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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has made clear how important multilateral cooperation is 
in overcoming global challenges, such as this global health crisis. The COVID-19 crisis 
and its socioeconomic impact are likely to reinforce previous tendencies toward na-
tionalism, protectionism, and increasing inequality, which make fruitful international 
cooperation even more difficult. The Group of 20 (G20) can prevent this by lending 
political support to existing multilateral actors and agreements, particularly to the 
World Health Organization and Sustainable Development Goals. It can set norms 
with regard to health as a global public good and initiate a task force to evaluate and 
improve the International Health Regulations.

أوضحــت جائحــة كوفيــد-١٩ مــدى أهميــة التعــاون متعــدد الأطــراف فــي التغلــب علــى التحديــات العالميــة كهــذه 
الأزمــة الصحيــة العالميــة. ويبــدو أن أزمــة كوفيــد19- وأثرهــا الجتماعي-القتصــادي تعــزز ميــولً ســابقة نحــو 
ــن أن  ــة. ويمك ــر صعوب ــر أكث ــي المثم ــاون الدول ــل التع ــا يجع ــو م ــاواة، وه ــدم المس ــد ع ــة وتزاي ــة والحمائي الوطني
ــن  ــن فاعلي ــة م ــددة الحالي ــراف المتع ــي للأط ــم السياس ــر الدع ــال توفي ــن خ ــك م ــرين ذل ــة العش ــع مجموع تمن
واتفاقــات، وبالأخــص دعــم منظمــة الصحــة العالميــة وأهــداف التنميــة المســتدامة. ويمكنهــا وضــع معاييــر 
ــة  ــة العالمي ــم اللوائــح الصحي ــة، وإنشــاء فريــق عمــل لتقيي فــي مــا يتعلــق بالصحــة بصفتهــا منفعــة عامــة عالمي

ــينها. وتحس
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CHALLENGE

The COVID-19 pandemic has made clear that our world is so interconnected that we 
can only overcome this crisis through effective international cooperation. The key el-
ements of an effective multilateral strategy to counter the COVID-19 crisis are knowl-
edge and information sharing; the development and provision of medical equipment, 
diagnostic tools, vaccines, and treatments; and solidarity with all countries worldwide 
to enable them to mitigate the economic and social consequences of the crisis. Once 
countries have gone through the emergency phase of the pandemic, they will need 
to manage the recovery of their economies and societies. They must shape a new 
world that is better prepared for future pandemics—without losing sight of the many 
other urgent global challenges, such as climate change, extreme poverty, migra-
tion, and inequalities of opportunity, that have been overshadowed by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Just like the virus, these problems cross borders and therefore cannot be 
solved by nation states alone but require intergovernmental negotiation, functional 
multilateral institutions, and collective action.

Multilateral cooperation, however, has been facing serious headwinds since before the 
COVID-19 crisis (see Pisani-Ferry 2018; Gowan and Dworkin 2019), and there are several 
indications that the pandemic will make multilateral cooperation even more diffi-
cult. The my-country-first rhetoric is gaining ground as leaders seek to identify a cul-
prit for the pandemic. Trade-distorting measures, like export restrictions or subsidies, 
are likely to increase. They are partly an (ill-directed) move to secure the livelihoods 
of domestic constituencies and partly a reaction to the external effects of the large-
scale support policies that governments everywhere are implementing (Bown 2020). 
Climate change mitigation policies and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
are at risk of becoming neglected as governments are trying to rebuild their econo-
mies and are primarily concerned with minimizing the socioeconomic fallout of the 
COVID-19 crisis (see Pisani-Ferry 2020). Furthermore, the United States has recently 
initiated its formal withdrawal from the World Health Organization (WHO), which is 
the central multilateral player in the fight against COVID-19. This demonstrates how 
the COVID-19 crisis “highlights (…) the way in which multilateral institutions have be-
come battlegrounds” (Dworkin 2020) and how the rivalry between the U.S. and China 
has begun “to structure international relations” (Rudolf 2020, 9).

This policy brief addresses the question of how multilateral cooperation can be rein-
vigorated during the COVID-19 crisis, and focuses on the role of the G20 in particular. 
The following policy recommendations are based on a review of the key character-
istics, past achievements, and important modes of action of the G20 process. They 
show how the G20 can respond to the COVID-19 crisis to strengthen international 
cooperation.
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PROPOSAL

According to several experts, the G20 is best placed to take a leading role in enabling 
a global response to the COVID-19 pandemic and its economic, social, and environ-
mental consequences (see, e.g., Brown et al. 2020, Obstfeld and Posen 2020, and Sub-
acchi 2020). Because of the G20’s global economic and political relevance, it has the 
potential to contribute to effective multilateral responses. The G20 accounts for more 
than 80% of global Gross Domestic Product and has evolved into “a crucial hub for 
global governance networks” (Luckhurst 2016, 162). Therefore, it is widely recognized 
as playing an important role within the global governance system (see, e.g., Cooper 
2019, 506; Slaughter 2019, 13; and Litman 2017, 21). Furthermore, with timely and con-
crete policy actions in the aftermath of the global financial crisis of 2007 to 2008, the 
G20 has gained widespread reputation as an effective crisis management committee.

1. Defining the characteristics of the G20 process
When thinking about possible fields of action and concrete measures for the G20 to 
take in addressing the COVID-19 crisis, it is crucial to consider the two key features of 
the G20 process. First, the G20, as a global forum, involves a considerable multi-lev-
el “network of policy-making activity” (Slaughter 2020, 6) that brings together poli-
cy-makers and technical experts from the G20 countries and international organi-
zations. The G20 facilitates regular fora at different levels, such as thematic working 
groups, ministerial conferences, meetings of Sherpas and finance deputies, and the 
leaders’ summit. The G20’s working structure enables member countries and their 
representatives to build trust and collaborative working relationships as well as share 
information and experience, which are much needed in international cooperation in 
general, and in global crises in particular.

Second, the G20’s scope of action is closely linked to the group’s informality. The G20 
has no steady secretariat or dedicated budget; it is not based on any treaty or consti-
tution. While the G20’s informal nature results in a strong dependency on the political 
will and consensus of the G20 members, it also lends a considerable amount of flexi-
bility to the G20 process. The rotating G20 presidency, for example, has a lot of leeway 
to define its agenda, procedures, and instruments, which makes it possible to create 
interconnections between issues, policies, institutions, and communities.
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2. G20 fields of action in the COVID-19 crisis and beyond
A look at the past 12 years of the G20’s existence and the modes of action through 
which the G20 operates shows how the G20 can contribute to solving global chal-
lenges in general and to containing the current COVID-19 crisis in particular.

2.1 The G20 as supplier of top-level political impetus
Both the ministerial declarations and the leaders’ communiqués are potentially pow-
erful instruments for providing political support for the emergence and persistence of 
global agreements, the work and reform of international institutions, and the prioriti-
zation of certain policy problems. The rapid agreement on the Basel III framework to 
increase financial market stability (cf., Guerrieri and Lombardi 2010) and the adoption 
and activation of the Paris climate agreement (cf., Luckhurst 2016, 166; Cooper 2019, 
516) illustrate that “political impetus from the G20 can be highly useful for issues that 
are dealt with elsewhere in the multilateral system” (Carin and Shorr 2013, 11). To in-
crease impact, the lending of political support may be underpinned by the allocation 
of financial resources. For example, the G20 has repeatedly increased the resources of 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) since 2009. This has bolstered the IMF’s lend-
ing capacity and underscored the IMF’s pivotal role in promoting the stability of the 
International Monetary System (Rahman et al. 2014, 169). Top-level political impetus 
should also be given in response to the COVID-19 crisis.

Recommendation 1: The G20 should better incorporate the WHO in its activities and 
equip it with substantial financial resources
Global health crises have massive repercussions on almost all other policy areas. 
Hence, the G20 would benefit from continuously evaluating the risks of such crises. 
To provide political impetus for global health governance, the G20 should invite the 
WHO’s Director-General to the Leaders’ Summit in November 2020, and it should re-
affirm its commitment to further strengthen the WHO’s mandate in coordinating the 
international fight against the pandemic. The G20 should also continue to encourage 
its members to increase the WHO’s funding, most importantly by asking them to 
raise their voluntary financial contributions to the WHO. Furthermore, the G20 should 
underscore its support for the worldwide implementation of the WHO’s International 
Health Regulations (IHR). The G20 should encourage its members to make concrete 
commitments regarding the provision of technical and financial assistance to poor 
countries, enabling them to fully implement the IHR (for further proposals, see rec-
ommendation 4 of this policy brief). This will improve pandemic preparedness around 
the globe. It is clear that the WHO needs substantial reform. Considering the diffi-

PROPOSAL
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culties around the WHO, the G20 should discuss and present reform proposals, for 
example, by setting up a working group or expert commission.

Recommendation 2: The G20 should step up its efforts in achieving the SDGs
There is a risk that governments will lose sight of the sustainable development agen-
da when they are focused on rebuilding their economies. To prevent this, the G20 
should amplify its support for achieving the SDGs and, through that, also advance 
global health (e.g., Boutilier et al. 2017). For example, several steps that the G20 could 
take to supply political impetus in support of the SDGs are outlined in Görlich et al. 
(2020), for instance, by increasing accountability through systematic SDG reporting 
in the G20 Mutual Assessment Process—through which policy measures would be 
reported and benchmarked against the SDGs—or by promoting the alignment of the 
governing mandates of financial actors with the SDGs, through which SDG consider-
ations are considered in investment decisions.

2.2 The G20 as a norm setter
The G20’s capacity to induce shifts in policy norms within the G20 community and 
its networks is based on the consensus-building activities that occur at various levels 
of the G20 process. This form of influence has become apparent most notably in the 
aftermath of the global financial crisis. Examples of the G20 wielding influence on 
norms range across several domains, for instance, the departure from the one-size-
fits-all solutions of the Washington consensus, or the promotion of paradigms, such 
as macroprudential financial regulation and sustainable development. The G20 has 
also stimulated policy debates on the importance of sustainable and inclusive eco-
nomic growth (see Luckhurst 2016, 165; and Luckhurst 2019, 104–105). By agreeing to 
a standstill on protectionist measures during the global financial crisis, G20 leaders 
also set a norm for national reactions to the economic downturn, which has nota-
bly reduced protectionism, as several authors argue (e.g., Carin and Shorr 2013, 9 and 
Narlikar 2014, 63–64; for an opposing opinion, see Kirchner 2016, 491–492). In the con-
text of the COVID-19 crisis, the G20’s norm-setting capacity is central to guiding coun-
tries’ policy approaches. It can guide countries in building more resilient economies 
and societies that aim at reconciling economic, ecologic, and social needs; it can also 
guide countries in reforming their health systems so that they are better prepared for 
future pandemics. This leads to the following policy recommendation:
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Recommendation 3: The G20 needs to increase the world community’s awareness of 
health as a global issue
The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that the spread of infectious diseases can pose 
significant security risks to both global health and the global economy. Even if glob-
al health is not reduced to security aspects only, the interests of the world’s major 
economies should be realigned around global infectious disease control because 
this offers a promising pathway through the gridlock within the global health regime 
(Brown and Held 2017). This strategy can also give a significant boost to establishing 
health as a priority in the G20 agenda. Apart from highlighting the need to advance 
emergency preparedness and response capabilities worldwide, the G20 should con-
tinue highlighting the importance of universal health coverage (UHC). Ensuring that 
all people receive the health services they need without suffering financial hardship 
would enable everyone to receive proper diagnosis and treatment for COVID-19. This 
would provide the basis for a strong health system that could respond effectively to 
health crises (Kickbusch and Gitahi 2020). To enhance the understanding of health 
as an important global issue, the G20 should emphasize the nexus between health 
governance and other policy areas. Organizing joint ministerial meetings, for exam-
ple, for health and finance, as under Japan’s 2019 G20 Presidency, or for health and 
employment, health and trade, or health and digitalization, seems to be a promising 
instrument for increasing the relevance of health policy within the G20 process.

2.3 The G20 as policy initiator
Even though the G20 process itself cannot implement policies, it has started several 
important policy initiatives in the past. These initiatives will either have to be imple-
mented by member countries—for example, fiscal stimulus packages and the “25 by 
25” goal to improve gender equity—or the G20 assigns them to international insti-
tutions, such as the "base erosion and profit shifting" (BEPS) initiative to combat tax 
avoidance by multinational corporations or the drafting of G20 AI principles, both of 
which are headed by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD). This “delegative quality” (Cooper and Pouliot 2015, 343) has significantly en-
hanced the role of, for instance, the IMF and the OECD in global economic gover-
nance (Bradlow 2015, 146; and Rewizorski 2017, 39–40). To improve the world’s emer-
gency preparedness and response capabilities, the G20 should act as policy initiator 
in the following way.
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Recommendation 4: The G20 should launch a task force to evaluate the effectiveness 
of the IHR and improve worldwide implementation of the IHR
The COVID-19 crisis has also put the IHR, the major legal instrument governing na-
tional responses to international public health emergencies, to the test. The G20 
should launch a task force to evaluate the effectiveness of the IHR in the aftermath 
of the COVID crisis, identify the weaknesses of the IHR and propose concrete amend-
ments to address them. The task force should also assess and improve the worldwide 
implementation of the IHR. For this purpose, the G20 members may invite an inde-
pendent international expert committee, whose work would both build on and com-
plement the IHR Monitoring and Evaluation Framework along with the evaluation of 
the WHO-coordinated international health response to COVID-19, which the World 
Health Assembly has requested from the WHO in Resolution 73.1 on COVID-19. As a 
follow-up to this endeavor, the G20 should mandate the Health Working Group to set 
up and oversee a voluntary peer learning mechanism on the implementation of the 
IHR. This will improve knowledge sharing and mutual learning within the G20 and 
thereby strengthen future cooperation in infectious disease control. To ensure that 
the G20 continues to actively support the implementation of the IHR—even beyond 
the G20—particularly by providing technical and financial assistance to the poorest 
countries, the Development Working Group should be involved in this process. With 
this policy initiative, the G20 would contribute to improving an important multilateral 
instrument in health crisis management.
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3. Conclusion
Categorizing the G20’s most important modes of action not only demonstrates the 
general scope of what the G20 can do, but it also provides an idea of how the group 
can enable multilateral cooperation to support the COVID-19 response in particular. As 
shown above, there are several opportunities for the G20 to pull its weight and enable 
effective multilateral cooperation in response to the COVID-19 crisis, particularly in the 
fields of advancing the WHO’s role in global health governance, supporting the im-
plementation of the IHRs and UHC, and achieving progress toward SDGs. In doing so, 
the G20 members do not “replace global institutions, but (…) galvanise them through 
a display of political commitment to see these institutions exercise their mandate” 
(Sidiropoulos 2020). Thus, the group acts as an enabler of international cooperation. 
The previous analysis shows that the real power of the G20 lies in its capacity to (1) 
lend political support to international institutions and agreements, (2) set norms by 
providing shared principles for addressing global policy challenges, and (3) start poli-
cy initiatives. The G20 has flexibility in initiating task forces, working groups, and min-
isterial meetings to shed light on the interconnections between issues. Therefore, it is 
the right forum to ask how the various global challenges are connected and to push 
countries to seek complementarities between their policy responses to the COVID-19 
crisis and other global challenges. This is exactly what is needed to navigate through 
the COVID-19 pandemic and to rebuild a livable post-COVID-19 world.
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This policy brief was developed and written by the authors and has undergone a peer 
review process. The views and opinions expressed in this policy brief are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the authors’ 
organizations or the T20 Secretariat.
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