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Abstract

The article investigates how international public administrations, as corporate actors,

influence policymaking within international organizations. Starting from a conception of

international organizations as political-administrative systems, we theorize the strate-

gies international bureaucrats may use to affect international organizations’ policies

and the conditions under which these strategies vary. Building on a most-likely case

design, we use process tracing to study two cases of bureaucratic influence: the influ-

ence of the secretariat of the World Health Organization on the “Global action plan for

the prevention and control of noncommunicable diseases”; and the influence of the

International Labour Office on the “Resolution concerning decent work in global supply
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chains”. We use interview material gathered from international public administration

staff and stakeholders to illustrate varying influence strategies and the conditions under

which these strategies are used. The study shows how and when international public

administrations exert policy influence, and offers new opportunities to extend the

generalizability of public administration theories.

Points for practitioners

International bureaucrats influence the outcomes of multilateral negotiations by means

of their technical expertise and strategic involvement in the decision-making process.

Their influence is primarily geared toward achieving organizational goals. However, the

perception of too much influence can threaten the implementation of a decision.

Political leadership needs to find the right balance between encouraging entrepreneurial

behavior and providing sufficient political steering. Civil servants themselves need a

well-functioning political radar to sense how far they can push with their ambitions.

Keywords

bureaucratic influence, global governance, International Labour Organization, interna-

tional public administration, World Health Organization

Introduction1

Despite recent backlashes against multilateralism (Weiss, 2019), interest in the
secretariats of international organizations (IOs) or international public adminis-
trations (IPAs) remains high—not least because of their unique role in fostering
collective policy action in fighting global pandemics or regulating international
trade (Stone and Moloney, 2019). The effectiveness of collective action depends
on IPAs’ autonomous capacities (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004; Beigbeder, 1997;
see also Thorvaldsdottir et al., this issue). At the same time, the rise of unelected
civil servants raises questions of democratic control and the legitimacy of global
governance (Vibert, 2007: 144–164). Between these poles, IPA influence has
become the crucial variable to explain the problem-solving capacities (Hickmann
et al., 2021), as well as pathologies, of international bureaucracies (Barnett and
Finnemore, 2004).

We conceive of IPAs as corporate actors made up of individual bureaucrats
who are jointly able to engage in strategic behavior. We aim to identify the strat-
egies that these actors use in the complex streams of policymaking. While strategies
are primarily actions of individuals, we start from the assumption that aggregated
individual behavior can lead to strategic collective action, which allows the admin-
istration to influence public policy (Mayntz, 1986). Thus, this article contributes to
the debate about when and how IPAs can exert influence within IOs. Considering
the long tradition in public administration of studying bureaucracy and its
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influence (Weber, 1922; Wilson, 1941), this article aims to make classical views on
bureaucracy applicable (and adjusted where necessary) to IPAs.

Our focus lies on a specific but highly important form of bureaucratic influence:
influence on the content of political decisions. Like other types of influence (e.g. on
intra-organizational resource distribution or policy implementation), its precise
definition rests on the counterfactual reasoning that if the administration
had not been involved (or had not acted the way it did), the result would have
been different (see Goritz et al., this issue). In contrast to other definitions, how-
ever, we deliberately limit our perspective to the sum of observable effects related
to policy content—effectively excluding the role of a neutral broker from our def-
inition of influence.

In the next section, we theorize both conditions and strategies of influence to
delimit our perspective for empirical investigation. The third section outlines our
case selection. The fourth section discusses the empirical insights. Finally, our
conclusions highlight that IPAs successfully employ expertise-based and
procedure-based influence strategies. The main claim is that the relevance of pro-
cess-related IPA influence strategies has so far remained underestimated, and that
future research on IPA influence is well advised to engage more systematically in
what we conceive as the procedural influence of IPAs.

Theorizing influence: conditions and strategies

Influence is an elusive concept. With a view to systematic analysis, it is therefore
crucial to specify actor preferences regarding the desired (negotiation) outcomes,
strategies applied to achieve these outcomes, and precise objects of influence. Key
to the following analysis is the restriction of the influence concept to policy influ-
ence, which highlights different degrees of administrative goal attainment in the
final decision (Ege et al., 2020). We acknowledge that bureaucratic preferences,
behavior, and influence can be generally related to “working, shirking, and sabo-
tage” (Brehm and Gates, 1997). In this article, however, we focus on a “working”
presumption—referring to bureaucrats’ efforts toward accomplishing policy
(Brehm and Gates, 1997: 21). This focus is supported by research on both domestic
and international administration, which finds that bureaucrats “prefer work and
serving the public,” while shirking and sabotage happen only at the margins
(Brehm and Gates, 1997: 196; see also Ege, 2020).

In order to identify the contribution of different actors to a particular decision,
a focus on an individual IO as political system seems useful (see Cox and Jacobson,
1973). In order to convert information and demands into decisional outputs,
most IOs consist of a legislative assembly, an executive board, and the IPA,
with the executive head (director-general (DG)) on top (Rittberger et al.,
2019). Table A1 in the supplementary online annex (available at: https://jour
nals.sagepub.com/home/ras) illustrates the institutional structures of the
International Labour Organization (ILO) and the World Health Organization
(WHO) in more detail.
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We understand bureaucratic influence as that particular aspect of an IO deci-
sion that can be attributed to the presence and specific behavior of the IPA.
We start from the assumption that successful influence requires the existence of
explicit administrative preferences in favor of a particular policy option and efforts
toward achieving this option. Moreover, there needs to be a congruence between
these IPA preferences and the final policy output that can be traced back to the
specific influence strategies applied (Ege et al., 2020: 13).

Conditions

The literature identified a variety of conditions under which IPAs are influential.2

In this article, we focus on two factors that we argue to be particularly important
conditions to enable IPAs to successfully engage in influence strategies: complex
policy problems and political contestation.

Regarding (programmatic) complexity, policy problems vary with regard to the
capacities that are required to address them (Thomann et al., 2019). Even though
IO decision-makers receive policy-related support from their constituents, this
expertise is not always sufficient to adequately address the problem at hand—
especially if it is programmatically complex (Peters, 2005). Programmatic
complexity denotes the degree to which a policy is difficult to address because of
its underlying requirements for context-specific knowledge or technical expertise.
Under such circumstances, decision-makers rely on the IPA for policy solutions
and expertise (Busch and Liese, 2017; Johnson and Urpelainen, 2014). Examples of
programmatically complex problems are those that require comparative knowl-
edge of individual country contexts or effective solutions that work across con-
texts. The need for this knowledge, which results from such a programmatically
complex policy problem, creates opportunities that the IPA may use to eventually
influence the underlying decision.

Regarding contestation, a certain degree of (post-delegation) contestation can
be considered a necessary condition for IPA influence because it creates opportu-
nities for collaboration with like-minded stakeholders (Dijkstra, 2017).
Contestation is usually related to the solution of a problem but can sometimes
even concern the definition of the problem itself. It is this contestation of an issue
that creates room to maneuver for the IPA. If, by contrast, all relevant stake-
holders are united and had already agreed on a particular solution, the IPA
would be unable to influence the output. Classically, this condition has been
highlighted for decisions based on majority rule (Lyne et al., 2006: 45). Yet,
even under the consensus requirements often present in United Nations (UN)
negotiations, the IPA can use divergent preferences of members to specify the
(often diffuse) interest and offer its own solution to the problem at hand.

If a policy problem is programmatically complex and politically contested,
bureaucratic influence becomes more likely. However, what are the strategies
that are available to IPAs to achieve an observable effect on the political content
of a decision?
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Based on the Weberian distinction between technical expertise (Fachwissen) and

process-related knowledge (Dienstwissen), we distinguish between expertise-related

and procedural influence strategies. If an administration possesses neither

expertise-related nor procedural knowledge, bureaucratic influence will become

impossible. However, this is an unlikely situation because the Weberian features

of bureaucracy, such as meritocratic recruitment or the intricate involvement of

bureaucrats in decision-making processes, almost always allow for the develop-

ment of process knowledge and policy expertise. In other words, the question is

less about the availability of bureaucratic knowledge than about whether it can be

applied strategically. The strategies also correspond to a prominent distinction in

between an IPA’s role as a knowledge hub—gathering, synthesizing, processing,

and disseminating information—and a negotiation facilitator—creating, support-

ing, and shaping norm-building processes for issue-specific international negotia-

tions (Biermann and Siebenhüner, 2009). The distinction is a conceptual one. In

practice, both strategies might be empirically intertwined.

Strategies related to expertise and framing

One of the IPA’s main tasks is to provide evidence-based information for IO

stakeholders. This may include collecting data from countries and summarizing

research or a description of lessons learned in a certain sector. While fulfilling these

tasks cannot be considered as strategic behavior in itself, it creates opportunities

for entrepreneurial strategies: the IPA may actively frame information or the

broader discourse and selectively present problems/or their solutions, or it may

link different topics in a strategic way (Dijkstra, 2017: 605). The IPA may also use

evidence to offer concrete recommendations for policy solutions and action pro-

posals (Littoz-Monnet, 2017). At the same time, the IPA needs to avoid the

impression that it favors one stakeholder over another; it must balance its policy

ambitions, on the one hand, and political impartiality and interest of all stake-

holders, on the other. Expertise-related strategies can be expected to be particularly

relevant if the problem at hand is programmatically complex, as the need for a

particular kind of policy knowledge can be used by the IPA to exert influence by

framing the discourse and proposing solutions.

Strategies related to procedural knowledge and policy involvement

Since IPAs have no formal vote in IO policymaking, their most important proce-

dural strategies for exerting policy influence is through IO stakeholders. IPAs

might collaborate with like-minded stakeholders in three ways. First, during

agenda setting, the IPA cooperates with one or more stakeholders to make sure

a certain agenda item is discussed in the legislative or executive body. This is

usually the case if formal agenda setting is a prerogative of stakeholders and

thus the IPA needs to act informally to make sure a proposal is put on the

agenda. Second, during negotiations, the IPA collaborates with like-minded
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stakeholders to help them chair negotiations or become a member in a committee.
This is done informally because the final selection is usually based on political
agreement. The IPA may also prepare the chairperson for the negotiation by
providing them with strategic expertise beyond the usual procedural support.
Third, another strategy available during a negotiation is the strategic preparation
of policy drafts. The IPA may draft a negotiation text in a way that goes beyond a
simple summary of the stakeholder discussion. As preparing draft proposals or
conclusions is often the explicit task of the IPA, evidence should be found that the
IPA shapes the draft policies’ content strategically to steer the outcome of the
negotiations in a particular direction. Procedural strategies are most relevant in
situations where contestation is high and, consequently, the collective principal
breaks up into multiple principals (Dijkstra, 2017).

Case selection

With the WHO and ILO, we selected two Geneva-based organizations that are
active in the field of social regulation (broadly understood). At the same time, the
two organizations have a different membership structure. While governments are
the central players in the WHO, ILO tripartism not only gives representatives of
workers and employers a formal voice in ILO decision-making, but also institu-
tionalizes their interests within the International Labour Office (hereafter, the
Office) (via the Bureaus for Workers’ and Employers’ Activities).

To select policy cases, we conducted an online survey among IPA staff members
and stakeholders, where we asked the participants about what they consider the
most important decisions of “their” IO over the last 10 years. We selected two
decisions that are characterized by high degrees of programmatic complexity and
political contestation. Thus, the two policies constitute most-likely cases because
they have a relatively high probability of confirming the proposition under scru-
tiny—in our case, the occurrence of bureaucratic influence strategies (Rohlfing,
2012: 84). This is because we expect that high complexity and high contestation
create opportunity structures that the IPA may exploit to exert both expertise-
based and procedural strategies. Selecting most-likely cases is an adequate sam-
pling strategy to support our arguments because it helps to observe and juxtapose
the different influence strategies, which would have been less likely to be observed
otherwise. This also implies that under other configurations of complexity and
contestation, one would expect different strategies and different degrees of IPA
influence. We theorize these possible scenarios when we discuss the comparative
insights of the two case studies (see below).

In order to study the way bureaucratic strategies are linked to (counterfactual)
changes in the content of the two policies under these (non-variant) conditions, we
rely on process tracing “to identify the intervening causal process—the causal
chain and causal mechanism—between an independent variable (or variables)
and the outcome of the dependent variable” (George and Bennett, 2005: 206).
Doing so allows us to link strategic IPA behavior to policy influence.
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IPA influence strategies in action

We now sketch out the background that led to the adoption of the two decisions

and then focus on the strategies observed.

WHO “Global action plan for the prevention and control of noncommunicable

diseases”

Noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) have been on the WHO agenda since the

1980s (for a full exposition, see Heller et al., 2019). Despite having become one

of the major causes for morbidity and mortality, NCDs have not received adequate

political attention on the global level and were not included in the Millennium

Development Goals. On the initiative of several WHO member states under the

leadership of Russia, the topic was brought on the agenda of the UN General

Assembly in 2010, which decided to convene a UN High-level Meeting (UNHLM).

The concluding political declaration acknowledged NCDs as one of the major

challenges for global development. Next, the WHO Executive Board requested

the Director-General to develop a global action plan (GAP) for the period

2013–2020. The GAP was developed over four rounds of informal consultations

with member states, UN organizations, relevant non-governmental organizations

(NGOs), and selected private actors. It provided a road map and various policy

options for member states and other stakeholders to attain nine voluntary global

targets related to NCDs. The GAP was adopted at the 66th World Health

Assembly (WHA) in 2013.

ILO “Resolution concerning decent work in global supply chains”

The collapse of the Rana Plaza factories in Bangladesh in 2013 resulted in the

deaths of 1000 workers. As a direct consequence, the Governing Body (GB) of the

ILO decided to place the issue of decent work in global supply chains (GSC) on

the agenda of the 105th session of the International Labour Conference (ILC) for

general discussion. Furthermore, the GB requested the Office to form an inter-

departmental taskforce to conduct background research on GSC. In consultation

with workers’, employers’, and member states’ representatives, the Office produced

a document titled “Report IV: Decent work in global supply chains.”

(International Labour Office, 2016) The following discussion in the ILC was char-

acterized by highly diverging interests, especially between the Workers’ and

Employers’ Groups: The workers’ representatives wanted a convention or recom-

mendation to regulate the world of work in GSC and to close existing governance

gaps; the employers’ representatives argued that new regulation was not needed,

instead favoring more corporate social responsibility on a voluntary basis. After

general discussions, the ILC decided to prepare a resolution to address governance

gaps in GSC. Therefore, workers’, employers’, and governments’ representatives

were selected to form a “working party on conclusions,” which was provided with
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a draft by the Office. After three days of extensive discussion in the group, and two
days of further consultations with the constituents, the resolution was adopted.

IPA influence in the WHO case

The WHO secretariat made extensive use of its expertise in NCDs. We found
evidence for expertise-based influence strategies across the entire process—from
raising awareness of the problem to the implementation of the GAP in individual
countries. When providing its expertise, the secretariat has been more than a
neutral supplier of evidence. It has created, bundled, and interpreted
scientific findings about the scope of NCD-related deaths and the potential
effect of national legislation. Using its knowledge about the situation in
member states the secretariat was able to “put a business case together”
(WHO_IPA1) and frame the problem and its solutions. One important framing
strategy was to link the four major NCDs (cancer, diabetes, lung disease, and
heart disease) with the four main risk factors (unhealthy diets, alcohol, physical
inactivity, and tobacco). By creating these synergies (called “4 by 4”) and offer-
ing a list of 88 interventions (including 16 cost-effective “best buys”), the secre-
tariat created a vision that had a substantial impact on the content of the GAP:

So, that vision did not exist in any country really, I think. I’m trying to think there

were countries that had a little bit of that. Those countries are the Scandinavian

ones . . .But even they did not have the complete agenda and all the cross-

references. [Other UN agencies, such as the United Nations Development

Programme or the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS] could not

come up with a comprehensive approach. They could not bundle all the evidence.

They could not look at the 4 by 4 . . . Their governing bodies would not have paid

attention to this issue. (WHO_IPA1)

This interpretation is also shared by Heller et al. (2019: 377), who concluded that
the 4 by 4 “framing was needed to simplify the complexity of NCDs as a group of
diseases.” A second framing strategy that the secretariat used to emphasize the
urgency of a proper NCD response was “the shift away from presenting NCDs in
terms of morbidity and mortality towards focusing on an economic argument
which highlighted the development challenges” (Heller et al., 2019: 380).

Even though the expertise of the secretariat put it into a unique position within
the international health community, using evidence and recommendations to
frame the NCD discourse was insufficient to bring stakeholders together and act
collectively. Our interviews show that the secretariat also applied several proce-
dural strategies. The most important one was to collaborate with like-minded
governments. Even one of our more reserved interview partners acknowledged
that WHO staff “sometimes engage with the states which are balanced, who can
understand this, or a member state open to other member states is also sometimes
a way of getting things sorted out” (WHO_IPA2). Member state collaboration was
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mentioned as a central strategy during the early stages, when the secretariat wanted

to gather support for the NCD agenda (especially against fears of certain govern-

ments over trade disputes and industry interference). One of our interviewees, who

was responsible for the NCD agenda within the secretariat, explained: “So, what

we did inside WHO is we formulated this agenda and, through lobbying, we con-

vinced a couple of countries to take this forward” (WHO_IPA1). Here, the col-

laboration with the Russian government was crucial because it created an entry

point to the group of developing countries within the G77, which helped making

NCDs an international issue. The leadership of the Russian government was also

crucial for forwarding the issue to the UNHLM on NCDs in 2012 (see

WHO_MS1).
The political commitment gained from heads of state and government at the

UNHLM was important for the WHO secretariat to move forward with the NCD

agenda (Heller et al., 2019: 379). Two interviewees (one from within the secretariat

and a government official present at the UNHLM) agued independently that the

idea to move the issue to the UN General Assembly was an intentional strategy

coming from within the secretariat. We found several indications that before and

during the negotiations in the WHA, the secretariat was very actively involved

behind the scenes, and employed a number of process-related strategies, such as

agenda setting with the help of like-minded states and the preparation of policy

drafts. We heard a particularly telling example of how the secretariat worked with

member states in the run-up to the UN General Assembly session. It was in the

context of a three-day negotiation meeting that took place in Geneva in November

2012 where the secretariat worked closely with the chair of the negotiations. This

meeting was a crucial event because member states reached consensus on the NCD

targets and indicators, which paved the way for the WHA session in May 2013:

So, what we did was we went to Norway and we asked Bjørn-Inge Larsen, who was

the highest-level civil servant in the Ministry of Health, to come to Geneva and chair

this negotiation. So, we worked with him for maybe a week to prepare him well. And

then, we had a list of 20 targets, and we had different scenarios of how we would

negotiate target by target and not start negotiating the next target until one target was

accepted . . .So, in the end, I think after two days, we still had two or three targets.

And we had agreed with him that we wanted at least half [of the proposed 20 targets].

So, then he suspended the meeting, and we had a little brainstorming of what to do.

And then, we came up with a couple of tactics, and after the meeting continued, we

finished at 9 or 10 o’clock at night and we had these nine. So, the last seven were

negotiated in maybe one or two hours. But it was only because of him. So, if we, WHO,

had not picked him and had not worked with him and prepared him and so forth, this

would have never happened . . .Of course, we cannot say that publicly, we always have

to say that this is driven by member states. But, of course, it doesn’t work like that in

this case. In HIV/AIDS, it would have worked like that. In NCDs, because of the

commercial and trade interests, it doesn’t work like that. (WHO_IPA1)
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This example illustrates how crucial the strategic support of the IPA and the pro-

cedural collaboration with like-minded governments are in order to achieve ambi-

tious policy outputs. During the WHA negotiations, the secretariat was perceived

as largely absent (WHO_MS2). Yet, while it cannot officially propose agenda

items in the WHO governing bodies, we also heard several times that “[t]here’s a

lot of support that we [the WHO staff] give to countries that are willing to propose

text that takes it into a certain direction” (WHO_IPA1; see also MS2 and IPA2). A

health expert from a member state also emphasized that:

[m]ost of the resolutions we get come from the secretariat. And . . . then we need to

think: is this from the secretariat or does it come from the proposing country? . . .And

we have to understand the text in the light that [sic] what is the interest of the program

within the secretariat to make that kind of proposal. (WHO_MS2)

Finally, the GAP was adopted at the WHA in May 2013 as Resolution

WHA66.10. However, for the WHO, the GAP also needs to be seen in the broader

context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted by all UN

member states in 2015. As one of our interviewees explained:

And in 2013, at the World Health Assembly, we formulated these targets. And we

wanted to do this because we wanted to make sure that in the negotiations on the 2030

Agenda, the SDGs [Sustainable Development Goals], that there would be a target

included on NCDs. So, that’s why we did these nine targets, hoping that this one

would make it into the SDGs, which it did because . . . the 25% reduction by 2025 is a

one-third reduction by 2030. So, this has become SDG target [3.4] we worked for.

Now, if I say “we,” then who is “we”? Because this is, of course, the secret. Is it

member states-led/driven? So, are member states asking this or are we the invisible

hand pushing from behind, and in the end, it’s that! So, if it is not for us secretly

pushing, this would not have happened. (WHO_IPA1)

We can conclude that a combination of expertise-based and process-based strate-

gies has influenced the content of the GAP. While the secretariat needed to maneu-

ver within the opportunity space created by members, its selection of and

collaboration with like-minded states critically affected the content of the policy.

Moreover, most of the strategies that we theorized could be observed in this case.

In addition, there is also evidence the IPA was able to make use of forum shop-

ping. Forum shopping emerges when individual actors manage to choose the venue

that serves their agenda best (Busch, 2007: 743–744). In the case of the NCD

agenda, forum shopping occurred when the secretariat successfully pushed for

moving the issue from the WHO to the UNHLM, where voting in political (and

not regional) blocs and a higher level of endorsement provided the necessary polit-

ical commitment to move the agenda forward, and provided enough traction to get

the issue through the WHA and into the SDGs.
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IPA influence in the ILO case

Just like the WHO secretariat, the Office used knowledge-based influence strate-
gies in the case of GSC. However, owing to the political delicacy of the issue and
the deep cleavages between the Workers’ and Employers’ Groups, it was aware
that in order to make its expertise count, it had to be perceived as impartial by all
parties involved. The relevance of the Office’s impartiality as a potential constraint
on its influence became particularly important when it prepared Report IV as a
basis for discussion in the ILC. This report was based on extensive research
(including surveys, reports, and data from member states). Owing to the workers’
and employers’ opposing views on the current situation, however, the Office could
not simply present the results of its research, but needed to make sure to include
concerns from all parties involved.

Nevertheless, our interviewees confirmed that the Office had its own view on the
issue and considered governance gaps the biggest problem in GSC (a view that was
supported by the workers, but initially opposed by the employers). Therefore, the
Office faced a tradeoff when drafting the report between being as balanced as
possible and not compromising its own (expertise-based) arguments:

We are trying to make the case because the ILO, the Office, is firmly convinced that

the big problem in global supply chains is governance gaps. Not the global supply

chains themselves. They are not a problem. [It is] the governance gaps. So, we try to

get that message through. But then of course, in a balanced perspective, as [much as]

possible. (ILO_IPA3)

In its report, the Office identified governance gaps by pointing out that existing
regulations were not enough for achieving decent work in GSC and highlighted the
primary role of the state in addressing these gaps.

The framing of the discourse was also crucial for putting decent work in GSC on
the agenda in the first place. DG Guy Ryder was actively promoting it as a topic
under the ILO mandate. At the ILC in 2013, shortly after the Rana Plaza accident,
he reframed the GSC discourse as a case of abuse of workers’ rights, acknowledging
the need for vertical cross-border regulation (Thomas and Turnbull, 2018: 547).

The Office also made use of process-related strategies. It used its central position
during the agenda-setting stage of the ILC in 2016 and the subsequent preparation
of the resolution to exert influence. Cooperation with the Workers’ Group in the
run-up to the ILC was one of the main procedural strategies the Office used to put
the issue on the ILC agenda and, at the same time, maintain its impartial position:

The Office was able to orchestrate the Workers’ Group in alliance with a sufficient

number of government representatives from developed countries, Brazil and the

Africa Group, to insert into the agreed Conclusions of the ILC in 2013 a request

for the Governing Body to consider supply chains as an agenda item for the ILC no

later than 2016. (Thomas and Turnbull, 2018: 548–549)
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They also benefitted from the Employers’ Group’s widely criticized reaction to
Rana plaza, who were framing it as a national problem that does not need be
addressed by the ILO.

Besides the Office’s successful efforts at framing the broader discourse, ILO
staff stressed in our interviews that during the negotiations at the ILC, the
Office becomes more passive in general (ILO_IPA1). This was also the case
during the GSC negotiations:

[W]e [the Office] have our own mandate to also do research and promote policy

coherence but also promote certain policies. But our role changes when we set foot

in the Palais des Nations [where the ILC takes place] once a year. Then, we become

the secretariat. We are the secretariat of the committees . . .So, at that stage, the only

thing we do, and I swear this is really carried through very carefully, is we note down

what’s being said in the room and we reflect it carefully in the context of the report

and other matters. And we produce draft conclusions, which we then discuss in a

working group on conclusions. And I’m describing this process very elaborately and

carefully because this is what we do. We don’t have our own interpretations. We don’t

think: “Oh, well, she said this, but she actually meant this.” We don’t do that. We just

reflect what we hear. But, of course, no one believes us. They think that we draft up

these conclusions or pre-draft them and put them on the table as we go. Well, that’s

not the case. (ILO_IPA3)

Therefore, in contrast to the WHO secretariat, there is no evidence of an influence
strategy based on a close collaboration with the chair or individual stakeholders
during the negotiations. While this may be different in less contested and politi-
cized negotiations, the Office acted extremely careful in case of GSC. We did find
evidence, however, that the Office made strategic use of its responsibility for put-
ting together a first draft of the resolution to bring the different groups together
and reach an agreement after all. This was confirmed by one of our interviewees:
“One of the most important sentences that we, the Office, pushed for. Yes, I admit.
Guilty as charged. We pushed for a text and that is paragraph 15” (ILO_IPA3).
This interview partner described in more detail how paragraph 15 has helped the
Office to facilitate agreement:

But because what has happened during the discussion, we saw completely blurred

roles and responsibilities and we decided it’s important to just mention that it is the

state that has the duty to adopt, implement, and enforce national laws and regula-

tions. And then, the next sentence “Governments, business and social partners have

complementary but different responsibilities in promoting decent work in global

supply chains . . . ” I mean simple division of roles and responsibilities. But it was so

important. And so, when we put this in, it was reassuring for many groups.

(ILO_IPA3)
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Going beyond a brokering role and providing mutual reassurance about the

responsibilities of the negotiation partners, the Office also managed to include

paragraph 25 into the draft resolution, which requested the ILO to review its

standards and consider what is needed to achieve decent work in GSC. Several

interviewees—both ILO staff (see IPA1 and IPA3) and from the Workers’

Group—expressed their surprise as this was clearly against the Employers’

Group’s initial viewpoint:

That is to be read in the final conclusions, which were, to be honest, quite a miracle

that we got there because it was two weeks of major, major fights, discussions, oppo-

sition, etc. We also got there, to be honest, because on the Employer side, there were

at least a few, including the spokesperson on the Employer side, that wanted to get to

positive results. They didn’t want this debate to fail. So, that was, for instance, the

Employer spokesperson . . .who I think did quite a lot to get his Employer’s Group to

agree to something. (ILO_SP1)

The Office’s ability to maneuver carefully between the diverging interests of the

constituents helped it to be perceived as impartial and allowed it to shape the

content of the resolution. Owing to its strategy of impartiality, we could not

observe any collaboration with like-minded states or social partners during the

negotiations. However, it managed to offer policy solutions based on the course of

the negotiations: “Inside the Office, many officials even regard para. 25 of the

Resolution and Conclusions as a change to the very mandate of the ILO” (Thomas

and Turnbull, 2018: 554). Regarding the future development of the GSC agenda,

several interviewees confirmed that, until today, it has been very challenging for

the ILO to develop and execute an action plan based on the resolution (ILO_SP1;

see also IPA1 and IPA4). The main reason for the stagnation of the process is the

persisting resistance of the Employer’s Group, who “will not agree to have any-

thing meaningful coming out of this [resolution]” (ILO_SP1).

Comparative insights

In both cases, the secretariats used a combination of expertise-based and process-

based strategies. Both IPAs used the expertise-related strategy of framing to raise

awareness, overcome opposition, and make recommendations. Furthermore, they

were both actively involved in putting the topic on the IOs’ agendas. Due to its

tripartite structure and the general constellation of interest, however, the ILO

secretariat was much more cautious in pushing for its preferred policy output,

especially during the negotiation process. In contrast to the WHO secretariat,

which employed several process-related strategies in close cooperation with like-

minded states and the chair, the Office was eager to appear impartial. However,
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it could make strategic use of its room for maneuver in the preparation of the
draft resolution, which was eventually accepted by the Employers’ Group.

The two cases of influence studied here are characterized by particular constel-
lations of stakeholder interest and policy-related requirements. In both cases, the
levels of political contestation and programmatic complexity were high. In order to
help future research about making sense of which types and degrees of influence to
expect and to put the current results into perspective, Table 1 summarizes our
expectations with regard to other constellations not studied here.

Under the constellation studied here (scenario 1), we expect a high degree of
influence that is achieved by means of both expertise-based and procedural
strategies. This is what we found in our analysis. However, the ILO case
reminds us that organizational specificities matter as well. The process leading
to the GAP illustrates that the ILO’s unique tripartite structure makes it gen-
erally more difficult for the Office to behave entrepreneurially. Under the con-
dition of low contestation (scenario 2), an IPA’s potential influence remains
high but we expect that expertise-related strategies become more important. As
one interviewee suggested earlier, the WHO’s response to HIV/AIDS could
have been such a case. Here, the secretariat had to engage much less in
process-related strategies and work less with like-minded states because there
was a broad consensus about the threat of HIV/AIDS. In scenario 3, where a
policy is characterized by low programmatic complexity but is highly contested,
stakeholders are less dependent on IPA expertise. We expect this to reduce the
overall influence of the administration. Yet, the IPA may still use procedural
strategies to cooperate with like-minded decision-makers and draft proposals
strategically. Bureaucratic influence becomes most unlikely if, as in scenario
4, all stakeholders agree on the appropriate solution to a programmatically
uncomplex policy problem. In this scenario, the service the IPA provides is
mostly limited to conference support.

Table 1. Expected influence and strategies under different constellations.
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Conclusion

Our understanding of what constitutes IPA influence, how to conceive it analytical-
ly, and how to study it systematically is still ill defined. The results of our study offer
some insights. First, it confirmed that international bureaucrats do have policy
preferences and work strategically to achieving them. This finding can be contrasted
to the argument that in national contexts, bureaucrats rarely have distinct policy
preferences (Egeberg, 1995). Second, our analysis adds evidence to the view that the
role of IPAs goes beyond that of a neutral facilitator of stakeholder negotiations, to
that of an influential actor in its own right. Third, despite the fact that the furthering
of individual ambition is regularly considered the most important driver of bureau-
cratic behavior, we find that the behavior of IPA staff is often about achieving
ambitious agreements that effectively address global problems (see also Ege,
2020). Fourth, our findings reiterate the common observation that diplomatic
skills, inclusiveness, and the appearance of impartiality are key.

A crucial challenge in our efforts to determine IPA influence remains related to
the fact that most substantial theories about bureaucratic influence have been
developed for nation states’ political systems. Thus, it is necessary to reflect
upon the different systemic environments that international, as compared to
national, bureaucracies operate in. Combining the variant conditions of complex-
ity with contestation not only helps to formulate expectations in which certain
types of IPA influence strategies are more likely to arise than in others. It also
backs the proposition that IPAs may have an advantage over national bureaucra-
cies, which (in similar constellations) are unlikely to be able to rely on procedural
strategies to the extent that IPAs can. In other words, the fluidity and relative
openness of the policymaking process in the international sphere might allow IPAs
to engage in procedural influence strategies to a great(er) extent than national
bureaucracies (Bauer et al., 2017: 191), and this proposition should be made a
matter of systematic investigation. At any rate, the insights of our study constitute
a promising focus for future empirical and theoretical influence research on inter-
national bureaucracies.
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Notes

1. This article is part of a special issue on “International Bureaucracy and the United
Nations System.”

2. For a more comprehensive discussion of bureaucratic influence, see, for example, Brehm
and Gates (1997), as well as Eckhard and Ege (2016).
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Supplementary material for this article is available online.

References

Barnett M and Finnemore M (2004) Rules for the World: International Organizations in

Global Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Bauer MW, Knill C, and Eckhard S (2017) International public administrations—A new type

of bureaucracy? Lessons and challenges for public administration research. In: Bauer MW,
Knill C, and Eckhard S (eds) International Bureaucracy: Challenges and Lessons for Public

Administration Research. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 179–198.
Beigbeder Y (1997) Challenging the administrative values of the United Nations organiza-

tions. International Review of Administrative Sciences 63(3): 335–344.
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