition, as I discuss
below.

Third, in regime complexes where there is no formal hierarchy between institutions, as is the
case in the energy domain, IOs compete not just for specific governance tasks, but also to be the
focal actor. This dynamic was confirmed by national officials, who pointed out that many of these
IOs are ‘competing to be the global authority, they all want to be the best’.89 IO officials con-
firmed this too: ‘as long as there is competition for dollars … organizations not only do their
own work, but they try to do what are others are doing as well, so that they become the dominant
organization’.90

One illustration of this is when new global issues rise in prominence. For example, following
the failure of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to include a goal on energy in 2000,
the UN campaigned to put energy access on the international agenda, given that billions of people
worldwide remained without access to electricity.91 It was in this context that SEforALL was
established with a key goal to ensure universal access to modern energy services by 2030.92 In

79Interviews 25 and 14.
80Interview 51.
81Interviews 38 and 51.
82James Kirchick, ‘Trump wants to destroy the world order: So what?’, Foreign Policy (2018).
83Interview 8.
84Interviews 1, 22, 23, 39, 43, and 51.
85Interview 47.
86Interviews 46 and 50.
87Interviews 7 and 56.
88Interview 38.
89Interview 12.
90Interview 40.
91United Nations (UN), ‘Energy for a Sustainable Future’ (New York, NY: The Secretary-General’s Advisory Group on

Energy and Climate Change, 2010).
92Sustainable Energy for All (SE4ALL), ‘Going Further, Faster - Together’ (Vienna, 2016); SE4ALL, ‘History’, available at:

{https://www.seforall.org/who-we-are/history} accessed 28 April 2021.
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response, the IEA, which aims to be the focal actor on energy, also began devoting greater atten-
tion to energy access, including in its flagship publication the World Energy Outlook.93 As one
official claimed, the ‘IEA is definitely trying to compete in the energy access space now’, and there
is a ‘big turf battle’; between several IOs working on this issue.94

Another way to examine how competition over resources has manifest in practice is to con-
sider a specific governance function that was carried out by multiple IOs in the energy domain.
Estimating fossil fuel subsidies is a case in point. In 2009, G20 states agreed to ‘rationalize and
phase out over the medium term inefficient fossil fuel subsidies’.95 One of the first tasks was
to estimate the size and scope of fossil fuel subsidies. While IOs had been working on subsidies
across various policy domains, such as agriculture, for decades, it was not until the 1990s that
several IOs began to turn their attention to fossil fuel subsidies, including the OECD, IEA,
and World Bank.96 The G20 agreement galvanised IO work on fossil fuel subsidies, which coin-
cided with mounting pressure to combat climate change in the lead up to the 2009 Copenhagen
climate conference.97 Indeed the G20 agreement called on the ‘IEA, OPEC, OECD, and World
Bank, [to] provide an analysis of the scope of energy subsidies and suggestions for the implemen-
tation of this initiative and report back at the next summit’.98

IO’s work in this area was largely driven by competition for resources. In a changing inter-
national environment, these IOs recognised that their organizational survival partly depended
on acquiring and maintaining symbolic resources, such that their members perceive them as
legitimate, which the G20 work offered, and which in turn would positively impact their ability
to secure funding.99 Officials from several IOs working on fossil fuel subsidies acknowledged that
their organizations’ desire to participate was directly related to the increased exposure that the
G20 could provide.100 For example, officials from the IEA and World Bank noted the benefits
of doing analytical work for the G20 because of the ‘political visibility’ it provided, or as another
put it, ‘it elevates their status and importance’.101

That is not to say there was no cooperation. In 2010 these four IOs –World Bank, IEA, OECD,
and OPEC – authored a joint report for the G20 Toronto Summit, which provided more detailed
information on subsidies, and further reports followed.102 Although there was disagreement over
the contents of the joint reports, there appears to have been some cooperation with IOs sharing
limited information and expertise.103 For instance, the IEA and the OECD had combined their
models to run different scenarios on fossil fuel subsidies, which fed into the World Energy
Outlooks published by the IEA.104 However, competition was never far from the surface.
There were minor disputes between IO officials over who would lead the first report, which
the World Bank succeeded in doing, before it was agreed that the leadership role would rotate
between them.105 As one IO official argued, ‘there is quite a bit of competition between IOs
about how many times the G20 countries asked them to do something’.106 As another stated:

93International Energy Agency (IEA), ‘World Energy Outlook’ (Paris, 2017); Interview 44.
94Interview 40.
95G20, ‘G20 Leaders Statement: The Pittsburgh Summit’ (2009).
96Jakob Skovgaard, ‘The devil lies in the definition: Competing approaches to fossil fuel subsidies at the IMF and the

OECD’, International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics, 17:3 (2017), pp. 341–53.
97Interviews 14, 26, and 39.
98G20, ‘G20 Leaders Statement’.
99Barnett and Coleman, ‘Designing police’; Gronau and Schmidtke, ‘The quest for legitimacy in world politics’.
100Interview 26.
101Interviews 25, 26, and 39.
102G20, ‘The G20 Toronto Summit Declaration’ (2010).
103Interviews 17, 20, 26, 39, and 57.
104Interview 39.
105Interviews 26, 39, and 57.
106Interview 39 and 22.
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‘We have attempted it [cooperation], but it is not very successful because all the IOs have a dif-
ferent point of view.’107

This was especially evident with the IMF’s intervention. In 2009 the IEA had estimated that
fossil fuel consumption subsidies totaled $300 billion, by 2014 that figure had been revised
upward to $500 billion.108 Despite some cooperation between IOs, there still remained no con-
sensus on what constitutes a fossil fuel subsidy, which was creating confusion among states. It
was in this context that in 2013 the IMF departed from previous definitions of fossil fuel subsid-
ies, by including environmental externalities, to estimate total subsidies at $2 trillion.109 In 2015 it
raised that estimate again to $5.3 trillion.110 The decision by the IMF to enter the fray and publish
its own set of numbers raised the ire of other IOs working on the issue. As one official argued,

The IMF comes out in 2013, completely out of the blue with these new set of fossil fuel num-
bers… They had given us no warning that this was happening, and they did not engage with
us at all.111

Under Christine Lagarde, who had become the Managing Director of the IMF in 2011, the Fund
had been prominent on climate issues,112 and several officials claimed that the ‘IMF hierarchy
wanted to release the report with the trillion dollar figures’, to as another explained ‘possibly
get visibility on the issue’.113 Whether this was the case or not, the IMF figures made headlines
around the world, with international leaders calling for states to act to limit fossil fuel subsid-
ies.114 Yet the IMF estimates also caused a ‘a fair amount of unhappiness from other IOs’, not
simply because the Fund had not cooperated with other IOs in producing their report, but argu-
ably also because of the global attention the IMF had received as other IOs were battling for
exposure.115

4. H2: Cooperation and shared goals
The second hypothesis advanced in this article is that IOs will be more likely to cooperate when
they have a shared governance goal, despite the prevalence of competition. Almost unanimously
respondents lamented the lack of cooperation between IOs working on global energy issues.116 As
one IO official joked, ‘the politically correct answer is that we are all working together in a coor-
dinated fashion’,117 but as many were quick to acknowledge, this was not the case. Officials
pointed out that although some IOs do have individual cooperative arrangements, there are no
cooperative structures to facilitate cooperation between multiple IOs in the energy domain.118

Consistent with the hypothesis, officials argued that what appears to promote cooperation is
the creation of a joint mission or shared goal.119 ‘The key is that organizations have the same

107Interview 50.
108IEA, ‘World Energy Outlook 2016’ (Paris, 2016), p. 99.
109Benedict Clements, Benedict Clements, David Coady, Stefania Fabrizio, Sanjeev Gupta, Trevor Alleyne, and Carlo

Sdralevich, ‘Energy Subsidy Reform: Lessons and Implications’ (Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund, 2014), p. vii.
110Ian W. H. Parry, David Coady, Louis Sears, Baoping Shang, Ian W. H. Parry, Louis Sears, and Baoping Shang, ‘How

Large Are Global Energy Subsidies?’ (Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund, 2015), p. 6.
111Interview 26.
112Skovgaard, ‘The devil lies in the definition’, p. 347.
113Interviews 39 and 15.
114Brad Plumer, ‘IMF: Want to fight climate change? Get rid of $1.9 trillion in energy subsidies’, Washington Post, avail-

able at: {https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2013/03/27/imf-want-to-fight-climate-change-get-rid-of-1-9-tril-
lion-in-energy-subsidies/} accessed 1 July 2020.

115Interview 50.
116Interviews 25, 38, 39, and 50.
117Interview 25.
118Interviews 38 and 39. For example, IEA and IRENA agreed in 2012 to make the IEA’s renewable energy policies and

measures database a joint IRENA–IEA database.
119Interviews 36, 39, 45, 46, and 55.
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transparent goal’, which can act as a ‘very strong glue’.120 Moreover the empirical data suggest
that some types of goals may be more likely to encourage cooperation than others. In other
words, the specific characteristics of different goals can affect the likelihood that they lead to
cooperation. This was evident in the energy domain with the SDGs. In 2015, the UN adopted
17 SDGs designed to achieve a more sustainable future for the globe. SDG 7 was specifically
devoted to energy, with the aim to ensure access to affordable and clean energy for all. Other
SDGs, such as SDG 12, which focuses on ensuring sustainable consumption, also touched on
energy issues, as I discuss below.121

Drawing on the interview data, several specific characteristics associated with the SDGs appear
to be related to cooperation. First, and consistent with the hypothesis, was the potential for
resource creation. According to IO officials, the SDGs provided an opportunity to secure
resources – this was the glue. As one UN official stated ‘it is important for us to contribute to
the SDG process as a UN agency, as it gives us some legitimacy’.122 Such sentiments were mir-
rored by other IOs, such as the OECD and the IEA. This was related to the belief that legitimacy is
necessary for future funding. As the same UN official made clear, if funders, typically national
governments, set goals that require cooperative efforts and direct funding to those goals ‘then
working together actually helps us to leverage greater funding and to have a greater impact’.123

Two further characteristics stood out that were not hypothesised. One was that if the goal itself
cannot be achieved individually, IOs may have to cooperate to achieve it. And two, that substantive
goals that produce organizational structures to facilitate their attainment will also encourage cooper-
ation. One way to examine these points is to consider a specific goal. Continuing with the example
of fossil fuel subsidies, SDG 12 provides a perfect illustration. Under the SDG process, each of the
17 SDGs has a list of targets, and each target has a list of indicators to measure progress towards that
target. Hence SDG 12, which aims to ensure sustainable patterns of consumption and production,
includes target 12.C, which aims to rationalise inefficient fossil fuel subsidies. In order to measure
progress towards 12.C, indicator 12.C.1 requires the international community to calculate the
amount of fossil fuel subsidies per unit of GDP.124 Further, every indicator, including 12.C.1, is
graded as either a Tier, I, II, or III, with a higher tier reflecting a greater consensus on how to meas-
ure the indicator and collect data.125 Critically, for the purposes of this discussion, every indicator
was assigned a custodian, typically an IO, to coordinate the work programme. For 12.C.1, this role
was assigned to the UNEP, a subsidiary organ of the UN, which was tasked with graduating the
indicator from Tier III, given there was no internationally agreed methodology on how to calculate
fossil fuel subsidies, to Tier II, which designated that there was.126

As discussed above, this was no easy task given the competition between IOs. Yet SDG 12.C.1
appears to have been the catalyst for greater IO cooperation on fossil fuel subsidies. To a large
extent, the momentum for some IOs to cooperate, especially the UNEP, was the realisation
that achieving this goal would not be possible on their own, and hence would require the
cooperative efforts of others, including the OECD, IEA, IMF, and World Bank, which had
much greater expertise on fossil fuel subsidies.127 Indeed several officials pointed out that despite

120Interviews 39 and 55.
121UN, ‘Sustainable Development Goals Knowedge Platform’, available at: {https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/}

accessed 17 June 2020.
122Interview 55.
123Interview 55.
124UN, ‘Sustainable Development Goal 12’, available at: {https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg12} accessed 17 June

2020.
125UN, ‘IAEG-SDGs: Tier Classification for Global SDG Indicators’, available at: {https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/iaeg-sdgs/

tier-classification/} accessed 10 August 2020.
126UN, ‘Tier Classification for Global SDG Indicators’, available at: {https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/Tier%20Classification

%20of%20SDG%20Indicators_17%20July%202020_web.v2.pdf} accessed 10 August 2020.
127Interviews 26, 45, 55, and 56.
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the UNEP’s role as custodian of 12.C.1, in part because of its position as a UN agency, ‘it had no
background’ on fossil fuel subsidies, and as a relatively small organization it had to reach out to
others.128

Accordingly, in 2017 the UNEP helped to convene the first meeting of a technical expert group
on fossil fuel subsidies, with the aim of pulling together all the key actors who had expertise in
this area. While officials described the initial meeting as ‘informal’ and ‘not very official’,129 in
2018 in the margins of the G7 in Italy, the UNEP convened a formal meeting of the technical
expert group to progress discussions on an internationally agreed methodology for calculating
fossil fuel subsidies, a prerequisite for graduating indicator 12.C.1 from Tier III to Tier II. This
was a larger meeting, and included many of the IOs listed above, along with others, such as
the WTO, and government representatives from countries that were supportive of subsidy reform,
such as Germany.130

The impetus for the meetings stemmed from the SDG process, with the Inter-Agency and
Expert Group on SDG Indicators, which had carriage for reviewing all SDG indicators, establish-
ing guidelines for custodians to engage in consultations.131 In other words, the SDG process
resulted in organizational structures that invigorated IO cooperation. The creation of joint struc-
tures is not unusual. As Oran Young points out, ‘it is relatively easy to establish a causal connec-
tion between the articulation of goals and the establishment of organizational arrangements to
promote their attainment’.132 However, it is often overlooked that goals that establish such
joint structures appear more likely to produce cooperative interactions than those that do not.

After all, the SDG process was different to the G20 attempts in 2009 to enlist IOs to co-author
reports on fossil fuel subsidies, discussed above. This was because as one IO official argued, ‘joint
reports do not create any collaborative structures’, whereas the SDG process did.133 Similarly,
other examples of IO interactions, such as the IEA and IRENA agreeing in 2012 to make the
IEA’s renewable energy policies and measures database a joint IRENA–IEA database do not
appear to have led to any significant cooperation, other than sharing some data.134 This may
reflect that goals that require IOs to, for example, share information, are not typically charac-
terised by the possibility of resource creation, in the same way that new global priorities are,
such as the SDGs.

In 2020, the technical expert group convened by the UNEP was successful in having indicator
12.C.1 upgraded to a Tier II indicator by the UN Statistical Commission, reflecting an agreement on
an ‘internationally established methodology’ for calculating fossil fuel subsidies.135 Nevertheless,
given the ‘different perspectives’ of IOs, and the variety of estimates of fossil fuel subsidies, cooper-
ation was by no means perfect,136 and competitive tendencies did bubble to the surface. For
example, at the start of the process there had been some competition between the OECD and
UNEP over who would take on the role of custodian, with the UNEP eventually taking the role
in part because of its universal membership as a UN agency, compared to the OECD.137

128Interviews 26 and 55.
129Interviews 26 and 55.
130Interviews 22, 26, 45, 55, 56, and 57.
131UN, ‘Sustainable Development Goals Knowedge Platform’; Interview 55.
132Young, ‘Conceptualization’, p. 37.
133Interview 15.
134Interviews 38 and 39.
135UN, ‘Sustainable Development Goals Knowedge Platform’.
136Interviews 45, 22, and 57; To some extent, the different perspectives refers to the different approaches these actors took

towards estimating fossil fuel subsidies. For instance, the OECD and the IEA have traditionally taken distinct approaches to
calculating fossil fuel subsidies. The OECD’s approach, derives from its work on calculating agricultural subsidies, which
involves constructing an inventory of government support policies affecting the production and consumption of fossil
fuels, whereas the IEA, and others like the IMF, have taken a price gap approach, which estimates the gap between domestic
fuel prices and reference prices.

137Interviews 26, 55, and 56.
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5. H3: IO adaptation and the IEA
The third hypothesis is that individual IOs can adapt by changing their goals and boundaries.
In this section, I shift the focus from the population of IOs to the most prominent individual IO
in the energy domain, the IEA.138 The IEA was selected not only because it is prominent, but
because it is a most likely case. As organizational ecologists concede, the forces of inertia are
less likely to apply to large established organizations that are politically well connected,
which the IEA certainly is.139 To be sure, the IEA was created in 1974 in response to the oil
shocks of the 1970s, with the aim of ensuring the oil security of the largest oil consuming coun-
tries of the time, who were also its founding members, including the US, UK, and Japan. Today
the IEA has thirty member states, a secretariat of around 250 staff, and a budget of approxi-
mately US $30 million, making it one of the best resourced international energy
organizations.140

However, over the last two decades its external environment has changed considerably. The
first and most dramatic change has been the proliferation of new organizations governing global
energy. As Figure 1 shows, of the 28 IOs that work on global energy governance, half have been
created since 2000. The second change is that several of the IOs within this population have been
established in direct response to criticism of the IEA. The clearest example is IRENA, which was
established in 2009, partly in response to concern about the IEA’s limited attention on renewable
energy. In fact, IRENA’s creation was led by founding members of the IEA, namely Germany,
Denmark, and Spain.141

The effect of these changes has been to increase competition for resources, both funding and
legitimacy.142 As a former IEA official explained:

You have to remember that back in the 1970s there was just OPEC and the IEA, there was no
one else, and then we saw an expansion of all these energy organizations.143

Further, because the financial resources of most of these IOs are sourced from the same set of
donors, largely OECD governments, the competition for resources has intensified.144 And not
only material resources. The creation of new IOs, such as IRENA in particular, and others
such as IPEEC, which I discuss below, have also threatened the IEA’s legitimacy as the leading
international energy organization in the eyes of the international community.

In response, the IEA has adapted in ways that are largely consistent with the hypothesis. First,
in relation to the agency’s goals, the IEA has sought to broaden its mandate and expand into new
issue areas well beyond its historic focus on energy security defined in terms of oil. While the
IEA’s Governing Board has not endorsed a change in goals since 1993, over the last two decades
the IEA has persuaded member states to delegate additional governance functions.145 Indeed, the
IEA has become increasingly aware that it has to expand to cover issues associated with advancing
a clean energy transition if it is to maximise its material and symbolic resources and remain the

138Downie, ‘Strategies for survival’.
139Astley and Van de Ven, ‘Central perspectives and debates in organization theory’, pp. 253–4.
140IEA, ‘Structure’, available at: {https://www.iea.org/about/structure/} accessed 4 June 2019; IEA, ‘IEA Membership’, avail-

able at: {https://www.iea.org/countries/members/} accessed 4 June 2019.
141Thijs Van de Graaf, ‘Fragmentation in global energy governance: Explaining the creation of IRENA’, Global

Environmental Politics, 13:3 (2013), pp. 14–33.
142Interviews 10, 14, 15, and 41.
143Interview 15.
144Interview 40.
145In 1993 the IEA’s Governing Board endorsed three shared goals, which included not only energy security, but also

environmental protection and economic development. Richard Scott, ‘Origins and Structure’ (Paris: International Energy
Agency, 1994).
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focal actor in the energy domain. This is especially so given longstanding criticisms that the
agency is too focused on fossil fuels at the expense of renewable energy.146

These adaptations have been evident in the issue areas of energy efficiency and energy access.
As one IEA official pointed out, ‘10 years ago the IEA wasn’t doing anything on energy effi-
ciency’,147 and now it is a large part of its work programme.148 For example, in 2019 it established
the Global Commission for Urgent Action on Energy Efficiency to examine how policy can accel-
erate energy efficiency.149 To a large extent, this has been driven by competition with new IOs,
such as IPEEC, which was established in 2009 and aims to enhance global cooperation on energy
efficiency, competing with the IEA for the same pool of resources.150 The same is true of energy
access. The IEA has sought to be a champion for improving energy access in developing coun-
tries, again driven in part by competition from SE4ALL, which was created in 2016 specifically to
address this issue.151 In 2017 the IEA published its World Energy Outlook with a special focus on
energy access.152

Second, and perhaps more strikingly, the IEA has adapted by broadening its organizational
boundaries. This has been manifest in several ways. The clearest illustration has been the agency’s
attempts to broaden its membership first among OECD countries, such as Mexico, Estonia, and
Poland, who have all joined the agency over the last decade. And more significantly since 2015
when Fatih Birol became Executive Director, with emerging economies, including China, India
and Brazil, which though they are unable to become full members by virtue of not being members
of the OECD, have all been incorporated as associate members.153 It has not only been new mem-
bers. The IEA has also adapted by acquiring new organizations. For example, in 2016 the IEA was
successful in having the Clean Energy Ministerial (CEM), which was originally established by the
US in 2009 to promote best practices on clean energy, housed within the agency, despite compe-
tition from other IOs, such as the UNEP.154 In 2020, IPEEC was disbanded and its functions,
described above, were incorporated into the IEA as part of a new Energy Efficiency Hub.155

Another indication of the IEA broadening its organizational boundaries has been the creation
of new organizational units in line with its expanding mandate. Several reviews of the agency have
pointed out that in the first thirty years of the IEA’s existence the principal divisions established
in 1974 hardly varied.156 However, as the IEA’s external environment has changed, the organiza-
tion has adapted. For example, the IEA has established the Renewable Energy Division, which
tracks the deployment of renewable energy and forecasts market developments, and in 2011 it
established the Renewable Industry Advisory Board.157 To some extent this was part of a failed
attempt to prevent the creation of IRENA in 2009.158 In addition, following the ‘modernisation

146Ann Florini, ‘The International Energy Agency in global energy governance’, Global Policy, 2 (2011), pp. 40–50; Leslie
Hook and Anjli Raval, ‘IEA’s climate models criticised as too fossil-fuel friendly’, Financial Times (3 April 2019).

147Interview 16.
148IEA, ‘World Energy Outlook’ (Paris, 2019).
149IEA, ‘Global Commission for Urgent Action on Energy Efficiency’, available at: {https://www.iea.org/programmes/glo-

bal-commission-for-urgent-action-on-energy-efficiency} accessed 17 June 2020.
150International Partnership for Energy Efficiency Cooperation, available at: {https://ipeec.org/} accessed 4 June 2019;

Interview 19.
151IEA, ‘Energy Access Outlook’ (Paris, 2017); Interview 44.
152Ibid.; Interviews 40 and 47.
153IEA, ‘IEA Association’, available at: {https://www.iea.org/countries/association/} accessed 4 June 2019.
154IEA, ‘World Energy Outlook’; Interviews 40, 47, and 51.
155IEA, ‘Energy Efficiency Hub: A Platform for Global Collaboration on Energy Efficiency’, available at: {https://www.iea.

org/areas-of-work/international-collaborations/energy-efficiency-hub} accessed (28 April 2021); Terry Slavin, ‘The man
struggling to bring energy efficiency in from the cold’, Reuters Events (London, 2020).

156Craig S. Bamberger, ‘Supplement to Volumes I, II & III’ (Paris: International Energy Agency, 2004), p. 62. Scott,
‘Origins and Structure’, pp. 244–5.

157IEA, ‘IEA Association’.
158Van de Graaf, ‘Fragmentation in global energy governance’.
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programme’ instituted by the IEA’s Executive Director, Fatih Birol, in 2015, the IEA also created
an Energy Efficiency Division.159 The Division has a staff of around twenty working on energy
efficiency, compared to only a handful a few years ago.160 IEA officials confirmed that the emer-
gence of these new organizational units has been propelled, in large part, by the growing number
of IOs working on global energy governance.161

Overall, the case of the IEA highlights that powerful IOs can adapt when their international
environment changes, and they can do so in ways that are largely consistent with the hypothesis.
The empirical data indicates several IOs adapted in similar ways. The OECD provides another
illustration. Over the last two decades the OECD’s external environment, much like the IEA’s,
has undergone significant changes as the rise of emerging economies and creation of new IOs
has undermined the OECD’s claim to be an exclusive club of rich successful nations.162 In
fact, in 2006, the OECD’s highest decision-making body officially recognised the crisis the organ-
ization faced and the risk that it could become irrelevant.163

In response the OECD expanded into new issue areas and broadened its organizational
boundaries. For example, at the time that the G20 was established as a leaders’ summit in
2008, in the midst of the global financial crisis, officials acknowledged that it was ‘life and
death for the OECD’.164 The OECD leadership, including the Secretary General Angel Gurria,
saw the G20 as an opportunity to work on new issues and increase their exposure and legitimacy
within the international community.165 Energy was one such issue. As discussed, the OECD
sought to work on the G20’s fossil fuel subsidies agenda. Much like the IEA, it also expanded
its scope to work on issues that might broaden its engagement with emerging economies, such
as energy efficiency.166 The OECD also adapted by broadening its organizational boundaries
and taking a more inclusive attitude towards non-members. From the early 2000s, the OECD
‘strengthened its resolve in this regard’,167 and in 2007 it instituted an ‘enhanced engagement pro-
gram’ directed towards Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, and South Africa, with ‘a view to possible
membership’.168 While these emerging economies are yet to become new OECD members others,
such as Chile and Israel have, and cooperation between the OECD and many of these nations has
increased. These efforts have also been associated with reduced criticism of the OECD from
emerging economies, which several officials claimed have boosted the organization’s legitimacy
and led to some voluntary financial contributions.169

Conclusion
The domain of global energy governance has changed significantly in the last decade. A rising
number of IOs now work on energy issues with overlapping mandates and governance functions.

159IEA, ‘Leadership’, available at: {https://www.iea.org/about/leadership/} accessed 4 June 2019.
160IEA, ‘IEA Unveils Global High-Level Commission for Urgent Action on Energy Efficiency’, available at: {https://www.

iea.org/newsroom/news/2019/july/iea-unveils-global-high-level-commission-for-urgent-action-on-energy-efficiency.html}
accessed 10 July 2019; Interviews 16 and 19.

161Interviews 16 and 19.
162Judith Clifton and Daniel Díaz-Fuentes, ‘The OECD and phases in the international political economy, 1961–2011’,

Review of International Political Economy, 18:5 (2011), pp. 552–69 (p. 564).
163Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), ‘Revised Resolution of the Council on a New

Governance Structure for the Organisation’, available at: {http://www.oecd.org/legal/Resolution-Governance-Structure.pdf}
accessed 28 April 2021.

164Interview 25.
165Interviews 14, 23, 27, 43, and 48.
166G20, ‘G20 Energy Ministerial Meeting Beijing Communiqué’ (Beijing: Group of 20, 2016).
167Interview 26.
168OECD, ‘OECD Council Resolution on Enlargement and Enhanced Engagement’, available at: {https://www.oecd.org/

brazil/oecdcouncilresolutiononenlargementandenhancedengagement.htm} accessed 28 April 2021.
169Interviews 23, 25, and 26.
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The dynamics of these interactions can have far reaching consequences for which IOs set agen-
das, rules, or monitor state actions across a range of issues, and which organizations become the
focal actor. This is not unique to energy. Many global governance domains, including finance,
trade, and health, are now characterised by such complexity. Yet the dynamics of IO interactions
remain understudied.

This is the focus of this article. It breaks new ground by providing a framework for under-
standing IO interactions and considering it in the case of global energy. The framework is broader
than the organizational ecology approach, which has begun to be used to analyse populations of
IOs, and is largely focused on competition between IOs. Drawing on other variants of ecological
theory, the framework proposed here suggests that while competition may be the dominant form
of interaction between IOs, cooperation and adaptation are also possible among IOs in the same
population.

In relation to the first hypothesis, the evidence indicates that competition between IOs is likely
to concentrate on material resources, such as funding. However, it also highlights that the reality
is more nuanced than the first hypothesis implies, given that symbolic resources, such as an orga-
nization’s legitimacy is necessary for attaining material support. In other words, symbolic
resources act as positive feedback loop for funding. Competition was manifest in several ways,
especially when IOs competed to perform the same governance function, such as estimating
the size of global fossil fuel subsidies. Here IOs could not agree on common definitions of the
problem, regularly refused to share information, and consistently sought to do work in ways
that demonstrated their superiority to other IOs carrying out almost identical tasks.

The second and third hypotheses show why it is necessary to broaden the organizational ecol-
ogy approach. Contrary to a strict interpretation of organizational ecology, this analysis shows
that cooperation between IOs in the same population is possible, and that it is more likely
when IOs subscribe to a shared goal. In particular, it suggests that goals that are characterised
by the potential for resource creation; goals that cannot be achieved individually; and or goals
that produce organizational structures to facilitate their attainment are more likely to encourage
cooperation than those that do not. This was highlighted by the role that the SDGs have had on
this population of IOs, by precipitating a number of them to pause their competitive tendencies
in light of a common mission. This is consistent with several governance approaches that con-
sider relationships between actors, such as orchestration, and has implications for how to address
fragmentation, as I elaborate below.

Further, despite the assumption in organizational ecology that adaptation occurs at the popu-
lation level and that individual IOs are inert, the empirical data presented in this article indicates
otherwise. In particular, it highlights that large established organizations that are politically well-
connected, such as the IEA, can adapt to their environment, a possibility that remains a blind
spot in the literature. The case of the IEA illustrates when and how. IOs will adapt in response
to changes in their environment, such as increased competition from other IOs, and they will do
so by changing their goals and broadening their organizational boundaries in ways that aim to
maximise their material and symbolic resources. For example, the IEA has successfully broadened
its mandate and expanded into new issue areas, such as energy efficiency and energy access. At
the same time, it has shifted its organizational boundaries by acquiring new members and orga-
nizations, such as the CEM, as well as establishing new organizational units that support its chan-
ging mandate. In many respects the OECD has pursued a similar approach.

The ecological framework advanced here raises several questions to be examined across differ-
ent domains and populations. First, while global energy governance is fragmented like many
other policy domains, unlike the domains of finance, health or trade, for example, there is no
one universal organization, such as the WHO. This fact is likely to affect the dynamics of inter-
actions between IOs. Indeed in regime complexes where there is no formal hierarchy between
organizations, as is the case in the energy domain, competition to be the focal actor is to be
expected. To what extent this plays out in other domains where there is a focal actor remains
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to be seen. Though clearly the presence or absence of such an actor is likely to influence the
dynamics of IO interactions in important ways, not least the avenues for cooperation.

Second, given the concern among scholars, and policymakers for that matter,170 in improving
cooperation between organizations, an enduring question remains how? This analysis highlights
the important role that shared goals can play in facilitating cooperation. In doing so, it directly
responds to calls for more research on the role of governance through global goals.171 However, it
also raises questions about to what extent different types of goals will have different impacts on
the possibilities for cooperation. For instance, while G20 attempts to enlist IOs to co-author
reports appear to have done little to improve cooperation, the SDGs seem to have improved
cooperation because they helped to facilitate the need for cooperative structures, such as joint for-
ums. Future research, especially research interested in managing fragmentation, should systemat-
ically explore different goal types and the impact they have on IO interactions.

Third, this analysis suggests further attention needs to be given to how individual organiza-
tions adapt to changes in their environment. Clearly, exploring adaptation has been overlooked
in the organizational ecology literature, not least because of the methodological issues raised
above. Nevertheless, the case of the IEA highlights how IOs can and do adapt. This could be
explored across populations of IOs. In doing so, more work needs to be done on how the dynam-
ics of IO interactions within a population is influenced by the adaptation behaviours of individual
IOs. For example, the IEA’s efforts to bring the CEM within the IEA, and similar efforts by other
actors, will not only affect the membership of a population, but is likely to affect its governance
activities as well.

Finally, organizational ecology assumes that organizations in the same population compete for
a finite pool of resources.172 In international relations this assumption is unlikely to hold. There is
every reason to expect that changes in the international environment could lead the pool to grow
or shrink. In the current environment, which is challenging for multilateralism, especially given
the US’s antipathy towards IOs under former President Trump, and constant threats to withdraw
material support from them,173 the pool of resources can shrink. In this context, future research
needs to consider that competition for resources from organizations in the same population will
not just be affected by an increasing number of organizations, as organizational ecology assumes,
but also by an increase or decrease in the pool of resources itself. A possibility that seems more
likely than ever.
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