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Abstract
Research on global climate change governance is no longer primarily concerned with the 
international legal regime, state practice and its outcomes, but rather scrutinizes the intri-
cate interactions between the public and the private in governing climate change. This 
broad trend has also taken center stage within the pages of INEA. Two decades after its 
establishment, we sketch the main theoretical debates, conceptual innovations and empiri-
cal findings on global climate change governance and survey the new generation of climate 
governance scholarship. In more detail, we sketch how climate governance research has 
developed into three innovative sub-debates, building on important conceptualizations and 
critical inquiries of earlier debates. Our aim is not so much to provide an all-encompassing 
assessment of global climate change governance scholarship in 2022, but rather to illus-
trate in what important ways current research is different from research in the early phase 
of INEA, and what we have learned in the process. First, we discuss scholarship on the 
bottom-up nature of climate governance, developing from earlier ideas on agency beyond 
the state and the transnationalization of governance arenas. Second, we review contribu-
tions that have more systematically engaged with the concept of governance architectures, 
resulting in a stimulating new academic debate on the characteristics of complex govern-
ance systems and the consequences of governance complexity and fragmentation. Third, 
we note a distinct normative turn in global environmental scholarship in general and global 
climate governance in particular, associated with question of access, accountability, allo-
cation, fairness, justice and legitimacy. The assessment of each of these debates is cen-
tered around questions of effective and legitimate climate governance to counter the cli-
mate emergency. Finally, as a way of concluding, we critically reflect on our own scholarly 
shortcomings and suggest a modest remedy.
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1 Introduction

Over the last 20  years, we have witnessed a gradual transformation of global climate 
governance, both in terms of substance and focus, from a top-down state-centered inter-
national to a more complex multi-actor and multi-level bottom-up transnational arena. 
In 2008, INEA published an article (Pattberg & Stripple, 2008) that conceptualized this 
shift as the emergence of a transnational climate governance domain, understood as “the 
gradual institutionalization of a transnational public sphere in world politics, where the 
establishment of norms and rules and their subsequent implementation are only to a 
limited extent the result of public agency in the formal sense, but often the outcome 
of agency beyond the state” (Pattberg & Stripple, 2008, 369). In this article, we revisit 
three important arguments about this shift, sketching how the next generation of global 
climate governance scholarship has engaged with the empirical puzzles and contradic-
tions that started to become increasingly visible more than two decades ago. In more 
detail, we focus predominantly on research that has been published in this journal, with-
out ignoring important climate-related research published outside INEA. We identify 
three distinct of sub-themes of global climate governance research that have emerged 
over the last two decades and have prominently been pursued within the pages of this 
journal. Next to providing an account of the conceptual and theoretical innovations 
related to transnational climate governance, we are in particular interested in the lessons 
learned about effective interventions, approaches and institutions. As we are celebrating 
the 50th anniversary of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment held 
in Stockholm in 1972, we are taking stock of our knowledge about the promises and pit-
falls of transnational climate governance.

The first sub-theme is agency beyond the state (Nasiritousi et al., 2014). Scholars such 
as Hall and Biersteker (2002) and Ruggie (2004) have noted early on that public policy 
could be pursued by a range of non-state actors, and that consequently, the authoritative 
allocation of values within societies was increasingly taking place “beyond the confines of 
national boundaries, and a small, but growing fraction of norms and rules governing rela-
tions among social actors of all types […] are based in and pursued through transnational 
channels and processes” (Ruggie, 2004, 521). From these conceptual beginnings, a fruitful 
scholarly debate on the groundswell of non-state climate action has emerged, now occupy-
ing center stage in climate governance research (Bäckstrand et al., 2017; Hermwille, 2018).

Another development is the increased attention paid to the broader governance system 
and the use of insights from complexity theory (Orsini et  al., 2020). A first generation 
of governance scholarship has analyzed the conditions for effectiveness of international 
environmental regimes, including the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, while a second 
generation put emphasis on interplay and interlinkages between international institutions. 
Around 2008, a third generation of scholarship was starting to pay attention to the systemic 
level of governance, focusing conceptually on ideas such as fragmentation and cohesion 
(Biermann et al., 2009). In fact, Pattberg and Stripple (2008, 385) called for more research 
in this field when they argued that “we need to further our knowledge about the systemic 
interaction between the international and transnational global climate arena and the pos-
sibility for effective and equitable governance, taking into account a growing number of 
agents in a multiplicity of institutional contexts.” Based on these fundaments, a lively aca-
demic debate emerged on the appropriate concepts and methods to analyze the system level 
of environmental governance. We will portray the main insights from this sub-field under 
the heading ‘from fragmentation to complexity.’
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A third notable development concerns what we refer to as a normative turn in global 
environmental governance research. Concepts such as allocation and access (Gupta & 
Lebel, 2020), fairness and equity (van den Berg et al. 2016), and legitimacy and account-
ability (Dombrowsky, 2010) have become widely discussed as key ingredients for the sus-
tainability transition. Already in the 1990s, Rosenau (1997, 39) attempted to analyze novel 
spheres of authority beyond the state as the building blocks of “a new ontology where 
states are treated as only one of the many sources of authority” (Pattberg & Stripple, 2008, 
372). A central question then was to understand how domestic concepts such as ‘demo-
cratic accountability’ could be applied to the realm of transnational politics (Dingwerth, 
2007).

Finally, after having discussed three distinct conceptual, theoretical and empirical con-
tributions that emerged within the pages of INEA over the last two decades, we focus on 
renewed attention to the politics of climate change, building on the observation that the 
predominant market-based ideology visible in policy instruments such as emission trading 
is problematic. Whereas initial scholarship provided some useful reflections on ‘climate 
governance beyond the state,’ we now need to concede that in order to follow the climate 
deeper into social, cultural and material realms, we need new concepts and critical per-
spectives. Consequently, we engage in some self-reflection on the state of global climate 
governance scholarship as a way of conclusion.

2  The global climate change governance arena: from agency 
beyond the state to bottom‑up climate action

In the beginning of the 2000s, the “predominant perspective on global climate governance” 
was biased toward interstate negotiations (Pattberg & Stripple, 2008, 369). However, seeds 
of change were already in the ground, promising a broader, more inclusive perspective on 
agency. For instance, in an editorial for INEA on the institutional design of global envi-
ronmental governance, Vellinga and colleagues (2002, 294) wrote that one could imagine 
“a system that is perhaps beyond the current United Nations thinking and makes room for 
not only state actors but also civil society, industry and other international and national 
players,” but that “it is not clear what such a system would look like.” Despite the bud-
ding interest in agency ‘beyond the state,’ INEA contains few articles from the early 
2000’s elaborating on how such a system could look like and what actors it should involve. 
Research interest in non-state actors (e.g., cities, NGOs and companies) primarily per-
tained to their role and influence on the multilateral negotiations under the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), as lobbyists and advocates for or 
against domestic climate action (e.g., Brandt & Svendsen, 2004), and not as autonomous 
agents and governors in their own right.

In 2008, Pattberg and Stripple questioned the research bias toward interstate negotia-
tions and pointed to an ongoing “transnationalization” of global climate governance. The 
number of transnational governance arrangements—where non-state actors play an impor-
tant role, sometimes in conjunction with public actors—such as the Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM) and multi-stakeholder partnerships was growing rapidly. Consequently, 
researchers should expand their focus to include “agency beyond the state.” Fast forward to 
2021, The Conference of the Parties (COPs) and the intersessional meetings to the UNF-
CCC remain important fieldwork sites for collecting data and carrying out research on, 
for instance, environmental NGOs (Dombrowski, 2010); indigenous peoples (Schroeder, 
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2010); or youth participation (Thew, 2018), as well as broader questions of non-state actor 
participation in the negotiations (e.g., Nasiritousi & Linnér, 2014; Nasiritousi et al., 2016). 
However, the bias among global climate governance scholars toward interstate negotiations 
is waning and yielding to more pluralist perspectives. In this context, the coming section 
highlights three themes with regards to research on transnational actors and institutions in 
climate governance: (1) the expanding universe of transnational governance initiatives; (2) 
the expanding institutional space for transnational initiatives and non-state actors in the 
UNFCCC; and, (3) the impact and effectiveness of transnational climate governance on 
mitigation and adaptation.

2.1  The expanding universe of transnational governance initiatives

The first theme concerns the rapid growth in the number of new agents in transnational 
climate governance, in particular the growth in number of new initiatives. It is difficult to 
estimate the exact population of initiatives and agents, but when Bulkeley and colleagues 
(2012, 2014) finished a major study on transnational climate governance in 2012, they 
found 60 initiatives. Nine years later, the Climate Initiatives Platform—a UN supported 
database—lists 269 initiatives, representing a fourfold increase in the number of initiatives 
since 2012 (UN Environment, 2021). The emerging picture of a rapid growth in initiatives 
is confirmed by more specialized databases, e.g., on transnational adaptation initiatives or 
transnational city initiatives (e.g., Dzebo, 2019; Papin, 2019). Widerberg and colleagues 
(2016) found that nearly 10,750 cities, regions, companies, foundations, NGOs and other 
non-state and sub-national actors engaged in 89 transnational climate governance initia-
tives, and more recently, Hsu, Yeo, et al. (2020) released a dataset with over 10,000 cit-
ies that participate in transnational initiatives focusing on urban climate governance. The 
expanding universe of transnational initiatives has happened in parallel to a growth in 
international initiatives (between states). Keohane and Victor (2011, 12) has likened the 
process to a “Cambrian explosion,” alluding to a geological event some 540 million years 
ago resulting in a rapid increase in variety of species. The result is a dense institutional 
architecture of global climate governance marked by overlapping norms, discourses, and 
memberships (Widerberg, 2016; Zelli, 2011).

2.2  The new structure of global climate governance

The second theme concerns structure of the international climate regime complex, and the 
role of the UNFCCC in particular. Much research capacity has been devoted to scrutinizing 
alternative international arenas to the UNFCCC. The now defunct Asia–Pacific Partnership 
on Clean Development and Climate (APP) is a case-in-point, as countries skeptical to the 
Kyoto Protocol (e.g., US and Australia) created a new partnership that was generally per-
ceived as a potential threat to the UNFCCC’s authority (e.g., Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen & van 
Asselt, 2009). Researchers and other observers were worried that countries would engage 
in ‘forum shopping’ or ‘forum shifting’ (Kellow, 2012), challenging existing institutions 
and agreements (Falkner, 2015). After COP15 in Copenhagen in 2009 failed to produce 
a substantive outcome (Dimitrov, 2010), governments and the then new UNFCCC execu-
tive secretary Christiana Figueres initiated a change process to the institutional structure 
of the UNFCCC. They were supported by political scientists and economists making theo-
retical and empirical arguments for why a “global solution” and a “uniform approach” was 
likely to fail; instead one should opt for “bottom-up” and “polycentric” structures (Ostrom, 
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2010; Verbruggen, 2011; Victor, 2011). The change process came to fruition in the Paris 
Agreement in 2015, where governments agreed on a new structure to international climate 
governance, moving from what Hale (2016) calls a ‘“regulatory” model of binding, nego-
tiated emissions targets to a “catalytic and facilitative” model that seeks to create condi-
tions under which actors progressively reduce their emissions through coordinated policy 
shifts. Suddenly there was space for alternative arenas where countries could pursue their 
interests. The Paris Agreement, in particular the decision of COP21, also embraced a more 
visible role for non-state and sub-national actors, referred to as “non-Party stakeholders.” 
Parties to the convention were explicitly encouraged to collaborate with non-Party stake-
holders; non-Party stakeholders were encouraged to share data with the UNFCCC via the 
Non-State Actor Zone for Climate Action platform (NAZCA); an annual high-level event 
was launched, building on the Lima-Paris Action Agenda set up in 2014; and, two “cham-
pions” were appointed to strengthen the connections between Parties and non-Party stake-
holders (Hsu et al., 2018; Widerberg, 2017). The Paris Agreement and the COP21 decision 
thus further blurred the boundaries between international and the transnational spheres of 
global climate governance. The current institutional structure of global climate governance 
is thus marked by what Pattberg and Stripple call “the inadequacy of the public/private 
dichotomy in political theory” (2008, 384), as the role of governments in addressing cli-
mate change globally is changing and a more diverse set of actors are engaging in climate 
action, often via hybrid and multi-stakeholder constellations.

2.3  The impact of transnational governance initiatives and non‑state actors 
on global climate governance

The third theme concerns the impacts of a changing climate regime complex. Theorizing 
about how non-state actors and transnational governance initiatives are supposed to influ-
ence global climate governance is a central topic in research on impact  (Widerberg and 
Pattberg 2015). For example, are non-state actors and transnational governance initiatives 
there to instill confidence, build momentum and support governments in taking ambitious 
climate actions (indirect influence), or are they to be seen as independent actors in their 
own right, mitigating and adapting to climate change (direct influence) (Widerberg, 2017)? 
The two pathways for influence resonate well with Downie’s (2016, 741) observation 
that there is a “two-level” game frame (referring to Putnam’s theory on the relationship 
between national and international politics), where “[t]he preferences of non-state actors 
are accounted for through the domestic polity”, and a system-level perspective, where 
international negotiations is one of many arenas for non-state and sub-national actors to 
influence governments. Hermwille (2018) brings both perspectives together by analyzing 
interdependencies between the international and the transnational levels of global climate 
governance using structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). The idea is to foster feed-back 
loops between the national, transnational and international levels of climate governance to 
create a momentum toward increased action.

The second topic has been on how to measure impact empirically. As GHG emissions 
continue to rise unabated on a global level, it is tempting to jump to the conclusion that 
transnational initiatives have done little to break the negative trend. However, few stud-
ies actually attempt (and succeed) to isolate and measure the impact of transnational ini-
tiative on emission reduction (but see Hsu, Tan, et al., 2020 and Hale et al, 2021, for an 
overview). The literature instead understand term ‘impact’ in a multifaceted way where 
effectiveness, i.e., whether the proliferation of initiatives and actors, and the ‘bottom-up’ 
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structure actually leads to reduced greenhouse gas emissions and adaptation, is but one 
aspect and most authors suggest a separation between output, outcome, and impact level 
effectiveness (Chan et al., 2018; Dzebo, 2019). One measure of impact is to what extent 
countries have included transnational initiatives and non-state actors in their Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs). A study by Hsu, Brandt, et al. (2019) demonstrates that 
this is generally not the case, however, developing countries are more prone to mention cit-
ies, regions and companies in their NDCs compared to developed countries, in particular 
in the context of adaptation. Studies that estimate impact at the level of GHG emissions 
focus on potential impact, i.e., what hypothetically could happen if an initiative reaches 
its goals. Researchers have used newly available data for assessing their impact on global 
climate governance, mitigation and adaptation, and developed new protocols and meth-
odologies for streamlining the research efforts (e.g., Hsu, Höhne, et al., 2019; Lui et al., 
2020). A recurring challenge to understanding the impact of transnational climate govern-
ance initiatives is the lack of information necessary to assess important aspects such as 
goal-attainment (Widerberg & Stripple, 2016). Other types of impact have been suggested 
by, for instance, Jacobs (2016) argues that a coalition of civil society actors contributed to 
the successful outcome of COP15 in Paris, by putting pressure on governments to reach an 
agreement. In sum, despite convincing evidence that the transnationalization of global cli-
mate governance has accelerated, we know little about its impact on halting and adapting 
to dangerous climate change; however, a broader perspective on effectiveness suggests that 
transnational initiatives do have impact in various ways.

Looking ahead, the transnationalization of global climate governance seems to be accel-
erating rather than decelerating. More companies, investors, cities, regions, faith-based 
organizations and other non-state and sub-national actors are making public commitments 
and joining transnational initiatives on climate mitigation and adaptation. The UNFCCC is 
prolonging mandates for the High-level champions and expanding the NAZCA database. 
Civil society organizations and advocacy groups such as Fridays for Future and the Extinc-
tion Rebellion are ramping up pressure on governments and other actors to take ambitious 
climate action. For researchers and other observers, the question of effectiveness is an elu-
sive one. On the one hand, conclusive evidence is scarce whether individual initiatives and 
actions have led to reduced GHG emissions or concrete adaptation. On the other hand, it 
is plausible to assume that transnational climate action contributed to the adoption of the 
Paris Agreement), and that in an counter-factual scenario—where multi-stakeholder part-
nerships and non-state and sub-national climate action are absent—the pressure on govern-
ments to take on ambitious climate goals and policies would have been lower.

3  From governance fragmentation to complexity

Another key innovation in global environmental governance scholarship is the focus on the 
broader institutional system of environmental governance under the heading of ‘govern-
ance architecture.’ Biermann and colleagues defined governance architecture in their 2009 
seminal article as “…the overarching system of public and private institutions that are valid 
or active in a given issue area of world politics” (Biermann et al., 2009, 15) and introduced 
‘fragmentation’ as a central analytical category. Questions relating to the role and rele-
vance of fragmentation of governance architectures, its drivers and implications and subse-
quent management options in and beyond the climate governance arena gained prominence 
over the last decade (see for example van Asselt & Zelli, 2014). However, researchers are 
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increasingly realizing the limitations of established analytical frameworks and ontologies 
to study governance architectures and are consequently searching for alternative framings. 
Complexity has emerged in recent years as one such an overall integrative framing for frag-
mentation research. In this section, we first summarize some generic findings of the frag-
mentation literature (as far as it relates to sustainability and climate change) and second 
review complexity-informed research on climate governance.

3.1  Fragmented climate governance: key findings

A recent meta-analysis (see Heidingsfelder & Beckman, 2020) has screened 134 publica-
tions related to fragmentation and sustainability governance and found convergence in the 
literature mostly around the specific management approaches to fragmentation, identified 
as coordination, convergence and integration, and meta-governance. Beyond the impor-
tant question of how to manage fragmentation (see for example Zelli & van Asselt, 2013), 
other issues have been addressed as well. Relevant academic contributions have been made 
over the last two decades relating to: emergence and drivers of fragmentation (e.g., Oh & 
Matsuoka, 2015), the empirical pervasiveness, depth and relevance of fragmentation (e.g., 
Pattberg & Widerberg, 2020), and its implications (e.g., Hackmann, 2012). We will briefly 
summarize relevant contributions in each of these areas.

In an early application of the fragmentation concept in empirical analysis, Hof and Col-
leagues (2009, 58) study various possible climate governance architectures using a quan-
titative modeling approach related to effectiveness and distribution. Their study concludes 
that “stabilising GHG concentrations at low levels is generally more costly in a fragmented 
regime, either because ambitious reduction targets must be achieved by a smaller number 
of countries or because emission reductions do not take place where it is cheapest to do 
so” (Hof et al., 2009, 58). This study serves as an important reminder that fragmentation is 
not only a conceptual innovation, but also allows for precise quantitative analysis when it 
comes to expected outcomes.

Other studies have focused on linking fragmentation to sub-optimal governance perfor-
mance and the subsequent question of fragmentation management. Hackmann (2012), for 
example, analyzes the emerging governance architecture of climate change in international 
shipping, hypothesizing “that the degree and the characteristics of governance fragmenta-
tion have a crucial impact on the effectiveness and performance of a governance system” 
(Hackmann, 2012, 87). The study in particular highlights the role that institutional frag-
mentation with regards to nesting overlaps between decision-making systems and norm 
conflicts play in producing sub-optimal governance outcomes (Hackmann, 2012, 100).

On the important question of fragmentation management, Gupta et  al. (2015) illus-
trate the central role that multi-stakeholder partnerships play as ‘bridge organizations’ in 
managing governance fragmentation. Empirically situated in at the nexus of forest and 
climate governance, the study analyzes the increased institutional fragmentation in the 
REDD + domain and interrogates possible management approaches, in particular related to 
enhancing transparency, participation, knowledge sharing and coordination (Gupta et al., 
2015, 370). The authors (2015, 371) highlight in particular the role that political contesta-
tion and the broader normative conflicts that shape the overall global environmental gov-
ernance architecture play in explaining fragmentation management and its limitations. As 
a consequence, a robust finding of the ‘managing fragmentation ‘ literature in global envi-
ronmental governance is the recommendation to focus on improving the management of 



302 P. Pattberg et al.

1 3

fragmentation as opposed to redesigning governance structures to reduce fragmentation, as 
the latter are affected by system-level political dynamics (see Zürn & Faude, 2013).

Another group of studies has attempted to shed light on the dynamic interactions, or 
interplay, among the many institutions, both international and transnational, that aim at 
governing global environmental change. For example, Gomar (2016, 526) scrutinizes the 
factors “determining the quality of interplay management and the achievement” in the 
international biodiversity governance cluster, comprising of the Convention for Biological 
Diversity along with five specialized international regimes. Hoch and Colleagues (2019) 
are also interested in interplay, this time related to international climate governance. Utiliz-
ing the typology of Biermann and Colleagues (2009) that distinguished between synergis-
tic, cooperative and conflictive fragmentation, the study analyzes the interplay between the 
Paris Agreement, the Kigali Amendment to the Montreal Protocol and CORSIA (Carbon 
Offsetting and Reduction Scheme for International Aviation). One important finding is that 
equal stringency reinforced cooperative fragmentation (Hoch et al., 2019, 611).

Yet another line of research is represented by Oh and Matsuoka (2017), who scrutinize 
the emergence of institutional fragmentation in the climate change arena from a construc-
tivist perspective. A key observation here is that fragmentation can arise out of norma-
tive contestations of key international norms, often motivated by strategic considerations. 
The example explored in Oh and Matsuoka (2017) is the establishment of the Asia–Pacific 
Partnership on Clean Development and Climate (APP), under the leadership of the USA, 
building a counter-narrative to the mandatory emission reduction approach of the Kyoto 
Protocol (KP). Earlier work on the APP published in INEA by Karlsson-Vinkhuizen and 
van Asselt (2009) has reached similar conclusions, highlighting also the implications frag-
mentation has for effectiveness and legitimacy of global climate governance.

Finally, research has also attempted to measure the fragmentation of global govern-
ance architectures. Building on a standardized methodology, Pattberg and colleagues have 
provided measurements for the degree of institutional fragmentation for the issue areas 
of climate change, energy, biodiversity, forestry and fisheries (see Widerberg et al., 2016; 
Negacz et al., 2020; Pattberg & Widerberg, 2020).

3.2  Governance complexes and governance complexity

After having discussed scholarship building on the initial interest for questions around gov-
ernance architecture discussed in this journal (see, e.g., Pattberg & Stripple, 2008), we now 
turn to a related debate that has unfortunately received much less attention in the pages of 
INEA: the interest in climate governance complexes and complexity. While undoubtedly 
there has been progress in the study of international institutions, in particular by moving 
‘beyond the state’ (see Sect. 5) and by analyzing interplay and interlinkages (see Kalaba 
et  al., 2014), little attention has been paid to system-wide interactions and the emerging 
complexity in and of global environmental governance in general and climate governance 
in particular. While scholars have noted “the presence of nested, partially overlapping, and 
parallel international regimes that are not hierarchically ordered” (Alter & Meunier, 2009) 
and referred to these structures as “regime complexes” (Keohane & Victor, 2011; Raustiala 
& Victor, 2004), few scholars have attempted to utilize insights from complexity theory for 
the study of global environmental governance in general and climate governance in par-
ticular. However, this situation is now changing.

In a recent forum in International Studies Review, Orsini and Colleagues (2020) argue 
for embracing the complexity of world politics analytically, by utilizing insights from the 
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broad school of complexity science (for a similar argument, see Zelli et  al., 2020). For 
Orsini et al., (2020, 1011), world politics, including sustainability and climate change, is 
best addressed as a complex system, with open boundaries, emergent properties, and self-
organizing adaptive behavior (see also Kim, 2014, for an important contribution). Conse-
quently, analyzing governance systems (i.e., governance architectures) as complex systems 
has two important implications (see Orsini et al., 2020, 1022). First, the focus on individual 
institutions gives way to studying interactions and interconnections, i.e., the bio-physical/
social nexus between governance approaches. Second, when evaluating global governance 
systems, analysts need to take into account the complexity of the system. In other words: 
system level performance is not the same as additive performance.

Beyond being used as a generalized description of reality (and then often confused with 
complicated), complexity has rarely been applied to global environmental governance 
in general and climate governance in particular. A noteworthy exception is Pattberg and 
Widerberg’s (2019, 2021) attempt to show that the global climate governance architecture 
has properties of a complex system and should consequently be analyzed using insights 
from complexity science. Taking seriously the implications that derive from properties of 
complex systems, such as nonlinearity and emergence, the prospects for management and 
orchestration (Chan & Amling, 2019) of governance architectures in a top-down fashion 
are slim, given that learning, adaptation, self-organization, and feedbacks are central to 
complex systems. This in turn calls into question overly optimistic plans to reduce conflicts 
and increase synergies within the ever-expanding field of global climate governance.

4  The normative turn and global climate change governance

The growing role of transnationalism in GEG opens up questions not only of effective-
ness, but also of equity (Pattberg & Stripple, 2008). While the increasing fragmentation 
and diversification of global governance systems is in part a direct and potentially positive 
response to issues of uneven access, allocation and inclusion, it simultaneously has the 
potential to exacerbate these very injustices (Okereke, 2018). The increasing complexity of 
GEG architectures at large, and global climate change governance in particular, therefore 
point at a growing need to revisit those more normative questions pertaining to issues of 
equity and justice.

While the notion of ‘normative GEG scholarship’ does not do justice to the breadth 
and diversity of existing discussions, a concise overview of the state-of-the-art necessi-
tates an umbrella term for the sake of clarity. Indeed, in their study into the diverging con-
ceptualizations and operationalizations of ‘justice’ in GEG scholarship, Dirth et al. (2020) 
emphasize that this sub-field in environmental scholarship engages with a rich but complex 
vocabulary. Key concepts include, but are not limited to, justice, equity, and fairness (e.g., 
Dirth et al., 2020), access and allocation (e.g., Gupta & Lebel, 2010), and accountability 
and legitimacy (e.g., Biermann & Gupta, 2011).

4.1  Equity and effectiveness at a crossroads

Whether the growing attention to issues of justice is beneficial to the effectiveness of gov-
ernance initiatives, however, has been the subject of deep-seated disagreements. At the 
turn of the century, Kemfert and Tol (2002) identified a gap in the literature concerning 
the interplay between efficiency and equity in GHG reduction efforts. In his study into 
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emissions trading under the Kyoto Protocol, Bohm (2002) demonstrates how the deliber-
ate facilitation of developing country participation in emissions trading schemes is benefi-
cial to cost-effective GHG reduction. Barrett and Stavins (2003) argue against this, instead 
maintaining that cost-effectiveness and widespread participation are oftentimes conflic-
tive. Whether equity should be treated as a means to the end of effectiveness or vice versa, 
therefore, is a contended topic of discussion. “For many regime analysts”, argue Vellinga 
and Colleagues (2002, 296), “environmental governance should not attempt to solve all 
issues in one go.”

Indeed, in 2010, Posner and Weisbach argued that a radical orientation on distributive 
and intergenerational justice comes at the expense of effective climate change action. ) car-
ried this argument forward in his keynote address at the 2016 Berlin Conference on Trans-
formative Global Climate Governance ‘après Paris.’ He additionally argued that scholars 
ought to prioritize research into real-world political action over “articulating a normative-
philosophical view of ethical climate policy” (Keohane, 2016a).

In response, 18 scholars from diverse institutions across the world wrote a plea to 
encourage more, not less, research on equity and justice in GEG scholarship (Klinsky et al., 
2017). First and foremost, Klinsky and Colleagues (2017, 171) argue that neglecting issues 
of equity and justice is in direct conflict with the research community’s obligation “to do 
intellectually rigorous work on issues affecting human wellbeing.” They further maintain 
that political research requires an understanding of existing interpretations of- and claims 
to justice, not least when assessing trade-offs, and that normative considerations are not 
necessarily at odds with effective climate action. In his response to this plea, Keohane 
(2016b) clarified that he agrees that academic research into equity and climate change is 
important, but nevertheless remains “cautious” to emphasize justice—an end he believes to 
be unrealistic.

4.2  Toward justice: potentialities and pitfalls of “green growth”

These ongoing disagreements did not restrain the expansion of normative scholarship since 
the launch of INEA. Noteworthy topics of inquiry include the energy transition (Carley & 
Konisky, 2020; Meadowcroft, 2009), the cap-and-trade system upheld by the UNFCCC 
regime (Méjean et  al., 2015), the distributive practice of determining carbon emission 
rights (Caney, 2009; Duus-Otterström & Hjorthen, 2019) and carbon trading and -taxation 
practices (Aldred, 2012; Hammar & Jagers, 2007; Jagers & Hammar, 2009). The norma-
tive considerations associated with these practices are embedded within wider concerns 
over neoliberal and/or market-regulated climate change governance practices, including 
climate voluntarism, business environmentalism and transnationalism at large (Castro, 
2016; Okereke, 2018). Evidently, tensions between economic growth and efficiency on the 
one hand and the pursuit of environmental and ecological justice on the other are a recur-
ring theme in normative GEG scholarship.

INEA explored these tensions in detail in a special issue on environmental justice and 
the pursuit of a ‘green economy’ (Okereke & Ehresman, 2015). Described as a potential 
‘paradigm shift’ (Bowen & Fankhauser, 2011), defendants of this model pursue economic 
development practices that are environmentally and ecologically sustainable and climate-
resilient. Whether this ‘green economy’ and environmental justice are symbiotic, how-
ever, remains uncertain. Studies into labor union environmentalism (Stevis & Felli, 2015), 
the salience of ‘green growth’ in marginalized urban areas (McKendry & Janos, 2015) 
and socio-environmental activism in the Amazon (Bratman, 2015) all point at a need to 
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more carefully consider all dimensions of justice, as well as the potentiality of the ‘green 
growth’-narrative as a means to override marginalized peoples’ claims to justice.

4.3  Understanding equity post‑Paris

Not long after the publication of this special issue, the 2015 Paris Agreement proved 
decisive in determining the future directions of normative GEG scholarship. Some 
believe the Paris Agreement, given its departure from the developed-developing dichot-
omy and its emphasis on voluntarism and universalism, marks the beginning of a “post-
equity” era (found in Klinsky et  al., 2017, 170). Still, Okereke and Coventry (2016, 
846–7) are cautious of the regime’s “trend toward voluntary commitments” and main-
tain that “suggestions that the new pledge and review system has sidestepped the con-
tentious justice debates […] cannot but be described as simply naïve and wishful think-
ing.” The Agreement’s simultaneous emphases on climate justice on the one hand and 
market mechanisms on the other have also been the subject of scrutiny (Shrivastava & 
Bhaduri, 2019).

INEA addresses these concerns in their special issue on ‘Achieving 1.5 °C and Cli-
mate Justice’ (Dooley et  al., 2018). For instance, Lahn (2018, 30) identifies a distinct 
tension between “the common temperature goal of 1.5  °C, and the differentiated goal 
of equity […] as two parallel objectives.” Particularly, striking is how the Paris Agree-
ment redirects the normative narrative through its Pledge and Review system, within 
which countries ought to defend the ‘fairness’ of their nationally determined contribu-
tions (NDCs) in light of their capabilities and overall contribution to the problem (see 
Winkler et al., 2018). Holz, Kartha, and Athanasiou (2018) identify an evident ambition 
gap, in particular on the part of wealthier countries, and contend that “dual obligations” 
for both wealthier and poorer countries are the only way forward to align differentia-
tions in NDCs with achieving the overall 1.5  °C goal in time, again emphasizing the 
tensions between equity and effectiveness.

Another line of research explores the normative implications of the potential ‘technolo-
gies of the future’ including geoengineering (Faran & Olsson, 2018; Flegal & Gupta, 2018) 
and negative emissions technologies (NETs) (Dooley & Kartha, 2018). The risks and 
ethical ‘grey areas’ associated with these technologies are manifold and warrant further 
research. According to Tallberg and colleagues (2018, 244–5), the global governance com-
munity faces a distinct tension between two dominant legal norms, namely ‘precaution’ 
(for the potentially harmful consequences of these technologies) and ‘harm minimisation’ 
(of the detrimental impacts induced by global warming). In addition, as Faran and Olsson 
(2018, 66) point out, “the question is not only how we decide on the use of particular forms 
of climate engineering, but who decides.” Indeed, Biermann and Möller (2019) identify a 
distinct underrepresentation of developing countries in climate engineering negotiations.

Nevertheless, geoengineering solutions could serve to correct lasting imbalances in the 
access to environmental goods (including the opportunity to secure basic human needs) 
and the global allocation of these goods (Gupta & Lebel, 2010). A recently published spe-
cial INEA issue on ‘Access and Allocation in Earth System Governance’ (Gupta & Lebel, 
2020) reveals, however, just how systemic the forces behind these inequities are. Global 
trade and investment schemes, industry-related financial flows, and other forms of trans-
national and market-regulated governance prove considerably decisive in determining the 
access to and allocation of environmental goods and burdens (Gonenc et al., 2020; Gupta 
et al., 2020; Kalfagianni, 2014). This, again, points at a need to integrate all dimensions of 
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justice in our assessment of environmental and climate justice, and, empirically, highlights 
the necessity of a closer integration of the Paris Agreement on the one hand, and the 2030 
Agenda’s Sustainable Development Goals on the other (Ivanova et al., 2020).

4.4  Normative GEG: a research agenda

What the special issue edited by Gupta and Lebel (2020) also highlights, however, are the 
notable advances made in normative GEG research over the years (Kalfagianni & Meisch, 
2020). Nevertheless, many scholars maintain that the overall engagement with issues of 
justice on the part of the global research community remains relatively marginal and war-
rants more research, in particular on those more substantive questions of justice (Dirth 
et al., 2020; Kalfagianni & Meisch, 2020). This includes more rigorous work on the dis-
crepancies in existing conceptualizations and operationalizations of those concepts central 
to normative GEG debates (see Klinsky & Dowlabati, 2009; Schlosberg, 2013; Dirth et al., 
2020; Kalfagianni & Meisch, 2020).

A new research framework proposed by Biermann and Kalfagianni (2020) is a likely 
contender to carry this line of research forward. Recognizing the diverse interpretations of 
‘justice’ in GEG, the authors propose to adopt the notion of ‘planetary justice’ over con-
ceptions of, among others, environmental justice. The overall aim is to redirect the discus-
sion “from a normative debate on planetary justice (‘what is just?’) toward an empirical 
debate on what conceptualizations of justice different actors in global environmental poli-
tics actually support” (Biermann & Kalfagianni, 2020, 2). The question remains whether 
future research efforts sufficiently take into consideration potential trade-offs between jus-
tice and effectiveness (Klinsky et al., 2017) and succeed in refraining from treating either 
of the two as ends in themselves. Nevertheless, treating the study of equity and justice as an 
empirical project instead of a normative one might provide common ground between Keo-
hane (2016a) and Klinsky et al. (2017) that is beneficial for carrying this line of research 
forward.

Of particular importance is to direct more attention to transnational actors as poten-
tial facilitators of (or obstacles to) a positive relationship between equity and effective-
ness. While transnational regimes indeed offer more space for inclusion, it is imperative 
to remember that the turn to transnational governance, as it has been observed across mul-
tiple governance domains, can be seen as the result of neo-liberalization (Bulkeley et al., 
2014, chapters 3–4), which, according to Okereke (2018, 331) is ethically “not compatible 
with more radical interpretations of climate justice.” That transnational actors have been 
effective in reorienting climate change governance both horizontally and vertically, thereby 
considerably reshaping a previously predominantly top-down system is certain (Bulkeley 
et al., 2014, chapter 8). That this happens equitably, is not. Whether the transnational gov-
ernance arena will become a space where effective and equitable climate change mitigation 
become naturally symbiotic, then, remains for future research to discern.

5  Conclusions: the road beyond ‘climate governance beyond the state’

Having discussed three distinct conceptual, theoretical and empirical contributions that 
emerged on the topic of global climate governance within the pages of INEA, we now 
engage in some introspective reflection to identify areas in need of theoretical attention in 
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the decade to come. Twenty years ago, during the early 2000s, scholars coming from the 
discipline of International Relations (IR) discovered ‘climate governance beyond the state,’ 
i.e., governing accomplished by a range of actors, such as insurance companies, admin-
istrative certification institutions, standard-setting organizations, networks of cites, multi-
stakeholder partnerships for energy, and divestments movements. IR’s journey ‘beyond the 
state’ has been a productive one, with lots of important discoveries, some discussed in this 
contribution. But as with many journeys, some of the most profound discoveries relate to 
ourselves. As you travel, if you are not really sure where you are heading, you will at least 
know more about where you were coming from.

As IR had left the sovereign state, the entities it encountered ‘beyond the state’ were 
depicted to be ‘non-state.’ This simple stating of what the entities were not—they were 
not states—illuminated as much as it obscured. IR went on its travel with some conceptual 
baggage (assumptions about sovereign authority) that it had to carry. Eventually, IR could 
offload some of that weight and learned a lot about the diversity and multiplicity of non-
state actors. A rich and variegated account of the realm of non-state governance emerged 
(e.g., Bulkeley et al., 2014). In the face of the stalemate in the intergovernmental negotia-
tions after Kyoto, a lot of hope was invested in the possibility for cities, citizen groups, and 
corporations to deliver in the absence of the state (Hoffman, 2011). Of course, corporate 
responses were also met with large suspicion. Already at the Rio Summit in 1992, when 
transnational companies were recognized as key actors in the battle to save the planet, 
Hildyard (1993) commented that this was akin to putting the “foxes in charge of the chick-
ens.” Consequently, the question about corporations became a question not just about the 
agency of particular non-state actors, but a larger question about structure: can capitalism 
effectively respond to climate change? Could new alliances and coalitions in the private 
realm initiate a new form of capitalism that is able to deliver growth on a low-carbon basis 
(Newell & Paterson, 2010)? In an influential book, Klein (2014) argues that capitalism 
can only be fundamentally changed, if the civil-sphere (climate activism and social justice 
movements) unites behind an alternative worldview embedded in “interdependence rather 
than hyper-individualism, reciprocity rather than dominance, and cooperation rather than 
hierarchy” (Klein, 2014,462). Klein’s argument that ‘everything must change’ is thus not 
just about corporate actors and governments, but about the culture of the civil-sphere, what 
we can hope for and what we can demand from ourselves.

In parallel to the question of corporate actors, other fundamental theoretical issues have 
also come to the fore. While early writings on ‘climate change beyond the state’ traced 
the ways in which climate change started to become a matter of concern for more actors 
than environment ministries at international environmental summits, certain assumption 
about ‘the international’ as a particular space has limited IRs capacity to follow the cli-
mate deeper into social, cultural and material realms (Bulkeley et  al., 2016). Today cli-
mate change is everywhere and is “an idea as ubiquitous and powerful in today’s social 
discourses as are the ideas of democracy, terrorism, or nationalism” (Hulme, 2009, 322). 
There is hardly any site in the contemporary world that is untouched by this idea, from how 
forests are managed, to what goes on in the farm and in the reconfiguration of urban envi-
ronments. It is right there in the financial circuits, in plastics production facilities, clothing 
retailers and in public transport. It is unavoidable in discourses of holiday travel and has 
left its imprint on the varieties of milk at the local café. Hence, it is no longer meaningful 
to draw neat boundaries around the international politics of climate change as something 
which occurs, e.g., in the UN, and the everyday practices of eating, traveling, or shopping 
(Methmann et al., 2013).
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In their recent book, Adler and Pouliot (2011) invite students of international relations 
to view world politics through the lens of its manifold practices. Their approach is about 
tracing the “doing” of world politics in and on the world. But what does such an approach 
mean for students of climate governance in the early 2020s? While the broadening of cli-
mate governance that emerge during the early 2000s was useful, it also tended to obscure 
the ways in which climate change has emerged everywhere. The question now becomes 
if the concept of climate governance can still describe and capture how we increasingly 
govern ourselves and others in relation to climate change. Climate governance, when 
approached too much in a general fashion, risks becoming an empty concept. Is it the same 
kind of governance that recur across sites? Or are these sites governing the climate in dis-
tinctive ways? Various forms of critical scholarship have argued that the manifold of sites 
involved in the governing of climate change cannot be brought into the same view. The 
politics will be different in each of them because power in intrinsic and emergent within 
those sites and not a resource to be deployed from the outside (Stripple & Bulkeley, 2014).

While global climate governance scholarship has excelled in engaging a much broader 
range of actors, it has been less focused on revisiting fundamental assumptions about how 
governing is accomplished in the absence of the state. A renewed engagement with such 
issues requires, however, that fundamental assumptions about power and authority are 
brought back into the foreground. Rather than assuming that particular actors or institu-
tions hold power, as if it was a material resource, scholars should instead elucidate “how 
different locales are constituted as authoritative and powerful, and how different agents are 
assembled with specific powers, and how different domains are constituted as governable 
and administrable” (Dean, 1999, 29).

Traditions within social science that draw on structural and productive theories of power 
suggest that we should instead view governing as a practice and analyze the techniques that 
work through diffuse social relations to create, sustain, or disrupt particular socio-techni-
cal orders (Barnett & Duvall, 2005; Murray Li, 2007). If greenhouse gas emissions are 
produced and embodied in processes that work through global production chains, circuits 
of investment, the provision and use of infrastructure networks, and the consumption of 
a range of goods and services, then IR need to be prepared for new encounters (Bulkeley 
et al., 2018). Developing new accounts of climate governance requires, for example, utiliz-
ing analytical perspectives that highlight the material and spatial essences of these sites, 
scales, and socio-technical systems (Bridge et al., 2013; Rice, 2010).

While the question of power is central to how contemporary forms of governance 
emerge, new kinds of scholarship have also started to explore the power of visions of post-
fossil futures to shape action in the present (e.g., Jasanoff & Kim, 2015; Yusoff & Gabrys, 
2011). To grasp the role of imagination in the making of climate politics, a growing group 
of scholars are turning their attention to the concept of imaginaries (e.g., Hajer & Ver-
steeg, 2019; Oomen et al., 2021; Pelzer & Versteeg, 2019). Overall, however, the process 
of translating imagined futures into action remains relatively underexplored and should 
therefore become a focus for future research.

To conclude, 20 years after the publication of the first issue of INEA, global climate 
governance scholarship has developed from a niche to a thriving school of thought within 
the broader confines of global environmental governance. In this article, we have high-
lighted three contemporary debates that have taken shape within the pages of INEA: 
agency beyond the state, governance complexity, and the normative turn in climate gov-
ernance scholarship. What have we now learned for the next critical decades of climate 
governance practice in terms of the role and relevance of climate action? A short summary 
such as this one cannot do justice to the varied research conducted on the three themes 
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discussed in this article. A singular answer to the question ‘does global climate governance 
work?’ is hard to give. Nonetheless, what seems to be emerging across the three research 
arenas sketched here is an understanding that focusing on the individual agency of a certain 
actor, the performance of a distinct governance arrangement, or the question of legitimacy 
and accountability of specific governance instruments employed in the fight against cli-
mate change falls short understanding global climate governance for what it is. A complex 
and adaptive system that is changing in a nonlinear and often quite unpredictable fashion. 
To successfully assess the problem-solving as well as normative performance of climate 
governance today, including important sub-questions such as the effectiveness of carbon 
markets, we need to embrace a holistic perspective on governance. A next generation of 
global climate governance scholarship will need to advance both new tools and concepts 
that allow comprehensive studies to be undertaken, while at the same time being attentive 
to the particularities, materialities and subjectivities of/in the contemporary world. At the 
time of the 50th anniversary of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 
held in Stockholm in 1972, we might not have solved all governance-related questions of 
climate change; what we have achieved, however, is a robust understanding of its structural 
features, its key agents, the scope conditions for success, as well as the limits of our ability 
to predict and steer in light of new insights from complexity research. All in all, this is a 
solid achievement.
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