
19© The Author(s) 2020
C. Schmitt (ed.), From Colonialism to International Aid, Global Dynamics of Social 
Policy, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38200-1_2

2
Advancing Transnational Approaches 

to Social Protection in the Global South

Amanda Shriwise

�Introduction

The suggestion that social protection arrangements have transnational 
underpinnings is not new (e.g. Yeates 2001). An increasing number of 
social scientists have recognized the extent to which transnational dynam-
ics, including those surrounding colonialism and conflicts (Obinger et al. 
2018; Schmitt 2015; Obinger and Schmitt 2011), have affected the 
emergence of social protection systems and welfare regimes (Wood and 
Gough 2006). Transnational actors, such as international non-
governmental organizations, multi- and transnational corporations, trade 
unions and Churches, continue to impact social protection arrangements 
in the Global South as they have since colonial times, and indeed much 
of the literature on social protection has focused on the role of these 
actors (Deacon 2007, 2013a, b). Furthermore, both national (Slaughter 
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2004) and intergovernmental (Cronin 2002) actors have been recognized 
as having the ability to act transnationally, despite their respective national 
and international governance arrangements.

Transnational perspectives are not meant to replace a focus on national 
actors and domestic conditions but rather to complement them and to 
promote a more comprehensive understanding of social policymaking, 
particularly in cases where external actors may be pivotal. While recog-
nizing the transnational nature of a number of social problems, intergov-
ernmental efforts to address them rightly acknowledge the continued 
salience of the nation state and national actors. Both the International 
Labour Organization’s emphasis on establishing social protection floors 
and the World Health Organization’s push to achieve universal health 
coverage focus on working with countries to achieve these goals in the 
context of the United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. Equally, the 2030 Agenda stresses the need to build strong 
partnerships and institutions to support implementation efforts in coun-
tries by working transnationally, including through the promotion of 
effective public-private partnerships as well as through partnerships with 
international non-governmental and civil society organizations (United 
Nations General Assembly 2017).

This chapter examines how transnational approaches to social protec-
tion can advance our understanding of welfare arrangements in the 
Global South in a way that maximizes contributions to theory-building. 
Using a transnational lens to examine the key actors and institutions 
affecting social protection arrangements can help to illuminate the ori-
gins, asymmetries and ideas that have impacted these arrangements in the 
Global South. The chapter argues that transnational approaches must 
move beyond a recognition that context matters in policymaking to iden-
tifying causal patterns that can inform social policymaking on a global 
scale. While transnational perspectives are not a panacea for problems 
within the social policy literature, they are a necessary first step toward 
advancing theoretical development in ways that are empirically grounded 
and relevant for policymaking in the present.

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, it reviews understandings of the 
transnational across relevant disciplines to find common ground. Then, 
in the third section, the chapter defines transnational actors and their 
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relationship to global institutions with respect to social protection. The 
fourth section examines how analyzing the dynamics of transnational 
actor constellations might contribute to theory-building by identifying 
causal patterns across country cases in relation to recent advances in social 
protection in the Global South. The final section concludes by summariz-
ing these interdisciplinary insights and reflecting on how they can best 
support theory and practice in the area of social protection.

�Understandings of the Transnational: Finding 
Common Ground

Transnational approaches to social policy have been described as a “means 
of revealing the constructed parameters of the ‘national’” (Yeates and 
Irving 2005, 403). As argued by Clarke (2005, 414), “The idea of the 
transnational draws our attention to processes that work in and across 
nations”. As an inherently interdisciplinary area of study, viewing social 
policy through a transnational lens can mean different things to scholars 
from different disciplines. This section explores the range of definitions of 
the transnational employed by sociologists, political scientists and inter-
national relations (IR) as well as legal scholars that are relevant for under-
standing the emergence of social protection in the Global South.

Sociologists take a broad approach to the transnational, understanding 
it as the study of social structures and processes that transcend or go 
beyond the national, often with a focus on the way in which the global 
and the national are constituent parts of each other. For example, as 
described by Sassen (2006, 2010, 1–2), “the global—whether an institu-
tion, a process, a discursive practice, an imaginary—both transcends the 
elusive framing of national states and also partly emerges and operates 
within that framing. … Further, if the global gets partly structured inside 
the national, then the methodological and theoretical challenges to state-
centric social sciences will be different from those posed by the common 
binary of global vs. national.”

Sociologists also make strong distinctions between state and society, 
which opens up space for considering: (1) societal relationships beyond 
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national borders, (2) how national actors impact social protection beyond 
their geo-political boundaries and (3) how transnational actors and trans-
national social movements affect policymaking. The need to view social 
protection through a transnational lens has been emphasized by migra-
tion scholars in particular, whose work stems largely from a recognition 
that a growing number of individuals and families are socially embedded 
in multiple societies across national boundaries (Levitt and Jaworsky 
2007; Levitt and Nyberg-Sørensen 2004; Levitt 2001). This research illu-
minates how the production and acquisition of social protection is dis-
tinct for individuals and families living transnational lives in ways that 
concepts such as social citizenship and the study of national welfare 
regimes does not fully capture and may even occlude (Faist et al. 2015; 
Levitt et al. 2017).

When examining transnational dynamics, political scientists and IR 
scholars focus on governance and have increasingly taken an actor-centric 
approach. Global social governance has been defined as “a multi-actored 
process of shaping global and national social policies” (Kaasch and Martens 
2015, 7). Here, the global and national are distinguished by both the level 
at which such policymaking processes take place and the scale on which 
they seek to make an impact. In a global governance context, policymak-
ing occurs within “political arrangements which rely primarily on non-
hierarchical forms of steering. … In other words, governance beyond the 
nation-state means creating political order in the absence of a state with a 
legitimate monopoly over the use of force and the capacity to enforce the 
law and other rules authoritatively” (Risse 2006, 180).

The IR literature distinguishes between two types of global governance 
arrangements affecting global and national policymaking, depending on 
the actors involved: intergovernmental and transnational. Intergovern
mental governance refers to processes in which states seek to move behav-
ior toward a shared public goal; transnational governance refers to the 
same process but for non-state actors (Roger and Dauvergne 2016). 
Similar to the way in which the welfare mix recognizes both the public 
and private dimensions of national social policies, the umbrella of global 
social governance includes both intergovernmental and transnational 
governance arrangements with respect to social policy. The strong affinity 
between what is considered to be private and transnational within the 
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IR literature has three key effects. First, it narrows understandings of the 
transnational compared to sociological understandings. Second, the 
notion of transnational as private can imply that what is transnational is 
not public and is therefore separate, beyond and/or exempt from govern-
mental intervention. Third, it siloes discussions of intergovernmental and 
transnational governance mechanisms and obscures links between them. 
This makes it more difficult to discern the transnational dynamics under-
pinning social protection arrangements, particularly in developing coun-
try contexts.

Like social policy, legal scholarship is inherently interdisciplinary, and 
broad and narrow understandings of the transnational exist within this 
literature as well. Similar to the way in which migration scholars shed 
light on the unique nature of social protection arrangements for indi-
viduals and families living transnational lives, a recognition of transna-
tional law has arisen in part because of the emergence of legal problems 
that are not solely national, international, public or private. Some legal 
scholars treat transnational law as pertaining predominantly to private 
actors, but in ways that transcend national understandings of both the 
“state” and “market” (Calliess 2007; Calliess and Zumbansen 2010; 
Zumbansen 2011). Alternatively, Jessup (2006, 45) defines transnational 
law broadly as “all law which regulates actions or events that transcend 
national frontiers” (Cotterrell 2012, 501). Under this definition, transna-
tional law can address a range of public and private actors, including 
states, intergovernmental organizations, international and national non-
governmental organizations, civil society organizations and families.

In a fashion somewhat akin to distinctions between social policies and 
social policymaking, transnational legal scholars recognize transnational 
law as substantive, part of an ongoing process and inherently normative. 
Substantive understandings of transnational law “emphasize the way reg-
ulatory regimes seek uniformity across limited (usually functionally 
defined) transnational operational spheres” (Cotterrell 2012, 501). This 
can be achieved either by harmonizing unique sets of national, interna-
tional, public and private laws that pertain to transnational activities in a 
way that promotes legal pluralism (Zumbansen 2011) or in a way that 
promotes convergence and universal approaches toward transactions that 
“move[s] toward a ‘world law’” (Cotterrell 2012, 501). Process-based 
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understandings of transnational law tend to be broader and have been 
defined as “the theory and practice of how public and private actors—
nation-states, international organizations, multinational enterprises, 
non-governmental organizations, and private individuals—interact in a 
variety of public and private, domestic and international fora to make, 
interpret, enforce, and ultimately, internalize rules of transnational law” 
(Koh 1996, 183). Finally, both substantive and process-based under-
standings of transnational law stress the importance of norms for bring-
ing actors into compliance. While an actor may choose not to comply 
with transnational rules and standards at a given point in time, norms 
may affect the degree to which an actor will deviate from established 
norms, and most actors will align with dominant norms over time—a 
testament both to the durability of the substance of the law and to the 
legitimacy of the process through which laws have been created. In the 
case of social protection, this perspective suggests that just because every 
country does not yet have a social protection floor does not mean that 
they will never have one, nor does it mean that the Social Protection 
Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202) is without teeth.

Understanding social policy from a transnational perspective can mean 
many different things to different scholars, depending largely on one’s 
disciplinary vantage point. Sociologists are likely to focus on the ways in 
which the social transcends the national, as in the case of transnational 
migration, and also on the ways in which global social policies, such as 
social protection floors, are both constitutive of, and constituted by, 
national actors and interests. For political scientists and IR scholars, there 
is a close affinity between the private and the transnational, which makes 
it difficult to discern how transnational governance arrangements impact 
social protection. While some legal scholars also view transnational law as 
pertaining predominantly to private actors, there is broad agreement that 
transnational law pertains to cross-border activities for which there is no 
singular approach by the state. From a process view, transnational law 
recognizes that national, international, public and private actors all play 
a role in its emergence and realization. Building on Koh (1996, 184), 
understanding social policy from a transnational perspective suggests that 
social protection arrangements in the Global South may be: (1) pluralis-
tic; (2) non-statist, but may include state actors; (3) dynamic and mutu-
ally constitutive; and (4) normative.
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�Transnational Actors and Social Protection

It is important to distinguish between viewing social protection through 
a transnational lens and understanding the role of transnational actors in 
social protection arrangements throughout the Global South. As dis-
cussed later in this volume by Barrientos (Chap. 13), transnational actors 
have received a great deal, arguably a disproportionate amount, of atten-
tion within the literature on social protection. Here, the focus on trans-
national actors is not meant to suggest that both domestic and indigenous 
actors and domestically driven, state-oriented processes have not played a 
critical or even determining role in social protection in the Global South, 
because indeed they have. Furthermore, while there are many transna-
tional underpinnings of social protection in the Global South, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that social protection continues to be framed 
predominantly as a national policy issue, not least because the nation 
state remains the political unit of the international system. These trends 
are stated explicitly in the 2030 Agenda, which encourages the imple-
mentation of “nationally appropriate social protection systems and mea-
sures for all, including floors” (United Nations General Assembly 
2017, 1).

The application of a transnational lens to policymaking processes and 
more detailed understandings of the inner workings of intergovernmen-
tal organizations have challenged traditional definitions of transnational 
actors as private, non-state actors affecting global politics. Under tradi-
tional definitions, key transnational actors in relation to social protection 
in the Global South include firms, Churches and missionaries, trade 
unions and other non-governmental organizations. However, scholars 
such as Cronin (2002) illustrate how attention to the way in which UN 
agencies approach policy implementation across countries swiftly blurs 
the boundaries IR scholars have established between intergovernmen-
talism and transnationalism. Whether through contracting non-
governmental organizations or consultants, creating expert advisory 
groups, facilitating trainings and capacity building or accepting funding 
from large philanthropic foundations, these activities regularly involve 
parties beyond governments alone. The need to work with and through 
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non-governmental agencies is even emphasized in the current 2030 
Agenda which aims to “encourage and promote effective public, public-
private and civil society partnerships” arrangements (United Nations 
General Assembly 2017, 21), including in the implementation of social 
protection arrangements. In sum, while the governance mechanisms 
underpinning intergovernmental and private transnational actors may 
differ, the way in which these entities act and approach social policy 
implementation across borders may be much more similar than different. 
For this reason, it is important to recognize transnational actors as a 
group that is broader than and distinct from the governance arrange-
ments that underpin them.

Second, the behavior of transnational actors is often difficult to char-
acterize and predict. As illustrated above, transnational actors are autono-
mous entities capable of exercising agency and taking purposive action 
(Barnett and Finnemore 2004). This enables transnational actors to act 
not only in the interest of their members states as recognized by political 
scientists but also according to their own interests. It also enables them to 
play a particularly influential role in establishing global norms and fixing 
meanings (Barnett and Finnemore 2004). As a result of their dual politi-
cal character, transnational actors may begin to decouple what they say 
and do about a given policy problem, resulting in incoherence (Bromley 
and Powell 2012; Meyer and Rowan 1977). Decoupling may happen 
unintentionally, particularly in situations where there is a lack of clarity 
or internal disagreement on the interests of a given transnational actor. 
Alternatively, transnational actors, such as the World Bank (Weaver 
2008), may engage in organized hypocrisy (Brunsson 2002, 2007), or the 
utilization of decoupling as part of a strategy for managing a diverse range 
of interests. This can make it difficult to discern whether changes in the 
discourse on social protection among transnational actors bear a relation 
to substantive policy changes (Shriwise et al. forthcoming).

The dualistic nature of transnational actors, which are mutually consti-
tuted on the one hand and yet able to act autonomously on the other, is 
explained differently by sociologists, political scientists and IR scholars. 
Sociologists tend to view transnational actors as embedded within sys-
tems of global cultural production (Meyer et al. 1997; Boli and Thomas 
1997), or a mutually constitutive process where “actors are treated not as 
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unanalyzed ‘givens’ but as entities constructed and motivated by enveloping 
frames (Jepperson 1992)” (Boli and Thomas 1997, 172). From this view, 
transnational actors are defined by their unique blend of constituent 
frames; by extension, this literature places “the institutional character of 
transnational development front and center” (Boli and Thomas 1997, 
172). The institutions at the heart of global cultural production are pre-
sumed to be universally valid and applicable across nation states, and the 
transnational actors embedded within this mutually constitutive system 
are considered impervious to vested interests, or more simply put, as 
“objective disinterested others” (Meyer et al. 1997, 160).

Systems of global cultural production also result in the emergence and 
institutionalization of global norms through an iterative process of inter-
organizational exchange predominantly between states, intergovernmen-
tal organizations and international non-governmental organizations 
(Kentikelenis and Seabrooke 2017; Babb 2013; Babb and Chorev 2016; 
Chorev 2012; Halliday and Carruthers 2007). Global social policy schol-
ars have long recognized the politics inherent in these exchanges (e.g. 
Deacon et al. 1997 and more recently Kaasch 2013), with a recent focus 
on how international organizations construct social policy proposals 
(Berten and Leisering 2016). In the case of social protection, the exchange 
of policy ideas between international organizations has resulted in the 
emergence of models, or micro-paradigms, of social cash transfers, repre-
senting what von Gliszczynski and Leisering (2016, 325) refer to as a 
“fragmented and incomplete universalism”. In other cases, transnational 
actors produce policy scripts for countries to follow in order to achieve 
nationally and internationally agreed aims, goals and targets; in the case 
of the International Monetary Fund, evidence suggests that the 
implementation of scripts focused on various aspects of economic policy 
have had substantial and long-lasting effects on social protection systems 
in the Global South (Kentikelenis and Seabrooke 2017; Kentikelenis 
et  al. 2014, 2016; Kentikelenis 2017; Kentikelenis and Papanicolas 
2011). The global diffusion of these policies is thought to take place 
through a number of mechanisms (Dobbin et al. 2007), and in the case 
of social protection in the Global South, to be driven by a unique set of 
factors, including jobless agrarianization, heterogeneous political paths 
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amid a range of democratic and autocratic regimes, and shifts in the 
global ideational context (Böger and Leisering 2018).

While sociologists examining systems of global cultural production 
view nation states as simply another actor defined by its unique set of 
constituent frames, political scientists and IR scholars recognize that 
national and transnational actors have different resource bases, interests, 
capabilities, histories and governance structures that result in power asym-
metries. The key insight here is that some actors have played a more influ-
ential role than others in shaping the institutional context in which 
strategic interactions take place. For instance, many national actors in the 
Global North played an active role in shaping the UN system after World 
War II, while formerly dependent territories throughout the Global South 
were instead strongly shaped by notions of sovereignty practiced and per-
petuated by this system. Further still, the asymmetries that persist within 
the international system enable some actors to influence the shape of 
global institutions themselves—or to change the rules of the game—more 
than others, resulting in distinct advantages in situations where coopera-
tion is desired (Axelrod and Keohane 1985).

For political scientists and IR scholars, transnational actors are con-
stituent parts of global institutions, defined as “persistent and connected 
sets of rules that prescribe behavioral roles, constrain activity, and shape 
expectations” (Keohane 1988, 386). They can be understood in multiple 
ways. Realist view transnational actors as epiphenomena or as represen-
tations of the current balance of power (Strange 1982). This view sug-
gests that powerful, self-interested, rational actors dictate the structure 
of global institutions and the transnational actors within them, not the 
other way round. Simply put, many realists see transnational actors as 
“merely instruments of governments, and therefore unimportant in their 
own right” (Keohane and Nye 1974). A slightly modified realist perspec-
tive is that transnational actors may matter in their own right and prove 
to be more robust over time when they facilitate and support coordina-
tion of an issue area in a way that aligns with the interests of powerful 
states (Krasner 1982). Finally, transnational actors may be viewed as 
embedded within a socio-political environment where repeated patterns 
of behavior result in the emergence of norms that shape and constrain 
the behavior of actors (Ruggie 1982). While much more aligned with 
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sociological understandings of global institutions, these scholars recog-
nize the extent to which global norms both constitute and are consti-
tuted by powerful actors, but with a greater stress on the influence of 
national actors. In other words, the international order itself is an insti-
tutional formation in which transnational actors serve as key pillars that 
uphold asymmetries and guarantee key functions in line with the inter-
ests of powerful nation states over time (Ikenberry 2018; 
Huntington 1973).

Within this context, the set of global institutions in a particular issue 
area have been referred to across disciplines as regimes, or “sets of 
implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making pro-
cedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area of 
international relations” (Krasner 1982, 186). This approach has been 
applied to welfare as an issue area, both by Esping-Andersen (1990) in 
his seminal classification of welfare state regimes in the Global North 
and by Wood and Gough (2006) who extended this work on a global 
scale. Wood and Gough (2006, 1708) argue that countries can be clas-
sified as belonging predominantly to one of three types of welfare 
regimes: welfare state regimes, informal security regimes or insecurity 
regimes depending on their degree of de-clientelization, or “the process 
of de-linking client dependents from their personalized, arbitrary and 
discretionary entrapment to persons with intimate power over them”. 
While this work recognizes that welfare regimes may “spill over national 
boundaries” (Wood and Gough 2006, 1707) and that multiple welfare 
regimes may be layered within one country, it falls short of applying a 
transnational lens to the historical emergence of welfare institutions 
from the perspective of countries in the Global South, giving this typol-
ogy more descriptive than explanatory power. Furthermore, the way in 
which this work extends an institutional approach to welfare devised 
for rich countries on a global scale divorces an understanding of welfare 
regimes in the Global South from their micro-foundations. This runs 
the risk of obscuring rather than clarifying the nature of social policy 
dynamics in these countries, particularly from the perspective of 
the domestic and indigenous actors within them.

Finally, political scientists recognize the role of ideas in relation to 
global institutions and policymaking beyond the establishment of norms 
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alone (Béland 2005). As illustrated by Lavers and Hickey (2016, 391), 
“comparative analysis of social protection interventions in developing 
countries suggests that ideology has played a significant role, including 
popular attitudes on who deserves assistance (Graham 2002) and ideas 
around the responsibility of the state towards its citizens (Hickey 2012)”. 
Furthermore, ideas are inextricably linked to policy implementation pref-
erences and approaches (Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler 2007), with 
implications for the kinds of policy change the introduction of social 
protection arrangements  represents (Hall 1993). Within the realm of 
social protection, these debates have centered largely on whether condi-
tional or unconditional cash transfers are most appropriate, which mem-
ber of the household should receive such transfers and whether health, 
education and broader forces such as climate change should be consid-
ered as integral to social protection arrangements.

In sum, transnational actors appear to be chameleons. Their behavior 
may be neither coherent nor unitary. They may act independently in line 
with their own interests or as instruments of powerful nation states, and 
they may also act in line with broader institutional norms and practices 
over time. While being influential and present across countries, their 
presence is not enough to assume that they cause or determine social 
policy or welfare outcomes in any one country case. Furthermore, the 
dynamic relationship between transnational actors and global institu-
tions has led both to an interdisciplinary consensus that institutions and 
norms matter (e.g. Hall and Taylor 1996) and also to varying interpreta-
tions of the relationship between transnational actors and global institu-
tions among sociologists on the one hand and political scientists and IR 
scholars on the other.

However, the consensus that global institutions and norms matter has 
obscured two key issues: (1) the way in which transnational actors, 
including intergovernmental organizations, are embedded in national 
and sub-national structures in ways that can affect social protection 
(Tarrow 2001); and (2) the impact of domestic actors and conditions on 
the emergence of social protection arrangements. These problems are rep-
resentative of the way in which methodological nationalism has affected 
the examination of social protection across disciplines, where nation 
states were reified as equal containers and reduced to unitary actors in the 
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international order. This is particularly problematic when it comes to 
understanding policymaking in the Global South, where asymmetries 
between external and domestic as well as indigenous actors have had criti-
cal, at times detrimental, and potentially long-lasting effects on the state 
of social protection dating back to colonialism. There are exceptions to 
the rule, such as research examining the domestic politics of social protec-
tion arrangements in emerging economies in Latin American (Huber and 
Stephens 2012). However, substantial gaps remain in properly joining up 
the micro-foundations of policymaking at the level of actors within coun-
tries in the Global South with what is known about transnational actors 
and global institutions across disciplines. The question then remains: 
How can transnational approaches help scholarship move beyond meth-
odological nationalism and strengthen its micro-foundations so as not to 
perpetuate global institutional and ideational determinism when seeking 
to explain social protection arrangements in the Global South?

�From Context to Causation: Analyzing 
Transnational Actor Constellations

To better understand the transnational policymaking dynamics under-
pinning social protection arrangements, one useful tactic is to move one 
level below institutions, both global and national, and to focus instead on 
the transnational actor constellations affecting social protection from the 
perspective of countries in the Global South. A transnational actor con-
stellation can be defined as a group or network of actors involved in 
policy interactions that either includes transnational actors or is impacted 
substantially by transnational relationships, with the assumption that “a 
thorough understanding of the underlying constellation is an essential 
precondition for the explanation and prediction of interaction outcomes” 
(Scharpf 1997, 16). While every actor or relational element that consti-
tutes an actor constellation need not be transnational, the presence of 
transnational actors and relations that affect the dynamic of these con-
stellations is what identifies them as transnational. Equally, it should be 
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noted that a transnational approach is defined by consideration of the 
possibility of transnational actors and relationships being substantial 
elements of a policy process; if neither of these criteria proves to be true 
empirically, the relevant actor constellation might best be described as 
national or global or urban, depending on definitions and empirics. In 
these cases, the consideration that actor constellations may be transna-
tional amounts to necessary due diligence in line with what is expected 
from working hypotheses and the possibilities suggested by existing 
literature.

At least two analytical challenges appear when using transnational 
actor constellations as a unit of analysis: identifying the actors and deter-
mining causation. Developing strong criteria for actor identification is 
critical, not least because it shapes the data and information considered 
when describing transnational actor constellations from the outset and 
subsequently the findings and conclusions that can be drawn concerning 
their dynamics. Current literature on global social policy provides actor 
matrices that can be used as deductive frames for identifying key actors 
involved in social policymaking to avoid biasing analyses based on data 
availability and available literature. Building on the work of Esping-
Andersen (1990), both Wood and Gough (2006, 1701) as well as Yeates 
(2001) recognize the importance of considering both domestic and trans-
national actors and institutions central to the operation of states, mar-
kets, communities and families in order to understand the social policy 
dynamics within countries across the Global South. For the purpose of 
identifying actors relevant for social protection, these deductive frames 
should be as inclusive as possible, and when key actors and institutions 
not previously considered are found to have causal effects on social pro-
tection arrangements, these new elements should be incorporated into 
future deductive frames.

Determining how to understand causation within these constellations 
is a much more difficult matter. While the study of transnational phe-
nomena has been largely interdisciplinary, it has also been described as 
“‘undisciplined’ in its use of diverse concepts, theories and literature. … 
Besides a few exceptions … shared theoretical frameworks or concepts on 
transnational processes across the subfields are comparably lacking” (Go 
and Krause 2016, 6). Indeed, understandings of the dynamics of these 
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constellations are likely to differ according to disciplinary understandings 
of the relationship between transnational actors and global institutions as 
discussed above. Furthermore, as highlighted by Obinger et  al. (2013, 
121), “comparative welfare state research has only recently begun to sys-
tematically study relational policy processes”. In this area, transnational 
legal scholarship has parallels with social policy in the way it is conceptu-
alizing transnational processes. Koh (2006, 745–746) suggests that law is 
either downloaded from international to domestic law, uploaded from 
domestic law to international law or horizontally transferred from one 
national system to another. This aligns closely with the concluding obser-
vation from Obinger et al. (2013, 124) that “the systematic combination 
of processes of horizontal spatial interdependencies with vertical relation-
ships between international and supranational institutions and their 
member states … is perhaps the biggest challenge for future research”. As 
a unit of analysis, transnational actor constellations bring these processes 
and their component parts into focus in order to better understand their 
dynamics.

There is a plethora of information on country experiences in relation 
to social protection in the Global South from intergovernmental organi-
zations, international non-governmental organizations, think tanks, con-
sultancies, country reports and academic literature. However, all too 
frequently, case studies attribute their unique or distinguishing features 
to differences in country context, without a serious and detailed explora-
tion of what this means and what, if any, theoretical implications these 
claims have. To break through this impasse, it will be necessary for global 
social policy scholarship: (1) to continue to develop a coherent and plu-
ralistic discourse on the theoretical and conceptual frameworks being 
used to support the analysis of transnational actor constellations with 
respect to social policy in the Global South; and (2) for case studies to be 
both better harnessed and more specifically designed to contribute to 
theoretical and conceptual development.

Process tracing supports the discovery and re-construction of how pol-
icy dynamics play out in practice. Within the context of transnational 
actor constellations, tracing the development and implementation of 
social protection arrangements can contribute both to theory-building 
and, in carefully selected cases, to theory testing (Beach 2016). Ulriksen 

2  Advancing Transnational Approaches to Social Protection… 



34

and Dadalauri (2016, 223) illustrate how well-designed single case studies 
can “contribute to the testing and modification of solid theoretical frame-
works undertaken through a rigorous research design that ensures sub-
stantial empirical leverage and constructive conclusions”. The use of case 
studies in this way is both possible and important for at least two related 
reasons. First, using process tracing in a single, most crucial case (Gerring 
2007) provides a means of evaluating “theoretically specified causal 
mechanisms that link variables in a comprehensive and temporal expla-
nation of interesting societal phenomena” (Ulriksen and Dadalauri 2016, 
225). While this use of case studies should complement and cannot 
replace testing focused on explaining variance between an independent 
and dependent variable, confirming and specifying the causal mecha-
nisms at play has implications for policy practice. Uncovering causal 
mechanisms within a transnational actor constellation with regard to 
social protection provides policymakers with critical information and 
perspective about the context in which they are operating and  can, at 
best, enable them to respond with agility and ingenuity to challenges and 
barriers. Moreover, if policymakers are better informed and able to act on 
the best available knowledge, their experiences are also better able to 
inform theoretical development, creating a much more productive and 
mutually beneficial relationship between academic research and pol-
icy practice with respect to social protection.

�Conclusion

Across disciplines, scholars have focused increasingly on the ways in 
which transnational dynamics have affected social protection in the 
Global South. Together, research across disciplines suggests that social 
protection arrangements in the Global South will be: pluralistic; non-
statist, but may include state actors; dynamic and mutually constitutive; 
and normative. While a transnational approach is not a substitute or 
replacement for a focus on national actors and domestic conditions, it 
draws attention to the role of transnational actors in social policymaking, 
encouraging critical engagement and examination of their behavior and 
activities. Literature from across disciplines reveals that these actors 
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appear to be chameleons. Their behavior may not be coherent or unitary, 
and they may behave in line with their own interests or as instruments of 
powerful nation states that govern them. Examination of these actors and 
the ways in which they impact and are impacted by global institutions 
has resulted in an interdisciplinary consensus that global institutions and 
norms matter. However, the methodological nationalism inherent in 
much of this work has masked the relationship between global institu-
tions and norms and national and sub-national environments and struc-
tures as well as the impact of domestic actors and conditions on the 
emergence of social protection arrangements.

Identifying and analyzing transnational actor constellations is one way 
of encouraging the development of stronger micro-foundations in global 
social policy research in order to gain a much more specific understand-
ing of the interplay between external actors and domestic conditions 
when it comes to social protection. As policies have proven to ‘work’ in 
some country contexts and not in others, policymakers and academics 
alike continue to espouse the need to tailor and adapt policies to their 
particular political and institutional contexts, and this rightly remains a 
hallmark of global policymaking to date. However, this leaves a critical 
theoretical and practical gap, as attention to context does not help to 
determine causality. Given the inherently interdisciplinary nature of 
global social policy research, it is critical that scholars continue to develop 
a coherent and pluralistic discourse on the theoretical and conceptual 
frameworks being used to analyze transnational actor constellations and 
social protection arrangements in the Global South. Within this frame, 
the plethora of information on country cases and social protection can be 
better harnessed, and carefully designed case studies and process tracing 
can be conducted in ways that can help to build, revise and test theories. 
This is a necessary complement to cross-country quantitative research, as 
thorough and more specific understandings of the dynamics of transna-
tional actor constellations are critical to informing policy practice, and 
ideally by extension, to enhancing social protection. From a theoretical 
standpoint, the study of transnational actor constellations in relation to 
social protection can promote a better understanding of the relational 
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elements underpinning social protection arrangements in the Global 
South, which has been identified as “perhaps the biggest challenge for 
future research” (Obinger et al. 2013, 124).

Understanding social policy from a transnational perspective is becom-
ing increasingly important in the context of the 2030 Agenda. The ways 
in which social protection is affected by cross-border social problems, 
ranging from disease to migration to environmental degradation, is dem-
onstrated on an almost daily basis. Broader understandings of the trans-
national could advance global social governance  and policymaking by 
illuminating the relationships and divisions between intergovernmental 
and transnational governance mechanisms. Looking at how both of these 
sets of governance mechanisms impact each other with regard to social 
rights, redistribution and regulation may lead to particularly insightful 
findings related to social protection. Also, the chameleon-like behavior of 
transnational actors makes them an intriguing focal point for interdisci-
plinary researchers, as they present conceptual and analytical challenges 
that appear to defy explanation from the dispositions of sociologists as 
well as political scientists and IR scholars alone. Such work is of critical 
and timely importance. Theory-driven research, in addition to being 
important in its own right, has the potential to better inform policy prac-
tice and to support efforts to ensure that no one is left behind when it 
comes to social protection.
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