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1  Introduction 

It was put forward as early as the 19th century, that human activities contribute 
to greenhouse gas emissions, the warming of the atmosphere and the changing 
of the climate (Bolin 2007). However, it was only in 1979, at the first World 
Climate Conference, that anthropogenic climate change was discussed as a 
problem at the global level (WMO, 1979). Nearly 40 years later, the latest 
special report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), re-
leased in 2018, summed up the current situation in blunt terms:  

“warming from anthropogenic emissions from the pre-industrial period to the 
present will persist for centuries to millennia and will continue to cause further 
long-term changes in the climate system, such as sea level rise, with associated 
impacts (high confidence).” (IPCC 2018)  

Global warming has come to such accelerated levels that the average global 
temperature rise is likely to surpass the Paris Agreement goal of 1.5°C be-
tween 2030 and 2052, given that emissions continue at the current rate.  

As of 2019, Earth has warmed up by 1°C, compared to the pre-industrial 
levels (since around 1880). Mitigating greenhouse gas emissions is not pro-
gressing as quickly as anticipated in the Paris Agreement in 2015, which 
leaves us with the reality of adapting to the effects of climate change. The 
adaptation to the not-so-new reality of a changing climate would mean “ad-
justing our societies and ecosystems to moderate harm or exploit beneficial 
opportunities” (IPCC 2007).1 

As climate change is such a global issue; it raises the questions as to who 
is taking actions to adapt our societies to climate change and what actions are 
being taken by these actors. Asking these questions is the first entry point of 
inquiry in the governance of climate change adaptation. Responding to climate 
change is no longer simply about reducing emissions. Adaptation is the pro-
cess of adjusting to a changing climate and reducing vulnerability to climate 
hazards through activities that are both directly and indirectly related to the 
impacts of climate change (Schipper 2009). The issue of adaptation has be-
come a significant part of international climate politics (Biermann 2014; 
Ciplet et al. 2015; Khan and Roberts 2013; Schipper 2006; Persson and Dzebo 
2019; Benzie and Persson 2019). Actors at multiple levels of governance, sub-
national, civil society, state business and international organizations engage 
with adaptation activities. 

 
1 For the opportunities of climate change refer to Scheraga and Grambsch, 1998.  
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International organizations (IOs) are important actors addressing climate 
adaptation. IOs act on adaptation challenges at the global scale, such as setting 
global guidelines on adaptation or even govern how national or local adapta-
tion challenges are to be acted upon, e.g. through multilaterally financed ad-
aptation projects (Persson 2019). United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), for example, has been heavily funding the local and national level 
adaptation programmes in the Global South. The Nepal Climate Change Sup-
port Programme (NCCSP) is an example of UNDP’s and more generally IOs’ 
actions in climate adaptation. UNDP formed a partnership with Nepal Minis-
try of Forests and Environment and carried out the task of assisting the local 
communities in implementing climate resilient projects and capacity develop-
ment of the local governance structures as well as managing the capital funds 
as grants to these structures (UNDP 2018).   

While global climate organizations, such as the UNFCCC and IPCC, have 
long been the prominent actors in how climate adaptation and mitigation is 
governed, recent decades have witnessed a shift. IOs with core mandates out-
side of climate change, such as the World Health Organization (WHO), have 
begun to address climate adaptation, for instance by publishing results of sci-
entific studies on the health impacts of climate change (WHO 2014). IOs who 
were pioneers in acting on climate adaptation, such as the European Union 
(EU) and the Pacific Island Forum (PIF), have become even more engaged by 
increasing funding opportunities for adaptation activities and implementing 
adaptation  projects (European Union 2017; PIF 2005). 

In the light of these developments, this dissertation asks to what extent, how 
and why non-climate IOs engage with climate change adaptation. This re-
search question is significant as understanding non-climate IOs’ engagement 
with climate adaptation is central to the theory and practice of global govern-
ance. Once we gain an understanding on the extent, how, and why non-climate 
IOs engage with climate change adaptation, we can add essential knowledge 
to the governance of not only climate adaptation, but also other emerging 
global problems of sustainability and global health crises.   

To answer the research question, the dissertation develops an overarching 
theoretical framework. The main argument is that IOs’ behavior and willing-
ness to engage with climate adaptation is a function of internal (IO design and 
bureaucratic politics) and external factors (IO connectivity, resource depend-
ency, fragmentation, problem complexity). This framework draws inspiration 
from literatures on organizational change (e.g., Littoz-Monnet 2017), socio-
logical institutionalism (e.g., Barnett and Finnemore 1999) and international 
bureaucracies (e.g., Biermann and Siebenhüner 2009).  

Throughout five independent research articles in this dissertation, I utilize 
this framework to develop new hypotheses in the context of adaptation. Draw-
ing on case studies and quantitative overtime data of 30 IOs, this thesis demon-
strates that all non-climate IOs in the sample display engagement with climate 
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adaptation in various forms ranging from publishing global guidelines to im-
plementing local-level projects.   

This dissertation has four key findings regarding IOs’ engagement with cli-
mate adaptation. First, the analyses support the earlier findings that climate 
adaptation’s political status and popularity accelerated especially after 2007 
(Khan and Roberts 2013). Second, I demonstrate that flexibility of IO man-
dates and access to adaptation resources facilitate further IO engagement with 
adaptation. This finding confirms the value of differentiating between IOs on 
the basis of design and capabilities (Abbott and Snidal 2000; Koremenos, 
Lipson, and Snidal 2001).  

Third, I find that the adaptation engagement spreads across IOs through 
two connection ways: (1) IOs’ sharing the same issue area and (2) IOs’ sharing 
the same world region. This finding contributes to the limited number of dif-
fusion studies across IOs (Grigorescu 2010; Sommerer and Tallberg 2019). 
Fourth, by undertaking a comparative case study analysis on the UN Environ-
ment, UNHCR and WHO, I find that IO bureaucrats consider the following 
three key challenges as hindrances of adaptation response: problem complex-
ity, harmful conflictive fragmentation, and fiscal pressures. This finding un-
covers a neglected issue in global environmental governance: the influence of 
structure on IO behavior. 

Overall, this dissertation reinforces the conclusion that adaptation scholars 
should abandon the search for conclusive answers as to whether IOs matter. 
Rather we should resort to a more refined approach, seeking to elaborate 
which IOs matter, under what conditions and in what ways. 

The rest of this introduction is structured as follows. I first present a brief 
background section on climate adaptation (section 2). Next, I review the rele-
vant literature on climate adaptation and isolated debates in the climate and 
environmental governance literatures on the relationship between organiza-
tions, issue areas and instruments (section 3). In section 4, I present the pri-
mary theoretical framework, which is built around the organizational change, 
institutional design, and international bureaucracies. Section 5 describes and 
discusses the methodological choices involved in examining IO engagement 
with climate adaptation, presenting a research strategy that features both qual-
itative and quantitative approaches. In section 6, I summarize the individual 
articles. Finally, I finish with a summary of the dissertation’s overall findings, 
outlining implications, limitations, and opportunities for future research. 
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2  Setting the Scene: What is Climate Change 
Adaptation?  

 
There are two different, yet complementary approaches to deal with climate 
change. The first is mitigation efforts, which aims to reduce the greenhouse 
gas emissions to limit the warming of the climate, e.g., introduction of electri-
cal cars instead of fossil fuel burning ones. The second approach is adaptation 
to climate change, which is central to this dissertation. IPCC defines climate 
adaptation as “adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual 
or expected climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits 
beneficial opportunities” (IPCC 2007). Debates on adaptation, what the con-
cept entails and how adaptation should be implemented started as early as the 
1990s. However, adaptation did not receive substantial scientific or political 
support in the 1990s as some scholars and environmentalists regarded adapta-
tion as a “distraction from the only real work, which was reducing emissions” 
(Sanderson and Islam 2007). Similarly, on the policy front, the 1992 UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol (KP) did not place any emphasis on adaptation either, as mitigation 
(i.e. the reduction of emissions) was the main goal (Khan and Roberts 2013).  

The Marrakech Accord of 2001 was the initial stage of discussion on adap-
tation (Persson 2019). At this stage, the framing of adaptation as a develop-
ment problem began to grain ground. This framing was built upon the logic 
that the disastrous impacts of climate change are heightened for vulnerable 
communities– for example, vulnerable, and underdeveloped communities ex-
perience higher negative impacts and devastation in the face of climate in-
duced natural disasters, such as flooding. Seeing adaptation as a development 
issue, Marrakech Accords led to the creation of special adaptation funds for 
the Least Developed Countries Fund (LDCF) and the Adaptation Fund (AF) 
(Khan and Roberts 2013).  

2007 marked the start of a new era for climate adaptation. The Bali Action 
Plan was adopted at the Conferences of Parties (COP) 13, which established 
adaptation as one of four pillars of climate action, along with mitigation, tech-
nology transfer, and finance (“Bali Action Plan” 2007). Financing options for 
adaptation accelerated, with the AF being operationalized, along with two 
other funds, the LDCF and the Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF). On the 
scientific knowledge front, the Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) of the IPCC 
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was published in 2007, reaching a stronger set of conclusions about impacts 
of the climate change, which were based on observed evidence of climate dis-
asters during the last decade (IPCC 2007).  

However, the Copenhagen Accord in 2009 generated different outcomes 
for mitigation and adaptation. Developed countries could not agree on legally 
binding greenhouse emission reduction numbers and a system to ensure the 
pledges were carried out. Yet, this setback for mitigation efforts lead develop-
ing countries to perceive adaptation as a more “winnable” strategy (Ciplet, 
Roberts, and Khan 2013). The industrial countries made financial pledges for 
adaptation for the first-time. The negotiations increased developing countries’ 
attention on adaptation, and willingness among developed countries to address 
this issue. These developments shed light on the political nature of adaptation. 
Adaptation is an issue of politics as it speaks to “issues of power, conflicting 
policy preferences, resource allocation and administrative tensions.” Thus, ad-
aptation faced contestation and inertia within some organizations (Dolšak and 
Prakash 2018). 

The Paris Agreement in 2015 was a turning point, as the agreement in-
cluded a “global goal” on adaptation (Article 7.1). For the first time, adapta-
tion was explicitly recognized as a “global challenge faced by all with local, 
subnational, national, regional and international dimensions” (Article 7.2). 
Such a provision on adaptation indicated a new era and upcoming new re-
search and policy practice on global adaptation  (Lesnikowski et al. 2017; 
Magnan and Ribera 2016).  

Both climate science and politics played their role in contributing to adap-
tation’s current elevated status. Earlier academic work on adaptation started 
with the studies of coastal communities (Klein et al. 2001), local disaster risk 
management (Allen 2006; Thomalla et al. 2006), and development and adap-
tation (Lemos et al. 2007). Both academic research and policy practices on 
adaptation have typically framed climate change impacts as “local issues” 
(Barrett 2008; Nalau, Preston, and Maloney 2015; Magnan and Ribera 2016; 
Khan 2013; Burton 2011). The local focus of adaptation studies and policies 
manifested itself in the “who should govern climate adaptation” question. 
Most adaptation planning and governance has been undertaken by national-
level and sub-national institutions (Challinor et al. 2018; Lesnikowski et al. 
2016), while international organizations were noted as being involved at most 
by funding these activities (Persson 2019).  

However, this enduring framing that adaptation is a local and a national 
responsibility is being challenged on two fronts. Firstly, on the research side, 
the calls are increasing for replacing the territorial understanding of climate 
impacts with trans-border climate risks (Benzie and Persson 2019). The late 
adaptation literature gives concrete examples of climate change’s transbound-
ary impacts. Among many, one can count disruptions of food security and 
cross-border climate-induced population displacement and migration 
(Challinor et al. 2017; Smith et al. 2018). Secondly, global policymakers also 
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challenge the notion that adaptation is a local issue. The 2015 Paris Agreement 
solidified the changing global position on the adaptation policy by explicitly 
defining a global goal on adaptation (Benzie and Persson 2019; UNFCCC 
2015).  

As adaptation is evolving to be a global phenomenon, so are the variety of 
actors involved in governing adaptation. The epistemic community around ad-
aptation is expanding to include more economics, supply chain analysis, fi-
nance, migration and security expertise in the national assessments (Benzie 
and Persson 2019). Dealing with global adaptation is likely to interest most 
areas of world politics, including but not limited to, global food, water, health, 
migration, trade, economic, energy and even international security governance 
(Adger 2003; Adger 2001; Biermann and Boas 2012). The next section details 
the state of art to pave the way to the inquiry of non-climate IOs’ adaptation 
engagement.   
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3  State of the Art  

 
In order to answer the questions on when, how, and why IOs engage with 
climate adaptation, I begin by referring to the liberal schools of International 
Relations. Rational choice (Snidal 2002) and liberal institutionalism offer 
fruitful avenues for exploration. Within these schools of thought, the theories 
on global governance and international organizations are most relevant to this 
dissertation as they theorize the exercise of authority beyond the nation state 
with reference to transnational problems (Zürn 2018).   

More specifically, I draw on two bodies of research as a starting point: (1) 
the literature on global adaptation governance—a subliterature of climate ad-
aptation—and (2) debates and literatures on governance structures and inter-
actions— consisting of a fragmented collection of academic studies in global 
environmental governance. The two literatures are products of different re-
search traditions but are often published in similar academic fora. Neither has 
systematically explored IOs’ engagement with climate adaptation. Yet by 
combining strands from the two literatures, this dissertation constructs a con-
ceptual and theoretical framework that yields testable empirical implications 
concerning the nature and reasons behind such engagement.  

In this section, I describe findings and the current state of art in climate 
change adaptation and different strands in global environmental governance 
on organizational relations and incorporation of new policies. I argue that cur-
rent approaches are insufficient in exploring climate change adaptation gov-
ernance, its multi-sectoral nature, and its scope. Indeed, there is an understud-
ied area of research concerning the structure of the global adaptation govern-
ance, IOs as actors as well as how agency shapes this structure. First, I present 
the state of art and the gaps in the adaptation governance scholarship followed 
by the section 3.2 in which I bring together the isolated debates in the climate 
and environmental governance literatures on the relationship between organi-
zations, issue areas and instruments.   
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3.1 Adaptation Governance Literature 
The adaptation governance literature is burgeoning. While significant pro-
gress has been made, there are three major gaps in this literature which I iden-
tify: (1) the focus on major global climate organizations, (2) the emphasis of 
studying adaptation at local and national levels, (3) the lack of studies on the 
role of IOs–especially the non-climate IOs, and (4) the difficulty of generating 
frameworks for comparative studies.  

Firstly, adaptation studies focus heavily on major global climate organiza-
tions as study subjects. This is especially true for studies prior to 2010, which 
studied how the environmental and climate organizations centered around the 
United Nations Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) dealt  with climate 
adaptation (Dolšak and Prakash 2018). Even though recent research displays 
that climate change impacts various sectors (e.g. Dellmuth et al. 2018; Serrao-
Neumann et al. 2014; Harrison et al. 2015), it remains unclear which global 
actors take place in this multi-sectoral global adaptation governance and what 
the main characteristics of their engagements are (see also Persson 2019). In 
the context of mitigation, global actors and political dynamics among them 
are better researched (e.g., Keohane and Victor 2011; Widerberg and Stripple 
2016).  

Secondly, climate adaptation governance at the regional and global level 
are still the least explored (Biermann and Boas 2012; Persson 2019; Benzie 
and Persson 2019). There is extensive literature on adaptation governance at 
sub-global levels, for example on community, local, urban, and national levels 
(see, e.g., Biesbroek et al. 2010; Dodman and Mitlin 2013; Meerow and 
Mitchell 2017). Even though adaptation scholars very recently recognize the 
need to study the climate impacts beyond national policies2, we lack adapta-
tion studies at the regional and global levels. Recently blooming global adap-
tation governance research is dominated by studies on how adaptation is 
funded (Ciplet et al 2015; Hall 2017; Pickering et al 2017) and understood 
across issue areas (Conca 2015; Khan and Roberts 2013; Persson and Dzebo 
2019). There have been few comparative studies which focus on the role of 
non-state actors in transnational governance (Bulkeley et al. 2014; Dzebo and 
Stripple 2015) or hybrid multilateralism (Bäckstrand et al. 2017).   

Thirdly, the role of IOs, especially the non-climate IOs has not been exten-
sively studied. Pioneering case studies in global environmental governance 
and climate change adaptation scholarship has formed and advanced our un-
derstanding in how specific IOs respond to climate change. For instance, Hall 
(2016) proposed that issue linkages and bureaucrats’ perceptions of how rele-
vant the climate change is to the IO mandate determine whether it responds to 
climate impacts. Other studies have focused on how IOs seek to expand their 

 
2 For recent studies referring to the need for global adaptation, check Persson and Dzebo 2019; Benzie and Persson 2019; Persson 2019; Dolšak 

and Prakash 2018).  
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mandate in response to challenges from other IOs due to overlapping regimes 
(Betts 2013; Margulis 2013). These studies provide valuable insights into why 
IOs might be engaging with climate adaptation (and how). Yet since the gen-
eralizability of these assumptions has not been tested, the applicability of the 
findings is limited to the IOs that they inspect. Thus, we know little about the 
factors shaping non-climate IOs’ engagement in climate adaptation. This is a 
central omission and limits our understanding of global adaptation govern-
ance, as IOs exercise growing authority, autonomy, and influence (Martin and 
Simmons 2012).  

Fourth and finally, the literature suffers from the lack of frameworks for 
comparative studies. Defining and tracking adaptation have significant chal-
lenges that hampered the progress of comparative studies on adaptation. First, 
there is no agreed theoretical or operational definition for adaptation (Dupuis 
and Biesbroek 2013). Similarly, it is difficult to combine a consistent and sys-
tematic framework that applies an assessment across organizations or states 
while accounting for the diversity of contexts and structures (developed–de-
veloping countries and multi-purpose–issue specific international organiza-
tions).  

There exists scholarly efforts to develop frameworks for adaptation assess-
ments and climate change impacts (Berrang-Ford, Ford, and Paterson 2011; 
Tompkins et al. 2018; Lesnikowski et al. 2016). However, these efforts have 
context sensitive frameworks, which are suitable for single case studies. The 
“grand challenge” for adaptation research is creating comparative and system-
atic frameworks and applying methodological tools (Magnan and Ribera 
2016; Ford et al. 2015). 

It is also noteworthy that there are opposing schools of thought when it 
comes to engaging in systematic adaptation studies. Some scholars argue that 
it is not possible or necessary to impose assessment of adaptation progress 
similarly across different actors (states or organizations) (Bours, McGinn, and 
Pringle 2015). This dissertation joins the opposing perspective rooted in the 
argument that consistent, and meaningful tracking of adaptation by actors is 
not only necessary, but also conceptually and methodologically feasible 
(Berrang-Ford et al. 2019).  

3.2 Governance Structures, Instruments and Systems 
This section serves two purposes. It initially introduces isolated debates in en-
vironmental and climate governance, and followingly lays out their three 
shortcomings. I argue that climate adaptation is a type of governance that is 
understudied. Climate adaptation governance can be placed amongst the 
broader environmental governance, which includes various governance areas 
such as biodiversity and climate mitigation. Environmental governance is a 
type of global governance that is described by Rosenau (1992) as regulations 
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and interdependent relations in the absence of overarching political authority 
in the international system.  

The questions which global actors are involved, their interactions and struc-
tures of the governance systems have been studied for climate change mitiga-
tion and environmental governance. These studies theoretically build upon 
and contribute to the understanding of (1) meta-level governance structures 
(polycentricism, regime complexity and fragmentation literatures) and (2) 
linkages and interactions among institutions (institutional interaction and in-
teraction management, mainstreaming and policy integration literatures). 
These literatures are different from one other in many aspects (e.g., study ob-
jects). However, they all contribute to the greater understanding of agency, 
structure and new structures created by agents. Even though these strands of 
literature do not necessarily study climate adaptation, it is important to provide 
an account of them, as they theorize the processes of how governance instru-
ments and organizations relate to environment and climate mitigation govern-
ance.  

In this section, I bring together isolated debates in environmental and cli-
mate governance, which have individual contributions as part of a larger, over-
arching debate on the relationships between instruments (Visseren-Hamakers 
2015). These debates are rather fragmented. The discussions circle around dif-
ferent concepts and encompass different literatures, including inter-organiza-
tional relations, polycentric governance, integrated management, environmen-
tal policy integration, mainstreaming, governance architectures and systems, 
regime complexes, and institutional interaction. They focus on different levels 
of governance for analysis (local, national, global etc.), have different study 
objects (policies, regimes, organizations, sectors), and have diverse contribu-
tions in the literature (normative approach, developing frameworks of analy-
sis, solution oriented frameworks) (Visseren-Hamakers 2015). Scholars of 
both global climate and environmental governance focus on the relationships 
between: (1) (environmental) governance instruments (including policies and 
rules) (Persson and Klein, 2010; Brouwer, Rayner and Huitema, 2013; 
Runhaar et al., 2017), and/or (2) governance systems (Zelli and van Asselt 
2013; Zelli 2011; van Asselt and Zelli 2014; Biermann et al. 2009). Govern-
ance instruments include public, private and hybrid policies and rules. 
Whereas a governance system can be defined as the total of regulations and 
interdependent relations in the absence of overarching political authority in 
the international system (Rosenau 1992).  

There are strands of literature studying organizational linkages, policies, 
and rules as ways to map climate mitigation governance. Literatures of insti-
tutional interaction and interaction management study the dyadic relationships 
between institutions (e.g., between the Convention on Biological Diversity 
and the Agreement on Trade- Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPS) under the World Trade Organization (WTO)) (Rosendal 2001, 2006) 
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and interlinkages across policy domains (e.g., trade-environment linkages) 
(Visseren-Hamakers 2015).  

IOs also engage in governing an issue area (e.g. climate) via mainstreaming 
(climate) goals into other sectoral policies (Lafferty and Hovden 2003). The 
practice of (environmental/ climate) policy integration seeks to build consid-
eration of environmental and climate objectives, respectively by avoiding in-
consistencies and incoherence between the policies of different sectors as well 
as ensuring that there are no gaps in sectors’ environmental and climate re-
sponsibilities (Peters 1998). Scholarship on climate policy integration focuses 
on examining how much climate goals are prioritized in policy instruments, 
such as Sustainable Development Goals, (Persson et al. 2016; OECD 2017), 
and IOs’ constituencies (Tosun and Peters 2018; Dellmuth and Gustafsson 
2021).  

As for literatures focusing on larger governance systems, one can count 
polycentricism, regime complexity and fragmentation. Contrary to the previ-
ously mentioned literatures which generally study bilateral interactions of in-
stitutions; polycentricism, regime complexity and fragmentation literatures 
focus on meta-level governance which allows for studying synergistic/ con-
flictive relationships among overarching norms and principles (Raustiala and 
Victor 2004; Biermann et al. 2009; Ostrom 2010; Mittelman 2013). 

However, these literatures have three important shortcomings. Firstly, none 
of the literatures provides analytically and operationally developed theoriza-
tions for comparisons of international organization’s degrees of engagement 
with governing an issue. Some scholars within fragmentation literature com-
pare IOs’ centrality within a regime via how many member states they have 
in common with other organizations (Widerberg 2016). Others compare IOs’ 
climate and environmental policy integration by looking at how much these 
issues are prioritized in IOs’ official mandates (Tosun and Peters 2018). How-
ever, neither counting the number of IOs’ shared member states nor the dis-
cursive prioritization of climate in official mandates/ constituencies are suffi-
cient to conclude how much IOs engage in governing climate adaptation. 
These measures fall short on scaling IO engagement; hence, the comparative 
studies are far from being fine grained.  

Secondly, literatures’ object of study is mainly the constituencies of IOs, 
their participation in international agreements, and state memberships (e.g., 
Tosun and Peters 2018; Widerberg 2016). While these study objects might 
display an organization’s formal standing in governing an issue, they are in-
sufficient in two ways. (1) They do not inform on IOs’ actual practices in cli-
mate adaptation. Without this knowledge, studies lack an understanding of 
how IOs engage climate adaptation into their day-to-day operations, budget 
allocation decisions, etc. (2) The number of member states and international 
treaty participation do not always change annually. Most of the time, it is not 
possible to answer the question how World Bank’s engagement with climate 
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adaptation differed from the year 2000 to 2001, if there is no change in organ-
ization’s constituency, membership base, or treaty participation. An IO might 
start a working group, establish an interagency standing committee, or facili-
tate a fund, which will all go unrecognized with these measures.  

The third shortcoming is studying engagement with global climate govern-
ance either as organizations’ engagement of the climate as an issue area (cli-
mate policy integration) or through IOs’ linkages with other organizations. 
Although there are studies conceptualizing engagement as both engaging with 
a new issue area and cooperation with other actors (Lafferty and Hovden 
2003), there are no empirical studies applying a comprehensive understanding 
of the concept’s many analytical dimensions. Studying only one dimension or 
aspect of engagement gives an insufficient account of how much organizations 
are immersed in governing climate adaptation.  

To summarize, the stand-alone articles contained in this dissertation grow 
out of intellectual exchange between these two bodies of literature. The cli-
mate adaptation literature provides insights on adaptation implementation but 
neglects IO agency. The debates in the global environmental governance lit-
erature provide sophisticated theories on engaging with issue areas and insti-
tutions but fall short on analytically and operationally developed theorizations 
for comparing organization’s engagement with issue areas. Connecting the 
two literatures unlocks the possibility for an analytical framework which 
promises a better understanding of the empirical questions of this dissertation.  
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4 Theoretical Framework  

 
This section firstly lays the theoretical assumptions of this thesis. Subsection 
4.2 articulates the central concept, IO engagement. Finally, 4.3 explains the 
IOs’ engagement with adaptation through factors internal and external to IOs. 
Four main arguments are sustained throughout this section. First, IOs have 
agency of their own and can initiate organizational change. Second, IOs are 
not solitary as they influence and are influenced by their environments. Third, 
engagement with climate adaptation is a matter of practical action and a con-
tinuum. Fourth, IOs create linkages with other issue areas. As a continuation 
of these propositions, this dissertation argues that IO behavior is an outcome 
of interaction of internal factors (e.g., bureaucratic politics) and external fac-
tors, (such as demands from organizational environments), which are ex-
plained and tested further in the stand-alone articles.  
 

4.1 Theoretical Assumptions  
Studying non-climate IOs’ engagement with adaptation requires theorizing 
the agency of IOs and their interaction with the environment. IOs exercise 
growing authority in an increasing range of issue areas, including adaptation. 
They play an essential role in creating global rules, generate and disseminate 
information, set standards, diffuse norms and values, and in some cases set 
rules of compliance (Ege 2017; Martin and Simmons 2012; Tosun and Peters 
2018). The overarching theoretical framework of this dissertation is built on 
the idea that IOs shape their environment through actions as the norm setter 
and diffusers, while the structural circumstances shape IO governance re-
sponses by transforming ideas and preferences among IO bureaucrats into ac-
tion (see also Ege 2017). To develop the overarching framework, I draw in-
spiration from literatures on organizational change (e.g., Littoz-Monnet 
2017), sociological institutionalism (e.g., Barnett and Finnemore 1999) and 
international bureaucracies (e.g., Biermann and Siebenhüner 2009) .  

This dissertation begins with four assumptions on IOs.  First, IOs have 
agency on their own. I treat IOs as actors who adopt strategies in response to 
internal (e.g., bureaucratic politics) and external factors, which as outcomes 
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can represent changes in their tasks, design, and policy scopes and eventually 
mandate. Scholars of international organizations study the changes IOs go 
through (IOs) by typically highlighting the centrality of states (Barnett and 
Coleman 2005). Although I acknowledge that states are important for under-
standing when and why IOs act and undergo change, IOs themselves can ini-
tiate change.  

Second, this dissertation does not regard IOs as unitary actors with clearly 
defined interests and preferences (e.g., March 1988; Barnett and Finnemore 
2004a; Biermann and Siebenhüner 2009). The question of how IOs behave 
rely on whether one conceives of these organizations as unitary actors or as 
constituting of separate subunits and individuals with different expertise, cul-
ture, interests, etc. Conformant with the theories of sociological neo-institu-
tionalism, I build upon the assumption that there is intra-organizational poli-
tics involving multiple actors with inconsistent preferences (March 1988). 
Thus, IOs have different subunits which develop different cultures, perspec-
tives and interests, which can range from objectives specific to subunits to 
personal convictions and normative dilemmas (Reinalda and Verbeek 2004). 
International organization is a pluralistic arena with many actors, state, and 
non-state, in which the actual outcome cannot simply be predicted by pointing 
at the interests of the most powerful member states. 

Third, IOs’ policy scopes, in other words the breadth of IO’s policy port-
folio is open to change. The scope of an organization usually is determined in 
founding documents, constituencies, and mandates which convey the core pol-
icy areas IOs deal with. Many of the founding contracts of international or-
ganizations are vaguely written on purpose to allow the room for maneuver in 
the face of novel situations (Koremenos, Lipson, and Snidal 2001; Hooghe, 
Lenz, and Marks 2019). The assumption that the global governance is consti-
tuted by international organizations with set mandates is just one façade of the 
global politics (Sell, Avant, and Finnemore 2010). However, newly emerging 
global challenges do not fit into the silos of policy issues. As the purpose of 
an IO is to facilitate the provision of public goods, IOs can expand their policy 
scope in the face of new problems (see functional theories of international 
cooperation Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019). A historical example to this is 
NATO’s, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s (OSCE), 
and the European Union’s expansion of their functional scopes into the emerg-
ing field of “military crisis management” after the end of Cold War (Hooghe, 
Lenz, and Marks 2019).  

Fourth, IOs are not isolated agents as they are in constant contact with their 
environments. They shape the environment with their actions and are influ-
enced and shaped by it (e.g., Barnett and Coleman, 2005), a conceptualization 
which that fits into the broader sociological institutionalist tradition. The cen-
tral way for IOs to engage with environment is to create and promote issue 
linkages. When an IO decides to engage with a new issue area, they create a 
linkage between their mandate and the new issue. An organization’s decision 
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to engage with a new issue depends firstly on the nature of that issue, and how 
relevant it is to its mandate. Secondly, engagement might also occur from the 
beliefs and perceptions of bureaucrats that a new issue area, such as climate 
change, should be addressed without necessarily having a strategical motive. 
There exist many examples of, and a growing literature on, emerging linkages 
that bridge distinct issues such as: development and migration (Betts 2010; 
Hall 2016), gender and security (Shephard 2008), or trade and environment 
(Etsy 2001). 

4.2 Conceptualizing IO Engagement 
In the previous sections, I have used the concepts of IO engagement with ad-
aptation. Before proceeding further into the theory section, the definition of 
this concept should be discussed briefly. This section conceptualizes IO en-
gagement, while providing working definitions of two other concepts fre-
quently used in this dissertation: international organizations, and climate ad-
aptation activities.  

Firstly, it is essential to lay out this dissertation’s international organization 
definition, before moving to the conceptualization of IO engagement. This 
thesis defines an IO through the attribution of the following characteristics: 
(a) institutionalized decision-making (including a permanent headquarters and 
a written constitution or construction), (b) a formal structure (i.e., a legislative 
body, execution and administration) with a stable bureaucracy, and (c) a stable 
membership of nation-states (Hooghe and Marks 2015). The IO sample in this 
dissertation include global organizations (e.g., OECD), regional organizations 
(e.g., ASEAN), and UN agencies (e.g., WHO), but exclude nongovernmental 
organizations and nonmaterial international institutions.  

To define and develop a conceptual framework of IO engagement, I build 
upon the global environmental governance (van Asselt et al 2015; van Asselt 
et al 2005) and policy integration literatures (Jordan and Lenschow 2010; 
Tosun and Peters 2018; Persson et al 2018; Kok and de Coninck 2007). IO 
engagement is defined as the degree to which IOs are linked to and participate 
in climate adaptation through their organizational responses. IO engagement 
includes policy integration and mainstreaming behavior—when IOs incorpo-
rate new policies into their existing larger units or unify several policies to 
create a new whole (van Asselt et al 2015; Runhaar et al 2017). However, IO 
engagement is broader as IOs do not only mainstream adaptation into existing 
policies, but also, organize standalone institutional and behavioral adaptation 
activities. IO engagement also includes climate change bandwagoning—when 
an IO strategically links to climate change politics for gaining resources or 
impact the climate regime (Jinnah 2011). However, engagement might also 



16 

occur from substantiated issue linkages—the beliefs and perceptions of bu-
reaucrats that climate change should be addressed without necessarily having 
a strategical motive.  

IO responses to climate adaptation, through which IO engagement takes 
place, are defined here as tangible actions. Examples to climate adaptation 
activities include, but are not limited to, assessments of risk exposure and ad-
aptation options (UNDP and CDMP 2007; ADB 2018), establishing adapta-
tion funds (EU 2019; OECD 2010), and coordinating with other organizations 
across regions to have multi-partnered and multi-focused projects (such World 
Bank’s adaptation project with a focus on water management, biodiversity and 
wetland conservation in collaboration with the government of the Maldives) 
(World Bank 2018). This suggests that IO responses, as referred to here, can 
range from one-time behaviors such as publishing of a report to institutional-
ized changes such as setting up climate adaptation departments. However, dis-
courses and speech acts are excluded from the scope of IO responses as some 
of these acts might merely be declarations of intent. IO responses to climate 
change adaptation and IO adaptation activities are used interchangeably 
throughout this dissertation.  

This practical engagement refers to any institutionalized action evidenced 
in documentation, e.g., treaties, protocols, declarations, constitutions, frame-
work legislation, budgetary documents, or white articles. The underlying idea 
is that an IO’s responsibility to govern some policy areas indicate themselves 
in legal, financial, and organizational practices of organizations. A change in 
policy scope leaves a clear footprint in the budget or in the establishment or 
elimination of an institution (e.g., commission, a crisis management mecha-
nism, or a high-profile position). An IO’s engagement with a new issue area, 
in this case climate adaptation, indicates the process of expansion of the policy 
areas. This is a gradual process towards the mandate change, which does not 
necessarily need to be the ultimate result. However, through IOs’ deliberate 
and authoritative actions, one can observe whether they are part of the global 
governance of adaptation and how they are shaping this.  

The added value of the adaptation engagement concept is firstly putting 
forth an operationalized concept to measure IO’s participation at the adapta-
tion governance at the broadest sense. Engagement includes behaviors as di-
verse as attending an international convention, publishing a report, or collab-
orating on a country level project. Thus, without a broadly defined engage-
ment concept, measuring the degree to which IOs participate in governing cli-
mate adaptation would not be possible.  

As a result of engaging with climate adaptation, IOs and their practices 
become a part of the global adaptation governance, constituting it as well as 
being influenced by it. I use the following working definition of global gov-
ernance; “authoritative attempts to shape the actions of constituents towards 
some form of public purpose” (Bulkeley et al. 2014). Drawing on this defini-
tion of global governance, Persson (2019) suggests that “global adaptation 
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governance occurs when state and non-state actors in the global (including 
transnational) sphere authoritatively and intentionally shape the actions of 
constituents toward climate change adaptation as a public goal” (Persson 
2019). This dissertation takes an action-based turn on governance as well. One 
single action on adaptation would not make an IO the global governor in the 
adaptation sphere. This is the very reason why IO engagement is a matter of 
degrees, which enables a fine-grained understanding of even the smallest ac-
tions within climate adaptation governance.  

This dissertation does not regard engagement with climate adaptation as an 
act of quest for further IO autonomy. Rather the IO behavior of engagement 
is a product of external and internal factors described in section 4.3. Contrary 
to the principal-agent theories, which regard the IOs as agents in pursuit of 
further autonomy and resources and provide the issue expansion as a way to 
do this, there are downsides to expanding the policy scope and engagement 
with climate change adaptation. For an IO, dealing with a new issue area 
would mean extra burden on the existing resources if new resources were not 
granted. Furthermore, it would require new staff, or the reliance on mostly 
transnational actors’ expertise, a more complicated organizational structure, 
and so on. The next section lays out factors to explain why IOs engage with 
climate adaptation.  

4.3 Explaining IO Engagement 
What explains international organizations’ engagement with climate adapta-
tion? Studying the non-climate IOs’ engagement with climate adaptation is a 
case of IOs’ expanding their issue areas. Thus, to construct my argument, I 
turn to the explanations of organizational change inspired from the resource 
gain incentives (resource dependency), bureaucratic culture, environmental 
effects (Gest and Grigorescu 2010; Barnett and Coleman 2005), and changing 
external actors and environmental conditions (organizational ecology) 
(Abbott et al 2016). I categorize the factors affecting organizational behavior 
as internal and external; the former being the forces within the IO, whereas 
the latter is the forces originating from the IO environment. I argue that IOs’ 
behavior and willingness to engage with climate adaptation is a function of 
internal (IO design and bureaucratic politics) and external factors (IO connec-
tivity, resource dependency, fragmentation, problem complexity). This sec-
tion explains how each one of these factors affect IO behavior and issue ex-
pansion. Throughout the independent research articles in this dissertation, I 
utilize this framework to develop new hypotheses in the context of adaptation. 
The research articles 1, 2 and 3 in this dissertation studies the above-men-
tioned factors’ effects, both sequentially and in combination with one another.  
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4.3.1 Internal Factors 
Internal factors refer to intra-organizational dynamics, such as the bureau-
cratic politics and IO design. IOs with different subunits espouse bureaucrats 
with diverse interests. Bureaucrats enjoy a certain level of autonomy 
(Reinalda and Verbeek 2004). Given the restricted budgets of international 
organizations, intra-organizational rivalry accelerates. For example, Freitas’s 
(2004) study on UNHCR displays how such a rivalry hindered the organiza-
tion’s room for maneuver to expand its mandate to protecting the internally 
displaced people (Freitas 2004).  

Inspired from rational institutionalism, rational design functions of IOs also 
determine whether to respond to a new issue area.  The institutional design of 
IOs have many dimensions including, but not limited to, the policy and geo-
graphical scope, the autonomy of IO bodies, voting structure, and IO mandates 
(Koremenos, Lipson, and Snidal 2001). Founding IO contracts are key ele-
ments in IO design and they affect the development of the IO’s policy portfo-
lio. Even though most IO contracts have some degree of incompleteness, some 
IOs’ contracts are deliberately more flexible and incomplete than others. The 
IOs with more complete contracts typically have a clearly defined objective 
to manage a specific cooperation problem, such as the protection of internally 
displaced people. These IOs are more likely to be task specific IOs with nar-
rower policy portfolio and founded to address a specific problem. On the other 
hand, IOs with highly incomplete contracts establish broad parameters for IOs. 
They commit IOs to a vague purpose—e.g. a “community of peoples” or the 
aim of “ever closer Union” in the European Community’s Treaty of Rome 
(Marks et al 2014). IOs with incomplete contracts are general purpose IOs 
with a broader and less precise purpose that lends itself to greater institutional 
flexibility. This flexibility is evidenced in the number of reforms an IO under-
goes, whereas general purpose organizations undergo reform on average every 
15 years, a process that requires 36 years for those that are task-specific (Lenz 
et al 2015). 
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It is important to pay attention to the founding contracts of IOs and thus the 
task specific-general purpose divide while considering how IOs respond to the 
environmental demands. Task specific and general purpose IOs represent two 
distinct approaches to international cooperation among states (Lenz et al. 
2015). General purpose IOs engage with a manifold of problems. These or-
ganizations deal with a variety of issues depending upon the problems of a 
given community. By contrast, task specific IOs aim toward a resolution 
within a specific policy domain such as trade, refugee protection, or food se-
curity. IOs with incomplete contracts are more likely to respond to the climate 
change adaptation even if it is outside of their mandate. They already cover 
broader policy portfolios and the congruence of a new issue area to their man-
date is less critical. This is the opposite for task specific IOs. As they are 
founded to respond to specific problems, their policy portfolios are narrower, 
and policy areas have substantiated issue linkages among them. Article 1 ex-
amines the effects of IO mandate flexibility on adaptation engagement.  

4.3.2 External Factors  
The external environment in which an international organization is embedded 
provides the broad context in which decisions are made by framing the bound-
aries of possible choices (Aldrich and Pfeffer 2003; Pfeffer and Salancik 
1978). IOs’ external environment (organizational environment) espouses their 
relations with other actors such as other IOs and member states. Organiza-
tional environment influences IO behavior in two ways. Firstly, the resource 
dependency of IOs lead them to compete with the ones in their own niches. 
Functionalist theories suggest that IOs aim at furthering their resources and 
autonomy by expanding to new issue areas. This line of literature suggests that 
IOs are dependent on external resources for their survival (Pfeffer and 
Salancik 1978). Thus, they are likely to follow one another in engaging with 
climate adaptation if they will be able to attain more resources by doing so. 
This line of argument is similar to the cost-benefit calculations arguments, but 
here, the benefits are material resources, rather than any perceived benefits an 
IO can have (e.g., their reputation). Unlike, statist theories, resource depend-
ency suggests that IOs have their own agency to navigate competition. Espe-
cially in competitive markets where IOs are losing their relevance, they start 
engaging with other issue areas to ease difficulties in financing, organizational 
relevance, and/or expertise (Conliffe 2011).  

Theories on resource dependency are highly intertwined with assumptions 
of competition and competitive marketplaces for IOs. Explanations on how 
competitive systems affect IOs point to organizations’ expanding their man-
date and mainstreaming new issue areas to increase their competitiveness 
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(Betts 2013; Hall 2016). In other words, the competitive environment incen-
tivizes IOs to engage with other issue areas or shift governance area. Cooper-
ation, we can assume, will not occur if IOs are operating in a competitive en-
vironment. There may even be conflicts as IOs engage in territorial battles 
over what issue areas fall exclusively under their domain. This is especially 
so because organizations have overlapping mandates, and new issue areas, 
such as climate adaptation, does not fit within the mandate of any single or-
ganization. Such propositions are supported by Marcussen’s (2004) study of 
OECD. Marcussen observes that although IOs apply to funds together in co-
operative projects at times, evidence point to increased competition between 
international organizations. For instance OECD is facing competition from the 
EU as the EU becomes a more important standard setter in specific social pol-
icy areas (Marcussen 2004).  

Also, as a second effect of organizational environment on IOs, scholars 
suggest the linkages of IOs with their environments (cf. Elkins and Simmons 
2004; Strang 1991; Alter 2012; Jetschke and Murray 2012; Lenz and Burilkov 
2017; Risse 2016). This logic suggests that IOs do not just turn to their envi-
ronment for the sake of copying the best practices or to gain resources. IOs 
are not solitary organizations as they are influenced by other IOs, especially 
by the ones that have formal (i.e., shared membership base) and informal in-
terconnections (i.e., sharing the same the geographical region or issue area). 
Sommerer and Tallberg (2019) suggests that interconnections among IOs con-
stitute the key mechanism of diffusing information, models, and policies 
across IOs. If we review the IO connectivity literature through the lens of cli-
mate adaptation studies, we come across two dimensions studied by adapta-
tion scholars and diffusions studies as possible variation sources in organiza-
tion’s engagement with adaptation (Hall 2016): (1) IOs belonging to the same 
functional reference group (same issue area IOs) and (2) regional reference 
group (same world region IOs). Accordingly, IOs perceive the policies 
adopted by their reference groups to be the most relevant and thus are more 
likely to choose those policies. In the case of climate change adaptation, IOs 
in the same functional issue area and regional reference groups also face sim-
ilar adaptation challenges, which makes IO policy choices even more relevant 
to one another. This proposition is further explained and tested in Article 2.  

Another part of IO environment is the external epistemic communities and 
knowledge they generate. Scientific and advocacy communities have the abil-
ity to influence IO and state actions and agendas by the knowledge base they 
create. The existing scientific knowledge base in an issue is a determinant of 
the problem complexity surrounding it. Problem complexity refers to the de-
gree to which a policy issue is framed and discussed in different ways as well 
as the degree to which it is difficult to analyze and address (Keohane and 
Victor 2011). Thus, lack of scientific knowledge or scientific uncertainty 
makes a problem too complex for actors to tackle.   
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IO bureaucrats working in the secretariats of the IOs have been shown to 
have few incentives to participate in adaptation governance if adaptation is 
framed as “decision-making under uncertainty” (Wise et al. 2014). Indeed, as 
policymaking involves making choices in a context of imperfect knowledge, 
risks, and tight time frames, domestic policymakers and international bureau-
crats tend to prefer robust evidence on issue linkages (Wardekker et al. 2008). 
As an example, one of the most important institution at the science-policy in-
terface is the IPCC. IPCC reports synthesize the state of art of climate science 
and communicate it to policymakers (IPCC 2007). IPCC reports, however, are 
not just a vehicle of communication, instead they are actively shaping the 
knowledge on climate change that is brought into the science and policy realm 
(Vasileiadou, Heimeriks, and Petersen 2011). The IPCC reports’ increasing 
focus on climate adaptation after 2007 also directed the political attention into 
that direction.  

In sum, this theoretical framework generates propositions that can be sub-
jected to empirical testing. Mechanisms here refer to the interaction between 
actors and processes, both internal and external to an organization, which is 
reflected as the outcome of IO taking the action of engagement with adapta-
tion. These relate to the factors which are likely to influence IOs to expand 
their issue areas. Many of these have not been previously tested in the context 
of climate change adaptation. Each of the independent articles in this disser-
tation elaborates these theoretical propositions further, specifying hypotheses 
and observable implications relevant for the topic at hand. 
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5 Study Design   

The previous sections highlighted the lack of knowledge on global climate 
adaptation governance. It problematized the way non-environmental and non-
climate IOs’ engagement with adaptation was unrecognized, hindering the un-
derstanding of where adaptation governance starts and ends. I also suggested 
that the causes of IO engagement with adaptation was explored only through 
single-IO case studies, discussing little about the general trends and variations 
across IOs. Furthermore, the interaction between the IOs, the structures they 
create, and IO behavior have not been explored, especially in the context of 
climate adaptation. This dissertation contributes to generating new knowledge 
on global climate change adaptation and resolves some of these uncertainties 
guided by the following research question: 
 

“To what extent, how and why do non-climate IOs engage with climate 
change adaptation?”  

 
To approach this question, this dissertation espouses a mixed-method ap-

proach. This thesis is composed of five research articles independent from one 
another in terms of goals and methods used. Even though articles are inde-
pendent, they are complementary to each other in understanding IO responses 
in global adaptation governance. The first goal of this thesis is to describe IO 
governance of adaptation. Such a descriptive study requires identification of 
actors and a systematic analysis of their actions. Thus, I conduct a large-N 
study to map organizational trends and dimensions of adaptation engagement 
over time and across IOs. I present the novel dataset (article 5) and display 
sources of variation across IOs in article 1. This descriptive study is followed 
by an explanatory quantitative study seeking to explain the drivers behind IOs’ 
general engagement trends (article 2). In article 3, I explore the opportunities 
and barriers that shape adaptation engagements of three IOs (WHO, UNHCR 
and UN Environment). Article 4 focuses on the WHO as a case study and 
delves into the politics of adaptation and studies how WHO built the climate 
adaptation-health nexus.  

The next subsection (5.1) first discusses the strengths and weaknesses of 
mixed methods research design of this compilation thesis. Following that, 5.2 
discusses quantitatively studying IO engagement. It is followed by a discus-
sion on conducting qualitative research on opportunities and barriers for IO 
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while responding to climate adaptation (5.3). Finally, 5.4 discusses the limita-
tions.  

5.1 Studying IO Engagement and International 
Organizations through Large-N Analyses and Case 
Studies 
The initial research inquiry of this study, namely (1) “How, when and why 
international organizations (IOs) engage with climate adaptation?” and (2) 
“What are the organizational motivations and challenges?”, are broad ques-
tions requiring the studying of complex phenomena, such as organizational 
engagement, IO motivations and challenges. IOs’ engagement with climate 
adaptation have been studied through in-depth IO case studies, generating new 
insights (e.g. Hall 2016), while leaving the question of generalizability un-
touched. I join those who suggest that research on climate adaptation could 
benefit from a greater focus on lessons from development across different con-
texts (Purdon and Thorntorn 2019). Thus, I choose to study when, and how 
aspects of organizational engagement quantitatively through constructing a 
large-N dataset to understand and demonstrate general over-time trends. 

Answering the question regarding IO motivations, challenges, and strate-
gies requires a deeper understanding in the context and structures of IOs. IO 
motivations and challenges are inherently linked to and are shaped by the bu-
reaucrats’ interpretations and framings. Matching quantitative measures to IO 
interpretations and motivations would be methodologically challenging and 
runs the risk of generating a limited understanding. Thus, I turn to information 
gathering through interviews and in-depth case studies to answer IO motiva-
tions, encountered challenges, and strategies in responding to climate adapta-
tion.  

It is useful to mention here that quantitative and qualitative analyses in this 
dissertation are connected in two major ways, drawing on insights from the 
mixed methods design literature (i.e. Bryman, 2007). Firstly, qualitative ma-
terial (IOs’ official documents, e.g., annual reports) is analyzed to construct 
the large-N dataset used in the quantitative analyses in articles 1, 2 and 5. Sec-
ond, findings of the quantitative studies inform the case selection and design 
of the qualitative studies (articles 3 and 4). Theoretical anomalies and societal 
relevance guide this case selection.  

Even though compiling quantitative and qualitative studies within a collec-
tion of articles has advantages for producing complementary and triangulated 
answers, using mixed methods could also raise some difficulties. Conceptual-
ization and measurement of the same phenomena in studies of different re-
search traditions could be the primary hardship encountered (Ahram 2013). 
As this dissertation begins with the quantitative part, converting quantitative 
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measures into qualitative definitions and ontological categories is a probable 
difficulty. For instance, as I elaborate further in the following section, I meas-
ure IOs’ staffing and funding of climate adaptation activities in a binary man-
ner –1 if staffing and funding is allocated for adaptation and 0 if not. However, 
the following qualitative case studies expose much finer grained categoriza-
tions for these variables which makes comparisons across articles harder.  

Moreover, as a mixed methods study, this dissertation might be open to 
conceptual stretching and the resulting problem of mechanism muddling3 as 
the same phenomena are used in quantitative and qualitative articles respec-
tively. However, as different articles in this dissertation have different foci, it 
would be less of a risk to have contradictory findings, and thus the mechanism 
muddling. Literature on mixed methods studies emphasize developing flexible 
concepts to overcome these problems (Ahram 2013). In this line, this disser-
tation bears an additional advantage. The unique data collection process for 
articles 1 and 5 places greater importance on this study’s novel concept for-
mation process which is generally overlooked in quantitative studies. Not us-
ing an established dataset’s conceptual framework is an advantage of this 
study, as otherwise there would be a straitjacket on freedom of conceptualiza-
tion.  

5.2 Studying Trends in IO Engagement Quantitatively 
This compilation thesis initially aims at describing the current state of global 
climate adaptation governance by traditionally non-environmental and non-
climate IOs. For this purpose, a unique dataset is compiled. The dataset is 
constructed through qualitative textual analysis of 30 IOs’ annual reports for 
the time period 1990-2017. The dataset is at IO-year level. Analysis seeks to 
display the over-time and across IO variations in adaptation engagement by 
depicting what actions IOs have taken within the area of climate adaptation 
(e.g., conducting meetings, conferences, issuing declarations, frameworks, 
and guidelines, establishing funds, and opening of new departments, etc.).  

5.2.1 Research Design  
The dataset includes 30 IOs whose original mandates do not fall within climate 
or environment issues. For the purpose of this study, I define an international 
organization in the similar tradition as previous literatures: IOs are selected 
among those which are composed of three or more member states and having 
an explicit and continuous institutional framework (Hooghe and Marks 2015). 

 
3 Mechanism muddling is the phenomenon encountered when “differences between definitions used in qualitative and quantitative versions of 

concepts embed different causal properties into those definitions” (Ahram 2013, 280). 
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During sample selection, I consulted the Correlates of War dataset and identi-
fied organizations which have permanent headquarters, a website, a formal 
structure (i.e., a legislative body, execution, and administration), a written 
constitution or construction, published annual reports, and plenary sessions at 
least once a year. Selected IOs make an overtime study possible, in contrast 
to difficulty in accessing information from organizations lacking a formal 
structure, permanent staff and regular plenary sessions. After defining the 
study’s IO conceptualization, I defined the population of IOs in three steps.  

The first step was to limit the sample to non-climate IOs. As this disserta-
tion is interested in issue expansion, the dataset includes IOs whose founding 
treaties or legal frameworks do not include climate change. For example, UN-
FCCC, whose core mandate encompasses adaptation, is excluded. The second 
step was to limit the sample further to IOs in policy areas for which adaptation 
is relevant. In order to identify the relevant IO population, I conducted careful 
desk research by engaging with the case study literature on adaptation (Betts 
2013; Margulis 2013; Biermann and Boas 2010). As a result, I identified nine 
broad issue areas: development, disaster risk management, food and agricul-
ture, global development banking, health, migration, peace and security, re-
gional cooperation, and trade. 

As the third step, I then selected the major IOs in each issue area for the 
coding of adaptation engagement. For example, in the area of health, I in-
cluded the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) but excluded the Pan American Health Organization 
(PAHO). This sample (Table 1) includes the universe of IO varying levels 
adaptation engagement, ranging from no engagement to very high engage-
ment.  

For reasons of feasibility, I subsequently chose 30 IOs with substantial au-
thority in one or several of these nine issue areas, while maintaining an equal 
distribution of regional and global IOs. A total of 30 IOs span across all world 
regions—Africa, Asia, the Americas, Europe, and a sample of organizations 
with global membership—fall into the nine issue areas mentioned earlier. UN 
specialized agencies and offices were included in the sample if they enjoy au-
tonomy over their operations and budgetary decisions and have separate mem-
bership criteria even though some have reporting requirements to the UN Gen-
eral Assembly. The world region that is best represented in the sample is the 
global level (15 IOs), followed by the African region (6 IOs), the Asian region 
(4 IOs), the European region (3 IOs), and the North and South American re-
gions (2 IOs). 
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5.2.2 Operationalizing IO Engagement  
This dissertation defines IO engagement as a complex and multi-dimensional 
concept. I therefore propose an operationalization that considers this complex-
ity while at the same time lending itself to making inference to the overall 
degree of adaptation engagement of an IO.  

Firstly, to measure IO engagement, I define and delimit IOs’ “governance 
responses” to climate adaptation. What counts as a governance response and 
what is excluded? Within this selection, I have excluded mere discursive/ rhe-
torical responses by IOs, such as the speeches by the secretary generals. I in-
cluded governance responses, such as operational, structural, and financial ac-
tivities of IOs. Formation of working groups, creation of funds, publishing of 
reports, organizing conferences could be examples of governance responses.  

Each IO response to adaptation is analyzed through four analytically dis-
tinct and complementary dimensions of IO engagement: prioritization, time 
horizon of adaptation activities, funding and staffing. These dimensions are 
identified as central aspects of organizational ambition and commitment in the 
literatures on mainstreaming (Kok and de Coninck 2007), policy integration 
(Jordan and Lenschow 2010), interaction management (Oberthür and Gehring 
2006), and IOs’ own assessments of their commitments to climate adaptation 
(ADB 2017). These four dimensions coalesce as they display how committed 
IOs are to climate adaptation, as referred in global environmental governance 
and policy integration literatures and also by IOs on how they measure their 
own commitments (ADB 2017b). As previously noted, IO activities can man-
ifest in diverse IO policies, structure, and operations (van Asselt and Gupta 
2010). Focusing on organizational activities rather than on the rhetorical ef-
forts of IOs assists in systematically identifying and quantifying the ambition 
and engagement levels of a large number of IOs across years. 

In order to evaluate each IO activity’s commitment level, prioritization is 
an important dimension of IO adaptation engagement. Prioritization delves 
into how central climate adaptation aims are in an IO activity. For instance, 
adaptation is a more central aim of a program, focusing mainly on decreasing 
the adverse health effects of climate change compared to a development pro-
gram targeting community development with side benefits of climate adapta-
tion. Focusing on the centrality of adaptation aims in each activity is essential 
in capturing IO engagement, as IOs may rebrand their existing activities—
such as labelling development activities as adaptation, a practice addressed by 
previous research (Dolšak and Prakash 2018). 

Finally, apart from IOs’ prioritization of climate adaptation, their commit-
ment to longer-term activities also indicates how willing they are to deepen 
their engagement with adaptation (cf. Keast et al 2007; Biermann 2008). Also, 
from a policy perspective, prioritizing climate adaptation and organizing 
longer-term activities are targets that IOs set for themselves for governing ad-
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aptation (ADB 2017b). Thus, the time horizon of adaptation activities is a di-
mension of IO engagement with adaptation. The second dimension, time hori-
zon, captures the temporal length of an adaptation activity. The variable is 
coded 0.5 for one-shot engagements with adaptation, 1 for responses of me-
dium length (up to 5 years), and 1.5 for responses lasting longer than 5 years. 
Longer-term activities are interpreted as an indicator of the level of IOs’ com-
mitment to climate adaptation (Supporting information files, Table A2).  

The last two dimensions, funding and staffing, indicate how willing IOs are 
to use their limited resources on climate adaptation-related programming. Al-
locating funding and staffing are common goals found in institutional brief-
ings that demonstrate organizational commitment to climate change mitiga-
tion and adaptation (Engen and Prizzon 2018). The amount of funds and staff 
allocated to climate adaptation is partly a function of an IO’s total resources, 
but fund allocations also indicate how willing an IO is to engage with the is-
sue.  

Mostly for time and financial constraints, information on the governance 
responses is gathered through annual reports. However, in the cases when 
these reports do not include sufficient information, supplementary documents 
on a particular response, such as briefings and yearly overviews of the activi-
ties, are used. Using annual reports of IOs as sources has several disad-
vantages. These documents include what IOs consider worth reporting of their 
activities over a year. However, they are comprehensive documents often re-
ported by the secretariat general and include activities of all subdimensions of 
an organization. Using reports of IOs’ climate subsections would be implau-
sible as not every IO has one. Also, even though annual reports might have a 
selection bias in reporting, they are useful in displaying what IOs consider as 
important, and still instrumental in seeing the over-time trend of governing 
climate adaptation.  

IOs mention both mitigation and adaptation focused climate activities in 
their annual reports. As per the focus of this dissertation, I focused only on the 
climate adaptation activities to detect whether an IO targeted adaptation in 
their activities. A response (governance activity) was included in the dataset, 
only if it aimed for adaptation, pointing to climate change’s possible impacts 
on (a) energy security, (b) human security, (c) state security and conflict, and 
(d) economic security. Any response to climate change mitigation is excluded 
from this study. Although mitigation activities can also have adaptation re-
lated impacts, due to time constraints, IOs’ explicit statements of adaptation 
goals are accounted.  

Estimating organizational engagement is not without its challenges. The 
concept cannot be observed directly. Thus, I seek to operationalize it with a 
composite index and observe the variation within and between IOs overtime. 
Another challenge, which is also mentioned in other quantitative studies on 
international organizations (Hooghe and Marks 2015), is to “seek a middle 
ground between a universalizing tendency, which is inattentive to contextual 
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differences, and a particularizing approach, which is skeptical about the fea-
sibility of constructing measures that transcend specific contexts” (Adcock 
and Collier 2001). Although each IO and their responses are in certain aspects 
unique, this study’s purpose is to evaluate them on a single conceptual frame 
overtime. Hence, the challenge is to specify analytical dimensions with similar 
associations across diverse organizations and responses.  

5.2.3 Methods 
This study has a fully integrated approach to content analysis (Pashakhanlou 
2017), incorporating both qualitative and quantitative strategies, as well as 
manual and computer assisted coding. It combines different strategies in con-
tent analysis to balance the strengths and limitations of each one. Computer 
assisted analysis is instrumental in increasing reliability of the results as they 
locate the frequencies far quicker and accurately than manual coding 
(Pashakhanlou 2017), whereas manual coding was instrumental in revealing 
latent meanings and contextualize the texts. This dataset for article 1, which 
consists of the quantized content analysis results of the organizational engage-
ment dimensions, could be classified as an example of multi methods research 
in itself as well. 

During the analysis, the first step was to conduct a keyword search for the 
keywords “climate change” and “climate.” Then, it is followed by a qualitative 
analysis to determine if the climate change related text refers to climate adap-
tation or merely to climate mitigation. Knowing that the explicit wording of 
“adaptation” would not be necessarily found in the annual report excerpts, I 
looked for the references to climate impacts on (a) energy, (b) human security, 
(c) state security and conflict, and (d) economy. Following identifying a cli-
mate adaptation response, I coded the response type (seven response type cat-
egories are identified inductively), as well as the dimensions of IO engage-
ment per response.4  

For establishing reliability of results and test replicability of the coding 
scheme, two independent coders were present. The validity of the coding 
scheme is tested by applying it to various documents published in different 
time periods (1990-2017) and across IOs during pilot coding.  

Upon constructing the dataset, I used regression analysis models for panel 
data structures. The unit of analysis is the IO-year dyad. To answer what ex-
plains the general trends of IO engagement observed in this dataset, I add a 
set of IO-specific explanatory factors in article 2. These explanatory variables 
are also at the IO-year level and include determinants of IO capabilities (an-
nual revenue of IOs), previous engagement levels in the same issue area and 
same region IOs, and member state-factors (i.e., democracy level of member 
states). To account for heterogeneity and interdependencies inherent to the 

 
4 Please refer to article 1’s Appendix for details on the coding scheme.  
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data, I include fixed effects for year and cluster standard errors at the IO level.5 
The year 2007 represented a turning point in the descriptive data with the sharp 
increase in IOs’ adaptation engagement, thus the models included three time 
periods, (1990-2006), (1990-2007) and (1990-2017). Given that the theoreti-
cal interest lies in the causes of IO engagement with adaptation in individual 
entities over time, rather than between different IOs, a fixed effects model 
allows us to detect changes within IOs.6  

5.3 Studying Barriers and Opportunities Qualitatively  
The qualitative part of this dissertation enquires into barriers and opportunities 
non-climate IOs face while responding to climate adaptation. Articles 3 and 4 
explore these questions in comparative and single-case in-depth studies, re-
spectively.  

In Article 3, the question of how IO bureaucrats interpret the structural fac-
tors and the motivations to respond to adaptation challenges have been ex-
plored. The theoretical framework suggests that IO activities and decisions are 
rooted in systematic differences related to problem complexity, institutional 
fragmentation, and financial resources. These structural factors are highly 
context dependent and likely to differ for each IO. Thus, opting for a compar-
ative case study design rather than a single-case, article 3 compares three IOs 
within UN system: UN Environment, UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), and WHO. These IOs govern adaptation within the context of three 
prominent issue linkages: climate–conflict, climate–migration, and climate–
health, respectively. The case selection of these IOs were conducted as they 
represent different issue linkages and thus differences contextual factors in in 
terms of problem complexity, fragmentation, and resource availability. Thus, 
allowing for examining the scope conditions of the theoretical argument in 
different contexts.  

The empirical analysis is conducted through a qualitative document analy-
sis of three IOs’ official documents (i.e., annual reports, briefings, and annual 
reports project overviews) for the period 1997–2017 as well as 39 semi-struc-
tured interviews with bureaucrats in these three organizations, domestic poli-
cymakers, and non-state actor representatives. The official documents contex-
tualized IOs’ adaptation activities, and also allowed to make an overtime com-
parison in the ways in which they respond to adaptation challenges (e.g., com-
paring the number of on-the-ground projects organized by the UN 
Environment and WHO). The interviews, on the other hand, were essential to 

 
5 Alternative estimation strategies, including logit modelling and clustering of standard errors by IO issue area as robustness checks, are in the 

appendix.  

6 The Hausman test result has a p-value of 0.0010, suggesting the use of fixed effects.  
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comprehend how international bureaucrats interpret the linkages between ad-
aptation and their respective issue areas. Combining the qualitative textual 
analysis and semi-structured interviews served the purpose of identifying and 
explaining the central factors shaping UN Environment’s, UNHCR’s and 
WHO’s climate adaptation activities.  

Article 4 explores how WHO built the climate adaptation and health nexus. 
This standalone article studies the phenomenon of strategic nexus building. 
Thus, the primary methodological decisions to be made in this article were the 
case selection of (a) selection of an issue linkage (nexus) and (b) selection of 
an IO. As climate adaptation encompasses a broad range of climate impacts, 
scholars studied various adaptation nexuses, for instance Schipper and 
Pelling’s (2006) study on climate adaptation’s linkage to disaster risk reduc-
tion and international development (Schipper and Pelling 2006), and Von 
Uexkull et al.’s (2016) work on the climate-conflict linkage (Von Uexkull et 
al. 2016). Among others, I choose climate-health nexus as this is a relatively 
understudied area; however, it is an area of increasing importance and political 
attention (Brauch et al. 2009; Kreslake et al. 2016; Ganesh and Smith 2017). 
Within the climate adaptation and health nexus, WHO as an IO was the obvi-
ous choice as the IO played a vital role in strengthening the climate adaptation 
and health linkage both politically and scientifically (e.g., Hanrieder and Zürn 
2017).  

As the article set out with the of aim describing how WHO created the 
climate adaptation-health nexus, through strategies the IO has taken, I resort 
to an in-depth case study through textual analysis of the WHO annual reports 
and policy documents (1990-2017) and in-depth interviews with WHO ex-
perts and policymakers.  

5.4 Limitations  
Any research project subject to temporal and financial constraints faces the 
limitations of research design decisions. This dissertation is no exception. This 
section sets out four limitations of the research choices.  

First, in large-n studies, sampling is a crucial study design decision which 
impacts the findings and generalizability. The primary challenge is to select a 
manageable sample size that allows for broad conclusions. In articles 1, 2 and 
5, I utilized a sampling of 30 IOs span across all world regions—Africa, Asia, 
the Americas and Europe, along with global membership. These IOs fell into 
the nine different issue areas: global development banking, regional coopera-
tion, development, food and agriculture, migration, peace and security, trade 
and economy, health, and disaster risk management. The crucial advantage of 
this sampling is that it allows us to explore patterns and conditions for adap-
tation engagement in organizations with varying characteristics, which are of-
ten expected to shape issue expansion, such as authority (Hooghe and Marks 
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2015) or mandates (Hall 2015). However, this sample is not strictly repre-
sentative for the population of IOs. Thus, more systematic research is required 
to assess generalizability beyond these IOs and issue areas.   

Second, the choice of IO source to measure climate change adaptation has 
been an important and limiting design decision. For articles 1, 2 and 5, IO 
annual reports have been the main source of information to detect adaptation 
engagement activities. Articles 3 and 4 combined the annual reports with qual-
itative interviews with IO bureaucrats. A well-known challenge when using 
annual reports is that these are official documents containing selective and 
strategic information, which are, in part, used to legitimate the IOs’ own ac-
tions (36,37). Annual reports highlight what the secretariat is willing to pub-
licly recognize as an objective or outcome as a result of the funds received by 
an organization. Admittedly, this limitation means that early engagement may 
at times go unrecognized in annual reports, perforce since the wide discussion 
that adaptation is an issue of health, migration, and other factors and the object 
of analytic nexuses began after the IPCC report in 2007 (IPCC 2007). None-
theless, relying on annual reports for articles 1, 2 and 5 and supplementing 
them with qualitative interviews in articles 3 and 4 has been a financially and 
practically viable methodological choice.   

Third, there are limitations for detecting IOs’ adaptation activities. After 
2007 adaptation debate came to the attention of global governance (Persson 
and Dzebo 2019), it was more relevant for IOs to relate to this debate by either 
organizing adaptation activities or by framing their existing activities as cli-
mate adaptation. Thus, already existing activities, such as development pro-
grams might be relabeled as climate adaptation programs if IOs considered 
adaptation worth of engagement. In order to differentiate whether a climate 
adaptation activity was indeed targeting climate adaptation or whether it was 
merely relabeling an already existing activity, I used the prioritization dimen-
sion of the IO engagement index. Using the prioritization dimension, a closer 
reading of IOs’ projects and programmes indicates if adaptation is only men-
tioned in the program description or whether it is fully integrated into the pro-
gramme objectives. Focusing on the centrality of adaptation aims in each ac-
tivity, through prioritization dimension, is essential in capturing IO engage-
ment, as IOs may rebrand their existing activities—such as labelling develop-
ment activities as adaptation, a practice addressed by previous research 
(Dolšak and Prakash 2018). 
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6  Presenting the Research Articles 

This study is structured in five articles. This section provides an abstract of 
each article included in this dissertation. Article 1 is a descriptive study of IO 
engagement with a discussion of organizational sources of variation of the 
phenomenon. Article 2 is an explanatory study of IO engagement that test the-
ories of international organizations on what motivates IOs to engage with cli-
mate adaptation. Article 3 is a study of challenges that IOs encounter while 
responding to climate adaptation and the strategies they devise to overcome 
them. Article 4 is a case study of WHO and its efforts in building the climate 
adaptation-health nexus, while Article 5 is a dataset article that introduces the 
novel dataset created for measuring IO engagement with and making the data 
source publicly available.  

Article 1. How International Organizations Engage with 
Climate Change Adaptation: 
The Case of Non-Climate Organizations 
Ece Kural 
 
The transboundary and cross-sectoral nature of climate change adaptation has 
increased state reliance on a wide range of non-climate-centric IOs, such as 
the European Union and the World Bank, over the past three decades. Yet we 
know little about how, to what extent, and why do non-climate IOs engage in 
adaptation governance. This article develops a measurable concept of IO en-
gagement with adaptation. By compiling a unique dataset of 30 IOs’ adapta-
tion activities for the period 1990-2017, it provides the first comprehensive, 
large-N systematic mapping of IO engagement with adaptation over the period 
1990-2017. Following, drawing on organizational change, IO design and re-
source dependence literatures, this study advances a theoretical explanation 
on why non-climate IOs engage with adaptation. The findings suggest that 
IOs’ adaptation engagement increased significantly after 2007, mainly due to 
heightened political salience of climate adaptation. As a second finding, IOs 
with flexible mandates and IOs who have access to external funds, such as 
accreditation to Global Environment Facility (GEF) display a greater engage-
ment with climate adaptation than the rest. By way of conclusion, I sketch 
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several important implications for future research on global climate change 
adaptation governance. 

Article 2. Explaining International Organizations’ 
Engagement with Climate Change Adaptation 
Ece Kural 
 
In recent decades, IOs that typically focus on non-climate-related activities 
have increasingly engaged with climate change adaptation. Yet, we know little 
about the patterns and sources of this phenomenon. This article offers the first 
comparative large-N analysis of IOs’ engagement with climate adaptation and 
its spread among IOs. Theoretically, it develops a diffusion argument, focused 
on issue area and geographical connections among IOs, while also assessing 
alternative explanations. Empirically, the study uses an original dataset to map 
and explain IO engagement with climate adaptation across 30 IOs from 1990 
to 2017. Methodologically, the article offers a unique way of measuring IO 
engagement by constructing an index. The results suggest that climate adap-
tation engagement across IOs is primarily explained by two factors: prior en-
gagement with adaptation by IOs (1) in the same issue area and (2) in the same 
world region. Based on these findings, the article argues that informal connec-
tions among IOs serve as the mechanism for diffusion of IO engagement with 
climate change adaptation. By way of conclusion, the article sketches some 
implications for the literatures on global climate adaptation governance, or-
ganizational change, and diffusion.  

Article 3. Global Adaptation Governance: 
Explaining the Governance Responses of International 
Organizations to New Issue Linkages 
Lisa Maria Dellmuth, Maria-Therese Gustafsson, Ece Kural 
 
Climate change adaptation is increasingly perceived as a global and intercon-
nected policy challenge among practitioners and academics, making localized 
solutions insufficient. In parallel to this trend, a growing number of interna-
tional organizations that do not have climate as their core mandates link adap-
tation to various issue areas, such as energy, health, and conflict resolution. 
Yet we still know little about how and why international organizations re-
spond to adaptation challenges. This article develops an innovative theoretical 
framework to understand the factors that influence the governance responses 
of international organizations to adaptation challenges in the context of their 
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respective issue areas. Our analysis reveals that there are three main and in-
terrelated factors influencing international governance responses: problem 
complexity, institutional fragmentation, and fiscal pressures. We examine our 
framework by drawing on of two sources of data: first, a yearly large-n dataset 
at the level of fourteen international organizations from 2007 to 2017 created 
on the basis of official documents; and second, in-depth case studies of three 
UN agencies central in addressing three prominent issue linkages: climate 
conflict, climate-health, and climate-migration. We conclude by sketching 
broader implications for the theory and practice of global adaptation govern-
ance. 

Article 4. The World Health Organization and Building 
the Climate-Health Nexus   
Ece Kural  
 
Climate change affects human health in various ways. Drastic changes in the 
weather and environment can aggravate existing health problems and cause 
new ones. In the face of these challenges, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) has played a prominent role in promoting the climate adaptation and 
health nexus. Previous research has advanced our understanding of ideas and 
practices in different institutional environments that are shaping opportunities 
to build new nexuses. Yet, we know little about how the WHO built the cli-
mate adaptation and health nexus. This study uses an analytical framework 
building on two strands of literature that have not been researched in connec-
tion: nexus building and institutional interactions. The findings display the 
ways in which the WHO created the climate adaptation–health nexus through 
normative, cognitive, and behavioral interactions with the climate community. 
Based on in-depth interviews with experts on the WHO and policymakers, 
supplemented with the WHO’s publications (1990–2017), this article contrib-
utes to the global adaptation governance and nexus building literature by 
showing how international organization bureaucrats could play an important 
role in establishing nexuses in global adaptation governance. 

Article 5. International Organizations and Climate 
Change Adaptation: A New Dataset for the Social 
Scientific Study of Adaptation, 1990–2017 
Ece Kural, Lisa Maria Dellmuth, Maria-Therese Gustafsson 
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This article introduces a new data set on the climate change adaptation activ-
ities of international organizations (IOs). While climate change adaptation has 
been studied at the local level and in the context of major climate organiza-
tions, such as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
we provide a first quantitative dataset on non-environmental IOs that can be 
linked to different social scientific datasets relevant for adaptation. Our new 
dataset contains information on the governance activities of 30 IOs from 1990 
to 2017. Based on this dataset, we introduce different types of adaptation-re-
lated activities and develop a quantitative measure of IOs’ climate adaptation 
engagement. We map the adaptation engagement of the 30 IOs across organ-
izations, sectors, and over time. This dataset can be used to compare adapta-
tion activities across and within IOs, but also as an empirical foundation for 
global adaptation governance, for which IO climate change adaptation activi-
ties are relevant. 
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7 Conclusions 

This dissertation sets out to understand global climate adaptation governance. 
The points of departure of this thesis are the (a) proliferation of importance of 
climate adaptation, (b) increased authority and rising importance of interna-
tional organizations in global governance, and (c) IOs’ flexible mandates. The 
first step in explaining the development and state of global climate adaptation 
governance has been mapping which actors are responding to adaptation, to 
what extent and with what actions.  

Prior research on IO adaptation engagement has been inconclusive for sev-
eral key questions. Constrained by underspecified theories and inadequate 
data sources, scholars have failed to capture the extent to which IOs engage 
with adaptation, the impact of IO motivations and challenges faced on IO 
strategies, behavior, and outcomes. We also lack an understanding of exactly 
how IOs operate in institutional complexity and competition, and more spe-
cifically, how this affects the governance responses of IOs in different issue 
areas.  

This dissertation investigates these issues. Across a series of five research 
articles, each investigating one or several aspects of IO’s engagement with 
climate adaptation, I develop theoretical propositions, gather data, and carry 
out qualitative and quantitative empirical tests. The main results are article 
specific and are summarized in the respective articles. Below, I set out the 
overarching findings, discuss their implications, and make suggestions for fu-
ture research. 

7.1 Key Findings 
This section presents the overarching findings of the dissertation with their 
implications for three literatures: (a) global climate adaptation governance, (b) 
organizational change, and (c) IO bureaucracies.  

7.1.1 Global Adaptation Governance  
Firstly, this dissertation demonstrates that non-climate IOs do engage with cli-
mate adaptation even if it’s not a part of their original mandate. All 30 IOs in 
the study sample did organize climate adaptation activities during the 1990-
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2017 period. The IOs in the sample represented nine different policy areas 
(i.e., migration, development, and health), showing that IOs have expanded 
their policy portfolios in recent decades and increasingly respond to climate 
change adaptation in many areas of global policymaking. As shown in the 
descriptive results of Article 5, this development spans all issue areas and 
world regions. 

The increasing IO engagement with climate adaptation across all issue ar-
eas and world regions suggests that IOs increasingly acknowledge the need 
for a global response to climate adaptation and do act on it. Evaluating this 
finding in light of the existing research that focuses on central and global cli-
mate IOs, such as UNFCCC to evaluate adaptation governance, one can ob-
serve how the tendency of existing research to focus on single case studies has 
limited our understanding of IO climate adaptation engagement.  

The second finding is that IO engagement with adaptation display consid-
erable variation across time. Quantitative evidence demonstrates that the ad-
aptation engagement of non-climate IOs studied here increased significantly 
after 2007. This increase does not only suggest that IOs that had already en-
gaged with adaptation before 2007 started engaging further during the follow-
ing period, but also, that the IOs who never had an adaptation activity before 
2007 have started to do so. The number of IOs who engaged with adaptation 
before 2007 was 13 out 30 IOs. Whereas, after 2007, all 30 IOs displayed 
engagement with climate adaptation, albeit to varying extents. 

The increase in IO adaptation engagement trend since 2007 is a finding 
aligned with the previous literature suggesting this time period is a milestone 
in the history of climate change adaptation (Khan and Roberts 2013). The year 
2007 posed important political events for adaptation. The Bali Action Plan 
was adopted at the pivotal COP 13, which put adaptation as one of the four 
pillars of climate action, together with mitigation, technology transfer, and fi-
nance. Moreover, in the same year, the IPCC published the Fourth Assessment 
Report (AR4), again reaching a yet stronger set of conclusions about the cli-
mate change impacts, for the first time based on observed evidence of climate 
disasters during the last decade. After 2007, not only did the political ac-
ceptance for adaptation mature, but also the general scientific knowledge of 
the impacts of climate change developed (Nasiritousi et al 2016). Adaptation 
funding also matured in this period as provisions for establishing an Adapta-
tion Framework were set and the GCF was operationalized (Ciplet et al. 2015).  

The rise of adaptation in the scientific community and world policy shows 
itself in the individual IO actions as well. The non-climate IO sample of the 
study indicates that these IOs did respond to the increased salience and popu-
larity of climate adaptation.  
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7.1.2 Organizational Change  
As a third finding, there has been significant variation in adaptation engage-
ment across IOs. Drawing on previous scholarship on IO design and resource 
dependency to display variation in IOs adaptation engagement, Article 1 finds 
that IOs with flexible mandates and access to adaptation resources displayed 
significantly higher engagement with climate adaptation. These two factors 
affect adaptation engagement individually as well as in combination. First, 
IOs with flexible mandates further engage with climate adaptation compared 
to the ones with narrowly specified mandates. They handle their community’s 
bundled problems and broaden their portfolio by framing climate change ad-
aptation as resonating with some aspects of their mandates. IOs with flexible 
mandates already cover broader policy portfolios, thus referred in Article 1 as 
the general-purpose IOs, and they also tend to engage with adaptation at 
higher rate compared to IOs with narrower mandates, referred to as task-spe-
cific IOs.  

The second factor to increase the adaptation engagement is IOs’ access to 
adaptation resources. In the case of climate adaptation, the external depend-
ence is especially pronounced as IOs lack many alternatives in adaptation 
funding (Hall 2017). IOs have three alternatives in funding their adaptation 
activities: (a) self-funding, (b) through multilateral funds (i.e., the Adaptation 
Fund (AF), Green Climate Fund (GCF), and Global Environmental Facility 
(GEF)), and (c) bilateral agreements between IOs and member states. Article 
1 found that IOs accredited to GEF as agencies receiving funding and imple-
menting projects have engaged with adaptation further compared to the IOs 
who are not.  

These two factors also combine, meaning that IOs with flexible mandates 
and access to adaptation resources display the highest levels of adaptation en-
gagement in the 30 IO sample. While narrow mandates and a lack of resources 
put a double constraint on IOs, the combination of flexible mandates and ac-
cess to resources to higher levels of engagement with adaptation. It is note-
worthy to state that I do not claim that these factors comprehensively and ac-
curately explain all IO issue expansions but rather offer plausibility probes 
through which we can develop new hypotheses in the context of adaptation. 

These findings point out that it is important to consider IO mandates, and 
accreditation to adaptation funds while studying IO expansion into climate 
adaptation. Article 1 confirms the value of differentiating between IOs on the 
basis of design and capabilities (Abbott and Snidal 2000; Koremenos, et al. 
2001). Institutional design and structural factors lead to variations in IO en-
gagement with adaptation. This implies that we should be asking which IOs 
expand their issues areas and under what conditions, rather than asking 
whether IOs expand their issue areas.  

The fourth finding displays how climate adaptation spreads across IOs. The 
findings point to the diffusion of the behavior adaptation engagement among 
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IOs connected to one another through the sharing the same issue area and ge-
ographical region. Article 2 finds that IOs engage with adaptation further in 
the cases where there exists prior engagement by other IOs (1) in the same 
issue area and (2) in the same world region. The quantitative over-time anal-
ysis displays that these two informal connections among IOs serve as the 
mechanism for diffusion of IO engagement with climate change adaptation. 
Although generating a concluding fact on why diffusion occurs through quan-
titative studies is of limited opportunity (Maggetti and Gilardi 2015; Graham, 
et al. 2008; Gilardi 2013), climate adaptation governance scholarship offers 
possible explanations. IOs operating in the same issue area share common 
ground in the problems they respond to and the policy options they confront 
(i.e., both the IOM and UNHCR address climate-induced displacement prob-
lems), while IOs in the same region encounter similar adaptation challenges 
(i.e., Pacific Island countries facing rising sea water levels).  

The finding shows that IO connectivity matters for diffusion, and for such 
complex problems with a very diverse set of measures as climate adaptation, 
IOs tend to follow peers with which they share similar characteristics. Also, 
not all types of connectivity are of equal significance, considering that climate 
change adaptation does not spread across IOs simply because they are a part 
of the UN system, for example. This demonstrates the importance of account-
ing for the horizontal relationship among IOs in the spread of adaptation. 
While the diffusion literature has focused on diffusion among states through 
the channels of IOs, only a handful of international relations studies has ex-
plored the phenomenon of across IO diffusion (Grigorescu 2010; Sommerer 
and Tallberg 2019). Statist and functionalist arguments highlight how states 
attempt to design and modify international organizations so as to help the 
states achieve their goals (Keohane 2005). This dissertation questions these 
approaches and finds clear indications of diffusion mechanisms among IOs. 

7.1.3 IO Bureaucracies  
The final finding of this dissertation is regarding how and why IOs respond to 
adaptation challenges. Articles 3 and 4 display IO bureaucrats’ efforts in over-
coming barriers to act on climate adaptation.  

Article 4 findings display the ways in which WHO created the climate ad-
aptation-health nexus through normative, cognitive, and behavioral interac-
tions with the climate community. The article describes how WHO built the 
climate health nexus in three chronological periods—1990-2000, 2001-2007, 
and 2008-2017—which are marked by three respective interaction mecha-
nisms, initially normative (e.g., WHO’s internalization of the shared meaning, 
definition and measurements of climate change put forth by UNFCCC and 
IPCC and vice versa), followed by cognitive (WHO’s disseminating findings 
on climate risks on health) and behavioral interactions (collaborative projects 
between WHO and the climate community). These interactions are results of 
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a long-term commitment and effort of WHO bureaucrats who overcame re-
sistance from the national health ministries and scarce adaptation funds and 
built the climate adaptation-health nexus. 

Article 3 finds that there are three main and interrelated challenges influ-
encing non-climate IOs’ adaptation responses: problem complexity, harmful 
conflictive fragmentation, and fiscal pressures. These findings are obtained 
through a quantitative mapping of the governance responses of fourteen IOs, 
complemented by in-depth case studies of three IOs within the UN system 
(UN Environment, UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and 
WHO). These IOs govern adaptation within the context of three prominent 
issue linkages: climate–conflict, climate–health, and climate–migration. To 
briefly recap each factor, the problem complexity refers to the perceived com-
plexity of climate adaptation by IO bureaucrats affecting how the issue can be 
analyzed and addressed (Keohane and Victor 2011).  

Institutional fragmentation factor affecting IO motivation in engaging with 
adaptation is referred as the “conflictive fragmentation,” an issue area is char-
acterized by relatively unconnected or hardly connected institutions, different, 
rather unrelated decision-making procedures, as well as conflicting sets of 
principles, norms and rules (Biermann, Pattberg, and Zelli 2010). UN Envi-
ronment experienced conflictive fragmentation in the shape of conflicting 
ideas and framings of how and in which venue climate and conflict issues 
should be debated (Conca 2015; Hardt 2017). Whereas in UNHCR’s case, it 
was low levels of support and a backlash from member states and IO officials’ 
perception that the climate– migration linkage to be outside the organization’s 
refugee mandate. The third factor found to affect IOs’ motivation to respond 
to climate adaptation is the fiscal pressures, or in other words, the financial 
resource availability IOs experience. UN Environment, WHO and UNHCR 
all experience the limited and unpredictable resource availability which un-
dermine these IOs’ ambitions in assuming a prominent role in the climate-
conflict, climate-health, and climate–migration linkages, respectively.  

The comparisons across IOs and issue areas have highlighted the structural 
factors that IOs need to overcome in order to develop effective adaptation 
governance responses. The structural challenges and their combinations affect 
IO actions. For instance, behind WHO’s sustained efforts to obtain access to 
adaptation funding is the relative low knowledge uncertainty about the cli-
mate–health linkage and the absence of political and conflictive framings of 
this linkage, which is in contrast to UNHCR and UN Environment. Addition-
ally, the findings also imply that IOs resort to strategic actions in the face of 
structural challenges. For instance, efforts to frame climate-conflict and cli-
mate-health as technical issues by UN Environment and WHO assisted the 
IOs to overcome resistance from member states to some degree. This finding 
solidifies the role of IO agency and suggests that there is a risk—in an era of 
increasing fiscal pressures—that adaptation will become a new strategic play-
ing field in global governance (see also Sovacool and Linnér 2015).   
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7.2 Contributions 
This thesis makes theoretical, empirical, and methodological contributions. 
Theoretically, this dissertation uncovers the barriers and opportunities for 
non-climate IOs to create issue linkages with climate adaptation. The theoret-
ical framework proposed in this thesis suggests that IOs’ behavior and will-
ingness to engage with climate adaptation is a function of internal (IO design 
and bureaucratic politics) and external factors (IO connectivity, resource de-
pendency, fragmentation, problem complexity). The dissertation explains how 
each one of these factors affect IO behavior and issue expansion. Throughout 
the independent research articles in this dissertation, I utilize this framework 
to develop new hypotheses in the context of adaptation. 

The empirical contribution is the unique dataset which trace the trends in 
IO engagement with adaptation across 30 IOs and over the period 1990-2017. 
This dataset in itself an empirical contribution because although the global 
adaptation governance scholarship raises questions as to what extent and how 
individual IOs expanded into climate adaptation (Persson 2019; Hall 2015; 
Persson and Dzebo 2019), we lack the methodological tools and data to an-
swer these questions. A systematic literature review on comparative climate 
change adaptation governance research points out to four tendencies in adap-
tation studies: (1) few comparative adaptation datasets exist, (2) majority of 
adaptation studies use easily accessible data, even though this might not be 
the most appropriate choice for the research question, (3) many studies do not 
differentiate between rhetorical responses and behavioral activities of adapta-
tion, and (4) very few studies “engage in critical reflection of their conceptual, 
data and methodological choices and the implications for their findings” 
(Biesbroek et al. 2018). Thus, this dissertation’s compilation of a unique da-
taset is an effort to increase data availability and use of more rigorous meth-
odologies are necessary to advance comparative adaptation research. 

As a methodological contribution, the dissertation operationalizes a meas-
urable IO engagement concept applicable to use in comparative studies. Cli-
mate adaptation refers to diverse set of measures. These diverse measures 
were generated through in-depth, qualitative, single, or small-n case studies 
that have resulted in rich and in-depth understanding on adaptation processes 
and decision making in specific locations. The recently flourishing compara-
tive adaptation studies focus on describing, and/ or explaining how countries, 
regions, and vulnerable groups adapt to climate change across a larger sample 
of contexts and over time (Biesbroek et al. 2018). There are, however, critical 
empirical, conceptual, methodological choices and challenges for comparative 
adaptation research. 

Against this background, this dissertation has taken an abductive approach 
to analyzing IOs’ annual reports and developing a measurable conceptual 
framework of IO adaptation engagement that builds upon the global environ-
mental governance (van Asselt et al 2015; van Asselt et al 2005) and policy 
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integration literature (Jordan and Lenschow 2010; Tosun and Peters 2018; 
Persson et al 2018; Kok and de Coninck 2007). This dissertation’s operation-
alization focuses on organizational activities rather than on the rhetorical ef-
forts of IOs. Thus, it assists in systematically identifying and quantifying the 
adaptation engagement levels of a large number of IOs across years. This is a 
methodological contribution to global environmental and adaptation govern-
ance studies as but there are very few—if any—alternatives to capture adap-
tation for comparative purposes (Donner, Kandlikar, and Webber 2016).  

7.3 Future Research 
Many research opportunities were left outside of the scope of this study. The 
first avenue for future research is further examination of challenges and moti-
vations of IOs in engaging with adaptation. Relying on organizational theories 
and rationalist paradigm, future research can further investigate whether IOs 
“bandwagon” for gains, meaning they engage with climate change (adapta-
tion) strategically (Jinnah 2011) or simply resourced to the extent that they are 
situated to do so (Hall 2015). Alternatively, future research might benefit from 
uncovering the diffusion mechanisms across IOs to bring an understanding to 
the spread of adaptation engagement. What motivates IOs to respond to adap-
tation following another’s early adaptation engagement? Exploring the rea-
sons behind diffusion, i.e. learning, emulsion, competition or coercion (cf. Lee 
and Strang 2006; Elkins and Simmons 2004) is a fruitful avenue for future 
research. This is needed to include adaptation governance in the debates on 
global governance, organizational change, and even fragmentation, as it will 
uncover additional reasons for engagement.   

Second, attention should be given to uncovering theoretical linkages of the 
causes and consequences of adaptation engagement within both rationalist ap-
proaches and non-rationalist approaches. The dissertation yields puzzles that 
may be usefully addressed in future comparative research on adaptation, 
which is still scarce (Purdon and Thornton 2019). For instance, what is the 
underlying reason for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)’s 
and the Asian Development Bank (ADB)’s significantly different degrees of 
engagement with adaptation? Although these two IOs are in the same region 
and therefore face similar climate change impacts, ADB is one of the early 
adapters while ASEAN is an organization engaging relatively late with adap-
tation. What’s the reason behind this? The empirical evidence provided in this 
dissertation enables detecting IOs suitable for future qualitative comparative 
case studies over time, or comparative case studies of IOs within or across 
issue areas.   

Third, future research on the consequences of IO adaptation engagement is 
recommended. This dissertation only focused on under which conditions, why 
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and how non-climate IOs engage with climate adaptation. Thus, the conse-
quences of non-climate IO engagement and the crowded space for actors deal-
ing with climate adaptation has been outside of the study scope. This limita-
tion suggests a conducive area for future research on how the global govern-
ance of adaptation becomes increasingly crowded and possibly fragmented 
(see also Biermann et al.  2014). I consider theories on global governance sys-
tems, more specifically institutional architecture, and fragmentation (e.g., Or-
sini, Morin, and Young 2013; Abbott 2012; Biermann et al. 2014), to contrib-
ute relevant insights inspiring such a research agenda.   
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