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Introduction: International 

Organisations and Transnational 
Diffusion

Kerstin Martens and Dennis Niemann

For many years, almost all fields of social policy have been considered an 
exclusively national domain. The international level used to play only a 
minor role when it came to matters of healthcare, pensions, social protec-
tion, education policies and the like. In many social policy fields, supra-
national problems did not manifest to such an extent that international 
solutions were needed. Furthermore, changes in a social policy field in 
one country did not have direct consequences for that field in other 
countries. The welfare state was only affected by international develop-
ments insofar as they constituted a problem that spilled over into the 
national sphere. In addition, international institutions, such as interna-
tional organisations (IOs), were not deemed to be as important social 
policies actors as they were in other areas, such as security, environment, 
or trade, which are policy issues that easily cross borders. Although sev-
eral IOs that deal with social policies issues have existed for several 
decades, the actual policy-making and regulation seem to take place 
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within nation states. Hence, the diffusion of social policies across borders 
was considered to be less likely, too.

However, IOs have long participated in international life and they 
have played significant roles in managing cooperation, providing forums 
for multilateral exchange and disseminating norms. The International 
Labour Organization (ILO), which celebrated its centennial in 2019, has 
been dealing with the social question for workers since its inception. 
Also, the ill-fated League of Nations strongly recommended improve-
ments in social policy areas as a keystone for peaceful coexistence and 
prosperity. Several contributions in a recent volume (Martens et al. 2021) 
show that IOs have been significantly shaping discourses about social 
policy since the Second World War (see for example Yeates and Pillinger 
2021 on migrant workers, or Heneghan 2021 on pension policies). With 
globalisation processes increasing and with domestic borders becoming 
more and more permeable, national social policies in turn have been 
affected, opening windows of opportunity for IOs for them to gain sig-
nificance and influence. It is, however, somewhat surprising that we know 
little about IOs in the realm of social policy.

In general, scholarly research on IOs has been the domain of 
International Relations (IR) that regarded IOs as a distinctive form of 
international institutions (see e.g. Keohane and Nye 1974; Hurd 2011; 
Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Nielson and Tierney 2003). In general, the 
study of IOs has advanced significantly in recent decades, and thus, today, 
we have a far better understanding of different types of global actors, 
including IOs, and their mechanisms of influence. Research on IOs has 
examined “why these phenomena exist, how they function and what 
effects they have on world politics” (Martin and Simmons 2013, 326), 
while recent research projects have also examined the design of IOs in 
regard to their assigned authority (Hooghe and Marks 2014, Hooghe 
et al. 2015; Zürn 2018; Abbott et al. 2014), or studied IOs’ performance 
and policy output (Tallberg et al. 2013, 2014). By now multiple theoreti-
cal lenses exist that are applied to studying IOs and their roles in interna-
tional affairs. Accordingly, the perception of IOs differs from the 
respective perspective of IR theory, and scholars conceptualise IOs as 
either “instruments”, “arenas”, “actors”, “bureaucracies” or “resources” 
(e.g. Hurd 2011; Barkin 2006).
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However, our knowledge about the involvement of IOs varies signifi-
cantly according to the policy field. Too often, research on IOs focuses on 
issue areas such as security, economics or environmental policies, while 
we still know comparatively little about the specific impact of IOs on 
social policies. Although IOs have been identified as major actors in 
global social policy (Deacon 2007; Deacon et  al. 1997; Kaasch and 
Martens 2015, Yeates 2008) we need more and deeper research about 
which IOs are active here, and how they act in the realm of social issues 
as such. Further research would thus help us to better understand their 
impact and to assess which changes may be attributed to them. For exam-
ple, we need to address questions such as which social issues IOs have 
been promoting actively in global social policy. How do they seek to 
impact states and other actors? What are their main concerns and goals, 
and by which mechanisms do they achieve their effects?

Existing research on IOs and social policy has emerged to a large extent 
from studies on transition and developing countries. For developing 
countries, different modes for the conditionalities on loans or specific 
social protection schemes (e.g. Conditional Cash Transfers, CCT) have 
been identified (for a literature review on CCT, see Ladhari and Sitter 
2018). Moreover, we find a variety of contributions focusing on the role 
of one specific IO in social policy. Such work includes studies on the 
World Bank (Vetterlein 2007), the ILO (e.g. Deacon 2015) and the 
OECD (Armingeon and Beyeler 2004). Also specialised UN agencies, 
such as UNESCO or UNICEF, are well researched in individual case 
studies (Lerch and Buckner 2018; Holzscheiter 2010). The World Bank, 
for example, has had a significant impact on social policy development in 
Central and Eastern Europe as well as in Latin America with regard to the 
set-up of national pension systems (Orenstein 2003). Also, the OECD 
considerably impacted the German debate on reforming its education 
system (Niemann 2010).

However, IOs are not monolithic entities, but rather complex bureau-
cracies with cooperating but also potentially competing for departments 
(Barnett and Finnemore 2004). As shown by Seitzer, Niemann, and 
Martens (2021) the OECD, particularly known in education for its pre-
occupation with data on secondary schooling with regard to its Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA), has actually been published 
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on a much wider range of education issues. It speaks with a diversity of 
voices since education as a field forms part of various departments and 
other institutional contexts of the IO. In addition, one and the same IO 
may appear with different faces in different social policy fields and may 
transmit multiple messages that play out differently: “(T)he World Bank, 
for example, can be the good guy (providing support for implementing 
social policies) or the bad guy (forcing states to introduce certain reforms) 
depending on what policy field we look at” (Niemann et al. 2021). Recent 
research efforts on IOs and global social policies have shown that differ-
ent social policy fields are occupied by multiple IOs that compete and 
cooperate (Martens et al. 2021). Hence, social policies are a contested 
area and current research increasingly looks beyond single IOs, instead 
analysing diverse social policy fields with respect to the IOs involved.

As a matter of fact, IOs use a variety of channels or mechanisms to 
influence international spheres and national policy-making processes. A 
few (mainly the internationally operating banks, and regionally or glob-
ally operating multi-purpose IOs, such as the EU or the UN) are able to 
distribute financial resources and implement projects which directly 
affect people’s lives, however, they may also (re)direct national social and 
education policies as their funds are tied to particular projects and pro-
grammes to be implemented according to the IO’s vision. Many other 
IOs active in global social policy rather exert soft governance and act as 
regionally or globally active think tanks that develop and diffuse ideas 
and norms about social policy issues. This does not mean that they are 
toothless tigers, but rather such ideas can be powerful, especially once 
they are transmitted into national systems, law and policy. Moreover, 
such IO-induced norms may also become global norms and affect not 
only the member states of such IOs but all states.

Thus, IOs can be vibrant actors that influence global social governance, 
and the chapters in this part of the volume shed light on our understand-
ing of IOs and on transnational diffusion processes of social policies. 
These contributions provide narratives on single IOs, on IOs in a particu-
lar field of social policy, and on diffusion processes in which IOs are often 
a fundamental actor or nodes that tie together relevant stakeholders. The 
contributors use the term IOs to refer to “public” organisations or inter-
governmental organisations (IGOs), in which states are the principal 
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members and the term transnational diffusion refers to relational ties 
between states.

Focusing on education policy as their field of analysis, Fabian Besche-
Truthe, Helen Seitzer and Michael Windzio study the diffusion of compul-
sory education in a global perspective. Based on the context of cultural 
spheres, they argue that countries are tied to each other by sharing cul-
tural characteristics, while they also point out that exposure in terms of 
close cultural ties to other countries with compulsory education, signifi-
cantly and substantially increases the rate of adoption.

Jenny Hahs focuses on the expansion of labour legislation towards uni-
versalism by tracing in her chapter the adoption of ILO conventions. Her 
findings generally remind us that even if IOs were “born” in the Global 
North, they can still unfold considerable importance for states of the 
Global South.

Dennis Niemann, David Krogmann and Kerstin Martens trace the gen-
eral development of the IO population in the policy field of education. 
In fact, since 1945 the number of IOs dealing with education policy has 
constantly grown, and IOs whose mandates were not originally con-
cerned with education have entered the field, a development that at least 
potentially could induce competition.

In his chapter on child allowance in Japan, Naho Sugita analyses how 
the debate on family policy gained influence during the 1960s through 
the UN’s concept of social development. He highlights that the diffusion 
of social policy ideas by IOs often depends on and is filtered by domestic 
stakeholders and institutional contexts.

Gabriela de Carvalho and Lorraine Frisina Doetter shed light on the 
question of whether and how policy ideas from IOs become co-opted in 
domestic social policy by looking at the case of Columbia and the impact 
of the World Bank on healthcare reforms.

In her chapter on social health insurance in Albania, Ertila Druga 
studies how international influences shape domestic public policy. She 
investigates the influence of the World Bank in the formulation of law in 
post-communist healthcare reforms in the early 1990s.

With her chapter on Mozambique, Sarah Kassim de Camargo Penteado 
provides a historical account of the roles of the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank in designing, implementing, 
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evaluating, measuring and shaping social protection programmes while 
she also highlights the tension and competition between IOs in develop-
ing national political and economic structures.

Irene Dingeldey and Jean-Yves Gerlitz in their chapter on labour market 
segmentation and the regulation of non-standard employment investi-
gate whether membership in the EU has made a difference. Their analysis 
focuses on whether its concept of flexicurity becomes translated into 
national legislation.

In their chapter on pathways to family policy, Tobias Böger, Sonja 
Drobnič and Johannes Huinink trace how population policies were inter-
nationally legitimised, yet implemented through national programmes. 
The authors examine the three UN conferences on population between 
1974 and 1994 to show how population control policies became a global 
topic by linking it to family policy and reframing it as dependent on the 
realisation of individual social rights. China and Kenya are examples of 
contrasting cases with regard to their responses to population questions.

Finally, Heiko Pleines’ contribution deals with the IMF and social pol-
icy reforms in post-Soviet Russia. While financial collapse forced Russia 
into an agreement with the IMF in 1998, only six years later it had repaid 
all debts and was able to pursue its economic policy independently.

Taken together, the chapters in this section show that the relationship 
between IOs and states in different fields of social policy is complex and 
multi-layered, in particular, because there is no straightforward answer to 
the question of how cooperation takes place. It is not always top-down, 
nor is it always mutually benign. Furthermore, the relationship is multi-
layered in the sense that at different levels different dynamics can unfold 
that feedback to the outcome of the IO–state relationship. Furthermore, 
competition can arise when different IOs are involved. On the national 
level, political configurations and actor compositions can enable or 
impede IO influence. Hence, when studying the social policy influences 
of IOs it has to be kept in mind that the international level almost always 
exists in tandem with national politics.
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