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Abstract
States have established regional fisheries management organizations (RFMOs) to manage transboundary fish stocks. 
However, the effectiveness of these bodies has been questioned. Problems with overfishing, illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing, and bycatch remain persistent and difficult to solve. In addition to states however, non-state 
actors (NSAs) also matter for the governance capacity to sustainably manage transboundary fish stocks. These actors 
include both non-governmental organizations (NGOs), multinational corporations, business associations, consultancies, 
and private research organizations. They represent diverse interests and pursue different goals in global governance. They 
are known to participate in meetings of international organizations and the United Nations, and to form transnational 
partnerships (together with other actors) to address transboundary environmental problems. However, their participation 
within global fisheries governance and the consequences of that participation for political outcomes achieved, for example 
by RFMOs, is not well understood.

I attempt to fill this gap, by addressing two overarching research questions. First: how and why do non-state actors 
participate in global fisheries governance, and second: how (and under what conditions) does the participation of these 
actors shape RFMOs’ effectiveness? In order to analyze the participation and consequences of NSAs, I construct a 
theoretical framework combining insights from international relations literature on NSAs, transnational partnerships, and 
international regimes, and from the comparative politics literature on interest groups.

The thesis presents four papers. Paper I studies the conditions for NGO participation across seven RFMOs. It finds 
that NGO participation is shaped by the RFMOs’ own institutional capacity and competitive pressures from other NSAs 
from research organizations, but not by changes in target fish stock health. Paper II studies the variation in advocacy 
strategies used by transnational partnerships to shape IUU fishing policy. It finds that partnerships mainly use inside and 
service provision strategies, but rarely outside strategies. The variation in strategies is shaped by changes in political 
opportunity structures, i.e., by an increasingly complex global institutional landscape as well as increasing issue complexity 
and salience. Paper III focuses on the roles of NGOs in relation to transparency across twelve RFMOs. It finds that NGOs 
have made repeated requests for procedural transparency, and that several requests have received responses from member 
states, such as notably, the adoption of observer accreditation rules. NGOs also face several barriers to transparency, as 
they sometimes are hindered from attending certain sessions and from actively engaging in discussions. These barriers limit 
the ability of NGOs to develop policy-specific advice and to perform accountability functions, with potential implications 
for RFMO effectiveness. Paper IV explores the influence of NGOs on the effectiveness of RFMOs to manage sharks, by 
considering two indictors, i.e., changes in policy outputs and to key actor positions. Strategic venue shopping is found to 
be an important mechanism for NGOs’ ability to influence RFMO effectiveness. Taken together, the thesis contributes 
to scholarly debates about the participation and influence of NSAs in sustainability science and international relations 
literature, and related policy debates about the prospects for achieving sustainable fisheries through an inclusive and 
ecosystem approach to management.
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Abstract 

States have established regional fisheries management organizations 
(RFMOs) to manage transboundary fish stocks. However, the effectiveness of 
these bodies has been questioned. Problems with overfishing, illegal, unre-
ported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, and bycatch remain persistent and dif-
ficult to solve. In addition to states however, non-state actors (NSAs) also 
matter for the governance capacity to sustainably manage transboundary fish 
stocks. These actors include both non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
multinational corporations, business associations, consultancies, and private 
research organizations. They represent diverse interests and pursue different 
goals in global governance. They are known to participate in meetings of in-
ternational organizations and the United Nations, and to form transnational 
partnerships (together with other actors) to address transboundary environ-
mental problems. However, their participation within global fisheries govern-
ance and the consequences of that participation for political outcomes 
achieved, for example by RFMOs, is not well understood.  
 
I attempt to fill this gap, by addressing two overarching research questions. 
First: how and why do non-state actors participate in global fisheries govern-
ance, and second: how (and under what conditions) does the participation of 
these actors shape RFMOs’ effectiveness? In order to analyze the participation 
and consequences of NSAs, I construct a theoretical framework combining 
insights from international relations literature on NSAs, transnational partner-
ships, and international regimes, and from the comparative politics literature 
on interest groups.  
 
The thesis presents four papers. Paper I studies the conditions for NGO par-
ticipation across seven RFMOs. It finds that NGO participation is shaped by 
the RFMOs’ own institutional capacity and competitive pressures from other 
NSAs from research organizations, but not by changes in target fish stock 
health. Paper II studies the variation in advocacy strategies used by transna-
tional partnerships to shape IUU fishing policy. It finds that partnerships 
mainly use inside and service provision strategies, but rarely outside strate-
gies. The variation in strategies is shaped by changes in political opportunity 
structures, i.e., by an increasingly complex global institutional landscape as 
well as increasing issue complexity and salience. Paper III focuses on the 



roles of NGOs in relation to transparency across twelve RFMOs. It finds that 
NGOs have made repeated requests for procedural transparency, and that sev-
eral requests have received responses from member states, such as notably, 
the adoption of observer accreditation rules. NGOs also face several barriers 
to transparency, as they sometimes are hindered from attending certain ses-
sions and from actively engaging in discussions. These barriers limit the abil-
ity of NGOs to develop policy-specific advice and to perform accountability 
functions, with potential implications for RFMO effectiveness. Paper IV ex-
plores the influence of NGOs on the effectiveness of RFMOs to manage 
sharks, by considering two indictors, i.e., changes in policy outputs and to key 
actor positions. Strategic venue shopping is found to be an important mecha-
nism for NGOs’ ability to influence RFMO effectiveness. Taken together, the 
thesis contributes to scholarly debates about the participation and influence of 
NSAs in sustainability science and international relations literature, and re-
lated policy debates about the prospects for achieving sustainable fisheries 
through an inclusive and ecosystem approach to management. 

Keywords 
Global fisheries governance · regional fisheries management organizations 
(RFMOs) · non-state actors · non-governmental organizations (NGOs) · trans-
national partnerships · participation · influence · effectiveness · process trac-
ing. 
 
 
  



Sammanfattning 

Stater har etablerat regionala fiskeriförvaltningsorganisationer för att förvalta 
gränsöverskridande fiskbestånd. Dessa organisationers effektivitet har emel-
lertid ifrågasatts, då svåra problem med överfiske, olagligt, orapporterat och 
oreglerat fiske (IUU-fiske), och bifångst kvarstår. Icke-statliga aktörer, har 
förutom stater, betydelse för vår gemensamma förmåga att hållbart förvalta 
gränsöverskridande fiskbestånd. Dessa aktörer inkluderar exempelvis icke-
statliga organisation (NGOs), multinationella företag, branschorganisationer, 
konsultfirmor och privata forskningsorganisationer. De representerar olika in-
tressen och driver olika mål i global styrning. Vi vet från tidigare forskning 
att dessa aktörer frekvent deltar i möten som hålls av internationella organi-
sationer och Förenta Nationerna (FN), samt i transnationella partnerskap (till-
sammans med andra aktörer) för att åtgärda gränsöverskridande miljöpro-
blem. Däremot vet vi mycket mindre om dessa aktörers deltagande inom glo-
bal fiskeristyrning och om vilka konsvenser detta deltagande får för politiska 
utfall, exempelvis inom de regionala fiskeriförvaltningsorganisationerna.  
 
I denna avhandling ämnar jag bidra till denna kunskapslucka. Jag fokuserar 
på två övergripande forskningsfrågor: hur och varför deltar icke-statliga aktö-
rer inom global fiskeristyrning, samt hur (och under vilka förhållanden) på-
verkar deltagandet av dessa aktörer effektiviteten hos de regionala fiskeriför-
valtningsorganisationerna? För att analysera deltagande och dess konsekven-
ser utvecklar jag ett teoretiskt ramverk där jag kombinerar insikter från inter-
nationella relationer om icke-statliga aktörer, transnationella partnerskap och 
internationella regimer, och från jämförande politik om intressegrupper. 
 
Avhandlingen innehåller fyra papper. Papper I studerar NGO deltagande i sju 
regionala fiskeriförvaltningsorganisationer. Vi finner att NGO deltagande på-
verkas av den institutionella kapaciteten inom de regionala fiskeriförvalt-
ningsorganisationerna och av deltagandet av aktörer från privata forsknings-
organisationer, men inte av förändringar i fiskbestånden. Papper II studerar 
de olika strategier som transnationella partnerskap använder för att påverka 
policybeslut och implementering kring IUU-fiske. Partnerskap använder sig 
främst av strategier där de deltar på ”insidan” och kan interagera direkt med 
beslutsfattare, kombinerat med att förmedla tjänster, där de exempelvis bidrar 
till bevakning till havs. De använder sig dock sällan av ”utifrån” strategier, så 



som exempelvis påverkanskampanjer. Den här variationer i strategier påver-
kas av förändringar i de politiska strukturerna: det globala institutionella land-
skapet har blivit mer komplext och IUU-fiske har blivit en allt mer komplex 
och viktig politisk fråga. Papper III fokuserar på NGOs och deras betydelse 
för ”transparensen” inom tolv regionala fiskeriförvaltningsorganisationer. 
NGOs har upprepade gånger efterfrågat mer transparens. Som svar på detta 
har medlemsstaterna inom dessa organisationer utvecklat regler som gör det 
möjligt för NGOs att delta på deras möten. Samtidigt som transparensen ökat 
finns många barriärer som försvårar för NGOs möjligheter att aktivt delta i 
vissa möten och diskussioner kvar. Dessa barriärer begränsar NGOs möjlig-
heter att utveckla policyspecifika råd och att bidra till ansvarsutkrävande, vil-
ket har implikation för de regionala fiskeriförvaltningsorganisationernas ef-
fektivitet. Papper IV utforskar NGOs påverkan på de regionala fiskeriförvalt-
ningsorganisationernas effektivitet att förvalta hajar. Vi tittar på två effektivi-
tetsindikationer: förändringar i policy utfall och i nyckelaktörers positioner 
och beteenden. Vi finner att NGOs som strategisk deltar inom flera olika glo-
bala forum och internationella organisationer, har större möjlighet att påverka 
effektivitet att förvalta hajar inom de regionala fiskeriförvaltningsorganisat-
ionernas.  
 
Sammantaget bidrar den här avhandlingen till pågående debatter inom både 
hållbarhetsvetenskap och internationella relationer kring icke-statliga aktörers 
deltagande och påverkan, samt om förutsättningarna för att uppnå ett hållbart 
fiske genom en inkluderande och ekosystembaserad strategi för fiskeriförvalt-
ning.  

Nyckelord 
Global fiskeristyrning · regionala fiskeriförvaltningsorganisationer · icke-stat-
liga aktörer · icke-statliga organisationer (NGOs) · transnationella partnerskap 
· deltagande · påverkan · effektivitet · processpårning. 
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Introduction 

Ocean resources are essential to people and coastal communities around the 
world. They provide food security and nutrition as well as livelihoods, jobs, 
and economic development (FAO, 2020). The international community has 
increasingly recognized the need for ocean sustainability since the 1980s, 
when a number of important fish stocks began to show signs of decline, and 
in some cases even collapse (Pauly, 2008). These concerns are reflected in the 
1982 United Nations (UN) Convention on the Law of the Seas (UNCLOS), 
the 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity, and the 2015 Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs). In order to achieve the sustainable development 
agenda, SDG 14 on ‘life below water’ emphasizes the need to protect marine 
biodiversity and to sustainably regulate and manage fisheries. Achieving SDG 
14 is also important for other related goals on providing food security (SDG 
2) and securing livelihoods and jobs (SDG 8).  
 
In recent decades, scholars have intensely debated the need to sustainably 
manage transboundary fish stocks and to protect the ‘high seas’ (Barkin and 
DeSombre, 2013; Crespo et al., 2019; Green and Rudyk, 2020; Sumaila et al., 
2015; Wright et al., 2015). Transboundary fish stocks refer to highly migra-
tory and straddling fish stocks that move between the high seas and areas of 
national jurisdiction, as defined by the exclusive economic zones (EEZs) un-
der UNCLOS. The stocks of a number of commercially important and highly 
valuable species such as tuna, swordfish, billfish, and toothfish span across 
vast areas of the oceans. Their movement is determined by ecology rather than 
political boundaries, as they move in and out of the high seas and multiple 
countries’ EEZs. Their highly migratory nature makes these stocks extremely 
challenging to manage sustainably, as doing so requires international cooper-
ation between coastal states and states whose fishing fleets target these stocks 
(Barkin, 2017; Barkin and DeSombre, 2013). 
 
A network of 17 regional fisheries management organizations (RFMOs) man-
ages transboundary fish stocks. RFMOs are the only international organiza-
tions (IOs)1 that have a mandate to adopt binding conservation and manage-
ment measures for transboundary fish stocks. They represent the main politi-
cal venue for international negotiations related to common rules for managing 

 
1 IOs are intergovernmental, multilateral and bureaucratic bodies established between states to advance 
international cooperation (Martin and Simmons, 2015). 
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these stocks, as carried out between coastal states and states with a ‘fishing 
interest’ either in a particular species or a specific geographical area (UN, 
1982).  
 
However, RFMOs’ effectiveness in sustainably managing transboundary fish 
stocks and addressing related problems of illegal, unregulated and unreported 
(IUU) fishing and bycatch of non-target species have been questioned over 
the past two decades (Barkin and DeSombre, 2013; Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly, 
2010; Ewell et al., 2020; Green and Rudyk, 2020; Juan-Jordá et al., 2017). 
RFMOs’ effectiveness refers to their ‘problem-solving capacity’ (Breitmeier 
et al., 2011; Underdal et al., 2004; Young, 2017, 2011). The international com-
munity and scholars have repeatedly called on RFMOs to adopt transparent 
procedures, such as allowing civil society representatives to participate in their 
meetings and permitting public scrutiny of their activities ( Ardron et al., 2014; 
Clark et al., 2015; FAO, 1995; Lodge et al., 2007; UN, 1995). They have also 
urged RFMOs to apply modern fisheries principles, including the precaution-
ary and ecosystem approach, and to pay attention to the adverse effects of 
fishing on sharks, seabirds, and sea turtles (FAO, 1995; UN, 1995).  
 
This thesis focuses on the participation of non-state actors (NSAs) in global 
fisheries governance, and specifically within RFMOs. NSAs are political ac-
tors that do not represent states, but operate at the international level; their 
actions have implications for political outcomes (Arts, 2006). These actors 
include non-governmental organizations (NGOs), multinational corporations, 
business associations, consultancies and private research institutes (Arts, 
2006). NSAs are a natural feature of the global governance2 system, which 
affects our common ability to govern transnational problems (Held and 
McGrew, 2002; Keohane and Nye, 2000; Rosenau, 1995; Zürn, 2013) 
 
Numerous studies numerous studies have described an empirical trend in 
which NGOs increasingly participate in global environmental governance, for 
example by attending UN and IO meetings (Hanegraaff et al., 2011; Keohane 
and Nye, 2000; Partelow et al., 2020; Ruhlman, 2019; Uhre, 2014; Willetts, 
1996). NGOs are civil society actors that represent non-profit and public in-
terests and operate at the transnational level (Arts, 2006). Since the late 1980s, 
RFMOs have allowed NSAs to participate as observers in their meetings (Ar-
dron et al., 2014; Clark et al., 2015), as have most IOs (Tallberg et al., 2013). 
Scholars and practitioners alike have been particularly optimistic about NGO 
participation in RFMOs as well as their ability to enhance the effectiveness of 
these bodies (Barkin et al., 2018; Clark et al., 2015; Parmentier, 2012; Web-
ster, 2015). However, the participation of NGOs and other NSAs in RFMOs 

 
2 Global governance refers to “entirety of regulations put forward with reference to solving specific dena-
tionalized problems or providing transnational common goods. The entirety of regulations includes the 
processes by which norms, rules, and programs are monitored, enforced, and adapted, as well as the struc-
tures in which they work” (Zürn, 2013: 8). 
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has not yet been studied. The participatory patterns of NSAs, and their poten-
tial consequences for RFMO effectiveness, are thus poorly understood. 
 
NSAs are increasingly engaging in transnational partnerships (together with 
other NSAs and sometimes state actors) to address transboundary environ-
mental problems (Abbott, 2012; Andonova, 2010; Arts, 2002; Auld et al., 
2015; Bulkeley, 2016; Pattberg and Widerberg, 2016; Pattberg et al., 2012). 
The best-known example within fisheries governance is the Marine Steward-
ship Council, a seafood certification scheme created by the World Wildlife 
Fund (an international NGO) and Unilever (a multinational corporation) in 
1995 (Auld et al., 2008). There is fierce debate about whether or not the emer-
gence of transnational partnerships (for example, creating private voluntary 
standards, but also performing other functions such as contributing to capacity 
building) will increase the capacity of the global governance system to address 
transboundary environmental problems (Bitzer and Glasbergen, 2015; Bulke-
ley, 2016; Green, 2014; Green and Auld, 2017; Pattberg et al., 2012). For ex-
ample, by engaging in capacity building partnerships may increase the ability 
of states to implement international environmental agreements. By creating 
private voluntary standards and getting corporations to adhere to these, part-
nerships may be able to change the behavior of corporations whose business 
operations contribute to transboundary environmental problems. So far, this 
debate has primarily focused on the role of partnerships in global climate 
change governance (Bulkeley et al., 2012; Pattberg, 2010; Pattberg and Wid-
erberg, 2016) or related to sustainable development more broadly (Bäck-
strand, 2006; Pattberg et al., 2012). Few studies have assessed transnational 
partnerships within fisheries governance (with the exception of studies of sea-
food certification schemes (see e.g., Auld et al., 2008; Gutierrez and Morgan, 
2017; Kalfagianni and Pattberg, 2013).  
 
In light of these two empirical trends concerning NSA participation and re-
lated scholarly debates about its consequences for effectiveness, this thesis 
investigates two overarching research questions (RQs):  
 
 
RQ1: How and why do non-state actors participate in global fisheries govern-
ance? 

 
RQ2: How (and under what conditions) does the participation of these actors 
shape RFMOs’ effectiveness? 
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The thesis contributes to our understanding of NSAs’ participation in global 
fisheries governance – within and outside RFMOs, as well as through trans-
national partnerships – and the consequences of this involvement. Answering 
these two RQs will also shed light on how to achieve sustainable fisheries 
management, as emphasized in SDG14.  
 
These questions are central to ongoing scholarly debates in sustainability sci-
ence about participation and inclusive environmental governance systems. 
Participation has been found to support transparency, knowledge sharing, trust 
building, and the legitimacy of decisions, and to increase the information, 
knowledge, and resources made available to policy-makers (Armitage et al., 
2007; Berkes, 2012; Bodin, 2017; Folke et al., 2005; Lebel et al., 2006; Leitch 
et al., 2015; Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). Participation has also been found to 
add complexity and to increase the number of voices and interests represented, 
which in turn can benefit some groups at the expense of others, cause or rein-
force conflicts between different groups, and make decision-making more 
complicated and protracted (Arnold et al., 2012; Robards et al., 2011).3 Ac-
cording to one of Elinor Ostrom’s (1990) ‘design principles for managing the 
commons’, most resource users should be allowed to participate in developing 
common rules. Yet we have limited knowledge of how such participation oc-
curs at the global level, or the implications of that participation for the ability 
of IOs, such as RFMOs, to address transboundary environmental problems. 
The vast majority of sustainability science research on participation involves 
case studies of local and national environmental governance contexts (Bodin, 
2017; Cash et al., 2006; Folke et al., 2005; Leitch et al., 2015). By focusing 
on participation at the global level (see also Bodin and Österblom, 2013; Or-
ach et al., 2017), this thesis contributes to ongoing debates about how to scale 
up lessons from the local and national levels to apply them to managing large 
scale and transboundary common resources (see e.g., Dietz et al., 2003; 
Ostrom, 1999; Stern, 2011).  
 
The answers to these RQs also have implications for ongoing scholarly de-
bates within the field of sustainability science about ‘polycentric’ governance 
systems. Such systems are characterized by multiple centers of authority and 
are explicitly ‘multi-actor’ and ‘multi-mode’ in nature, i.e., they include NSAs 
as well as private and hybrid modes of governance (Galaz et al., 2012; Jordan 
et al., 2018; Ostrom, 2010, 2014). Sustainability science scholars tend to be 
optimistic about polycentric governance systems’ ability to enhance our 
shared capacity to address transboundary and large-scale commons chal-
lenges. However, there are still many unknowns. For example, how does a 
polycentric governance system affect the participation and strategic choices 

 
3 Similar debates about the pros and cons of participation also feature in the literature on public participation 
(Coffey, 2005; Kooiman et al., 2005), deliberative democracy (Parkins and Mitchell, 2005; Sanders, 
1997)in domestic politics, as well as on the participation of a global civil society in global politics (Dryzek 
and Stevenson, 2011; Scholte, 2011). 
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of NSAs operating within them? This thesis adds to this debate by focusing 
on the participation of NSAs, and examining how changes in the institutional 
landscape that pertain to an increasing polycentric governance system affect 
NSAs’ participation and strategic behavior – and ultimately their ability to 
shape effectiveness.  
 
I also argue that these RQs are central to debates in international relations (IR) 
about the participation of NSAs and the implications for their ability to influ-
ence political outcomes related to transboundary environmental problems. Re-
cent studies have begun to systematically map the participatory patterns of 
NSAs within global climate change (Hanegraaff, 2015), trade (Hanegraaff et 
al., 2011) and biodiversity governance (Uhre, 2014). However, few studies 
have investigated the consequences of that participation for IO effectiveness 
(however, see Albin, 1999; Böhmelt and Betzold, 2013). Importantly, IR 
scholars have not yet examined the participatory patterns of NSAs in RFMOs 
or the consequences of that participation on the ability of these bodies to sus-
tainably manage transboundary fish stocks. This thesis attempts to fill this gap.  
 
Previous IR scholarship has also found that NSAs increasingly form transna-
tional partnerships and engage in private and hybrid authority, for example by 
developing voluntary standards and certification schemes, to regulate transna-
tional behavior (Abbott, 2017; Auld et al., 2008; Green, 2014). This also ap-
plies to fisheries governance; as mentioned above, several studies have ob-
served an increase in seafood certification schemes. Numerous studies focus-
ing on global climate change governance have found that NSAs also engage 
in other types of partnerships, including in public–private partnerships with 
state actors to address transboundary climate issues (Bäckstrand, 2006; Bulke-
ley et al., 2012; Pattberg and Widerberg, 2016). However, we still know little 
about other types of transnational partnerships that address transboundary 
fisheries, the various strategies these partnerships use to shape political out-
comes, or the implications for the governance capacity to manage transbound-
ary fisheries. This thesis attempts to fill this gap in knowledge by studying the 
strategies that transnational partnerships use to address transboundary fisher-
ies problems related to IUU fishing.  
 
The thesis addresses the two RQs mentioned above by presenting four papers. 
Papers I and II address RQ1, while papers III and IV address RQ2. In the next 
section, I present previous literature related to the participation of NSAs, the 
emergence of transnational partnerships and the global institutional landscape 
and its implications for effectiveness. Thereafter, I outline the theoretical 
framework of the thesis, which combines insights from IR literature on NSAs, 
transnational partnerships, and international regimes, and from the compara-
tive politics literature on interest groups. Next, I describe the research design 
and methodology used in the thesis. I begin by describing the context of global 
fisheries governance and the role of RFMOs in managing transboundary fish 
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stocks. Thereafter, I discuss the methods and data collection used. Then, I 
summarize the findings of the four papers. I end by discussing the implications 
of these findings for the two overarching RQs and outlining their specific con-
tributions to the sustainability science and IR literatures. 
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State of the art 

In this section, I review the existing literature on NSA participation and the 
emergence of transnational partnerships in global environmental governance. 
I end by reviewing the relevant literature on polycentric governance and insti-
tutional fragmentation, which describes the global institutional landscape as 
increasingly complex, with implications for NSAs’ opportunities to pursue 
advocacy and shape effectiveness related to transboundary environmental 
problems.  

NSA participation in global environmental governance 
The literature on NSAs in IR, and specifically in global environmental gov-
ernance, is considerable in scope and diverse in nature (Dellmuth and Blood-
good, 2019; Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Raustiala, 1997; Tallberg et al., 2018; 
Willetts, 1996). NSAs include non-profit actors, such as NGOs, and research-
based organizations, as well as for-profit actors like multinational corpora-
tions and business associations (Arts, 2006). 
 
The term NGOs refers to all international, non-profit and non-violent advo-
cacy groups that pursue public interests and seek to influence political out-
comes (Arts, 2006; Davies, 2019; Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Willetts, 1996). 
The term civil society organization is often used interchangeably with NGO 
(Bernauer and Gampfer, 2013; Scholte, 2007). NGOs that focus on environ-
mental sustainability and conservation are often called environmental NGOs 
(Orach et al., 2017; Partelow et al., 2020; Princen and Finger, 1994; Raustiala, 
1997). Business associations are non-violent organizations that pursue public 
goals (such as economic development), but that also seek to influence political 
outcomes in line with the private interests of their members (Arts, 2006). 
While these associations are non-profit, they represent for-profit members. 
The term multinational corporation refers to any large-scale, for-profit com-
mercial organization that has offices and/or production units in several coun-
tries (Dicken, 1988). They are often represented by business associations 
(Higgott et al., 2000), but have also been found to increasingly participate di-
rectly in international political venues to pursue their private interests (De 
Bièvre, 2002; Hanegraaff, 2015). Research-based organizations are private re-
search institutes and private universities. Experts from such organizations are 
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known to operate in epistemic communities4 at the international level (Haas, 
1992) and to engage in ‘science diplomacy’ and provide information to policy-
makers (Harden-Davies, 2018).  
 
NGO participation has generally been considered a positive trend in global 
environmental governance, which represents the emergence of a global civil 
society that can decrease democratic deficits (Dryzek and Stevenson, 2011; 
Scholte, 2007) and help solve complex environmental problems (Albin, 1999; 
Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). NGOs have been found 
to perform important functions in global environmental governance related to 
norm diffusion, by engaging in transnational advocacy networks (Finnemore 
and Sikkink, 1998; Keck and Sikkink, 1998); accountability, by calling out 
non-compliant behavior (Asselt, 2016; Clark et al., 2015; Gupta and Mason, 
2014; Murdie, 2015); and enhancing problem-solving capacity, by providing 
information, expertise, and resources to policy-makers (Raustiala, 1997; Tall-
berg et al., 2018). Previous studies have also found that NGOs can sometimes 
influence the outcomes of global environmental governance processes (An-
dresen and Skodvin, 2008; Corell and Betsill, 2018; Dellmuth and Bloodgood, 
2019; Raustiala, 1997; Tallberg et al., 2018).  
 
Yet others have cautioned against an overly optimistic view of NGOs’ ability 
to influence IO policy-making and in this way enhance effectiveness. For ex-
ample, NGOs often have limited opportunities and ability to influence policy-
making at the global level, for example due to a lack of or competition over 
material resources (Beyers et al., 2008; Uhre, 2014) and limited bargaining 
power (Sénit, 2019), particularly concerning issues of high salience for states, 
for which there is generally counter lobbying from organized vested economic 
interests (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Mahoney, 2007). In recent years, more crit-
ical perspectives have been applied to NGOs, for example that highlight defi-
cits in their accountability and legitimacy (Collingwood and Logister, 2005; 
Cooley and Ron, 2002; McGann and Johnstone, 2005).  
 
Studies of the pattern of NSAs’ participation in various UN and IO meetings 
have demonstrated that business actors and NSAs from high-income countries 
in the Global North dominate participation, while those representing other 
broader societal interests, such as NGOs from the Global South, play a lesser 
role (Hanegraaff, 2015; Hanegraaff et al., 2011; Uhre, 2014). Similar patterns 
have been found for NSAs that participate in RFMOs (Petersson et al., 2019). 
This has led to questions about whether these differences in representational 
patterns generate uneven patterns of influence (Olson, 1965; Uhre, 2013). 
However, studies have yet to consider how patterns in the NSA population as 

 
4 “An epistemic community is a network of professionals with recognized expertise and competence in a 
particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-
area” (Haas, 1992: 3) 
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a whole shape the participation of specific types of actors, such as how the 
participation of business actors shapes NGO participation. 
 
Business actors are generally considered to represent vested economic inter-
ests and to act as a countervailing force that limits NGOs’ ability to influence 
IO policy-making. Since business actors represent private, for-profit interests, 
their involvement is often believed to limit the effectiveness of IOs (Arts, 
2002; Newell and Levy, 2002). They can be expected to oppose environmental 
regulations that would limit their business activities, even if such activities 
have negative environmental effects (Arts, 2002; Clapp et al., 2009; Newell 
and Levy, 2002). However, recent studies indicate that business actors in-
creasingly take pro-active approaches to environmental regulation, for exam-
ple by engaging in private voluntary standards (Green, 2014; Haufler, 2010, 
2009). 
 
In summary, prior research on NSAs’ involvement in global environmental 
governance generally ascribes different roles to different types of NSAs: 
NGOs are often believed to enhance effectiveness, while business actors are 
thought to limit effectiveness (unless doing so is against their private inter-
ests). Recent studies have also demonstrated that participation patterns tend to 
be skewed: business actors are generally more dominant compared to other 
societal interests. Yet we still do not know when NGOs participate in the first 
place. To date, most studies have focused on actor-based explanations, related 
to the differences in resources available to different types of NSAs (Cooley 
and Ron, 2002; Dellmuth and Tallberg, 2017; Risse, 2012). Less attention has 
been dedicated to understanding the structural determinants of NGO partici-
pation.  
 
This thesis attempts to fill this gap by considering the structural determinants 
of NGO participation, including how it is shaped by the participation of other 
NSAs. Moreover, previous research has demonstrated that NGOs serve many 
important roles and functions in global environmental governance, but few 
studies have explicitly examined the potential causal linkages between NGO 
participation and IO effectiveness (however, see e.g., Albin, 1999; Böhmelt 
and Betzold, 2013). Despite a well-established literature on the influence of 
NGOs, this literature has yet to investigate the implications of NSA participa-
tion on IO effectiveness, considering influence as the causal link. This thesis 
addresses this gap by specifically studying the mechanisms through which 
NGOs can influence IO effectiveness.  
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The emergence of transnational partnerships in global 
environmental governance 
In recent decades, IR scholars have dedicated increasing attention to studying 
the coordination and collaboration between different types of NSAs and the 
implications for effectiveness within IOs and global environmental govern-
ance more broadly. NSAs often enter into formalized partnerships with other 
political actors to address transboundary environmental problems (Andonova, 
2010; Börzel and Risse, 2005; Pattberg et al., 2012; Westerwinter, 2019). 
While there is no agreed-upon definition, most scholars consider these part-
nerships to be transnational in scope, multi-actor in nature, and pursuing pub-
lic policy goals, either through formal or informal arrangements (cf. Abbott, 
2014; Andonova, 2010; Arts, 2002; Bulkeley, 2016; Pattberg et al., 2012; 
Schäferhoff et al., 2009). The literature generally differentiates between pri-
vate partnerships (between NSAs) (Auld et al., 2015, 2008; Bitzer and Glas-
bergen, 2015; Groeneveld et al., 2017) and public–private or multistakeholder 
partnerships (between NSAs and state actors) (Andonova, 2010; Börzel and 
Risse, 2005; Bulkeley, 2016; Pattberg and Widerberg, 2016; Pattberg et al., 
2012). These transnational partnerships are viewed as important for effective-
ness, as they create common norms, voluntary standards, rules, objectives, and 
implementation procedures, often using hybrid and private forms of govern-
ance to steer the activities and behavior of various actors involved in global 
environmental governance (Andonova, 2010; Bitzer and Glasbergen, 2015; 
Börzel and Risse, 2005; Pattberg et al., 2012).  
 
Different types of NSAs are believed to enter such partnerships for various 
reasons. NGOs are believed to do so in order to achieve faster results and 
achieve environmental goals, or to be perceived by policy-makers as cooper-
ative and reasonable actors (Arts, 2002; Auld et al., 2015). Business actors are 
instead believed to partner with NGOs for reputational benefits, new business 
opportunities and in order to act proactively on environmental issues (Arts, 
2002; Auld et al., 2015). NSAs may also join forces with state actors in pub-
lic–private partnerships to pursue common goals by pooling resources, skills, 
and expertise in hopes of achieving win–win solutions and shared benefits 
(Marchetti, 2017; Schäferhoff et al., 2009).  
 
Some scholars view the emergence of transnational partnerships involving 
NSAs as a feature of polycentric governance systems. These scholars have 
proposed that such partnerships can enhance effectiveness, as hybrid and pri-
vate forms of governance can complement public governance and fill deficits 
from inter-state politics, for example by helping to implement global policy 
goals (Galaz et al., 2012; Ostrom, 2014, 2010). Others are far more skeptical 
of the potential for partnerships to fill gaps that are currently unaddressed by 
public governance mechanisms, as most partnerships emerge in areas that are 
already densely populated by international environmental agreements, rather 
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than in those where public actors fall short (Pattberg et al., 2012). A common 
criticism to certification schemes and private voluntary standards is that they 
appear to strengthen the positions of large-scale producers and businesses, 
while further marginalizing those of small-scale producers, particularly in the 
Global South (Bitzer and Glasbergen, 2015; Gutierrez and Morgan, 2017). 
Most prior research on transnational partnerships focuses on global climate 
governance (Andonova, 2010; Bulkeley, 2016; Pattberg and Widerberg, 2016) 
or sustainable development more broadly (Pattberg et al., 2012). The role of 
transnational partnerships in global fisheries governance has been largely 
overlooked. Previous studies in this area focus almost exclusively on private 
partnerships established by NGOs and business actors, and their rule-making 
activities related to seafood certification schemes (Auld et al., 2008; 
Groeneveld et al., 2017; Kalfagianni and Pattberg, 2013; Lars H Gulbrandsen, 
2009). 
 
Most previous studies have examined the function of partnerships and their 
implications for effectiveness. These studies have mainly focused on partner-
ships’ service-provision functions related to capacity building and implement-
ing global policy goals (e.g., Marchetti, 2017; Pattberg et al., 2012) and rule-
making functions involving the creation of private rules or standards that other 
actors begin to follow (Abbott, 2014; Auld et al., 2015). Although previous 
conceptualizations of partnership functions also include activities like lobby-
ing, advocacy, and agenda setting (Marchetti, 2017; Pattberg et al., 2012; 
Schäferhoff et al., 2009), little attention has been devoted to understanding 
how (and why) partnerships engage in such activities. As such, the full range 
of strategies that transnational partnerships use, and their implications for the 
effectiveness of global environmental governance, have yet to be fully ex-
plored. This is surprising, given that these partnerships have been formed by 
NSAs that themselves are expected to engage in advocacy through their indi-
vidual organizations. I argue that this represents a significant knowledge gap, 
and that it is important to appreciate the multiple strategies used by partner-
ships in order to understand how they participate in global environmental gov-
ernance – as well as the implications of that participation for effectiveness. 
This thesis addresses this gap by studying the variation in strategies used by 
transnational partnerships.  

Changes in the global institutional landscape 
The global institutional landscape is increasingly described as ‘polycentric’ 
(Abbott, 2014; Ostrom, 2010) and ‘fragmented’ in nature (Biermann et al., 
2009; Zelli, 2011). Today, scholars tend to use these two concepts to describe 
a similar empirical trend whereby the global institutional landscape is becom-
ing increasingly complex (see e.g., Abbott, 2014; Jordan et al., 2018). How-
ever, these two concepts come from very different starting points and arrive 
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at very different conclusions about what this trend means for the prospects of 
effectively solving transboundary environmental problems.  
 
The literature on Elinor Ostrom’s concept of polycentric governance stems 
from domestic political contexts (Ostrom et al., 1961); it takes a bottom-up 
approach to analyzing transboundary environmental problems (Ostrom, 2014, 
2010). Ostrom’s claim that the concept was applicable to scholarly and policy 
debates on how to mitigate climate change called into question the state-cen-
tric approaches to international cooperation taken by most IR scholars at the 
time. She described the emerging polycentric governance landscape as “char-
acterized by multiple governing authorities at differing scales rather than a 
monocentric unit […]. Each unit within a polycentric system exercises con-
siderable independence to make norms and rules within a specific domain 
(such as a family, a firm, a local government, a network of local governments, 
a state or province, a region, a national government, or an international re-
gime)” (Ostrom, 2010: 552).  
 
Polycentricity implies the co-existence of multiple (and autonomous) territo-
rial and non-territorial centers of decision-making, and assumes there are on-
going shifts in the constellation of authority among these centers. Ostrom 
(2014, 2010) was explicitly positive about the new polycentric governance 
system that she claimed was emerging – particularly its potential to more ef-
fectively address common environmental problems. She argued that such a 
system facilitates bottom-up action at multiple scales as well as self-organiza-
tion in smaller units, which generally enjoy higher levels of trust. Moreover, 
she claimed that polycentric governance systems “tend to enhance innovation, 
learning, adaptation, trustworthiness, levels of cooperation of participants, and 
the achievement of more effective, equitable, and sustainable outcomes at 
multiple scales” (Ostrom, 2010: 552). The concept of polycentric governance 
has gained considerable interest among scholars of sustainability science, who 
generally build on Ostrom’s work and view polycentric governance as im-
portant for overcoming transboundary environmental problems (Biggs et al., 
2015, 2012; Folke et al., 2016; Galaz et al., 2012; Gruby and Basurto, 2014). 
 
By contrast, the concept of institutional fragmentation starts at the global po-
litical level, specifically the literature on international regimes (Breitmeier et 
al., 2011; Underdal et al., 2004; Young, 2011). This literature initially took a 
traditional, state-centric approach to international cooperation. From this per-
spective, transboundary environmental problems can only be solved effec-
tively if states negotiate credible and binding global agreements (cf. Jordan et 
al., 2018). More recent studies, however, recognize the role of NSAs and pri-
vate authority in global governance. For example, Biermann et al. (2009: 16) 
describe the global institutional landscape as “marked by a patchwork of in-
ternational institutions that are different in their character (organizations, re-
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gimes, and implicit norms), their constituencies (public and private), their spa-
tial scope (from bilateral to global), and their subject matter (from specific 
policy fields to universal concerns)”.  
 
Indeed, the concept of institutional fragmentation has developed following de-
bates about the institutional interplay and interactions between ‘regime com-
plexes’ (e.g., Abbott, 2012; Keohane and Victor, 2011) and increasing func-
tional overlap across IOs (e.g., Biermann et al., 2009; Zelli, 2011). The con-
cept has also been influenced by parallel debates on NSAs and the emergence 
of hybrid and private authority in global environmental governance (e.g., 
Green, 2014; Green and Auld, 2017).  
 
Unlike the concept of polycentric governance, institutional fragmentation 
does not assume there are multiple centers of authority. It instead describes 
horizontal overlaps in the functions and mandates of IOs (Aligica and Tarko, 
2012; Keohane and Victor, 2011; Zelli and von Asselt, 2013). Initially, the 
concept of institutional fragmentation was mainly used to describe a negative 
trend, which proponents of this view argued (in the context of global climate 
change governance) distracted the international community and states from 
the need to reach a global binding agreement to reduce greenhouse gases emis-
sions (e.g., Zelli, 2011; Zelli and van Asselt, 2013). As such, it represents an 
opposing view to polycentric governance regarding the implications of a 
changing institutional landscape.  
 
In recent years, however, scholars of political science and IR have increas-
ingly analyzed the concept of polycentric governance (Abbott, 2017; Jordan 
et al., 2018, 2015; Morrison et al., 2019, 2017). Some have attempted to com-
bine the literatures on polycentric governance and international regimes to 
create a more holistic view of the descriptive, analytical, and prescriptive (nor-
mative) aspects of the global institutional landscape and the implications for 
solving transboundary environmental problems (see Jordan et al., 2018 for an 
overview). To date, most studies on polycentricity and institutional fragmen-
tation at the global level have focused on the structural aspects, i.e., what con-
stitutes a polycentric governance system and distinguishing the features of 
such a system. A small but growing literature has begun to study how these 
institutional changes affect NSAs’ opportunities to pursue advocacy (Hadden, 
2015; Hadden and Jasny, 2017). According to this literature, the increasing 
institutional complexity is believed to enhance NSAs’ opportunities to partic-
ipate in global political venues, and to partner with other political actors that 
have shared goals. Recent studies have also linked changes in the institutional 
landscape to the increasing use of venue-shopping strategies among NSAs op-
erating at the global level, as it enables them engage in advocacy in multiple 
IOs and political venues (Eckhardt and De Bièvre, 2015; Gehring and Faude, 
2014; Murphy and Kellow, 2013; Orsini, 2013; Princen, 2010). Yet, we do 
not know how increasing opportunities to engage in strategic venue shopping 
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affect their ability to influence IO policy-making, or what the consequences 
for IO effectiveness might be. This thesis attempts to fill this gap in the re-
search by studying the influence of NGOs’ venue shopping on indicators of 
RFMO effectiveness. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing debates about what 
polycentric governance and institutional fragmentation mean for our shared 
capacity to effectively address transboundary environmental problems by un-
covering how they affect the strategic choices and influence of participating 
NSAs. As such, the thesis can also increase the potential for cross-fertilization 
between the IR and sustainability science literatures on the role of participat-
ing NSAs and related to an increasingly polycentric governance landscape.  
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Theoretical framework 

In this section I present the overarching theoretical framework of the thesis. I 
begin by situating this framework within the context of a liberal tradition 
within IR research focusing on NSAs and transnational advocacy. I then con-
ceptualize NSA involvement, and outline how agent and structural factors can 
explain variation in their participation. Next I describe NSA influence, and 
theorize that there is a critical causal link between NSA participation and IO 
effectiveness. I end by conceptualizing effectiveness as four indicators that 
are assessed in the thesis.  
 
Research on NSAs and transnational advocacy stems from a liberal research 
tradition in IR, first emerging during the 1970s through the study of “transna-
tional relations”. Nye and Keohane (1971: xii-xvi) described such relations as 
“regular interactions across national boundaries when at least one actor is a 
non-state agent…”. This early literature mainly focused on the role of multi-
national corporations in global politics. This research stream was revitalized 
and developed further in the 1990s. It was inspired by the emergence of con-
structivist thought in IR at the time (e.g., Wendt, 1987) and shaped by ongoing 
scholarly debates about the role of liberal democracy after end of the Cold 
War (see Risse, 2012 for an overview). The literature from the 1990s and early 
2000s focused almost explicitly on the role of non-profit NSAs, and studied 
epistemic communities and normatively driven NGOs operating in transna-
tional advocacy networks and social movements, and participating in UN and 
IOs, often on environmental issues (see e.g., Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; 
Haas, 1992; Keck and Sikkink, 1998; Princen and Finger, 1994; Willetts, 
1996).  
 
Scholars studying NGO participation often consider the adoption of the UN 
charter in 1945 as the starting point and a shift towards the increasing partici-
pation of NGOs (as the charter outlines provisions for NGOs to act as advisers 
and to take part in UN meetings) (e.g. Willetts, 1996). Studies that focus on 
both for-profit and non-profit NSAs, however, point out that such actors have 
been involved in global politics for much longer; there is evidence of multi-
national corporations exerting global influence in medieval times (Risse, 
2012) and examples of social movements from the late 19th century (Keck 
and Sikkink, 1998). In recent years there has also been a rise in more critical 
perspectives of NGOs, which highlight deficits in NGOs’ accountability and 
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legitimacy (Collingwood and Logister, 2005; Cooley and Ron, 2002; McGann 
and Johnstone, 2005). A growing literature in IR also emphasizes the similar-
ities between NSAs operating at the global level and domestic interest groups 
(Bloodgood, 2010; Dellmuth and Bloodgood, 2019; Prakash and Gugerty, 
2010; Stroup and Wong, 2017). Today’s scholars maintain a liberal tradition, 
but tend to be open to combining analytical and methodological approaches 
in IR in order to move theory forward on the role and implications of NSAs 
in global environmental governance.  
 
Conceptualizing NSAs and their participation in global fisheries governance 
NSAs are those that “are not (representatives of) states, yet that operate at the 
international level and that are potentially relevant to international relations” 
(Arts, 2006: 4). They are commonly understood as comprising both profit and 
non-profit actors, while the term “NGO” typically refers to a specific type of 
voluntary non-state non-profit organization with members, funding, and ac-
tivities from multiple countries that are motivated by normative aims (cf. 
Dellmuth and Bloodgood, 2019). This thesis follows a burgeoning literature 
in IR that describe NSAs, including NGOs, as strategic political actors that 
operate similarly to interest groups at the domestic level, and that seek to in-
fluence policy-making and hold clear policy preferences regarding political 
outcomes that combine normative and instrumental aims (Betsill and Corell, 
2008; Bloodgood, 2010; Dellmuth and Bloodgood, 2019; Hadden, 2015; Pra-
kash and Gugerty, 2010; Stroup and Wong, 2017). This means that NSAs par-
ticipate in global environmental governance in order to shape political out-
comes in line with their policy preferences, but also seek organizational sur-
vival, including visibility, networking and funding opportunities. 
 
The thesis conceptualizes NSA participation as activities in which these actors 
engage in order to shape political outcomes both within and outside the realm 
of state-led forms of governance (i.e., IOs) as well as through hybrid and pri-
vate forms of governance (i.e., transnational partnerships). I consider three 
main ways in which NSAs participate in global fisheries governance. First, 
they can attend IO meetings and use inside strategies to try to influence policy-
making in line with their policy preferences (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Tallberg 
et al., 2018). Participation is different from access, which refers to the proce-
dures and informal rules through which NSAs can attend IO meetings (Tall-
berg et al., 2013). Second, participation can occur outside the realm of IOs. 
Indeed, NSAs often combine inside and outside strategies, such as advocacy 
campaigns and naming and shaming, in order to shape IO policy-making 
(Dellmuth and Tallberg, 2017; Hanegraaff et al., 2016). Third, NSAs can join 
transnational partnerships, which they can use to create hybrid and private 
voluntary norms, standards, and implementation procedures to regulate trans-
national activities (Auld et al., 2008; Pattberg et al., 2012). Such norms and 
procedures have implications for the effectiveness of IOs and the capacity of 
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the global environmental governance system as a whole to address trans-
boundary problems. Some partnerships also have access to IOs. NSAs can 
sometimes attend IO meetings through these partnerships, and use inside strat-
egies to influence policy-making similar to how they perform advocacy in 
their own organizations.  

Explaining NSA participation 
In this section I outline two main sets of causal explanations of NSA partici-
pation – actor-based and structural explanations (see Table 1 for a summary). 
Below, I describe in turn how each can shape NSAs’ participation.  

Table 1 Summary of actor-based and structural explanations of NSA participation 

Actor-based explanations Structural explanations 

Resources:  
Financial and organizational 
Information, expertise, professional-
ism 
 

Actor type:  
For-profit vs non-profit 

Institutional factors: 
Recourse constraints 
Institutional complexity  
 

Policy-specific factors: 
Issue complexity  
Issue salience 

Actor-based explanations 
According to actor-based explanations, NSA participation is primarily ex-
plained by the characteristics of the actors themselves (Betsill and Corell, 
2008; Dellmuth and Bloodgood, 2019; Dür and De Bièvre, 2007; Mahoney, 
2007; Tallberg et al., 2018). Below, I outline two actor-based factors that are 
believed to be important for NSA participation at the global level: (1) the 
amount (and kinds) of resources available to them and (2) their actor type.  
 
First, the amount and kinds of resources available to NSAs are believed to be 
an important factor in their participation: the more resources they have, the 
more able and likely they are to participate at the global level. Financial and 
organizational resources are generally believed to be the most important for 
explaining participation (Dür and De Bièvre, 2007; Mahoney, 2007). For in-
stance, they affect NSAs’ ability to attend IO meetings, since this often re-
quires travel, personnel costs, and participation fees (Barclay and Cartwright, 
2007; Petersson et al., 2019; Uhre, 2014). NSAs with limited financial re-
sources often resort to less costly outside strategies (Beyers et al., 2008). 
NSAs with more financial and organizational resources are also more likely 



18 

to regularly participate in IO meetings, which is believed to increase their op-
portunities to develop expertise in the policy process and to build interpersonal 
relationships with policy-makers (Petersson et al., 2019; Uhre, 2014).  
 
The literature also emphasizes other kinds of resources, such as information 
and expertise, as well as the ability to form coalitions with other actors. In-
deed, NSAs are assumed to possess policy-relevant and valuable information 
and expertise that policy-makers at both the IO and national levels require; 
policy-makers often give NSAs access in exchange for useful information and 
expertise (Tallberg et al., 2018). NSAs with financial and organizational re-
sources and relevant information and expertise are also more likely to form 
temporary coalitions and institutionalized partnerships with other political ac-
tors. Such coalitions and partnerships are often created to pool resources, in-
formation and expertise in the pursuit of a common goal (Kluver, 2011; Mar-
chetti, 2017; Orach et al., 2017).  
 
Second, the literature often assumes that different NSAs possess different 
kinds of resources, which has implications for their ability to participate. For-
profit business actors are generally assumed to have access to considerable 
financial and organizational resources (Hanegraaff et al., 2019; Mahoney, 
2007; Uhre, 2014). They are therefore more likely to regularly participate in 
IOs and other global venues, and thus to build interpersonal relationships with 
policy-makers and relevant expertise in the policy process (Petersson et al., 
2019; Uhre, 2014).  Even though business actors are believed to possess suf-
ficient financial and organizational resources enabling them to ‘go global’, 
they tend to operate at the national level, through government networks, rather 
than going global themselves. Indeed, business actors typically have access to 
national government networks through ‘iron triangles’ involving the execu-
tive, legislative powers, and special interests (Adams, 1981).  
 
Non-profit NGOs generally have relatively limited resources (Beyers et al., 
2008; Uhre, 2014), although some international NGOs possess (or can mobi-
lize) considerable financial and organizational resources (Arts, 2003; Dür et 
al., 2015). NGOs tend to be periodically active, mobilizing around specific 
issues and participating with less continuity over time compared to for-profit 
actors (Beyers et al., 2008; Petersson et al., 2019; Uhre, 2014). At the same 
time, NGOs are considered more likely to ‘go global’ and engage in transna-
tional advocacy networks than for-profit actors, as the former often lack access 
to national government networks (Keck and Sikkink, 1998). In addition, these 
actors are believed to possess resources like credibility and legitimacy, which 
increases their likelihood of participation, as such resources can be appreci-
ated by international policy-makers wishing to enhance their own or an IO’s 
legitimacy (Arts, 2006; Scholte, 2007).  
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NSAs are believed to possess policy-relevant information that can be useful 
to policy-makers, which increases their likelihood of participation at the 
global level. For example, NGOs tend to have information about the views of 
stakeholders, their members, and parts of the public (Hale and Hale, 2008; 
Scholte, 2007) and information and expertise about specific policy issues 
(Tallberg et al., 2018). Business actors often possess technical information 
from their sector which policy-makers may find helpful when developing pol-
icies and making amendments ( see e.g., Bush et al., 2017 on private fisheries 
information systems) – for example to enhance compliance with adopted pol-
icies. NSAs from research-based organizations are often believed to have in-
formation and expertise that can be helpful in addressing complex transbound-
ary environmental problems (Blasiak et al., 2017; Gray, 2010; Harden-Davies, 
2018).  

Structural explanations 
Structural explanations instead emphasize that NSA participation is shaped by 
the context within which these actors are embedded (Betsill and Corell, 2008; 
Dellmuth and Bloodgood, 2019; Dür and De Bièvre, 2007; Mahoney, 2007; 
Tallberg et al., 2018). Such contextual factors are typically referred to as ‘po-
litical opportunity structures’, which is one of the most central concepts in 
social movement research (cf. de Moor and Wahlström, 2019). This concept 
refers to the structural features of a political context, across space and over 
time, and how such structures create opportunities (or barriers) for social 
movements to mobilize, the degree to which they are able to achieve their 
goals, and their strategic choices (see de Moor and Wahlström, 2019 for a 
summary). Recently, the concept has been expanded to apply beyond the study 
of how national-level structures shape opportunities for social movements 
(Giugni, 2009; McAdam and Boudet, 2012) to examine NSAs operating at the 
global level (Andresen and Skodvin, 2008; de Moor and Wahlström, 2019; 
Hadden and Jasny, 2017; Van Der Heijden, 2006). Below, I outline two over-
arching types of political opportunity structures that pertain to institutional 
and policy-specific factors, and how they can function as opportunities for 
NSA participation at the global level. 

Institutional factors 
NSAs’ participation can be shaped by structures in the institutional environ-
ment. Four important factors are often emphasized. The first is inspired by the 
literature on organizational ecology, as developed in organizational sociology 
(Gray and Lowery, 1996; Nownes, 2004) and extended to the study of trans-
national advocacy in IR (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 2019; Hanegraaff, 2015). In 
this strand of the literature, NSAs’ participation is believed to depend on the 
density of the larger population of NSAs and the resulting competition over 
available resources in the institutional environment (Abbott, 2016; Hannan 
and Freeman, 1989; Nownes, 2004). When the density of the NSA population 
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is high, it increases the competition for influence and organizational survival 
among those that are similar or that perform similar functions (Eilstrup-San-
giovanni, 2019; Hanegraaff, 2015). Competition over funding and information 
is expected to be particularly intense when NSAs seek to participate in IOs 
(Tallberg et al., 2018). The density of the NSA population, which causes com-
petition among organizations that perform similar functions, can be consid-
ered a structural element of the political context that affects NSA participation. 
 
The next two factors are derived from the IR literature on transnational advo-
cacy, which posits that participation is shaped by the IOs’ financial and organ-
izational resources (Abbott, 2016; Hanegraaff, 2015; Hanegraaff et al., 2019, 
2011; Uhre, 2014). IOs with more of these types of resources are likely to have 
more NSAs participating. Indeed, IOs are resource-dependent organizations 
and do not possess perfect information (Raustiala, 1997). They can save funds 
by providing access to NSAs in exchange for valuable information, expertise 
and resources (Tallberg et al., 2018). Providing such access may, however, 
require greater personnel time and financial resources from IOs, as they need 
to administer this participation and take into account an increased diversity of 
opinions, which may lead to longer, costlier and/or more frequent meetings 
(Goetz and Patz, 2017). The membership of IOs is also believed to affect NSA 
participation. IOs with more homogenous memberships, for example in terms 
of democratic norms, are thought to be more likely to have similar views and 
to be able to reach a consensus on deciding on access rules for NSA partici-
pation (Raustiala, 1997; Tallberg et al., 2018).  
 
The fourth institutional factor is derived from recent institutional scholarship 
in IR. According to this strand of the literature, the level of complexity of the 
global institutional landscape is believed to shape NSA participation. Institu-
tional complexity is indicated by an increased number of IOs and functional 
overlaps between their mandates (Keohane and Victor, 2011). Greater institu-
tional complexity is believed to increase the opportunities for NSAs to pursue 
advocacy, as there are more political venues in which they can participate and 
engage. NSAs are also expected to engage in strategic venue shopping as the 
global institutional landscape becomes more complex (Eckhardt and De 
Bièvre, 2015; Gehring and Faude, 2014; Murphy and Kellow, 2013; Orsini, 
2013; Princen, 2010). Greater institutional complexity also increases the op-
portunities for NSAs to interact and form coalitions with other political actors 
that have similar interests (Allan and Hadden, 2017; Hadden, 2015).  

Policy-specific factors 
The literature on transnational advocacy in IR also proposes that NSA partic-
ipation can be shaped by factors in the policy environment, particularly issue 
salience and issue complexity. Issue salience refers to the importance of a pol-
icy issue. Policy-makers are expected to view issues as highly salient if they 
attract a lot of interest from a large proportion of the public (Mahoney, 2007). 
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This factor thus determines how high the political stakes are for different is-
sues. Policy-makers are expected to dedicate considerable attention to issues 
that are salient to them, making them less likely to consider the concerns of 
NSAs (Kluver, 2011; Mahoney, 2007). NSAs are, in turn, expected to devote 
considerable attention to highly salient issues (Skjelsbaek, 1971). This also 
means that NSAs operating on multiple sides of an issue tend to mobilize 
around highly salient issues, which increases the potential for countervailing 
forces among NSAs with competing agendas (Mahoney, 2007). Less salient 
issues are expected to receive little attention from policy-makers and to expe-
rience fewer countervailing forces. This opens up opportunities for NSAs to 
pursue advocacy and fill gaps in state policy and market activity (Raustiala, 
1997; Skjelsbaek, 1971).  
 
Issue complexity is also expected to shape NSA participation. Issue complex-
ity refers to the nature of the policy problem, and is considered to be high 
when the problem is difficult to analyze, understand, and solve, and when ex-
tensive technical expertise is needed to solve it (Junk, 2016; Kluver, 2011; 
Tallberg et al., 2018). Policy-makers are expected to lack sufficient infor-
mation and technical expertise to solve highly complex environmental prob-
lems. They may therefore invite NSAs to provide information and services in 
exchange for access to policy-makers or IOs (Tallberg et al., 2018). NSAs are 
therefore likely to have more opportunities to participate when the issues in-
volved are highly complex.  

The effects of NSA participation on IO effectiveness 
This section presents the theoretical framework for considering the effects of 
NSA participation on the effectiveness of IOs. I treat influence as a causal 
mechanism between NSA participation and IO effectiveness, as outlined in 
Figure 1. I begin by defining and conceptualizing NSA influence, and describ-
ing venue shopping as an important mechanism through which this type of 
influence can occur. I then define and conceptualize IO effectiveness by out-
lining different procedural and substantive indicators of effectiveness. I view 
NSAs’ participation as a precondition for influence, which in turn is an im-
portant mechanism through which these actors shape IO effectiveness. 
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Fig. 1. The causal explanations of NSA participation and its consequences for effectiveness  

 

Participation is considered an important prerequisite for NSA influence 
(Betsill and Corell, 2008; Jönsson and Tallberg, 2010; Tallberg et al., 2018) 
and thus for shaping IO effectiveness. As such, actor-based and structural fac-
tors that enable or hinder NSAs from participating – for example, whether 
they are able to use inside strategies or not – affect their ability to influence 
political outcomes. For example, NSAs that are able to participate and to use 
inside strategies are more likely to influence IO policy-making than those that 
are unable to do so. Moreover, NSAs that have financial and organizational 
resources are more likely to regularly participate in IOs and to establish long-
term relationship with policy-makers and understand the policy process, 
which also increases their ability to influence (Dodds, 2001; Uhre, 2014). 
However, participation does not automatically lead to influence, or to changes 
in IOs’ effectiveness. NSAs can participate in IOs without being able to ex-
ploit such opportunities or to persuade policy-makers to take their policy pref-
erences into consideration (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Kluver, 2011). NSA par-
ticipation may enhance the availability of information, expertise and re-
sources, which can be helpful to IO policy-makers, but there is no guarantee 
that it will be used as a basis for decision-making, or that it will lead to effec-
tiveness. Unless NSAs are able to influence policy-making and political out-
comes, they are unlikely to have measurable impacts on IO effectiveness. This 
motivates my focus on influence as a causal linkage between participation and 
IO effectiveness.  
 
Influence is a challenging concept to analyze and understand. It is closely re-
lated to the concept of ‘power’, and represents a central phenomenon of inter-
est for political science and IR scholars (see Betsill and Corell, 2008 for an 
overview). It is also of great interest to other social scientists, notably within 
sociology and interdisciplinary research such as political ecology (see 
Boonstra, 2016 for a summary). In this thesis, I use a definition of NSA influ-
ence that has been developed within IR and applied to the context of interna-
tional environmental negotiations, whereby: “influence occurs when one actor 
intentionally communicates to another so as to alter the latter’s behavior from 
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what would have occurred otherwise” (Betsill and Corell, 2008: 24). This def-
inition is well anchored in the IR literature on NSA influence at the global 
level (Tallberg et al., 2018) and in the comparative politics literature on inter-
est group influence at the domestic and EU levels (Dür and De Bièvre, 2007; 
Mahoney, 2007).  
 
This definition is particularly well suited to studying the linkages between 
NSA participation and IO effectiveness, via influence. The focus on ‘inten-
tional communication’ makes it possible to identify causal mechanisms be-
tween NSA communications and the political outcomes adopted by IOs (see 
Betsill and Corell, 2008 for an overview). Below, I describe how such out-
comes can function as indicators of IO effectiveness. The focus on intentional 
communication does not, however, capture the potential unintentional conse-
quences of NSA participation for effectiveness (e.g., as included in definitions 
of power (Boonstra, 2016)). While I acknowledge that NSA participation can 
have unintended consequences for IO effectiveness, such effects are outside 
the scope of this thesis.  
 
NSAs’ communication materializes through participation. NSAs use several 
different tactics when participating in global environmental governance. 
These tactics are conceptualized as inside, outside (Dellmuth and Tallberg, 
2017; Dür and De Bièvre, 2007; Hanegraaff et al., 2016; Junk, 2016; Risse, 
2012), and service-provision strategies (Avant, 2004; Murdie and Davis, 
2012; Pattberg et al., 2012; Schäferhoff et al., 2009). Inside strategies refer to 
tactics through which NSAs try to influence policy-making directly, by at-
tending IO meetings and providing policy-makers with information and ex-
pertise. Outside strategies are tactics through which NSAs try to influence pol-
icy-making indirectly by shaping public opinion, for example via the media, 
advocacy campaigns, and naming and shaming tactics. Service provision re-
fers to tactics such as rule and policy implementation, and capacity building. 
Previous studies have typically considered inside strategies, since they are en-
abled by access, to be more influential than other strategies (Grant, 2000; Tall-
berg et al., 2018). 
 
This thesis treats venue shopping as an important mechanism through which 
NSAs can influence IO effectiveness. Venue or (forum) shopping refers to the 
strategic selection and use of different policy venues, which political actors 
employ to realize their goals and policy preferences (Murphy and Kellow, 
2013). NSAs are likely to seek out venues that are most favorable to their 
policy preferences, and to try to shift the debate from one venue to another 
(Eckhardt and De Bièvre, 2015; Gehring and Faude, 2014; Murphy and Kel-
low, 2013; Orsini, 2013). NSAs also engage in venue shopping to link and 
integrate venues dealing with overlapping issues, by proposing common nor-
mative frames and suggesting divisions of labor concerning specific topics 
and governance functions (Orsini, 2013). NGOs are also expected to move 
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between the international and domestic levels in what Keck and Sikkink 
(1998) call the ‘boomerang effect’. NGOs that are blocked from accessing 
their home government often use their transnational networks to pursue their 
policy preference in countries or IOs that are more accessible to them in an 
attempt to put pressure on their home government (Keck and Sikkink, 1998).  
 
Below, I define IO effectiveness and outline the indicators used to assess it. I 
draw on the IR literature on international regimes5 (Breitmeier et al., 2011; 
Underdal et al., 2004; Young, 2011) for this definition, in which effectiveness 
refers to the extent to which regimes contribute to solving or mitigating the 
problem that lead to their creation, i.e., their ‘problem-solving capacity’ 
(Young, 2011). Unlike international regimes, IOs are material entities with 
their own offices, personnel, budgets, and legal personality (Martin and Sim-
mons, 2015).  
 
The thesis considers four related indicators of effectiveness – procedural pol-
icy outputs, substantive policy outputs, behavior changes, and policy impacts 
(Betsill and Corell, 2008; Biermann and Bauer, 2004; Breitmeier et al., 2011; 
Young, 2011). 
 
Policy outputs refer to the rules, policies, and programs that IOs produce (Tall-
berg et al., 2016). Arguably, IOs must be able to take decisions and produce 
policy outputs regulating transnational behavior or activities in order to be 
effective at solving transboundary environmental problems (Young, 2017, 
2011). Being able to produce policy outputs indicates whether an IO is in a 
state of political gridlock, which is common in UN-driven processes where 
consensus decision-making is the norm; this enables individual states to object 
to certain measures and delay decision-making on contentious issues (Gutner 
and Thompson, 2010). The thesis considers both procedural and substantive 
outputs (cf. Betsill and Corell, 2008).  
 
Procedural policy outputs refer to rules on how decisions are made, how ne-
gotiations are carried out, the access rights provided to NSAs, and the degree 
of procedural transparency in IOs (Betsill and Corell, 2008). NSAs are ex-
pected to engage in communication designed to influence procedural policy 
outputs in order to enhance or ensure their opportunities to participate and to 
take part in future decisions or preparatory meetings and to make sure they 
have a role to play (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Sénit, 2019). By considering 
procedural policy outputs, the thesis captures process-related aspects of effec-
tiveness as emphasized in the literature on IO performance (Gutner and 
Thompson, 2010) as well as transparency-related aspects of effectiveness, as 

 
5 International regimes are broader than IOs and defined as “institutions specialized to addressing function-
ally defined topics”, whereby institutions refer to “the collections of rights, rules, principles, and decision-
making procedures that give rise to social practices, assign roles to the participants in these practices, and 
guide interaction between participants” (Young 2017: 27). 
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emphasized in the literature on good governance and linked to participation 
and accountability (Lockwood et al., 2010).  
 
Substantive policy outputs refer to both the convention text and to specific 
rules, policies or programs adopted by IOs (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Sénit, 
2019). NSAs are expected to devote extensive communication and efforts to 
make sure their policy preferences are taken into consideration when conven-
tion text and amendments – as well as specific rules, policies and programs – 
are negotiated in IOs (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Sénit, 2019). 
 
Behavior changes refer to shifts in the positions of key actors (Biermann and 
Bauer, 2004; Young, 2011). NSAs are expected to engage in direct communi-
cation and efforts to try to change the positions of key states both prior to and 
during IO meetings (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Challender and Macmillan, 
2019; Sénit, 2019). For example, they often participate in preparatory meet-
ings prior to IO meetings (Challender and Macmillan, 2019; Sénit, 2019). 
Such preparatory meetings are often accessible to business actors, but some-
times also to NGO representatives, whereby policy-makers invite national in-
terests and stakeholders to present their views and perspectives (Adams, 
1981). During IO meetings, NSAs are expected to directly engage in lobbying 
and to try to persuade states to change their position. NSAs, in particular 
NGOs, also engage in outside strategies designed to shape public opinion in 
order to put pressure on states to change their position (Dellmuth and Tallberg, 
2017; Tallberg et al., 2018). NGOs are also expected to try to shape the posi-
tions of other key actors, notably business actors. In the context of fisheries 
governance, NGOs often try to persuade fishing industry players to make 
changes to their business operations, for example by adhering to voluntary and 
private standards (Groeneveld et al., 2017; Jacquet and Pauly, 2007) or by 
partnering with early movers that are ready to implement more sustainable 
practices (Arts, 2002; Haufler, 2009). In the context of international negotia-
tions, changing the positions of key industry actors can also affect other actors 
in the sector, as early movers often wish to level the playing field once they 
have adhered to more stringent regulation.  
 
Policy impact refers to measurable changes in the severity of the problem(s) 
that IOs seek to address (Breitmeier et al., 2011; Young, 2017, 2011). It is 
generally believed to be the most difficult aspect of effectiveness to study, 
given that it relies heavily on the availability of data, and since it deals with 
long causal chains, which makes it difficult to control for other potential fac-
tors that may have shaped an observed change in policy impact (Breitmeier et 
al., 2011; Young, 2017, 2011). For example, one way to measure RFMOs’ 
effectiveness at sustainably managing transboundary fish stocks is to use in-
dicators of ecological effectiveness related to fishing pressure and biomass 
compared to what would sustain a maximum sustainable yield (MSY), which 
is available from RFMO stock assessments (cf. Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly, 
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2010). Yet in this case, even though data is available, it is still difficult to 
control for factors other than NSAs’ communication that may also influence 
ecological effectiveness. Such unobserved factors could include natural vari-
ation or changes in fishing practices or national legislation, which may affect 
the amount of fishing pressure and the status of fish biomass. Given the diffi-
culty of controlling for such potential factors, the thesis considers whether 
changes in policy impacts related to the ecological effectiveness of target fish 
stocks in RFMOs serve as a determinant of NSA participation (rather than as 
an outcome shaped by NSA participation). It focuses mainly on the linkages 
between NGO participation and changes in procedural and substantive policy 
outputs and related behavioral changes, since these indicators are considered 
critical for changes in policy impacts and are more feasible to measure.  
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Research design 

In this section, I begin by describing the empirical context within which this 
thesis is situated, outlining in more detail the role of RFMOs, the broader legal 
framework and other IOs relevant for transboundary fisheries. I then describe 
the methodological approach. 

The global fisheries governance context 
There are currently 17 RFMOs established by states to advance international 
cooperation related to transboundary fish stocks (see Table 2). The first 
RFMOs were established at the beginning and middle of the 20th century. 
During the past two decades, an increasing number of states have joined 
RFMOs, and new RFMOs have been established to cover previously unregu-
lated areas or fish stocks. The number of member states differs ranges from 
two to more than 50. There are five ‘tuna RFMOs’ that focus on tuna and tuna-
like species. The other RFMOs have generic mandates, covering highly mi-
gratory species in a particular geographical region.  
 
A broader international legal framework regulates RFMOs’ roles and respon-
sibilities. Table 3 summarizes the main international legal instruments rele-
vant to transboundary fisheries. UNCLOS is the principal convention for this 
framework. It was adopted in 1982 and entered into force in 1994, and im-
portantly divided the oceans into the high seas and EEZs (200 nautical miles 
from the coast), within which states have sovereign rights to manage living 
marine resources. The adoption of EEZs marked an end to the previous open 
access regime of the oceans (Juda, 2002). The UN Fish Stocks Agreement 
(UNFSA) was adopted in 1995 (and entered into force in 2001) as an imple-
menting agreement to UNCLOS. UNFSA strengthened the mandate and re-
sponsibility of RFMOs as the only IOs able to adopt legally binding conser-
vation and management measures for transboundary fish stocks. The agree-
ment also includes binding provisions to be adopted by RFMOs, for example, 
on modern fisheries management principles (i.e., the precautionary and eco-
system approach to fisheries) or transparency (i.e., allowing NGOs to attend 
meetings as observers and enhancing public access to RFMO reports and doc-
uments) (UN, 1995 [Article 5, 12]). 
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Table 2 RFMO characteristics 

RFMO name Area of competence  Entered 
into 
force 

Number of 
member 
states 

Commission for the Conservation of Antarc-
tic Living Resources (CCAMLR)* 

Southern Ocean 1982 25 

Commission for the Conservation of South-
ern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT) 

All areas of the ocean 
where the Southern 
bluefin tuna migrates 

1994 5 (7)** 

General Fisheries Commission for the Medi-
terranean (GFCM) 

Mediterranean and 
black sea 

1952 24 

Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) Indian Ocean 1996 32 

Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission 
(IATTC) 

Pacific Ocean 1949 21 

International Commission for the Conserva-
tion of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT) 

Atlantic Ocean 1969 53 

International Pacific Halibut Commission 
(IPHC) 

Atlantic Ocean 1923 2 

North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organi-
zation (NASCO) 

Atlantic Ocean 1984 6 

North Pacific Anadromous Fish Commission 
(NPAFC) 

Pacific Ocean 1993 5 

North Pacific Fisheries Commission (NPFC) Pacific Ocean 2015 7 

North-East Atlantic Fisheries Commission 
(NEAFC) 

Atlantic Ocean 1982 5 

Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization 
(NAFO) 

Atlantic Ocean 1979 12 

Pacific Salmon Commission (PSC) Pacific Ocean 1985 2 

South East Atlantic Fisheries Organization 
(SEAFO) 

Atlantic Ocean 2003 7 

South Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement 
(SIOFA) 

Indian Ocean 2012 8 

South Pacific Regional Fisheries Manage-
ment Organization (SPRFMO) 

Pacific Ocean 2012 14 

Western Central Pacific Fisheries Commis-
sion (WCPFC) 

Pacific Ocean 2004 26*** 

Notes: Coded from RFMO Convention texts and websites. 
* CCAMLR has some elements of a RFMO and a regional sea convention. 
** The Extended Commission of CCSBT has 7 member states. 
*** The WCPFC also has seven territories as members: American Samoa, Commonwealth of the Northern 
Mariana Islands, French Polynesia, Guam, New Caledonia, Tokelau, Wallis and Futuna. 
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The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is the main UN agency respon-
sible for coordinating international efforts on fisheries (e.g., collecting and 
sharing statistics on wild-capture fisheries as reported by states). It also pro-
vides a forum for negotiating international legal frameworks related to the 
management of fisheries and the conservation of marine species. States have 
also adopted additional legal agreements and frameworks under the auspices 
of the FAO. These include voluntary measures like the Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries adopted in 1995, as well as a number of International 
Plans of Action (IPOAs) adopted to enhance compliance with the Code of 
Conduct. Currently, there are four IPOAs: (1) reducing the incidental catch of 
seabirds, (2) managing fishing capacity, (3) conserving and managing sharks 
(adopted in 1999), and (4) combatting IUU fishing (adopted in 2001). In ad-
dition, the binding Port State Measures Agreement was recently adopted to 
increase international efforts to combat IUU fishing (adopted in 2009 and en-
tered into force in 2016).  

Table 3 Relevant international legal instruments (binding and non-binding) related to trans-
boundary fish stocks 

Name Year adopted  
(entered into 
force) 

Binding legal instruments  

The United Nations Law of the Seas 1982 (1994) 

The United Nations Fish Stock Agreement 1995 (2001) 

Port State Measures Agreement 2009 (2016) 

Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries 1995 

Non-binding legal instruments  

International Plan of Action for the Management of Fishing Capacity 1999 

International Plan of Action for Reducing Incidental Catch of Seabirds in Longline 
Fisheries 

1999 

International Plan of Action for the Conservation and Management of Sharks 1999 

International Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter, and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported 
and Unregulated Fishing 

2001 

States have also created a number of other IOs that address elements of fish-
eries policy with ‘functional overlaps’ i.e., mandates and objectives that partly 
overlap with those of the RFMOs (cf. Biermann et al., 2009) (see Table 4). 
For example, in recent decades the UN Drug and Crime Office and the Inter-
national Criminal Police Organisation (INTERPOL) have increasingly ad-
dressed the issue of transnational fisheries and marine crime. This particularly 
relates to the ‘illegal’ aspect of IUU fishing, as well as efforts within both 
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RFMOs and nation-states related to monitoring, control and surveillance. 
There are also shared functions with IOs that address biodiversity (such as the 
Convention on Biological Diversity), as well as ongoing negotiations to adopt 
a new binding convention on biodiversity beyond national jurisdictions as car-
ried out in the UN General Assembly. RFMOs also share functional overlaps 
with IOs dealing with migratory and endangered species, i.e., with the Con-
vention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals as well as 
the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora.  

Table 4 Non-fisheries-specific IOs with functional overlaps with RFMOs 

Name Overlapping focus 
area 

Number of 
member 
states 

International Maritime Organizations Vessel identification 174 

International Criminal Police Organisation Transnational crime 194 

United Nations Office for Drug and Crime Transnational crime 193 

International Labour Organization Labor abuse 187 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development IUU fishing 36 

World Trade Organization Fisheries subsidies 164 

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora 

Endangered species 
trade 

183 

Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of 
Wild Animals  

Migratory species 130 

Convention on Biological Diversity Biodiversity 196 

The above-mentioned characteristics of the context and institutional landscape 
relevant to fisheries suggest that it resembles the institutional landscape of 
other transboundary environmental problems, notably global climate change 
(Jordan et al., 2018; Widerberg et al., 2016) biodiversity (Negacz et al., 2020), 
and forestry governance6 (Dias Guerra et al., 2015), which have been de-
scribed as both polycentric and fragmented in nature (see also, Arnau et al., 
2017). In this way, the thesis can add new insights relevant to other pressing 
transboundary environmental problems and to ongoing scholarly discussions 
of the implications of an increasingly polycentric governance system. 

 
6 Even though forests are not a transboundary resource, forestry governance is relevant to other related 
global sustainability challenges, such as the loss of biodiversity, natural heritage and as an important carbon 
storage (Dias Guerra et al., 2015). 
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Methodological approach 
The thesis uses multiple methods to collect and analyze the empirical material. 
It also combines quantitative (paper I) and qualitative data (papers II, III, IV). 
The thesis starts by compiling and analyzing a quantitative data set using a 
series of panel regressions. It then increasingly relies on qualitative data, ana-
lyzed through deductive coding, qualitative text analysis, and process tracing 
(see Table 5 for an overview). This shift was needed to address RQ2, which 
focuses on the causal linkages between NSA participation and IO effective-
ness. Here, I found that I needed to study influence as the main causal link 
between participation and effectiveness.  
 
Influence is generally considered to be an extremely complex phenomenon to 
study, and one that often requires researchers to consider both quantitative and 
qualitative data, and to combine different data collection approaches, in order 
to enable triangulation of the empirical evidence (Allan and Hadden, 2017; 
Betsill and Corell, 2008; Dür and De Bièvre, 2007; Voltolini, 2017). The the-
sis follows a step-wise process, similar to that described in (Betsill and Corell, 
2008) to study NSA influence. First, scholars should begin by studying the 
participation of NSAs and the access provided to them. Once this first step is 
well understood, they can then consider how NSAs’ communications and ac-
tions shape both the procedural and substantive outcomes of international ne-
gotiations.  
 
Papers I and II consider the two main ways in which NSA participation occurs 
within the context of global fisheries governance. Paper I presents a compar-
ative outlook on NSA participation in seven RFMOs and examines the struc-
tural determinants (including institutional and ecological factors) of NGO par-
ticipation. In Paper II, I capture NSA participation beyond the realm of 
RFMOs by focusing on transnational partnerships that address IUU fishing. 
While both papers discuss the implications for effectiveness, they are unable 
to study the linkages between participation and effectiveness in depth. Fol-
lowing this step-wise approach, paper III provides a first step toward consid-
ering these linkages more in detail. It does so by studying NGOs’ communi-
cation, taking into account both requests for and concerns expressed over pro-
cedural transparency across 12 RFMOs. Finally, in paper IV we apply a pro-
cess-tracing method to obtain a more in-depth qualitative analysis of the 
mechanisms through which NGOs influence RFMO effectiveness (consider-
ing changes in both policy outputs and key actor positions). In this paper, as 
is customary within process tracing, we used a triangulation approach to study 
influence in order to verify our findings. This was done by combining multiple 
data sources, and by making sure that a diverse set of actors, from different 
regions, with different interests and of different types were interviewed.  
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Taken together, my pluralistic methodological approach and emphasis on tri-
angulation, especially in paper IV, provide a solid empirical basis for investi-
gating the two RQs. Table 5 summarizes the methods used for each paper and 
outlines which RQ the papers address. Below I describe the data collection, 
data sources and methods, and reflect on the potential limitations of my ap-
proach. 

Table 5 Methods used in papers I–IV 

Paper Methods Research question addressed 

I Quantitative database, statistical analysis  R1 

II Interviews R1 

III Qualitative text analysis, observations R2 

IV Process-tracing, interviews, document analysis, 
observations 

R2 

Quantitative database and document analyses: using RFMO 
reports 
RFMO reports and documents are a rich source of data. This includes annual 
reports from the Commission, Scientific Committee, Compliance Committee, 
and working group meetings. It also includes basic documents such as the 
Convention/Agreement text and Rules of Procedure.  
 
In paper I, we used information from RFMO reports and documents to con-
struct a novel quantitative database on NSA participation. We coded each in-
stitution’s annual budget and membership annually between 1980 and 2014 
for seven RFMOs. Information on NSA participation7 was extracted from the 
‘list of participants’ from Commission and Scientific Committee meeting re-
ports. Information on annual budgets was extracted and coded annually from 
RFMO Commission reports for the previous year (i.e. the 2004 proposed 
budget was identified in the 2003 annual report). Information on membership 
composition was extracted from each of the RFMO’s websites, and paired 
with data on countries’ degree of democracy from the Polity IV dataset (Mar-
shall, 2014). The data used to construct this database is publicly available and 
can be downloaded from each of the RFMO’s websites. We paired this data-
base with existing data sets on RFMOs’ ecological effectiveness, biomass and 

 
7 Part of the data on NSA participation was compiled and coded as part of my master’s thesis (Petersson, 
2013). This concerns the coding of NSA participation in the commission meetings of the five tuna RFMOs 
between 2004-2011. The master’s thesis was rewritten and published (Petersson et al., 2019). 
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fishing pressure8 from the RAM legacy (RAM, 2016). The quantitative data-
base compiled for paper I was analyzed using a series of panel regressions 
examining the effects of institutional factors (related to NSA participation, 
RFMO budgets and membership) and ecological factors (related to target fish 
stock health) on NGO participation.  
 
The thesis also draws on text data extracted from RFMO reports. This includes 
written statements, letters and information papers submitted by NGOs prior to 
RFMO Commission meetings as well as oral statements made by NGOs dur-
ing meetings as recorded by the report (papers III and IV), meeting minutes 
capturing discussions among member states (papers III and IV), as well as 
country proposals for new or amended conservation and management 
measures submitted to commission meetings (paper IV). Text analysis soft-
ware (MaxQDA) was used to help navigate large amounts of text material (as 
some RFMO reports can be several hundred pages long). For example, in or-
der to capture oral statements made by NGOs as recorded in the reports (used 
in papers III and IV), I searched for the names and acronyms of participating 
NGOs (i.e., those included in the ‘list of participants’ in commission reports). 
In paper III, I also searched for the terms “transparent”, “transparency”, “state-
ment”, and “observer” in order to identify sections of the meeting minutes in 
which member states discuss procedures related to transparency, for example 
concerning observer accreditation rules. To be clear, this search was not used 
to conduct any quantitative assessment of the use of such terms, but rather to 
help navigate large amounts of text.  
 
Information from these reports and documents was used to extract text data 
for qualitative text analysis (paper III). The text analysis was undertaken to 
assess the communication of NGOs, by coding the requests for and concerns 
expressed over transparency obtained from NGO statements submitted to 
RFMO meetings. This material was also used as part of a process-tracing 
method to identify sequential processes over time and to triangulate other 
sources of data (paper IV). 

 
Even though RFMO reports are useful sources of information, it is important 
to recognize that they are created for a specific purpose, and that they do not 
necessarily reveal particularly sensitive or contentious information. Different 
RFMOs also submit reports of varying lengths and levels of detail. For exam-
ple, while most RFMO reports mention which member states made a state-
ment, some reports only say, “some contracting parties felt that…”. This can 
in some cases make it challenging to understand the positions of different 

 
8 Fishing pressure (F/FMSY) refers to the ratio of fishing mortality (F) to the level that would allow the 
eventual maximum sustainable yield (FMSY). Biomass status (B/BMSY) is measured by comparing the bio-
mass (B) or spawning stock biomass (SSB) to the respective levels that would produce maximum sustained 
yield (BMSY or SSBMSY). 
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member states as well as the developments of specific policy processes. More-
over, given that these reports reflect international negotiations, it is not always 
possible to take statements made by member states or observers at face value, 
as one may run the risk of missing the point. Interpreting the meeting minutes 
section of the RFMO reports thus requires prior empirical knowledge of these 
negotiations and about the specific issues being discussed.  
 
There are also limitations associated with using NGOs’ written or oral state-
ments to capture their communications in RFMO Commission meetings. As 
recognized in paper III, such statements cannot capture all possible requests 
or concerns expressed by NGOs in relation to transparency. NGOs may, for 
example, make requests or express concerns through informal communica-
tions with policy-makers that are not captured by the reports or submitted 
NGO statements. These statements may also be exaggerated to make a point, 
or may not include more sensitive issues that NGOs may wish to share with 
member states more informally. Paper IV also uses these policy statements to 
assess NGOs’ communications related to the management of sharks. These 
statements are complemented by and triangulated with additional data, includ-
ing from participatory observers and semi-structured interviews.  
 
The thesis focuses on NSAs that already participate in RFMOs, and acknowl-
edges that the communications by these actors for RFMO effectiveness come 
with potential limitations. It does not capture all potential NSAs that wish to 
participate in RFMOs (but may be unable to do so) or that try to shape RFMO 
policy-making by only engaging in outside strategies such as advocacy cam-
paigns, awareness raising, and naming and shaming. For example, Eilstrup-
Sangiovanni (2019) demonstrates that NSAs also use more ‘radical ap-
proaches’ to shape practices and behavior relevant to global fisheries govern-
ance, for example by directly combatting IUU fishing at sea (see also Eilstrup-
Sangiovanni and Bondaroff, 2014; Guggisberg, 2019). Another related con-
cern in IR studies on NGO influence is the potential for confirmation biases 
(see e.g., Davies, 2019; Scholte, 2019). By focusing on the biggest and most 
organized NGOs, and disregarding smaller and less visible ones, scholars may 
run the risk of overestimating the influence of these actors. The thesis recog-
nizes these limitations, and does not claim to cover the complete population 
of NSAs that can affect global fisheries governance. The results concerning 
NGO influence should also be interpreted as being mainly generalizable to 
other international NGOs with sufficient funds to participate in IO meetings, 
rather than to all NGOs with an interest in shaping fisheries governance. 

Semi-structured interviews 
I conducted 29 semi-structured interviews – 13 from March to May 2018 (pa-
pers II and IV), and 16 between November 2019 and January 2020 (paper IV). 
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Paper IV also draws on eight additional interviews carried out during the re-
search for my master’s thesis (Petersson, 2013), from February to May 2013. 
The interviews carried out for paper II were the primary source of data used 
for the analysis. Those conducted for paper IV were part of a process-tracing 
approach, used to triangulate information gathered from RFMO reports and 
NGO statements.  
 
Interviews were carried out over Skype and during the annual meeting of the 
International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT), 
held 18–25 November 2019. All interviews for paper II were done over Skype 
and took 45–60 minutes on average. While this approach does not allow face-
to-face contact, it worked well for this study since the interviewees were 
spread across different countries and continents. There were no problems with 
the connection, and the video function could be used for several interviews, 
enabling more interpersonal contact. The majority of the interviews (11 out of 
16) for paper IV were carried out in conjunction with the ICCAT Commission 
meeting. This interview strategy permitted face-to-face interviews and ena-
bled me to identify additional interviewees using a snowball sampling strategy 
(described in more detail below). Five additional Skype or telephone inter-
views were also carried out after the meeting, either because meeting partici-
pants did not have time for an interview during the meeting or were not pre-
sent. The interviews carried out for paper IV took an average of 30 minutes to 
1.5 hours. The interviews carried out at the ICCAT meeting were somewhat 
shorter than those conducted over Skype, since the interviewees had more lim-
ited time during the meetings. Three interviewees were interviewed twice, as 
there was limited time the first time.  
 
In paper II, the aim was to directly interview representatives of transnational 
partnerships addressing IUU fishing policy. My first task was to identify such 
partnerships, as there was no pre-existing list. I did this in two main steps. 
First, I conducted a systematic review of the relevant case study literature, and 
of participation and engagement in RFMO meetings and the 2017 UN Ocean 
Conference. I created a list of transnational partnerships that are active in IUU 
fishing policy using three inclusion criteria (transnational in scope, multi-actor 
structure and including non-state actors, and pursuing common goals related 
to IUU fishing). For practical reasons, I only included ‘formalized’ partner-
ships, with an official website, dedicated staff, and with a secretariat, an inter-
national advisory board or established working groups. Then, I contacted each 
of these partnerships and asked them to direct me to the most suitable person 
in their organization for an interview. I conducted semi-structured interviews 
with representatives from 12 of these 14 partnerships.  
 
In paper IV, I used a different approach to identify interviewees. I sought to 
interview a diverse set of state actors (from different geographical regions, 
with different interests related to shark management) and NSAs (representing 
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NGOs and the fishing industry). I also made sure to conduct interviews with 
the most active and key players relevant to shark management. For example, 
by considering reported shark catches by different countries and looking at 
member states that have submitted proposals related to the conservation and 
management of sharks. I also applied a snowball sampling strategy at the IC-
CAT Commission meeting: I asked interviewees and other meeting partici-
pants to recommend suitable people to interview, who have long-term experi-
ence and understanding of ICCAT policy processes, and particularly 
knowledge of shark and bycatch management.  
 
I applied a triangulation strategy to sampling the interviewees, as is appropri-
ate when studying complex phenomena such as NGOs’ influence. Different 
actors can be expected to either exaggerate or underestimate the influence of 
NGOs, depending on their own interests in the issue. For example, previous 
research suggests that NGOs tend to exaggerate their influence on policy-mak-
ing (e.g., to legitimize their own participation and to appear effective to their 
funders), while business actors sometimes downplay their influence (e.g., in 
order to avoid reputation damage in case their position goes against more strin-
gent environmental regulation) (Betsill and Corell, 2008). States may also 
have an interest in exaggerating their own importance relative to influence 
from other states and/or NSAs. As such, it was particularly important to obtain 
different perspectives. My strategy was to interview different kinds of actors 
(including both state and non-state) and to carry out interviews with other par-
ticipating actors, for example those working at the Secretariat or researchers 
attending the RFMO meetings, as well as former state or IO representatives 
now working as consultants.  
 
Before each interview, the interviewees were provided with a letter of in-
formed consent that detailed the focus of the study, provided information 
about anonymity, and asked permission to record the interview. The inter-
viewees were informed that no individual names would be featured in the final 
article, but that the name of their organization may be used (with their con-
sent). All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Three interviewees did 
not wish to be to recorded, so I instead took detailed notes. The transcripts and 
detailed notes were shared with the interviewees via email to allow them to 
review the content and to avoid any potential misunderstandings. In a few 
cases, I also took the opportunity to ask clarifying questions when sending 
these out, to which the interviewees could reply via email. I also shared any 
direct quotes to be used in the final article with the interviewees beforehand 
for their approval. Direct quotes used in the papers are presented anonymously 
as ‘Interview no. x’ in paper II and categorized according to actor type, for 
example ‘NGO Interview no. x’, in paper IV. 
 
The compiled interview material was coded deductively using pre-defined 
coding scheme, based on theoretical frameworks. Paper II considered three 
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types of strategies used by transnational partnerships, as well as changes in 
political opportunity structures. Paper IV considers NGOs’ influence, through 
venue shopping, on IO effectiveness (considering both policy outputs and 
changes to key actor positions).  

Observations 
I participated as an accredited observer at two ICCAT Commission meetings 
held in 2018 and 2019. Observation is a common complementary data collec-
tion strategy when studying the participation and influence of NSAs in inter-
national environmental negotiations (see e.g., Allan and Hadden, 2017; Bäck-
strand and Kuyper, 2017; Betsill and Corell, 2008; Nasiritousi, 2016; Sénit, 
2019). I used the opportunity to conduct interviews with RFMO participants 
and to study the context of these negotiations. I observed plenary sessions, 
listened to oral interventions made by member states, and witnessed decision-
making in real time. I also examined the behavior of NSAs participating as 
observers and how they intervene in plenary sessions, as well as the interac-
tions between state and non-state observers during the course of the meeting. 
These observations enhanced my understanding of the policy process, and of 
the specific issues being discussed, as I was able to ask informal clarifying 
questions of other participants, for example during coffee breaks. I took de-
tailed notes of my observations during the course of the meeting, and recorded 
my impressions at the end of each day. While these notes are not used directly 
in paper IV, it was a useful exercise that enabled me to go back and review 
my own observations and reflections as I was going through the interview and 
text material.  

Process tracing 
In paper IV, I used a process-tracing approach to study the influence of NGOs 
on RFMO effectiveness. Process tracing requires careful description; re-
searchers must pay close attention to the sequence of events. This method is 
particularly useful for describing political and social phenomena over time, 
and can be used to both test and identify causal mechanisms (Beach and Peder-
sen, 2019; Bennett and Checkel, 2014; Collier, 2011; George and Bennett, 
2005). As such, it was particularly appropriate for the purposes of paper IV, 
i.e., to study the causal linkages between NGO participation and RFMO ef-
fectiveness. I was able to study the mechanisms through which NGOs can 
influence RFMO effectiveness (in terms of changes to policy outputs and the 
positions of key actors) by outlining the sequence of events and analyzing 
whether the communication of NSAs led to the observed outcomes. Process 
tracing was particularly appropriate to apply towards the final stages of my 
PhD work, as the method places a lot of weight on the researcher’s prior em-
pirical knowledge and ability to formulate clear hypotheses based on the ma-
terial (cf. Collier, 2011).  
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Process tracing is generally argued to be particularly appropriate for studying 
complex phenomena such as influence (Allan and Hadden, 2017; Betsill and 
Corell, 2008; Dur, 2008; Dür and De Bièvre, 2007; Voltolini, 2017). Studying 
influence is notoriously difficult as it is characterized by considerable meth-
odological constraints, long causal chains (Arts, 1998; Betsill and Corell, 
2008), and difficulties associated with operationalizing and measuring influ-
ence (Dur, 2008; Mahoney, 2007). Here, we first describe a sequence of events 
outlining a number of parallel policy processes related to shark management 
within a single RFMO, ICCAT. We then explore whether the communications 
and actions of NGOs are linked to the observed outcomes of these policy pro-
cesses. As part of a process-tracing approach, we also apply a triangulation 
strategy and use multiple sources of data, combining interview data and ob-
servation, as well as document analysis of RFMO reports and NGO state-
ments.  
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Summary of papers 

Paper I 
Dellmuth, LM, Petersson, MT, Dunn, DC, Boustany, A, Halpin, PN.  
Empowering NGOs? Long-Term Effects of Ecological and Institutional 
Change on Regional Fisheries Management Organizations. 

NGOs are often described as being important for RFMO effectiveness. But 
we still know little about why NGOs participate in RFMOs in the first place. 
In this paper, we study the determinants of NGO participation across seven 
RFMOs and discuss the implications for RFMO effectiveness. We compile a 
novel data set on NSA participation and institutional factors, which we pair 
with previous data sets on the changes in ecological effectiveness in managing 
and conserving target fish stocks from 1980 to 2014. We find that NGO par-
ticipation is mainly determined by institutional factors: it is greater in RFMOs 
with larger budgets and with member states that share similar democratic 
norms. NGO participation is also greater in RFMOs in which fewer experts 
from private research institutes participate. This indicates that there are trade-
offs or coordination between NGOs and experts from research institutes, as 
these actors play similar functions in RFMOs. To complement rather than re-
place each other, such coordination could helpfully be expanded and deepened 
to enable more fruitful international collaborations between researchers and 
NGOs. We do not find that NGO participation is shaped by changes in 
RFMOs’ effectiveness at managing and conserving target fish stocks. NGOs 
may be more concerned about other issues in fisheries governance, such as 
mitigating the bycatch of non-target or associated species and limiting the neg-
ative ecosystem impacts caused by fishing. The entrenched economic interests 
in high-value fisheries and the presence of countervailing forces with vested 
interests from the fishing industry can also lead NGOs to perceive the likeli-
hood of pursuing a successful conservation campaign from within the system 
as limited. This comes with implications for RFMO effectiveness, as NGOs 
can play important roles, for example by filling functional demands from 
states and policy-makers by providing information and services.  
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Paper II 
Petersson, MT.  
Transnational Partnerships’ Strategies in Global Fisheries Governance. 

Transnational partnerships are often described as an emerging phenomenon in 
global environmental governance, which has implications for the ability to 
address transboundary environmental problems. Even though partnerships are 
created for strategic reasons and made up of NSAs that are assumed to engage 
in advocacy in their individual organizations, little scholarly attention has 
been applied to understanding how and why partnerships engage in advocacy. 
I address this gap by focusing on transnational partnerships that address trans-
boundary policy problems in a previously understudied empirical context – 
IUU fishing policy. I find that partnerships engage in advocacy and exten-
sively use inside strategies in combination with service provision, but rarely 
use outside strategies. This finding illustrates the need to consider the full 
range of strategies used by partnerships in order to better understand whether 
and how partnerships can shape the effectiveness of addressing transboundary 
environmental problems, such as those related to fisheries governance. The 
variation in strategies is found to be shaped by changes in political opportunity 
structures, i.e., by an increasingly complex global institutional landscape as 
well as increasing issue complexity and salience. The findings also corrobo-
rate those of recent studies which have concluded that an increasingly com-
plex global institutional landscape gives partnerships greater opportunities to 
engage in strategic venue shopping, by participating and developing specific 
‘asks’ across multiple IOs, and forming new coalitions and collaborations with 
other political actors that share common goals.  

Paper III 
Petersson, MT.  
Transparency in Global Fisheries Governance: The Role of Non-governmen-
tal Organizations. 

NGOs are often described as drivers of transparency in global environmental 
governance. By encouraging transparency, NGOs are believed to enhance IO 
effectiveness by providing accountability functions, contributing to monitor-
ing, and calling out non-complaint behavior. Recent studies have found that 
RFMOs have improved procedural transparency, but to varying degrees. The 
question is why? As a first step towards addressing this gap in knowledge, I 
consider the role(s) of NGOs’ relationship to the development of procedural 
transparency in RFMOs. I consider the requests for (and concerns over barri-
ers to) transparency expressed by NGOs across three overarching dimensions 
of transparency (public participation, access to information, and access to out-
comes) in 12 RFMOs. I draw on text data extracted from RFMO Commission 
reports, which includes written and oral policy statements as well as letters 
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and papers submitted by NGOs to commission meetings. I find that NGOs 
have been active in making requests for transparency over the past three dec-
ades and that several requests have received responses from member states, 
notably through the development and adoption of observer accreditation rules, 
and in improving public access to reports and basic information on RFMO 
websites. Yet NGOs face several barriers to transparency. NGO observers are 
sometimes restricted from attending certain meetings and actively engaging in 
discussions, and do not always have access to detailed compliance-related in-
formation. Early examples of denied observer status to some NGOs, and cur-
rent tendencies among member states to deem particular sessions closed or 
restricted, indicate that some member states have been (and continue to be) 
skeptical of NGO participation. At the same time, some member states have 
been instrumental to the development of more transparent procedures and 
have actively promoted increasing NGO participation. The identified barriers 
to transparency may have implications for effectiveness, as they limit NGOs’ 
ability to develop policy-specific advice and to monitor compliance and per-
form accountability functions.  

Paper IV 
Petersson, MT. and Dellmuth, LM.  
How NGOs Influence the Effectiveness of International Environmental Insti-
tutions: The Case of Shark Protection in Regional Fisheries Management Or-
ganizations. 

Researchers and policy-makers alike have promoted the participation of 
NGOs as a way to enhance the effectiveness of International Environmental 
Institutions (IEIs), to solve transboundary problems. However, the influence 
of NGOs on the effectiveness of IEIs remain poorly understood. In this paper, 
we consider two aspects of effectiveness, the adoption of policy output and 
the changes in the behavior of key actors. We study a ‘most likely’ case: shark 
management in the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic 
Tunas (ICCAT), consider to be leading among regional fisheries management 
organizations (RFMOs) in managing shark, with decades of experiences with 
NGO participation. This makes it an appropriate case for our study, which 
seeks to contribute to theory about the mechanisms for NGO influence on IEI 
effectiveness. We apply process tracing methodology, and draw on a rich new 
data set, consisting of almost forty interviews and participant observations in 
ICCAT meetings, compiled between 2013-2019. We complement this data, 
by conducting document analysis of ICCAT Commission meeting reports 
from 1995 to 2019. Our design enables a historical analysis of shark manage-
ment, and for comparatively discussing ICCAT against the backdrop of de-
velopments in other RFMOs. We find that strategic venue shopping functions 
as a key mechanism through which NGOs influence effectiveness. By con-
trast, we find weaker evidence for alternative explanations pertaining to issue 
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framing, coalition building, and NGO resources. The paper contributes to on-
going scholarly debates in IR and global environmental governance on NGO 
influence, IO performance and effectiveness. 



  

43 

Discussion 

In this section, I discuss the findings from the four papers in relation to the 
two overarching research questions posed in the introduction, and outline the 
specific contributions to sustainability science and IR research on NSAs in 
global environmental governance.  

How do NSAs participate in global fisheries governance?  
I start by addressing the first ‘how’ part of RQ1. The thesis demonstrates that 
NSAs participate in RFMOs (paper I) and as part of transnational partnerships 
(paper II), which has implications for the governance of transboundary fish 
stocks. The population of NSAs attending RFMO meetings is dominated by 
actors from the fishing industry, but NGOs and experts from research-based 
organizations also attend these meetings. An important change in the NSA 
population occurred in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when NGOs began to 
request access to and participate in RFMO meetings (first as part of national 
delegations, and later as accredited observers following an application proce-
dure). NGO participation has increased over time, but is more limited com-
pared to the number of industry representatives attending RFMO meetings. 
The entry of NGOs has diversified the NSA population, which used to be re-
stricted to fishing industry representatives participating as part of national del-
egations (Petersson et al., 2019). The thesis also demonstrates that NSAs par-
ticipate by creating and engaging in transnational partnerships to shape polit-
ical outcomes that are relevant to transboundary fisheries. Here, the thesis 
identifies a data set of transnational partnerships that address IUU fishing. It 
finds that these partnerships tend to rely on inside strategies linked to service 
provision, but that they rarely use outside strategies. As such, these partner-
ships operate similarly to service NGOs in global governance (Murdie and 
Davis, 2012; Raustiala, 1997). 
 
The thesis makes an important descriptive contribution to the sustainability 
science literature by mapping the patterns of NSA participation in RFMOs and 
as part of transnational partnerships related to transboundary fish stocks. It 
complements previous studies of participation in local and national environ-
mental governance systems. As such, the thesis adds to the ongoing debate 
about scaling up Ostrom’s (1990) design principles for governing the com-
mons related to ‘stakeholder participation’. Previous studies have pointed out 
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challenges at the global level in identifying actors with a ‘stake’ related to 
transboundary and large-scale commons, which should be allowed to partici-
pate as stakeholders (Dietz et al., 2003; Stern, 2011). The thesis adds to this 
debate, by systematically mapping participation in RFMOs and in transna-
tional partnerships, and by demonstrating patterns among participating actors, 
including how much different types of NSAs participate, and examines the 
conditions for participation. Most prior studies in the sustainability science 
literature focus on the information, resources, and knowledge that these actors 
can bring to environmental governance and its implications for effectively 
managing common environmental problems (Bodin and Österblom, 2013; 
Lemos and Agrawal, 2006; Österblom and Sumaila, 2011). This thesis com-
plements these studies by focusing on the interests, strategies and influence of 
different NSAs participating in global fisheries governance. Importantly, it 
conceptualizes these NSAs as interest groups, drawing on insights from the 
IR and comparative politics literatures. By categorizing NSAs in this way, the 
thesis highlights that they are strategic political actors that participate in global 
fisheries governance with the aim of influencing political outcomes in line 
with their interests, which has implications for effectiveness. Here, sustaina-
bility science scholars interested in the ability of different actors to influence 
political outcomes – alongside their ability to provide information, expertise 
and resources – should consider the variation in strategies used by these actors 
in terms of inside, outside, service-provision strategies. By considering the use 
of different types of strategies, future studies can examine the implications of 
NSA participation on effectiveness in more detail.  

Why do NGOs participate in global fisheries governance? 
Next, I address the ‘why’ part of RQ1. The thesis finds that both structural and 
institutional factors can explain NGO participation in RFMOs. Specifically, 
RFMOs that have more resources and members with more similar domestic 
democratic norms have more NGOs participating in their meetings. These 
findings illustrate the need for sufficient funding within the RFMOs them-
selves, and the impact of the ability of more similar states to reach consensus 
on NGO participation.  
 
The thesis also finds that fewer NGO participate in RFMOs that have greater 
participation from NSAs from research-based organizations. I do not, how-
ever, find evidence that the participation of NSAs from the fishing industry 
shapes NGO participation. This is probably because these actors mainly attend 
meetings as invited experts/advisers on national delegations and do not com-
pete for access with NGOs, which generally participate as observers (Peters-
son et al., 2019). Finally, I find no evidence that changes in ecological factors 
(related to target fish stock heath) shape NGO participation. 
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The thesis adds to both the IR literature on NSAs and to the sustainability 
science literature on participation in environmental governance by outlining a 
theoretical framework for systematically studying the institutional and eco-
logical determinants of NGO participation. Taken together, it illustrates the 
need for future studies to consider structural explanations for NGO participa-
tion, alongside actor-based explanations. Indeed, prior studies from the IR lit-
erature on NGOs in global governance have often focused on actor-based ex-
planations of individual actors or on specific international policy processes 
and IOs.  
 
This theoretical framework also brings in insights from organizational ecology 
that emphasize competition within the population of NSAs resulting from re-
source constraints in the institutional environment (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni, 
2019; Hanegraaff, 2015; Uhre, 2014). For example, the institutional determi-
nants shaping NGO participation appear to be creating competition and trade-
offs between NGOs and experts, since these actors perform similar functions 
of information provision, and since they both generally participate as observ-
ers in RFMO meetings (Petersson et al., 2019). NGO participation is not found 
to be shaped by changes in ecological factors related to target fish stock health, 
which means that NGOs do not appear to mobilize in greater numbers as the 
status of target fish stocks worsens. Rather, as indicated above, institutional 
factors determine NGO participation in RFMOs. It may be that NGO partici-
pation related to ecological factors is specifically tied to certain species or 
policy processes that are of particular interest to NGOs. For example, previous 
studies have demonstrated that NGOs increased their participation in ICCAT 
between 2006–2010, during the intense debates about persistent overfishing 
of the eastern Atlantic bluefin tuna (Petersson et al., 2019; Webster, 2015, 
2011). Participation may also be influenced by NGOs’ goals. Previous studies 
suggest that NGOs often have specific goals related to certain species such as 
sharks, seabirds, sea turtles, and marine mammals (Jacquet and Pauly, 2007; 
Webster, 2015). Future studies interested in the impact of ‘ecological signals’ 
on NGO participation should consider NGOs’ goals related to specific species.  

How does NSA participation shape the effectiveness of RFMOs?  
Next, I address the ‘how’ part of RQ2. The thesis demonstrates two empirical 
examples of how NGO participation shapes RFMO effectiveness, via influ-
ence. First, it finds that the adoption observer accreditation rules developed by 
RFMOs should be interpreted as a response by member states to the repeated 
requests made by NGOs since the 1980s for procedural transparency, and par-
ticularly for access to RFMO meetings. In doing so, it corroborates previous 
studies which have found that local and national environmental governance 
systems that enable stakeholder participation are also more transparent (Leitch 
et al., 2015; Lockwood et al., 2010). At the same time, the thesis suggests that 
NGOs have thus far been less successful at influencing access to outcomes 
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(i.e., related to compliance) in RFMOs. Sensitive compliance information is 
often made confidential; when shared with observers, it excludes important 
details, and some compliance meetings are not open to NGOs.  
 
Second, I find that NGOs have been able to influence the effectiveness of 
RFMOs (in terms of the positions of key actors and the adoption of policy 
outputs) in managing sharks by engaging in strategic venue shopping. These 
findings provide an important first step towards better understanding the 
causal linkages between NGO participation and RFMO effectiveness, and to 
related debates within both IR and sustainability science. I describe the prin-
cipal contributions of the thesis below. 
 
The thesis adds to the IR literature by outlining a theoretical framework for 
analyzing the causal linkages between NSAs’ participation and IO effective-
ness, via influence. Importantly, it enhances our understanding of the indica-
tors for measuring IO effectiveness. Here, the thesis considers well-estab-
lished indicators of effectiveness (i.e., policy outputs, behavior changes and 
policy impacts) from previous literatures on international regime effectiveness 
and IO performance. Specifically, it assesses the adoption of conservation and 
management measures (policy outputs) and changes to the positions of key 
actors (behavior changes) in relation to shark management in ICCAT (paper 
IV). The thesis also considers whether changes in ecological factors related to 
the status of target fish stocks (as an indicator of policy impact) shape NGO 
participation (paper I).  
 
In addition to these more well-established indicators of effectiveness, the the-
sis also considered procedural transparency as another example of policy out-
puts indicating effectiveness (paper III). Here, I draw on previous studies of 
procedural transparency in RFMOs (Clark et al., 2015), which use three di-
mensions of transparency as outlined in the Aarhus Convention. While previ-
ous studies on the effectiveness and performance of IOs (e.g., Gutner and 
Thompson, 2010; Young, 2011) also recognize the procedural aspects of ef-
fectiveness, they do not consider procedural transparency specifically. Thus, 
the thesis makes an important conceptual contribution by treating transpar-
ency as an indicator of effectiveness. Transparency is considered an important 
aspect of good governance that is related to other democratic principles such 
as participation, legitimacy and accountability, and is believed to be important 
for sustainably managing natural resources and solving environmental prob-
lems (Lockwood et al., 2010). Future studies on related debates about the prin-
ciples of good governance would benefit from analyzing procedural transpar-
ency alongside other indicators of effectiveness.  
 
The thesis also makes two main contributions to the sustainability science lit-
erature that investigates the effectiveness of environmental governance sys-
tems in addressing sustainability challenges. First, it brings in well-established 
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indicators of effectiveness from prior IR studies (policy output, behavior 
changes, and policy impact), which sustainability science scholars can also 
apply to other environmental problems from the local to the global level. Fu-
ture studies should assess multiple indicators of the effectiveness of environ-
mental governance processes, including both procedural and substantive indi-
cators, in order to move the theory forward on the linkages between participa-
tion and effectiveness.  
 
Sustainability science scholars are likely to be most interested in the policy 
impacts, i.e., whether an IO or environmental governance process was able to 
solve or manage the environmental problem or resources as intended. How-
ever, this thesis demonstrates that indicators of policy outputs and behavior 
changes are important for effectiveness, as they constitute critical precondi-
tions for achieving changes in policy impacts. It finds evidence that NGO par-
ticipation has shaped procedural policy outputs related to transparency (paper 
III), substantive policy outputs, and changes to key actor positions related to 
shark management (paper IV). It does not, however, find any effects on policy 
impacts (paper I). The thesis examined whether changes in such ecological 
factors act as a determinant of NGO participation (rather than examining 
whether NGO participation shapes ecological indicators of effectiveness). 
Given the long causal chain and the difficulty of controlling for alternative 
factors that shape policy impacts, the thesis demonstrates the usefulness of 
considering policy outputs and behavior changes as indicators of IO effective-
ness. 

Under which conditions does NSAs participation shape the 
effectiveness of RFMOs? 
Finally, I address the second part of R2 – ‘under which conditions NSA par-
ticipation shapes RFMO effectiveness’. I identify two conditions that are par-
ticularly important for NSAs to influence RFMO effectiveness (as demon-
strated in papers III and IV) – a favorable normative context, and the presence 
of economic vested interests.  
 
First, I find that a favorable normative context shaped NGOs’ ability to influ-
ence the observed changes in procedural transparency in RFMOs. These 
changes can also be interpreted as RFMOs’ implementation of the binding 
provisions related to public participation and access to RFMO reports and in-
formation, as outlined in UNFSA from 1995. I find that these provisions 
should also be viewed in light of a broader normative shift towards transpar-
ency and the promotion of the participation of a global civil society within the 
UN (UNECE, 1998; Willetts, 1996). This normative shift towards the demo-
cratic principles of transparency, accountability, and public participation is 
also clear within the context of global fisheries governance (Ardron et al., 
2014; FAO, 1995; Lodge et al., 2007; United Nations (UN), 1995; Wiser, 
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2001). It should also be understood as parallel to the development in other 
IOs, and the opening up of access to NGOs and other NSAs as observers (Tall-
berg et al., 2013). That NGOs have been less successful at influencing access 
to outcomes (compared to public participation and access to information) is 
not surprising given the sensitive nature of this information. States may prefer 
not to share such information with NGOs due to fears of being named and 
shamed. It may also be shaped by the fact that the binding provision in UNSFA 
does not specifically mention access to compliance-related information in 
RFMOs. 
 
Second, I find that NGOs are more likely to influence issues that are low in 
salience, with little economic importance, and that involve fewer vested inter-
ests. These scope conditions were important in the context of shark manage-
ment in ICCAT. Here, a number of no-retention policies were adopted be-
tween 2009–2011 for a number of shark species, without any major difficul-
ties or disagreements between member states. One of the main reasons why 
this was possible was that ICCAT fisheries rarely interact with these shark 
species, and that these species were less economically valuable. Some NGOs 
expressed that this battle was won almost too easily. By contrast, NGO at-
tempts to obtain similar no-retention policies for porbeagle and short fin mako 
sharks have not yet been successful, despite considerable efforts by NGOs as 
well as a number of key states. These findings corroborate those of previous 
studies that economic value and vested interests play an important role in de-
termining the level of NGO influence (Betsill and Corell, 2008; Mahoney, 
2007). This result is in line with previous studies on RFMOs which claim that 
one of the main reasons for ineffectiveness is that national positions are 
strongly shaped by national fishing industry interests and other geopolitical 
interests, and that these concerns are prioritized over discussing measures to 
overcome problems associated with overfishing (Barkin et al., 2018; 
Campling and Havice, 2018; Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly, 2010; Hurry et al., 
2008; Webster, 2015). Factors such as how much national fleets actually catch 
and which species they target, and with what gears and types of vessels, are 
important for understanding the positions of RFMO member states. The inter-
ests of national fishing industries appear to be closely related to those of 
RFMO member states. Future studies should pay close attention to these fac-
tors when considering NGOs’ ability to influence RFMO policy-making, and 
their implications for RFMO effectiveness.  
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Implications for an inclusive and ecosystem approach to fisheries 
management 
Taken together, this thesis adds to ongoing policy debates about the prospects 
for achieving sustainable fisheries through an inclusive and ecosystem ap-
proach to fisheries management (e.g., Bell et al., 2019; Garcia and Cochrane, 
2005; Haas et al., 2020). Today, several RFMOs formally refer to the ecosys-
tem approach in their Convention text, and most of them have adopted binding 
measures for sharks and other marine species, including sea turtles, seabirds, 
and marine mammals. This thesis finds that NGOs have played an important 
role in that development. For example, NGOs have influenced the adoption of 
shark policies in ICCAT. This has in turn, contributed to the expanded man-
date of ICCAT to go beyond tuna and tuna-like species, to also include sharks. 
At the same, RFMOs have a long way to go before they have implemented an 
ecosystem approach to fisheries management (Haas et al., 2020; Juan-Jordá et 
al., 2017).  
 
The ability of RFMOs to adopt a holistic and ecosystem approach have also 
been discussed in relation to the ongoing negotiations within the UN General 
Assembly to establish a new binding Convention for biodiversity beyond na-
tional jurisdiction (the BBNJ process) (e.g., Rochette et al., 2014; Wright et 
al., 2015). A major topic of debate has focused on the phrasing established in 
the ongoing negotiations that a new Convention cannot “undermine existing 
relevant legal instruments and frameworks and relevant global, regional and 
sectoral bodies” (UNGA, 2015). This has led to a debate about the involve-
ment of the RFMOs in managing biodiversity in the high seas more broadly. 
Given existing criticism of the RFMOs and its member states’ ability to man-
age highly migratory and straddling fish stocks within its mandate (Barkin and 
DeSombre, 2013; Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly, 2010; Green and Rudyk, 2020), 
many have remained skeptical about the ability of the RFMOs to go beyond 
its existing mandate. At the same time, previous studies have also found that 
RFMOs with deep sea mandates have identified vulnerable marine ecosystem 
(VMEs), where bottom trawling is prohibited, following debates carried out 
within the UN General Assembly (Wright et al., 2015). Others have cautioned 
against an increasingly fragmented institutional landscape relevant for trans-
boundary fish stocks and for managing the high seas, given lack of coordina-
tion and integration among the different institutions and an instruments 
(Blanchard, 2017). This thesis adds to this debate, by increasing the under-
standing for the role of NGOs within this global institutional landscape. It 
demonstrates that several NGOs focusing on marine and fisheries issues in-
creasingly engage in venue-shopping and are active in multiple global venues. 
The BBNJ process is no exception (cf. Blasiak et al., 2017). As such, the in-
creasingly complex institutional landscape relevant for governance of trans-
boundary fish stocks and the high seas more broadly, may provide additional 
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opportunities for NGOs to push for more stringent measures in line with an 
ecosystem approach, and to enhance coordination among different institutions 
and instruments.  
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Conclusions 

In summary, this thesis illustrates how the opening up of RFMOs from the 
1980s and onwards has led to an increasing diversity among the NSA popula-
tion, even though participation remains dominated by representatives from the 
fishing industry. NGO participation in RFMOs is shaped by institutional cir-
cumstances; the participation of other experts from research-based organiza-
tions, RFMO budgets, and democratic memberships in RFMOs all matter for 
NGO participation. Moreover, it finds that NSAs also participate beyond the 
realm of RFMOs, and increasingly engage in transnational partnerships, with 
implications for the capacity to address transboundary problems in fisheries. 
Here, the thesis in particular emphasize that these partnerships, similar to how 
NSAs operate in their individual capacity, are strategic actors that combine 
inside strategies with service provision.  
 
Importantly, the thesis finds that increasing NGO participation in the RFMOs 
has increased procedural transparency in these bodies, and expanded the focus 
to go beyond the main targeted fish stocks, to also include sharks. Finally, the 
thesis indicates that the increasingly complex and ‘polycentric’ institutional 
landscape relevant for governance of transboundary fish stocks and the high 
seas more broadly, may provide additional opportunities for NGOs to operate 
strategically. NGO participation by no means represent a silver bullet to solv-
ing complex transboundary environmental problems, however, as demon-
strated by this thesis these actors have an important role to play. 
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