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The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered turbulent times across the globe, reminding us of the highly multidimensional and interdependent nature of today's world. Next to diverging national attempts to constrain the spread of the virus, numerous international organizations worked intensely to minimize the impacts of the disease on a regional or/and global scale. Albeit not considered a conventional agency responsible for global infectious diseases, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has surprisingly been one of the most proactive IOs in the pandemic response. In this context, this article examines to what extent the OECD's COVID-19 pandemic response adheres to the role of a global crisis manager. By adapting the theoretical concepts of crisis leadership, we explore the extent of sense-making, decision-making, and learning capacities of the OECD during the pandemic, upon which we draw the organization's position-making. Based on expert interviews and document analysis, this article illustrates that the OECD's concerns regarding the pandemic's severe effects across socioeconomic sectors focused exclusively on its member states. This sense-making enabled prompt and multilayered top-down as well as bottom-up decision-making to provide member states with policy options as solutions to the new challenges. However, the OECD's engagement during the crisis was proactive only to the extent that several limitations allowed, such as resource inflexibility and internal dynamics between the Secretariat and member states. In conclusion, we argue that the OECD did not present itself to be a global crisis manager during the COVID-19 pandemic. Rather, the IO's responses consolidated its position-making as a policy advisor for member states.
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1 Introduction

In the last 20 years, the world has undergone multiple global infectious diseases, including severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 2002, Influenza-A-Virus H1N1 (swine flu), Ebola virus disease, Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS), and Zika virus disease in 2015. Despite this intense experience with novel diseases, COVID-19 revealed that most countries were poorly prepared for a world-wide pandemic. The situation led to dreadful outbreaks of “medical nationalism,” in which countries hoarded medical supplies for domestic use, regardless of external costs (Youde, 2020). For instance, vaccine hoarding resulted in the extreme heterogeneity of the global vaccine distribution by the end of 2021, with some countries succeeding to build herd immunity while others reaching less than two percent vaccine coverage in adults (Moore et al., 2022). Confronting the challenges posed by the pandemic, the world apparently fragmented precipitously into state-defined entities.

On the level above individual state solutions, International Organizations (IOs) sought to inspire global cooperation to overcome the pandemic. However, IOs' approaches and reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic varied, ranging from sending out mere verbal responses lacking relevant action to initiating new policies and programs (Brown and Ladwig, 2020; Gallagher and Carlin, 2020; Debre and Dijkstra, 2021; Dimitrakopoulos and Lalis, 2022). Some studies show what determines the extent of engagement in the pandemic response. Van Hecke et al. (2021), for example, argue that IOs' institutional and political context, governance structure, and degree of autonomy shape their reactions. In the same vein, Debre and Dijkstra (2021) suggest that IOs' bureaucratic capacity is a significant factor that allows them to expand policy scope and instruments in reacting to the pandemic. Other scholars assess the outcomes of IOs' pandemic-related activities. For instance, Duggan et al. (2020) point out that the World Bank's lending to low-income countries was disproportionate to the economic impact of the crisis. More generally, Leisering (2021) argues that IOs' normative models for redressing social inequality exacerbated by the pandemic did not result in new ideas or institutionalized policies. As these studies highlight, some IOs engaged distinctly in coping with the crisis, resulting in a variety of responses to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Despite the OECD's unprecedented response to the COVID-19 pandemic both in width and depth, little attention has been paid to it. While the OECD as an organization has been dealing with health governance since its inception in 1961, only in the early 2000s has it been recognized as a more visible actor in the health governance field (Kaasch, 2021, p. 243). During the COVID-19 pandemic, however, the OECD became an even more significant IO in the context of a global health crisis. The extent of the OECD's involvement in the fight against such a global disease was extraordinary. Since March 2020, the IO released nearly 250 policy briefs and ample data on its digital COVID-19 hub, established shortly after the pandemic was declared. The data points, for instance, range from comparisons of countries' vaccination rates to international scientific collaboration on COVID-19-related research. Moreover, while the policy briefs and data were published timely, keeping pace with the rapid development of the pandemic situation, the analysis exceeds a mere aggregation of simple data points. For instance, when examining the status of data infrastructure in the OECD countries, the IO measured timeliness, quality, and coverage of national healthcare datasets of the OECD countries (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2022a). Such engagement conveys the impression that the OECD was using the pandemic as a window of opportunity to expand its position to a global crisis manager. Thus, we ask in this article: To what extent can the OECD's pandemic response be evaluated as the role of a global crisis manager?

Considering the scope and scale of its mandate, it is reasonable to assume that global crises may serve for IOs to use them as windows of opportunities to expand their realm of influence. IOs are strategic actors that choose deliberate responses to external pressures in order to remain effective, autonomous, and secure (Barnett and Coleman, 2005). The OECD's work domain and the raison d'être have continued to develop throughout the IO's history (Leimgruber and Schmelzer, 2017, p. 25, 26): It “reinvent[ed] itself after it had lost its original purpose at the end of the Marshall Plan” and “developed into a warden of liberal capitalism and the West”, the role which it “redefine[d] again after the fall of the Berlin Wall” (Schmelzer, 2016, p. 29). Moreover, the OECD successfully used and profited from the 2007 Global Financial Crisis to evolve its role in global governance by complementing its economic growth narrative with inclusive, sustainable, and well-being components and contributing to the institutionalization of the G20 (Eccleston, 2011; Woodward, 2022, p. 47, 48). Given that the OECD not only has managed to survive but proactively exploited the drastically changing global circumstances, one can assume that the OECD may have used the COVID-19 pandemic once again for its internal deliberations in the realm of health.

In this setting, we investigate the OECD's response to the COVID-19 pandemic within the time frame between January 2020 and September 2022. Interview data and documents are analyzed using a heuristic frame of IOs as global crisis managers in health governance. As Olsson and Verbeek (2018) point out, approaches to crisis leadership tend to focus dominantly on the domestic level. Building primarily on the existing models (e.g., Boin et al., 2016), we distinguish between four phases of IO crisis management: sense-making, decision-making, learning, and position-making. By applying this framework, this research reviews the OECD's pandemic response and examines the extent to which the OECD functioned as a global crisis manager, given its unprecedented activities in global health governance during COVID-19. For the purpose of this article, a global crisis manager refers to those responsible for steering through transboundary crises as a control tower, coping with crises to protect the global population. A global crisis manager's maneuver encompasses entire managerial practices to non-routine phenomena, including prevention, mitigation, and removal of crises (Comfort, 1998). Being the first in-depth case study of the OECD's global pandemic response, this article opens up the black box of crisis management within the OECD and contributes to research on IO's crisis management.

This article is structured in the following way. It begins by outlining the conceptual framework for the analysis of crisis response. This section introduces how we conceptualize IO crisis management and how this frame can be applied to the OECD's activities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Then, we briefly give an overview of the methodology and data collection applied for this study. The subsequent section explores the OECD's pandemic response by dividing the organization's engagement into four parts based on the conceptual framework. This analytic frame supports us in the empirical investigation of the unknown area of IOs' crisis leadership during an emergency. This work therefore neatly speaks to the study of IOs as autonomous actors (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004; Barnett and Coleman, 2005) as well as to the body of literature on reform processes in IOs (e.g., Bauer and Knill, 2007). Finally, drawing upon the analysis, the conclusion ties up the findings and answers whether the OECD's position during the COVID-19 pandemic can be consolidated as a global crisis manager.



2 A theoretical approach for analyzing IOs' crisis management

Today, we live in a “risk society,” in which collective as well as individual security pertains to one of the top priorities of political agenda (Beck, 1992). In such a risk society, various types of crises occur that may, at the core, threaten the fundamental structure, values, and norms of a system (Rosenthal et al., 2001; Coombs, 2007). Given the magnified scope, complexity, and political salience of modern crises, crisis leadership performance became more important than ever before (Boin and Hart, 2003). In times of a crisis, public leaders are expected to protect society with maneuvers, strategies, and actions, which, as a whole and in sum, formulate what encompasses crisis leadership (Muffet-Willett and Kruse, 2009; Boin et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2021). While scholars have expended efforts to build the body of crisis leadership literature, research in this field remains fragmented and is yet to outline comprehensive aspects of crisis leadership (Wu et al., 2021). One aspect of crisis leadership studies focus on is response strategies and patterns of specific levels of leaders in different crisis contexts: Boin et al. (2016), for example, offer a compelling theoretical framework to disentangle crisis leadership tasks, which outlines the critical stages in accordance with the proceeding phases of the crisis. Similarly, Pearson and Clair's (1998) crisis management procedure constitutes evolving strategic stages from the early perception phase to the final outcome phase. Likewise, Comfort (2007) describes four primary decision points in explaining emergency management process. What these frameworks have in common is that they differentiate between stages allowing for conceptualizing the extent to which a crisis has been managed by the significant actors.

While such frameworks are initially developed for assessing crisis leadership of national governments, we adapt them for the analysis of IOs, such as the OECD, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic response. Our framework for analyzing IO crisis management comprises of four core stages: sense-making, decision-making, learning, and position-making (see Figure 1). First, sense-making indicates the recognition of a threat as a looming crisis. It is the first phase of crisis management which an IO invokes to monitor and catch threat signals that alert the potential to become a severe crisis. Sensing a crisis also includes the cognitive appraising; how significant the threat is and identifying to whom or to what the crisis poses a threat (Boin et al., 2016, p. 38). Second, the consecutive stage of decision-making requires appropriate reactions to the crisis. An IO decides how to cope with the situation, including concrete measures to remove the crisis and address the impacts. Countless factors intervene in the decision-making process, such as identifying the potentials of institutional settings and the possibility of coordination among involved groups (Sommerer et al., 2021). Third, reflecting on the crisis response, learning takes place and lessons are drawn. In this phase, an IO expands its range of potential behavior by processing information and experience it gathered and recognizing useful knowledge (Huber, 1991). This way, a crisis becomes a “collective memory” and serves as “a source of historical analogies for future leaders” (Boin et al., 2016, p. 15).
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FIGURE 1
 Four stages of IOs' crisis management.


Forth, building upon the three previous stages, IOs can reconstruct their places in global governance in a position-making stages. Position-making occurs in the post-crisis phase as an aggregative construction of its locus in global social governance. As Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) call it “position-taking,” IOs seek, conserve, and transform their positions in relations to other actors within their policy fields to accumulate resources and power. Unlike policymakers in national governments who are elected or endowed with certain positions, IOs compete to claim their identity and demarcate domains from each other to secure their positions in the policy networks they are involved in Kranke (2022). Thus, each IO's position changes over time as they respond to evolving circumstances (Béland and Orenstein, 2013). Previous studies indicate that some IOs used the COVID-19 crisis as an opportunity for institutional development or strategy enhancement (Ansell et al., 2020; Debre and Dijkstra, 2021; Ulybina et al., 2022). In reflecting on the peculiarity of IOs in crisis, it can be assumed that the OECD's pandemic response may have changed its position in the architecture of global social governance by reducing, remaining, consolidating, or constructing its scope of work domain and capabilities. Therefore, utilizing position-making, the OECD's eventual reconstruction of its position in global health governance can be evaluated.

In this framework of IOs' crisis management, earlier stages lay the basis for the later stages. That is to say, each of the four stages occurs in sequence within one set of crisis management. For instance, the OECD's sense-making of the COVID-19 pandemic shapes its decision-making. If we posit that the OECD perceived the pandemic as innocuous, no significant decision-making on how to react to the pandemic will follow. Put differently, non-decision-making will be the result of the decision-making in this case. Earlier experiences of crisis management (set N-n) may also pave the way for the current crisis management (set N) and future ones (Set N+n). From the standpoint of the scholarship of organizational learning, an organization learns through accumulating experiences and reflecting on them for better performance (Argote, 2011). Hence, crisis leadership may learn from the last cycles of crisis tasks. For instance, if the OECD created a crisis response mechanism during the 2008 global financial crisis and it did not prove effective, it would not use the exact mechanism for the next financial crisis. Likewise, the position the OECD built through past situations may configure its role during subsequent emergencies. In this regard, crisis leadership tasks are interlinked, both within a series of crisis tasks and beyond.



3 Methodology and data collection

The analysis of the OECD's COVID-19 pandemic response is based on a qualitative approach consisting of expert interviews and document analysis. Between October and November 2022, we conducted interviews with OECD Officials (n = 14) whose composition mirrors the organization's complex structure with various work areas and hierarchy levels. The interviewees were officials of the OECD Health Division (n = 8) and of other various Divisions and Directorates (n = 6). According to the snowball principle, we first contacted 3 core actors within the OECD who provided a representative overview of the IO's pandemic response and then reached out to additional key informants. In principle, in-person interviews were conducted in a one-on-one setting at the OECD headquarters in Paris and OECD Boulogne. Two interviews were conducted in a one-on-two setting on request, in which we interviewed two respondents at once in each session. Three interviews were conducted online. Interviews were semi-structured and ranged in length from 50 min to 70 min. A semi-structured approach allowed each interviewee to propose topics of relevance from their interests and experiences besides the pre-structured interview guide. The interview data were transcribed verbatim. The Interview data were coded using MAXQDA qualitative data analysis software in a combination of deductive and inductive coding techniques. The four stages of the aforementioned framework served as deductive categories for clustering data. Data within each category were then inductively subcategorized to find patterns in data. Additionally, we supplemented the interview findings with relevant documents published by the OECD and academic literature to gain an in-depth understanding of the interview data. For analyzing the OECD's pandemic-related policy proposals, we use the policy briefs released on the OECD's digital COVID-19 hub as well as the regular publications authored by various Directorates and Divisions. To understand the internal dynamics within the IO, we refer to the Secretary Generals' statements and the Council meeting reports. In sum, we traced and analyzed the process in which the OECD dealt with the COVID-19 pandemic from early 2020 until late 2022.



4 OECD's response to COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has been an unprecedented crisis that affected every part of the world and brought significant changes in the everyday lives of the global population. The COVID-19 pandemic exemplifies a crisis case as it posed threats to established regularities, and called for urgent reactions in an uncertain setting (Rosenthal et al., 2001). What makes the COVID-19 pandemic more prominent than other earlier pandemics was its transboundary nature, as the world has grown exponentially interconnected over the last decade. The dynamics of crises often cross geographical, functional, and temporary conditions, affecting broader regions and domains (Ansell et al., 2010). Responding to such border-crossing crises is challenging because it requires deliberation on competing interests, values, and opinions; the ability to improvise in the face of disturbed routines; horizontal and vertical communications; and societal trust and support (Behnke and Eckhard, 2022). As the world witnessed, the coronavirus rapidly invaded extensive areas and became one of the most challenging crises of the era across regions and domains. In this section, we explore how the OECD responded to the COVID-19 pandemic by applying the four stages: sense-making, decision-making, learning, and eventually position-making.


4.1 Sense-making

The OECD's institution-wide acknowledgment of the coronavirus was formulated at the end of February 2020 (Interview #3, #8, #10, #11, #13), which was followed by the official statement announced by the Secretary General at that time (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020a). Considering that the WHO's initial report on the novel coronavirus dates back to January 5th, nearly 2 months of a gap exists between the outbreak of the virus and the OECD's full-scale sense-making of the phenomenon. In these 2 months, when there was little information about the virus, different perceptions circulated within the organization.

On the one hand, the OECD Secretariat did not consider the virus a threat at all in the first month after its emergence. The spread speed and mortality rate of the coronavirus were not known at this point, which prevented the OECD from anticipating its significant effects. Also, at this early stage, the OECD did not consider itself to be a relevant party in taking specific actions to cope with the virus since the IO's mandate in global health does not include monitoring the emergence of a novel virus or its development into a pandemic (Interview #3, #10, #13). Although the global health governance has developed into the complex structure with multilayered actors including increasing number of IOs, it remains without dispute the WHO's official authority and responsibility to trace and report on pandemic-inducing viruses. Hence, the OECD neither felt the need for sense-making nor felt to have the jurisdiction to take action to inspire global sense-making of the coronavirus in the early phase.

Both the OECD Secretariat and the member states did not suppose the OECD as the appropriate leadership to confront the coronavirus. The OECD member states are precautious about the OECD's expansions of the work domains because they are keen to avoid overlapping responsibilities of multiple IOs for which they have memberships (Interview #14). In this context, when it comes to the health sector, the OECD member states tend to disapprove that the OECD has duplicate duties with the WHO (Interview #3, #8). Moreover, the member states anticipated such a novel contagion would emerge in low-income countries, specifically in countries of the Global South, and would not severely affect OECD countries (Interview #3, #12). In accordance with this perception, the OECD had no relevance to global infectious diseases. Interestingly, even though a limited part of the OECD Health Division was aware of the emergence of a pandemic that may well affect high-income countries and thus made claims for more tools to model those potentials, the member states refused to allocate budgets for them (Interview #8). As a result, when the coronavirus emerged, the OECD was “more or less invisible (…) because we (the OECD) weren't in a position to take a bold stand” (Interview #14).

On the other hand, the leading group of the OECD Secretariat, consisting of top-level officers of each Directorate, has paid close attention to the coronavirus since shortly after the outbreak. It suddenly became a central topic among them as early as mid-January through an external visit: The OECD holds monthly briefings where higher-level OECD Secretariat officials inform national ambassadors in the OECD Council on current economic, financial, and social issues. The G20 Sherpa of that time, from Saudi Arabia, participated in one of the briefings held in January and nervously sought expert opinions on the prospects regarding the coronavirus, raising awareness of the virus' potential economic impacts (Interview #10). Considering that the G20 Sherpa track discusses non-financial issues expanded from the G20 agenda, such as growth, trade, and environment, the meeting at the OECD may have been concerned with potential global economic impacts induced by the massive surge of the infection in China, which could disrupt manufacturing, trade, and other economic activities. Although the meeting led to the early recognition of the threat, the sense-making was limited to economic perspectives and did not extend to a more multidimensional contemplation (Interview #10).

The institution-wide sense-making of the crisis began only after the coronavirus spread to the European continent at the end of February 2020. Different parts of the OECD experienced anecdotal viral transmission firsthand and on a personal level: For example, a high-level official became a contact person from the first COVID-19 cases in Europe from a ski region in Austria, which hastened quarantine measures within the OECD; the very early, but rapidly spreading infections in the Lombardy region were perceived by some OECD officials with medical training as the lightbulb moment; the subsequent rapid spread of the virus in Northern Italy and the European countries made it clear to several OECD staff that the coronavirus would not remain one of the issues but become the only issue for the entire year (Interview #8, #10, #11, #13).

Interestingly, the OECD did not pay much attention to the non-European member states in which the first confirmed COVID-19 cases were reported earlier than the European member states, such as South Korea and Australia. This behavior can be attributed to the OECD's euro-centricity: Not to mention that the IO's founding members were dominantly Western European countries, the majority of the membership today still consists of European countries; a part of health-relevant projects at the OECD is funded by the European Commission; that the headquarter is located in Paris makes it difficult for non-European countries, especially countries in the Southern hemisphere, to participate in exchanges and decision-making processes in person (Interview #1, #10). Hence, the euro-centric view appears to have hindered the OECD from becoming attentive to the early experiences of non-European member countries.1

When the WHO's pandemic declaration was announced on March 11th, 2020, the OECD's sense-making followed promptly. However, it perceived the COVID-19 pandemic as an economic shock caused by a health crisis that affected all areas of society in the OECD member states (Interview #1, #14). This sense-making disentangles two salient features. First, the OECD's primary focus was the pandemic's economic costs – The IO defined the pandemic as an exogenous shock to the global economy resulting from the measures against the spreading of the disease, such as lockdown, and the consequent disruptions of economic systems and activities, for instance, supply chains, business, and labor market (Interview #4, #10, #13, #14). Unlike numerous other health-related IOs that perceived the pandemic as a health crisis per se, the OECD, primarily an economic organization, saw the health sector as only one among many sectors hit by the pandemic. Second, the OECD's sense-making exclusively concerned its member states. Previous global health diseases were out of the IO's interest due to their limited or virtually no impact on OECD countries (Interview #1). Hence, the OECD did not see a parallel between the COVID-19 pandemic and those earlier diseases that had had a major effect on public health in low- and middle-income countries. Instead, it rather appraised the 2008 global financial crisis and the looming climate crisis as equivalent comparisons to the COVID-19 pandemic regarding the economic impacts that burden the OECD countries (Interview #1, #2, #13). In other words, if the magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic had not been significant enough on the economy of the OECD countries, the OECD would not have become alert on the pandemic.



4.2 Decision-making

Based on the sense-making of the COVID-19 pandemic as an economic shock that spilled over across all policy areas in the OECD countries, the OECD's decision-making accordingly supported the member states by minimizing the pandemic's encompassing impacts. For this purpose, the OECD's decision-making combined multifaceted top-down and bottom-up models that led to its horizontal approach to the COVID-19 pandemic response.

The Secretary-General's leadership was decisive in making top-down decisions within the OECD. In the first year of the pandemic, the OECD was undergoing internal dynamics with the upcoming election for a new Secretary-General since Angel Gurría, the incumbent Secretary-General at the time, was about to resign after 15 years of serving in this position. The OECD member states strengthened the checks and balances against the Secretariat, and they wanted to ensure the Secretariat's loyalty in supporting the member states by preserving their interests as the focus of the organization. As a result, the Secretariat was cautious in taking a bold stance (Interview #13, #14). This explains the OECD Secretariat's silence on some OECD member states' politicization of the pandemic, especially regarding the vaccine hoarding. When the OECD Secretariat criticizes some of the OECD countries' hindrance of global cooperation to distribute essential medical goods and vaccines, the concerned countries were uncomfortable about the critiques, leading the Secretariat to withhold its critical voices (Interview #10). In the unfavorable constellation, the Secretary-General decided to prove the OECD as a useful organization for the member states by supporting them in preserving their interests (Interview #11, #13, #14). Unsurprisingly, his decision-making led to the safe choice of utilizing the OECD's entrenched comparative advantage in analytical capabilities. He ordered the working bodies to provide the member states with evidence-based policy analyses through data points and policy briefs in a broad spectrum of policy sectors (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020b). To accelerate the process, each working body was allowed to decide on specific topics for policy analyses (Interview #11). Moreover, the Secretary-General ordered the establishment of a digital COVID-19 platform to use as a central channel to release all pandemic-relevant data points and policy briefs, which was a new type of communication next to conventional meetings and publications (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020b). This way, the Secretary-General's top-down decision-making set the direction for the organization's pandemic response in serving the member states as the provider of evidence-based policy options.

Accordingly, each Directorate and their Divisions set up their policy sector-specific strategies in both top-down and bottom-up directions within the units. Various units formed task force groups similar to the ones built in the earlier crisis during the 2008 global financial crisis and the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami in Japan (Interview #13). Other units relied on their management group consisting of senior officials (Interview #7). These groups served as decentralized centers across the OECD and concretized the implementation plans for the digital COVID-19 platform. In filling the platform with data points and policy briefs, their first decision-making included adapting the previously decided budgets and projects to the current situation to support the member states. Since the fixed budgets and projects allowed limited flexibility for adaptations, Directorates and Divisions restructured task priorities. This process picked up specific ongoing projects relevant to the pandemic, and then “covidized” them by integrating the pandemic as a central variable (Interview #4, #5). To provide simple examples, the regular data collection of member states' annual mortality added excessive mortality to assess deaths caused by the pandemic, and the indicators to measure health care performance appended the number of intensive care units (Interview #8). Staff of all levels proactively communicated and made suggestions based on their expertise in this decision-making process, and skipped lengthy approval procedures for timeliness (Interview #2, #8).

In addition, the decision to support the member states with analytical capabilities was strengthened by the OECD's government-like multisectoral structure. While known for the multidisciplinary approach with numerous Directorates and Divisions working on extensive policy fields, each part of the OECD presents different priorities and research directions. Such a structure often leads to differing – sometimes even contradictory - policy conclusions within the OECD, which challenges the consistency of the IO's core claims as an organization (Deacon and Kaasch, 2008; Mahon, 2009). They often work in silos, which explains different, competing, or even contradictory views and policy recommendations across sectors on the same topic (Interview #10). Aware of the tendency to function as independent units, the Secretary-General called for a whole-of-OECD response to the COVID-19 pandemic, highlighting the coherence across various sectors, represented by the term horizontality (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020b). This way, the OECD aspired to bridge the individual silos to each other. In other words, the whole-of-OECD approach served as an institution-wide core principle for the pandemic response, preventing “different heads of the same body [from] coming up with messages that are conflicting” (Interview #8). Toward this end, the OECD reeinforced intra-organizational arrangements and peer reviews across Directorates. In addition, policy briefs went through a quality control process to check whether the messages the different briefs delivered were consistent (Interview #8, #10, #13). For instance, the OECD avoided a policy brief claiming against the lockdown's fatal impacts on the economy in general, while arguing for the importance of the lockdown to protect the populations' health in another policy brief. Instead, approaching from the whole-of-OECD view, it suggested that despite the effectiveness of the lockdown as a containment measure, the lockdown may result in negative consequences in specific sectors, such as tourism (Interview 4, #10). Moreover, multisectoral collaboration within the organization was more encouraged than ever. As a result, new collaboration among units emerged, while the pre-existing collaboration became more intensive. For example, the Health Division newly partnered with the Directorate for Science, Technology and Innovation in tracking the development of vaccines and expanded the previous collaboration with the Center for Entrepreneurship, SMEs and Cities for analyzing health inequalities at the regional level into investigating the pandemic's unequal impacts on the health status of socio-demographic subgroups (Interview #1, #4, #9). In this manner, the OECD improved its multidisciplinarity to interdisciplinarity for channeling coherent messages.



4.3 Learning

The OECD drew several lessons for crisis management throughout its response to the pandemic. First, the pandemic response reassured the asymmetric power constellation between the Secretariat and the member states. The OECD is driven by the demands of the member states and by the constraints to the financial contribution it receives from them. Consequently, the organization's work is tied to particular topics and projects. It is even more the case when a unit, such as the Health Division, relies primarily on voluntary contribution rather than on the central budget (Interview #1). This arrangement sets the barrier for the OECD to take stronger stances or actions during the COVID-19 crisis, allowing insufficient leeway to develop extensive pandemic responses. Given the restrictive flexibility, the OECD's strategy to leverage its established comparative advantages may have been the only option. By maximizing the given leeway and counting on the conventional capabilities, the OECD seems to have proved its usefulness to the member states (Interview #6). This experience may turn into a double-edged sword: While the OECD Secretariat reassured the member states about its loyalty and competence through the pandemic response, it may not lead the member states to confer more flexibility to the Secretariat. Moreover, the dependency on the member states also became clear regarding crisis-time communication. Numerous member states were in emergency mode and overwhelmed to cope with their domestic situation, particularly in the early phase of the pandemic. As a result, some simply did not appear at regular meetings without notice, and many responded to the requests of the OECD Secretariat with unusual delays when quick correspondence was vital (Interview #9, #10). Understanding the member states' exigency, the OECD Secretariat had to find a way to reduce the burdens for them but keep collecting national data for analytics (Interview #1, #2, #9). In short, recognizing the extent of the imbalanced power constellation during the crisis, the OECD now desires more operational leeway and effective communication method as a result of the experiences during the COVID crisis (Interview #1, #3, #8, #10).

Second, the importance of health in the global economic context became internalized within the OECD. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, except for the relevant Directorates and Divisions, there was no institution-wide perception of the importance of health as a policy field for the global economy. The dominant units of the OECD considered health to be a domestic policy area (Interview #6). However, the pandemic experience made it clear that health is a fundamental pillar of the global economy for which global cooperation is required (Interview #3, #6). Throughout the pandemic, the OECD witnessed that an infectious disease, which was not anticipated to affect the OECD countries so severely (Interview #1, #3, #12), disrupted labor markets, business, trade, and further economic areas. In this sense, the pandemic brought an institution-wide appreciation of the chain between health and the global economy.

Third, the pandemic experience led the OECD to integrate resilience in a broader sense in its organizational vision for the next decade (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2021a). While the IO's resilience claim was mainly used in the context of economy and environment prior to the pandemic (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2019), the new strategic orientation now concerns broader societal sectors (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020b, 2021a). The resilience discourse has already unfolded in the OECD publications across policy fields, including health (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2022b, 2023a), finance (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020c,g), agriculture (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020d, 2021b), and infrastructure (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020e). In particular, the Health Division initiated a revisit to its core economic claim on efficiency of health care systems, re-evaluating the previous focus on maximizing the value of money with the emphasis on cost-efficiency of health care spending (Interview #6). For instance, it now considers what it once called “slack,” such as idle beds in hospitals, as essential elements to prepare for future shocks, recognizing that those spare capacities in systems are the key to enduring the impacts of unexpected events and building back quickly to normality (Interview #7). Also, the Health Division's emphasis on the importance of digital infrastructure became more persuasive in the context of resilience (Interview #10). A recent publication provides a more encompassing view of resilience in conceptualizing it as health systems' capacity to prepare for, absorb, recover from, and adapt to varying types of shocks, implying that resilience is not only about reserving surplus goods or infrastructure but building a system with the flexibility (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023a). As evident in many publications, resilience has become a new buzzword of the OECD's work.

However, whether the OECD can translate the resilience debate into concrete actions is unclear at this point. While building resilient systems and infrastructures require investments, some OECD member states have already undergone budget cuts due to the recession, for instance, in the health sector, where investments in resilience are most required (Interview #1, #12). Considering that “the OECD's priorities in health are guided by the member states,” it is difficult for the OECD to expect more demands and financial contributions from them for resilience-related work “unless it's a very strong leadership from the top [leadership of the OECD] that says you (the member states) need to understand that you have to invest in health; you have to look at it as an investment, not as a cost” (Interview #1). Yet, the current top leadership is “not necessarily that interested in health,” leading one to anticipate that “there are probably temporary shifts (in the focus shift from efficiency to resilience), but in terms of the long term evolution of the organization, … (the resilience debate is unlikely) going to change the way the OECD is and as an institution” (Interview #14). Therefore, despite the burgeoning discussion on resilience within the OECD, it is uncertain whether the OECD can plan resilience-related projects in the long term.

Furthermore, different parts of the OECD grasp the concept of resilience divergently, while there is a concern that many units of the OECD approach it with economic equations, perceiving resilience as a trade-off for efficiency. However, the real world is more complex than a linear explanation of trade-offs, inhibiting a clear-cut compromise of efficiency and resilience. For instance, if companies and shops remain open to some extent during the pandemic to avoid bankruptcy instead of a complete lockdown, it would not result in a linear increase in death caused by the COVID-19 infection. Instead, the number of death cases may increase exponentially (Interview #14). Calculations based on equations and models – the traditional way the OECD approaches problems and solutions – may hinder a contemplation of a fresh approach to resilience. Since the OECD is currently elaborating on the concept of resilience, it remains to be seen how the resilience debate will unfold.



4.4 Position-making

Generally speaking, the OECD's core identity can be outlined in three features. First, the OECD is an economic organization that applies the economic lens to a broad spectrum of policy fields. Second, the OECD's portfolio comprises one of the most extensive spectrums of policy fields outside the United Nations systems. Third, evidence-based analytics is the OECD's main currency for earning authority in global governance (Carroll and Kellow, 2011; Schmelzer, 2016; Woodward, 2022). In addition, unlike other IOs that hold hard power to order states to implement specific measures, the OECD counts on soft power to influence its member states by producing expertise that serves as a reference point for policymakers (Mahon and Mcbride, 2009; Martens and Jakobi, 2010). In short, the OECD functions like a think tank that delivers evidence for policy options, applying economic approaches to various policy fields.

Has the OECD's ingrained position changed through the COVID-19 pandemic response? Reflecting on the OECD's sense-making, decision-making, and learning capacities during the pandemic, it seems that the OECD has remained in its entrenched position, rather than acquiring a new post or expanding the boundaries of its work into new areas. The organization's pandemic response relied heavily upon the features mentioned above. The pandemic's economic impact on the member states motivated the OECD to initiate the pandemic response. Data collection and policy analyses ensued as the major response. All branches of the OECD covered various policy fields to redress the pandemic's impacts by putting together data points and policy briefs, ranging from economy and health to education and development. The economic lens was applied to the analytics, which is evident in the organization's outputs. For instance, based on the OECD's own categorization criteria, ca. 43% of the entire policy briefs directly speaks to economic-related topics under the categories of small and medium-sized enterprises, firms, tax, employment, and job retention schemes (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023b). Policy briefs in categories that are not necessarily relevant to economic issues also primarily reflect the economic perspective. For instance, policy briefs for containment measures analyze the impact of the lockdown on economic activity (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020f). Therefore, the OECD's COVID-19 pandemic response remained in its established approaches, capabilities, and domains.

Furthermore, another noteworthy point is that the OECD remained in its position as a research institute that produces and diffuses expertise, yet without the power to drive policymakers to the implementation of the policy ideas it suggests. During the pandemic, the OECD was “whispering in the ears of policymakers” (Interview #11) of the OECD member states by providing them with policy options. The implementation of such policy options, in the end, depends entirely on the domestic policymakers. Whether the OECD's whispering translates into concrete measures in the OECD countries is unknown (Interview #6). After all, the OECD is not the only information provider for the OECD member states. Rather, it is one among countless other factors which influence domestic decision-making processes. Hence, it is safe to argue that the OECD's pandemic response produced outputs, not outcomes. In view of this aspect, the position of the OECD before the pandemic, which relied on soft power and was limited to elicit tangible outcomes, did not change during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Nevertheless, some aspects still leave open the possibility for the OECD to change its position by expanding its working structure and domains. First, while multisectoral collaboration was not a new method, coordination across the organization under the whole-of-OECD approach was a conscious effort to cope with the crisis more effectively. The OECD could continue to improve coherence in its voice in various policy fields, as critics have long been widespread about incoherence both from within and outside the organization before the pandemic (Interview #10, #13). Second, the OECD's work may expand to include initiatives for preparing for global infectious diseases. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the OECD member states did not expect such an epidemiological virus to cause a significant crisis in the OECD countries, and therefore did not confer the organization with the budget to work on pandemic-related issues. However, during the pandemic, they invested in tools through which the OECD predicted the unfolding of the pandemic and modeled the consequences of different policy measures (Interview #3, #8). While it may have been a one-off investment, and the subsequent budget allocations would not include funding for pandemic-related projects, the tools developed during the pandemic can be utilized for the following health crises. Third, the discourse change toward resilience that emerged during the pandemic suggests the potential reorientation of the OECD's core belief system. Yet, as discussed in the earlier section, the OECD's consideration of resilience is limited in its conceptualization and integration into the work programs at this moment. Whether the IO's resilience discourse would be temporary or a departure for a fundamental restructuring of its worldview is yet uncertain. Fourth, the digital COVID-19 hub appears to have been a new experience in channeling the OECD's work to the member states and beyond, which may remain in the future as a regular mechanism to deliver crisis responses. The idea of setting up a digital platform to bring together relevant data points and analyses is already adapted to respond to the issues around the war in Ukraine, which is structured in the same way as the COVID-19 hub. This adaptation allows us to expect the OECD to continue to use the digital channeling mechanism for significant global challenges in the future.

Overall, when comparing the OECD's pandemic response with its conventional orientations and activities, the OECD's position-making through the COVID-19 pandemic can be summarized as, at least, a maintenance of the established role as a policy advisor and, at best, a consolidation of it. It is logical that the reliance on pre-existing work modus does not result in a new position, although the pandemic response opened a new door for the OECD to supplement or alter its approaches, tasks, tools, and communication mechanism.




5 Conclusion: the traditional policy advisor, not a global crisis manager

This study aimed to assess the OECD's response to the COVID-19 pandemic to determine if the IO has undergone a shift in its global role during the crisis. By developing the framework of crisis leadership tasks, this article analyzed how the OECD applied sense-making, decision-making, learning, and position-making in a crisis situation. Based on original interview material and process tracing, our empirical analysis showed that in the sense-making phase, the OECD neither took any actions nor was prepared for the pandemic response, although the top leadership was aware of the coronavirus' potential economic impacts early on. The organization-wide sense-making was gradually built on the IO's traditional view, namely perceiving the pandemic as an economic shock that spilled over to all policy areas. In the following decision-making stage, the OECD had only limited leeway to respond to the crisis due to its institutional, rather static, set-up. As a result, the IO's strategic focus was to maximize well-established capabilities in data collection and policy analysis to provide the OECD countries with policy options based on expertise. The outputs covered an extensive spectrum of policy fields while keeping an economic focus. Whereas multisectoral collaboration was not a novel method, coordination across the organization under the whole-of-OECD approach was a new effort to cope with the crisis more effectively. The learning phase reflects the importance of health in a global economic context as well as the realization of the more profound influence of the member states on working topics, scopes, and structure as than known before the pandemic, which allowed insufficient room for the OECD to move and act as quickly as needed during the crisis. Taken together, the OECD's position-making in global governance did not show significant moves in establishing new capabilities or expanding the work domains into a new area.

In this contribution, we find that the OECD as an institution did not move beyond its previous positions in global health governance. The OECD consolidated its entrenched role as an expertise provider by utilizing its conventional comparative advantages in analytical skills, economic perspective, and multisectoral structure rather than becoming a global crisis manager. First, as shown in the section on sense-making, monitoring infectious diseases is not the OECD's responsibility. The OECD does not have a binding mandate to track the incidence and spread of viruses in populations. The OECD's pandemic response was now-casting of the development and impact of the pandemic rather than forecasting the potential of the pandemic, as reflected in both phases of sense-making and decision-making phases. Second, the OECD does not have the authority to determine or implement specific measures, considering that the OECD relies on soft power instead of hard power to drive countries to take specific actions. This is the case for the pandemic response as well, as seen in the learning and position-making phases. The organization's main function remained in producing data points and policy briefs that served policymakers as information for making decisions. Last but not least, the OECD's response was driven by and targeted exclusively the OECD member states in all crisis leadership tasks. The organization's motivation to engage in the pandemic response arose from witnessing the pandemic's surprisingly extensive impact on the OECD countries. Accordingly, the response was designed in the context of the pandemic's impacts on the OECD countries and thus best applicable in these countries. Despite its unusual prominence in health issues during the COVID-19 crisis, the OECD's crisis management did not go beyond its conventional modes of governance.

This research extends not only our knowledge of the OECD's emergency practices in times of public health crisis, but more generally contributes to the burgeoning literature of IOs' crisis management. In our view, this research agenda can be advanced in several directions to draw more far-reaching conclusions regarding IOs' dynamics during different types of crises. Our theoretical framework for analyzing IOs' crisis management can help future research on crisis responses by further IOs and regional organizations, such as Association of Southeast AsIan Nations (ASEAN) and African Union (AU). In particular, studies on IOs that are not typically considered as a central actor in specific policy fields – as in our case the OECD in global health governance – may provide a more comprehensive picture of the architecture of global governance and the actors within it.
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Footnotes

1 The OECD's later efforts to engage with the non-European OECD countries with earlier cases were also limited, since their policy responses became close to zero-COVID strategies, which would not be applicable to the European OECD member states (Interview #10).
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