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Abstract
This article examines how the Group of Twenty (G20) became a hub of decentralizing authority in global economic 
governance since the 2008–09 global financial crisis. It analyzes how this forum responded to the crisis by decent
ralizing authority away from the Group of Seven/Eight (G7/8) and integrating more diverse actors and networks 
in global governance. The G20 also became an important hub for diffusing new policy norms and practices. These 
global crisis effects are linked to international authority shifts since the Cold War. The analytical approach combines, 
especially, social constructivist tools from the field of International Relations and insights from the sociology of pro-
fessions literature. This involves analysis of strategic, political, and cognitive dimensions of authority, and a focus on 
the influence of global governance networks in G20 policy processes and practices. The research includes participant 
observation, semi-structured interviews and personal discussions with members of such G20 governance networks. 
The article indicates how the G20’s role as a driver and conduit for shifts in global authority was augmented by the 
global financial crisis.
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This article examines how the Group of Twenty (G20) became a hub of decentralizing authority 
in global economic governance. Once upgraded to a leader-level meeting during the 2008–09 
global financial crisis (GFC), the G20 became a key forum for decentralizing authority, ex­
tending it beyond the Group of Seven/Eight (G7/8) to the broader G20 membership and other 
actors. This complemented the G20’s role as a hub in diffusing new global governance norms 
and policy practices. 

The first section of the article defines the analytical framework, including analytical tools 
from the sociology of professions and “IR” social constructivism, and particularly the concep­
tual usage of “hub,” “governance networks” and “authority.” The second section examines 
how processes of decentralizing authority in international economic affairs, already evident 
since the late 20th century, increased after the Asian financial crisis and during the GFC. The 
third examines how the G20 became a global governance hub, during and subsequent to the 
GFC. The final section analyzes the significance of the G20 as a hub of decentralizing author- 
ity in global economic governance, especially its capacity to integrate and increase the influ­
ence of diverse networks of policy actors. 

1  The editorial board received the article in February 2019. 



INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS RESEARCH JOURNAL. Vol. 14. No 2 (2019)

8

The G20’s role as a driver and conduit for shifts in global authority was substantially aug­
mented by its redesign during the GFC, but persisted beyond it. This is crucial for understand­
ing the importance of the leader-level forum. The present study analyzes how the G20 became 
authoritative in global economic governance, and its broader significance for world affairs, by 
assessing strategic, political and cognitive dimensions of its authority. This forum is likely to 
have lasting consequences, especially due to its global authority effects, despite what sceptics 
perceive as its diminishing cooperation in recent years. 

Analytical Framework

The article focuses on a key facet of the G20’s inf luence as a hub of global economic govern­
ance, that is, its role in decentralizing authority in this context. This has been an important 
aspect of the leader-level forum’s diffusion of new global governance norms and practices 
since the GFC, especially due to strategic, political and cognitive authority effects of the 
global crisis. 

There are a few conceptual dimensions to this study. The first is the notion of the G20 as 
a hub of global economic governance. This usage has been deployed by several G20 and global 
governance scholars, generally to indicate the forum’s core role in global economic governance 
since 2008 [Cooper, 2010, p. 749; Kirton, 2013; Luckhurst, 2012, pp. 741, 769; 2016a, pp. 141–
71; Narlikar, 2017, p. 8]. This goes beyond a series of isolated summit meetings; rather the G20 
summits are the proverbial “tip of the iceberg” of G20-related activities [Alexandroff, Brean, 
2015, p. 10]. The G20 has become a global governance hub in several policy areas beyond its 
original focus on international economic recovery and financial regulatory reform. This indi­
cates its potential for creative, transversal policy effects by linking these policy agendas. It is a 
“hub” in the sense that it directs the activities of other international agencies and actors in order 
to diffuse particular policy norms and practices in global governance.

This “hub” notion is linked to, but distinct from, the G20’s role as a “steering committee.” 
In this study, the former, “hub,” indicates the forum’s substantial influence on policy processes 
and practices of global economic governance since the GFC; “steering committee” refers to its 
deliberative and framing functions in managing global issues. There has been much debate about 
whether the G20 effectively transitioned from a crisis committee to a steering committee fol­
lowing the GFC [Cooper, 2010; 2012; Crump, Downie, 2018; Kirton, 2013; Luckhurst, 2016a; 
Subacchi, Pickford, 2011]. However, both conceptualizations are compatible with the notion of 
the G20 as a global governance hub. The G20 has decentralized authority as a crisis committee 
and steering committee by integrating non-G7 actors into global governance deliberations;2 
through its policy-hub role it has done so by involving more diverse networks in diffusing and 
implementing policy processes and practices. 

These hub and steering roles have often been emphasized in analyzing the G20’s relations 
with global governance networks, especially how the forum integrates diverse actors and organi­
zations through its policy and engagement processes [Cooper, Thakur, 2013, pp. 134–5; Khan­
na, 2012, pp. 386–7; Kirton, 2013, p. 16, pp. 35–6; Larionova, 2017, pp. 77–80; Luckhurst, 
2012, pp. 741, 769; 2016a, pp. 141–71; Slaughter, 2019, pp. 12–3]. Such networks influence 
the G20 agenda and other contexts of global governance through their agency and authority. 

2  “G7,” “G8,” and “G7/8” are used in the article due to the different periods under discussion, depend­
ing on whether the group included Russia at a particular moment; sometimes both groups are intentionally 
indicated. The G7 finance ministerial forum mostly excluded Russia even when the latter participated in G8 
summits. 
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They consist of private, non-state, state, quasi-state,3 intergovernmental and supranational  
actors that contribute to the production of global governance (cf. Sørensen and Torfing [2007, 
p. 3]). Recent global governance studies incorporating insights from the sociology of profes­
sions literature indicate that global governance networks constitute linked professional “ecolo­
gies” consisting of actors that cooperate, in particular contexts, by defining the issues, tasks 
and individual competencies of network members [Seabrooke, 2014, p. 53; see Karlsrud, 2016]. 
Participant observation, semi-structured interviews and personal discussions with members of 
such G20 governance networks form part of the research for the present study. 

The scholarly literature notes a significant expansion of the types of actors involved in 
global governance since the 1990s [Dingwerth, Pattberg, 2006; Luckhurst, 2017; Rosenau, 
1995]. This has increased the scope of international diplomacy, as diplomats and officials en­
gage with diverse actors that are “in contestation and competition in order to shape discourse 
and policy” [Cooper, Cornut, 2019, p. 307]. This indicates the importance of public diplomacy, 
but states are not the only actors to engage in it; rather, transnational advocacy groups and other 
non-state actors conduct their own forms of public diplomacy to influence policy agendas [Gil­
boa, 2008, p. 59]. There is evidence of this from G20 members and its transnational policy and 
governance networks [Slaughter, 2015; 2019; Stone, 2015]. The author of the present article has 
observed G20 engagement-group participants emphasizing the importance of influencing the 
G20 agenda through public outreach, including media interviews and public meetings, not just 
direct lobbying of G20-member representatives. The latter point indicates how G20 and even 
non-G20 domestic audiences could sway the forum’s agenda [see Lenz, 2018; Schirm, 2013], 
with citizens sometimes passively or actively engaged in global policy debates, especially due to 
expanding channels of public political discourse via the Internet.

Another key conceptual focus of the present analysis is decentralizing authority. This ar­
ticle, building on previous research [Luckhurst, 2016a; 2017], focuses on three key aspects of 
authority in global economic governance and specifically the G20 context. These are strategic, 
political and cognitive authority, and their effects on the organization, policies and actors in­
volved in the G20. The emphasis on these aspects of authority does not exhaust all possible 
forms, for example one could discuss legal or even “moral” authority; however, focusing on 
these three dimensions constitutes a useful framework for analyzing the G20’s importance for 
global governance [see Luckhurst, 2016a, pp. 142–6; 2017, pp. 6–10]. 

There has been a growing emphasis on “authority” and particular forms of it in recent 
global governance and G20 research [Broome, Seabrooke, 2015; Eccleston, Kellow, Carroll, 
2015; Luckhurst, 2016a, 2017; Zürn, 2018]. It is important to stress that “authority” is social­
ly constructed even when legally recognized, and hence “inextricably dependent upon social 
perception and recognition” [Reus-Smit, 2007, p. 44; see Hopf, 1998, pp. 178–9]. Strategic 
authority indicates how state or other actors’ long-term accrued and durable resources, such 
as military capacities, gross domestic product, natural resources, technology, education, skills 
and population influence perceptions of competence to act in a given context. Political authority 
concerns an actor’s perceived and socially constructed, in addition to legally defined, “politi­
cal rights and responsibilities” [Ruggie, 1982, p. 380]; in other words, the extent to which their 
activities in particular contexts are considered politically legitimate competencies. Cognitive 
authority indicates actors’ authoritativeness due to their professional standing and perceived 
access to information, experience, know-how and other cognitive status markers [Broome, 
Seabrooke, 2015]. 

3  The phrases “quasi-state” or “semi-state” are used interchangeably to indicate quasi-autonomous pub­
lic bodies or government-backed private institutions that provide public services. They exist in various institu­
tional types, generally with ties to the state but not completely subsumed by it. 
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It is useful to focus on these aspects of authority when analyzing shifts in the organiza­
tion, policies and actors of global economic governance and, specifically, the G20. The social 
construction of authority is particularly relevant in this context due to the G20’s lack of formal 
legal status as an informal forum. This informality of the G20’s authority, indicating the absence 
of institutionalization, brings to mind J. Rosenau’s [1992, pp. 2–3] comment that “in a world 
where authority is undergoing continuous relocation… [it is] imperative to probe how govern­
ance can occur in the absence of government.”

Decentralizing Global Governance Authority:  
From the Cold War to the GFC

The Bretton Woods architecture of global economic governance was greatly influenced by 
American governments. This was indicated by their financial contributions to the post-war in­
ternational economic reconstruction, combined with substantial strategic, political and also 
cognitive authority at the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank. American 
leadership of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) underpinned its international 
security capacities, though the United Nations (UN) Security Council was too divided dur­
ing the Cold War for U.S. military strength to translate into global authority and leadership of 
security governance. 

American international economic influence was considerable throughout the second-half 
of the 20th century but gradually decreased, in relative terms, especially as the economies of 
western Europe and Japan expanded. There were economic challenges for U.S. administra­
tions, such as persistent trade deficits from the 1970s onward. Cold War security guarantees 
to American allies sustained U.S. strategic and political authority among them, despite this 
declining economic pre-eminence. The conclusion of the Cold War dramatically altered the 
international context, increasing opportunities for broader multilateral cooperation and genu­
inely global governance [Rosenau, 1992, p. 1]. F. Fukuyama [1989] famously perceived this 
moment as the “end of history,” arguing that the apparent triumph of liberal democracy had 
settled, once and for all, the history of competing political orders. This was a hubristic response 
to these international shifts. The so-called “unipolar moment” thesis of renewed American 
predominance was similarly exaggerated [see Krauthammer, 1990], ignoring, as it did, con­
tinued security threats and the economic significance of the European Union (EU), Asian 
regional integration, and the fast-growing developing states. 

Officials and governments of the G7/8 and Bretton Woods institutions took steps to con­
solidate the “liberal international order” in the 1990s. This included establishing the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) and reinforcing global-regional multilateral cooperation through 
deeper EU integration and membership expansion and the new North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA). Expansion of global and regional economic governance and cooperation 
was reinforced by the increasingly pervasive discourse on economic globalization. This was rhe­
torically deployed in advocating economic liberalization, including to legitimize policy agendas 
such as the Washington Consensus [Rodrik, 2006; see Williamson, 1990], reforms prescribed 
to developing states by G7 governments, the IMF and World Bank. 

The Asian financial crisis of 1997–98, plus a series of financial crises in Latin America, 
undermined confidence in these Washington prescriptions in developing states, with strong cri­
tiques also from influential western-based economists and development experts [see Easterly, 
2003; Rodrik, 2006; Stiglitz, 2002]. Lessons from the Asian crisis, subsequently augmented by 
those from the GFC, constituted a “crisis effect” that undermined élite conventional wisdom 
in development policymaking [see Widmaier, Blyth, Seabrooke, 2007]. This undermining of 
global governance norms and practices reduced the cognitive authority, especially, of officials 
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from G7 states and the Bretton Woods institutions [Ravenhill, 2002, pp. 170–1; Stubbs, 2002,  
pp. 448–9]. There is substantial evidence that policymakers from leading developing states 
became more sceptical of policy advice from western-led institutions due to the widely per­
ceived failures of the Washington Consensus and especially the IMF’s impact in exacerbating 
some financial crises through its structural adjustment programmes [Broad, 2004, pp. 133–4;  
Cooper, 2008, p. 254; Easterly, 2003; Luckhurst, 2017, pp. 156–63; Rajan, 2005; Rodrik, 2012, 
pp. 90–5; Sohn, 2005, pp. 490–2; Stiglitz, 2003, pp. 245–6; 2004]. 

World Bank and IMF staff openly contested the significance of the Washington Consen­
sus by the early 2000s. Senior World Bank figures, including J. Stiglitz, condemned the conse­
quences of the “Washington” policy prescriptions, contrary to the reluctance of IMF officials 
to revise their own institutional position [see IMF, 2002; 2003, p. 6; Rodrik, 2006, p. 977; 
Rogoff, 2003; Singh et al., 2005; Stiglitz, 2001; World Bank, 2005]. The global political shifts 
of the 1990s brought enduring organizational adjustments to the global governance architecture 
even though the development policy evidence became contested. These organizational shifts 
included new institutional mechanisms, actors and practices of global economic governance. 
More diverse economic issues were addressed by global governance, plus new forms of coopera­
tion on climate change, the UN Millennium Development Goals and greater focus on issues of 
gender rights, labour protection and international humanitarian law. 

Transnational advocacy groups became more influential, augmenting the global governance 
focus on these broader issues. The growing influence of transnational and non-state actors, in­
cluding civil society organizations (CSOs), was partly enabled by new advocacy opportunities, 
especially due to technologies such as the Internet but also to the growing professionalization 
and enhanced technical capacities of CSOs [Keck, Sikkink, 1999, pp. 95–9; Price, 2003, p. 584; 
Scholte, 2004]. CSOs made two crucial global governance interventions in the 1990s, undermin­
ing both the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) attempts to 
implement its proposed multilateral agreement on investment [Smythe, 2000] and the IMF lead­
ership’s attempts to amend the Fund’s articles of agreement to prohibit capital controls [Rodrik, 
2012, pp. 90–5]. Policy debates on these issues indicated how non-state actors could influence 
global governance and in effect compel policy shifts, thus decentralizing authority from states and 
international financial institutions (IFIs) to non-state actors. 

The growing complexity of late 20th century global economic governance involved other non-
state and quasi-state actors. This included the direct governance role of professional standard-set­
ting bodies which, despite being non-governmental agencies, gained significant delegated authority 
in key decisions on the practices, rules and norms of aspects of global economic governance, given 
that governments often implement their policy recommendations [Büthe, Mattli, 2011, pp. 220–6]. 
Growing competition between EU and U.S. professional-standards bodies further indicated at least 
a partial decentralizing effect in global economic governance, shifting from the mid-20th century 
predominance of American professional associations, particularly in the context of product stan­
dards [Büthe, Mattli, 2011]. Another indicator of growing complexity was the increased significance 
of financial rating agencies, especially the “big three” of Moody’s, Standard & Poor’s and Fitch. 
Critics attributed substantial blame to them for contributing to the GFC through flawed financial 
risk models [Rudd, 2009, p. 24; Utzig, 2010, pp. 2–4]. In addition to these non-state organizations, 
the growing influence of opaque sovereign wealth funds in the early 2000s contributed to decentral­
izing authority in managing global investment flows, as their substantial economic influence was 
beyond the control of G7/8 states and IFIs [Clark, Dixon, Monk, 2013].

The global authority of American policymakers noticeably declined in the first decade 
of the 21st century due to relative shifts in global economic capacities and for political reasons 
(see Fig. 1), including the negative perception of the Bush administration’s unilateralism, espe­
cially as a consequence of the 2003 invasion of Iraq [Nye, 2004]. Global economic governance 
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became a particularly significant context of decentralizing authority away from American and 
G7/8 leadership, partly as a consequence of the growing economic capacities of developing 
states such as China and India [Luckhurst, 2017]. This shift in the global economic balance 
accelerated during the GFC in 2008–09 most dramatically because of China’s fast-growing 
economy, as well as some of the other states in the BRICS grouping of Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa (see Fig. 2 and 3).

The Asian financial crisis had been the key motivation for establishing the Financial Sta­
bility Forum (FSF) and the G20 forum of finance ministers and central bankers in 1999, which 
paved the way for a G20 leaders’ forum by 2008. These new global governance contexts also in­
creased the diversity of actors engaged in global economic governance though, until the GFC, 
this predominantly took the form of outreach engagement and consultation. This included a 
series of G8 summits in the early to mid-2000s to which the “Outreach Five” group of lead­
ers from Brazil, China, India, Mexico and South Africa were invited to attend as guests. The 
bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers’ investment bank which sparked the GFC in September 2008 
provided the opportunity for the G20 to become a key catalyst for intensifying this integration 
trend in global economic governance. 
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Fig. 1. Percentage Share of World Economic Output, Current Prices, 2017

Source: [The World Bank, n. d.]. 
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Source: [IMF, 2015].

There has been a debate about whether the G20 finance forum was primarily designed to 
enable leading wealthy states to influence “systemically important” developing states [Cooper, 
Thakur, 2013, p. 37]. The GFC disrupted the sense of hierarchy in global economic governance 
as the G20 reacted by integrating leading developing states as more equal partners in global 
economic governance. The G20 quickly became the focus for multilateral efforts to control the 
GFC in 2008, with President George W. Bush convening the first G20 summit in Washington 
DC by November, only two months after the Lehman collapse. The G20 took centre stage de­
spite some calls for the UN to lead [UN, 2008; Wade, 2012]. This was partly due to its f lexibility 
as an informal forum without fixed rules and procedures, which enabled it to be adapted rapidly 
to the circumstances, including the increasingly evident global authority shifts. Its members 
also were capable of resolving the crisis due to their combined global authority. A year later, 
G20 members confirmed it had become their “premier forum for… international economic 
cooperation” [G20, 2009b]. 

The G20 Hub of Global Governance Since the GFC

The GFC constituted what historical institutionalists would call a “critical juncture” for global 
governance. The G20 contributed substantially to adapting global economic governance to the 
GFC’s political and economic consequences. The integration of leading developing states into 
key international fora and institutions during the crisis, in addition to the elevation of the G20 
to a leader-level forum, indicated the rapid reshaping of global governance to the new context 
of global political economy.

The economic recovery strategy agreed at the G20’s London summit in April 2009 un­
derscored the global authority shifts. The forum brought together a group of 19 states and the 
EU; half of its members were developing and half wealthy, and they collectively accounted for 
85% of global economic output, two thirds of the world’s population and 80% of global trade. 
The G20 became a hub for their coordinated response to the GFC, which was unprecedented 
and impressive in terms of magnitude, scope and outcomes. The London G20 summit includ­
ed members’ agreements to raise their public spending by an additional 2% of gross domestic 
product (GDP) and provide $1.1 trillion in extra funding for the IMF, World Bank and regional 
multilateral development banks. They further agreed to create a new IFI to monitor global fi­
nancial stability called the Financial Stability Board (FSB), which effectively institutionalized 
the informal Financial Stability Forum (FSF) [G20, 2009a]. The G20’s entire membership 
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was integrated into the Basel Committee for Banking Supervision (BCBS) and the new FSB 
in 2009. Members’ status had already been augmented by creating the leader-level G20, re­
branded at its September 2009 Pittsburgh summit as their “premier forum” for global economic 
governance [G20, 2009b], effectively superseding the leadership role of the G7/8. 

The G20’s role as a crisis committee and hub of the multilateral GFC response was cru­
cial. The enduring significance of its achievements during this period, especially at the London 
summit, is sometimes overlooked. It laid the foundations for the G20’s subsequent role as the 
main focus for global economic governance cooperation between its members. Their collec­
tive significance for the world economy makes the G20 the most important informal forum for 
global economic governance. It has also become crucial in other policy areas, contributing to 
deliberations and sometimes to policy commitments on issues such as climate change, sustain­
able development, terrorism, health and gender equity. This indicates why its members attach 
significant importance to their membership. This importance is indicated by the willingness of 
leaders to attend regular G20 summits, plus the substantial material and human resources com­
mitted to G20 engagements, especially from the rotating chair, with multiple G20 ministerial, 
working group, sherpa and outreach meetings each year. 

The perceived failure of the G20 to sustain its initial momentum led to growing doubts 
about its effectiveness. The declining impact of the GFC by 2010 predictably undermined group 
cohesion. The two summits that year, held in Toronto in June and Seoul in November, each had 
important consequences for the future of the G20 but in very different ways. The outcomes of 
the two summits contrasted significantly, with the Toronto summit subsequently perceived as a 
low point in G20 cooperation. The divisive discussions in Toronto indicated a shift away from 
the G20’s “crisis committee” sense of solidarity [see Cooper, 2010; Cooper, Thakur, 2013; Kir­
ton, 2013; Luckhurst, 2016a]. This was largely due to growing disagreement on whether to sus­
tain the global fiscal stimulus and economic recovery strategy initiated at the London summit, 
in light of growing debate about risks from public deficits and debt and apparent improvements 
in the global economic outlook. The eurozone crisis had begun to spread beyond Greece by the 
time of the Toronto summit, which led the German government in particular to advocate “fis­
cal consolidation” through cuts to public expenditure, also known as “austerity” [Luckhurst, 
2016b, p. 171, 2017, pp. 97–8; see Blyth, 2013]. This was opposed by the Obama administration, 
along with the Chinese and several other G20 members which advocated sustaining a pro-
growth strategy to support the still-fragile global economic recovery [Luckhurst, 2016a, p. 111]. 
The eurozone crisis and EU austerity policies remained a point of contention between the EU 
and the U.S. for much of the Obama administration. 

The Seoul summit was equally significant for shaping the forum’s subsequent role. One 
important agreement from the Korean G20 presidency was to endorse the soon-to-be-pub­
lished Basel III Accords on global financial regulation [G20, 2010], concretizing a key aspect 
of the G20’s GFC-period cooperation. Aside from these accords, designed to strengthen the 
global financial system and prevent a future crisis through the new macroprudential regula­
tory framework, the Seoul summit had two further important effects. One was to help the 
G20 recover some momentum, half a year after the failures and fractious disagreements of 
the Toronto summit. This was significant because a similar outcome in Seoul could have 
heralded an irreversible decline of the G20’s role in global governance. The Seoul summit 
instead was crucial for recasting the G20 as a post-crisis hub of global governance and an 
albeit imperfect steering committee. The second key effect was to initiate the diversification 
of the G20 agenda through the Koreans’ inclusion of a focus on economic development. 
Subsequent host presidencies followed this precedent with the effect of significantly expand­
ing the G20 agenda beyond its crisis-period focus on global economic recovery and financial 
sector reforms. 
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This agenda expansion from the Seoul summit onward had significant consequences for 
the G20’s hub role in global governance. It increased the significance of the G20 as a hub for 
decentralizing authority, partly because the expanded policy agenda resulted in the inclusion of 
more actors engaged across a broader range of issues; this also meant diffusing new norms and 
practices in more policy fields. The forum remains a hub of macroprudential financial reform 
by continuing to monitor progress on that policy agenda. It is also one hub of global sustainable 
development governance together with the World Bank and the UN, with the G20 particularly 
supportive of the UN’s 2030 Sustainable Development Goals. The G20’s hub role is further 
ref lected in its diversity of policy activities, from its engagement with the BCBS, Bank for Inter­
national Settlements (BIS), FSB and IMF on the Basel III Accords and the OECD on the Base 
Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) tax strategy, to its coordination on policy issues such as 
employment, infrastructure investment, trade, climate change, digitalization and work, gender 
economic equity, health, migration, aging and demographic shifts. The G20’s growing impor­
tance in trying to connect these diverse policy contexts indicates an increasingly transversal ap­
proach to global governance and constitutes important deliberative-steering and policy effects. 

Despite the evidence of more modest achievements from post-GFC G20 summits, espe­
cially the absence of such impressive financial inputs as those from the London summit, the 
forum has contributed to enduring radical shifts in 21st century global governance. Importantly, 
the G20’s perceived track record of success as a crisis committee [Cooper, 2010, p. 756] would 
likely make it the obvious, go-to forum for rapidly responding to future global economic crises 
[Luckhurst, 2016a, p. 263; Narlikar, 2017, p. 4; Subacchi, 2015; Wurf, Sainsbury, 2016]. Re­
cent growing uncertainty and perceived risks to global political and economic stability, with key 
events such as the UK’s “Brexit” referendum of June 2016 and the election of President Donald 
Trump in November that year, arguably increased the relevance of the G20 as a crisis manage­
ment forum [Berger, Leininger, Messner, 2017, pp. 113–4; Luckhurst, 2016b].

International organizations (IOs) such as the IMF and OECD cooperate with the G20 
because they, like G20 members, recognize the global significance of the forum and also that 
their own organizational relevance is enhanced by this cooperation. The Independent Evalu­
ation Office (IEO) of the IMF noted this in a report on the IMF’s GFC response, including 
the comments that some members of the IMF’s International Monetary and Financial Com­
mittee “thought that involvement with the G20 would be helpful for the IMF to build political 
support, and thus gain greater traction for its policy advice…” and that “involvement with the 
G20 gave the IMF the opportunity to have its analysis reach the heads of state of the largest 
economies” [IEO, 2014, p. 6]. This indicates why former IMF managing director D. Strauss-
Kahn [2009] agreed to undertake radical policy shifts during the GFC by implementing new 
policies and standards “in line with the G-20’s request that our monitoring include the evolving 
framework of macroprudential supervision.” 

IOs that respond to G20 requests to produce proposals in particular policy fields do so in 
ways that are influenced by their own institutional practices. This is one way that organizations 
such as the IMF and OECD influence the G20 policy agenda as part of a reciprocal relation­
ship. Their cognitive authority is augmented and reproduced through the G20’s recognition 
of their technical capacities and expertise, enabling them to draft policy documents that the 
forum endorses. These cognitive authority effects are further increased by the G20’s “endorse­
ment function [that] can confer legitimacy on the agendas being promoted by other agencies” 
[Eccleston, Kellow, Carroll, 2015, p. 300]. One example involved the role of the FSB, IMF 
and BIS [2011] in designing the Basel III Accords; another was the OECD’s influence on the 
BEPS strategy on tax avoidance. The G20 endorsed the FSB/IMF/BIS proposals for the Ba­
sel III Accords at its Seoul summit [G20, 2010] and the OECD’s new BEPS guidelines and 
policy tools at its 2013 St. Petersburg summit [G20, 2013; OECD, 2013]. In both cases, the G20 
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requested that the IOs develop policies for implementing the G20’s agendas, respectively, on 
macroprudential regulation and tax avoidance. They complied, but rather than acting as passive 
institutional followers their influence on the policies was substantial because the IOs designed 
the detailed policy contents. This is indicative of how the G20 constitutes complex and recipro­
cal authority effects as a network-hub of global governance, its networked relations including 
key global governance organizations and officials.

The G20 as a Hub of Decentralizing Authority

The G20’s hub role in global economic governance since the GFC had the effect of concentrat-
ing and decentralizing authority while diffusing new policy practices of global economic govern­
ance. The first assertion is not contradictory because it indicates how the G20 forum became a 
focus, or hub, for decentralizing authority in global economic governance.

The G20 contributed to decentralizing authority while decreasing the potential for global 
governance fragmentation, especially by integrating leading developing states at the heart of 
global economic governance in its key fora and institutions and through the G20’s elevation to 
a summit-level forum. The process of integration which augmented the authority of G20 de­
veloping-state members consequently increased their influence in global governance. This was 
evident, in strategic authority terms, by the involvement of the developing-state G20 members 
in its coordinated fiscal and financial response to the GFC; in political authority shifts, by the 
greater inclusion of developing states in the political agenda-setting bodies of global economic 
governance; and also in cognitive authority effects, since the G20 and other global governance 
bodies adjusted their policy agendas during the GFC to positions that more closely ref lected 
priorities of leading developing states such as Brazil, China and India. 

One significant consequence of the G20’s integration of leading developing states was that 
it shifted global economic governance norms and practices to include more of those favoured 
by policy actors from leading developing states. This was further evidence of decentralizing 
political and cognitive authority. Rather than the anticipated convergence of developing-state 
economic policy practices with those of leading western states as initially envisaged by the G20 
finance forum, the GFC influenced rapid shifts from wealthy G20 members. They adjusted 
some of their policy norms and practices on issues such as financial regulation and capital con­
trols [Gallagher, 2011; Guha, 2009; IMF, 2009] to match more closely those existing among 
some East Asian and developing-state members. This was evident in the G20’s role in the shift 
to macroprudential financial regulation and the IMF’s more permissive stance on capital con­
trols – which was endorsed by the G20 [G20, 2011]; and by the Korean G20 presidency’s suc­
cess in gaining the forum’s consensus in support of its sustainable development agenda [G20, 
2010].

These shifts in economic policy practices and norms indicated a further significant is­
sue linked to the declining cognitive authority of officials from leading G7 states such as the 
UK and the U.S., which was the increased scepticism about market efficiency due to the 
GFC [Luckhurst, 2017, pp. 87–101]. These ideational and normative shifts certainly altered 
perceptions of cognitive authority, further indicated by the greater openness of officials and 
policymakers in questioning economic policy prescriptions of G7 governments and the Bret­
ton Woods institutions. Senior officials from Brazil, China, India and other leading develop­
ing states blamed predominantly-western economic policy norms and practices for the GFC. 
Former U.S. Treasury Secretary H. Paulson [2015, p. 240] noted, for example, that Chinese 
politician Wang Qishan told him, as a result of the failure of the U.S. financial system in 2008, 
“[The Chinese] aren’t sure we should be learning from you [Americans] anymore.” The Bra­
zilian government was equally harsh in its assessment; then Finance Minister Guido Mantega  
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asserted, just before the Washington G20 summit of November 2008, that his government refused 
to be “mere coffee drinkers,” implying passive observers, at global governance fora [Partlow, 
2008]. His president, Lula da Silva, noted in April 2009, “This crisis was fostered and boosted 
by irrational behavior of some people that are white, blue-eyed. Before the crisis they looked 
like they knew everything about economics, and they have demonstrated they know nothing 
about economics” [Watt, 2009]. Russian policymakers also criticized the role of the American 
government and financial sector in the GFC. Former President Dmitry Medvedev commented 
in June 2008, “Failure to take proper account of the risks by the biggest financial companies 
in combination with an aggressive financial policy by the world’s biggest economy led not only 
to corporate losses. The majority of people on the planet, unfortunately, have become poorer” 
[Buckley, Belton, 2008].

Representatives from leading developing and non-western states increasingly demand­
ed to be heard and respected as equals in global economic governance. In keeping with this, 
BRICS stressed the equal, collective ownership of the G20 in a joint declaration prior to the 
2014 Brisbane G20 summit, stating “the custodianship of the G20 belongs to all Member States 
equally and no one Member State can unilaterally determine its nature or character” [Depart­
ment of International Relations and Cooperation, Republic of South Africa, 2014]. This was 
in response to speculation about Russia’s participation at the Brisbane summit, but it further 
indicated decentralizing authority in global governance since the diplomatic damage from the 
suspension of Russia’s G8 membership was to some extent offset by diplomatic gains from its 
BRICS, as well as G20, memberships. 

More recently, western influence has been undermined by political-economic problems 
and sometimes the rejection of multilateralism, even from the UK and American governments. 
The Brexit negotiations and President Trump’s willingness to question established multilat­
eral institutions, norms and practices, especially concerning trade, continue to undermine the 
global governance authority of the UK and U.S. governments [Luckhurst, 2017, pp. 135–6]. 
This further signals the shift in global governance authority, especially as Chinese president Xi 
Jinping [WEF, 2017] has attempted to present himself by way of contrast as a defender of mul­
tilateralism and global governance norms and practices. 

Some scholars emphasize the importance of the rotating chair in guiding the G20 agenda 
[Crump, Downie, 2018]. The host presidency plays a key role, though its effectiveness at deliv­
ering G20 policy agreements is improved by effectively balancing between agenda control and 
facilitating deliberation to reach agreements, including through diplomacy with G20 “Troika” 
partners, other G20 members, non-member states and non-state actors involved in engagement 
processes [Crump, Downie, 2018, pp. 33–4, 39].4 The hosting in itself constitutes a means for 
decentralizing global governance authority, considering the non-G7/8 and developing-state 
members that have held the role. This put the international spotlight on the Korean, Mexican, 
Australian, Turkish, Chinese and Argentinian host presidencies, boosting their agenda-setting 
influence, and hence authority, in post-crisis global economic governance. This augmented au­
thority included their relations with intergovernmental organizations; the Chinese government 
even received support from the OECD in preparing its G20 presidency agenda despite not being 
an OECD member [Kirton, 2016, p. 101]. 

Stewardship of the rotating G20 chair has the potential to enhance the host’s international 
reputation. Particularly for developing-state members, also non-G7 wealthy states such as Aus­
tralia [Harris, Rimmer, 2015], chairing the leader-level G20 significantly increased their oppor­

4  The G20 “Troika” model of coordination, through consultations between the previous, present and 
next host presidency, is based on the system introduced by the G20 finance forum in 2002 [Kirton, 2013,  
pp. 138–40].
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tunities to be centre stage of international diplomacy and to sway the global governance agenda, 
thus indicating a significant decentralizing authority effect. The Korean, Mexican, Russian, 
Australian, Turkish, Chinese and Argentine rotating presidencies indicated how non-G7 states 
could influence the G20 agenda by focusing on topics relevant to them and the wider world. 
This involved them expanding the G20 agenda to incorporate sustainable development, food 
security, employment and employability issues, infrastructure, female labour participation and 
the future of work in an era of growing digitalization [OECD, 2018]. One priority issue for the 
Argentinians was gender economic equity, which built on the Australian, Turkish, Chinese and 
German G20 presidencies’ agendas on narrowing the gender gap in labour participation. This 
indicated how continuity could be achieved between the objectives of developing and wealthy 
G20 members, aided by the G20 Troika framework [Berger, Leininger, Messner, 2017; Harris 
Rimmer, 2015]. 

This agenda diversification constituted a further significant consequence which in­
creased the G20’s decentralizing authority through expanded chairing opportunities. The 
host presidency contributes to a kind of “Christmas tree” effect [Ye, 2014, p. 28] in which 
they include predecessors’ priority agenda items while adding their own to decorate the agen­
da “tree.” This has contributed to the expansion of the G20 agenda as a normative effect of 
the Troika and rotating-presidency system. More than one G20 sherpa has noted in private 
comments to the author that this is diplomatically perceived as showing respect for previous 
presidencies’ work.5 

Other long-term benefits could be gained from public diplomacy opportunities, including 
from hosting the engagement group meetings. The author of this article conducted research 
through participant observation and semi-structured interviews at the Buenos Aires Think20 
(T20) summit of September 2018 during the Argentine G20 presidency. This indicated that 
despite dealing with a domestic financial crisis during their host year, the Macri administration 
put substantial diplomatic effort into the engagement processes. The president attended and 
gave speeches at the official engagement group summits, plus a number of Argentine govern­
ment representatives were present, some actively communicating with participants over days of 
meetings. These outreach activities could hold long-term diplomatic benefits for G20 chairs, 
especially considering the growing significance of networking in global governance. It consti­
tutes a form of decentralizing authority, giving non-G7 members rare opportunities to con­
duct public diplomacy on “home turf” while amplifying their diplomatic outreach through G20 
leadership and hosting functions. 

The G20 has integrated diverse actors and organizations into its policy deliberations and 
processes. In addition to intergovernmental bodies, the forum has brought non-G20 states into 
its policy deliberations, especially the Global Governance Group (“3G”) of states led by Sin­
gapore, which arguably helps to reduce the perception of a “legitimacy gap” in the G20’s global 
governance role [Cooper, Thakur, 2013, pp. 95–7]. Non-state actors have also been incorpo­
rated into its policy deliberations, especially through its official outreach engagement forums, 
currently the Business20 (B20), Civil20 (C20), Labour20 (L20), Science20 (S20), T20, Ur­
ban20 (U20), Women20 (W20) and Youth20 (Y20). These include diverse non-state actors 
such as influential business executives, civil society advocacy-group members, trade unionists, 
scientists, municipal leaders, academics and think tank experts. They collectively contribute to 
G20 policy debates by presenting policy briefs to the forum but also more importantly through 
interpersonal communications and by constituting G20-linked global governance networks that 
try to sway its policy agenda. Examples include how IFI officials and other advocates of macro­
prudential financial regulation influenced the G20 agenda during the GFC [Luckhurst, 2016a, 

5  The author’s interviews and private discussions with G20-member sherpas, between 2015 and 2018. 
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pp. 149–56], Oxfam’s influence on the Mexican G20 presidency’s development policy agenda 
[Luckhurst, 2016a, p. 114] and the W20’s emphasis on sustaining pressure on the G20 to match 
its gender-mainstreaming rhetoric, including its “25 by 25” target for reducing the gender la­
bour participation gap [W20, 2019]. 

These further indicate how such G20 governance networks constitute linked profes­
sional ecologies consisting of diverse types of actors that, partly because of their diversity, 
contribute to a more transversal approach to global policy issues. These networks sometimes 
contribute to G20 policy convergence, especially on technical issues that are less politically 
contested. This is sometimes reinforced by transnational “epistemic arbitrage” [Seabrooke, 
2014], indicating how transnational experts such as those integrated into G20 governance 
networks are relatively unconstrained by established domestic organizational hierarchies and 
professional practices due to the “thinness” of transnational professional socialization [Sea­
brooke, 2014, pp. 50–1, 54–6]. Policy contestation from global governance networks further 
indicates, in this sense, decentralizing authority by reducing domestic organizational con­
straints on network actors. 

The G20’s role as a hub of global governance networks augments its governance capacities 
through access to broader feedback and policy expertise while further contributing to decen­
tralizing authority in global economic governance [G20, 2013, p. 26, 2014; Luckhurst, 2016a, 
pp. 199–200; 2017, pp. 64, 68]. This involves a significant expansion in the types of actors 
involved, especially the integration of non-state actors such as CSOs and non-governmental 
experts. A further significant effect of decentralizing global governance authority, particularly 
through G20 engagement with non-state actors, is to increase the forum’s transparency and 
public accountability, thus potentially increasing its perceived legitimacy among citizens [Har­
ris Rimmer, 2015; Kotzian, Kohler-Koch, 2015, pp. 7–8; Luckhurst, 2016a, p. 200; Slaughter, 
2013]. This indicates that while concerns about the limitations of the G20’s official engagement 
processes should not be taken lightly [see Clapp, Murphy, 2013, pp. 135–6; Larionova, 2012,  
p. 4], the engagement fora potentially play a significant role in connecting governments to civil so­
ciety actors and citizens. The engagement groups could benefit from conducting more of their 
own public outreach, partly to enhance public engagement with the G20, but also considering 
the ambiguity of their own legitimacy as global governance actors.

Conclusion

The GFC was the catalyst for the G20’s elevation to a leader-level forum, with significant and 
enduring effects on global economic governance. One key consequence was that the G20 be­
came a hub for decentralizing strategic, political and cognitive authority in global governance 
as part of its role in diffusing economic as well as other policy norms and practices. This has 
substantially influenced the organization, policies and actors of global governance since 2008. 

Four key points are evident from analyzing the G20’s role since the GFC. One is that it 
contributes substantially to decentralizing authority in global economic governance, most obvi­
ously by decreasing the relative influence of the G7/8 and increasing the influence of leading 
developing states and others outside the G7/8. Another is that it further decentralizes authority 
by integrating diverse global governance networks, involving state, intergovernmental, quasi-
state and non-state actors in its policy processes. The third point is that the collective global 
authority of the G20 remains a key attribute sustaining its steering and hub roles in important 
policy areas despite sometimes modest achievements of recent summit agreements. The fourth 
is that the G20’s initial success as a crisis committee underpins its authority since it gained suf­
ficient prestige to retain its role as the members’ premier forum for post-GFC global economic 
governance. 
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The G20’s global governance influence is sometimes considered to be waning, especially 
since 2010. This article indicates instead that it has become an established hub and imperfect 
steering committee for global economic governance. It continues to contribute to decentraliz­
ing authority in global governance, facilitating the adaptation of the latter to the consequences 
of long-term political and economic shifts. Perceptions are important, and as the most authori­
tative hub of contemporary global economic governance the G20 remains the obvious choice 
for managing future global economic crises as a crisis committee-in-waiting.
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В статье рассматривается, как «Группа двадцати» стала хабом децентрализации влияния в глобальном эко-
номическом управлении после глобального финансового кризиса 2008–2009 гг. Анализируется, как форум отре-
агировал на кризис, децентрализовав влияние «Группы семи/восьми» и включив новых участников и сети в гло-
бальное управление. «Двадцатка» также стала важным центром распространения новых политических норм и 
практик. Эти последствия глобального кризиса связаны с изменениями международного влияния после холодной 
войны. Аналитический подход объединяет, в частности, инструменты социального конструктивизма в области 
международных отношений и подходы литературы по социологии профессий. Он включает в себя анализ страте-
гических, политических и когнитивных аспектов влияния и акцент на воздействии сетей глобального управления 
на политические процессы и практики в рамках «Группы двадцати». Исследование основано на включенном на-
блюдении, полуструктурированных интервью и личных беседах с участниками таких сетей управления в рамках 
«двадцатки». Показано, как роль «Группы двадцати» в качестве движущей силы и проводника изменений в миро-
вом влиянии была усилена глобальным финансовым кризисом.
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