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The fundamental and enduring question in the academic discipline of

international relations (IR) has always been how to change the world

into a better and more peaceful place—peacefully. However, although

the discipline has agreed that peaceful change is desirable, there has been less

agreement on what peaceful change is and how to achieve it. The debate has cen-

tered on whether peaceful change should be understood as simply a change in the

status quo without resorting to war, or rather as a change that produces a specific

outcome, such as justice and well-being, and that it is achieved through persuasion

without the threat of violence and anchored in the rule of law. During most of the

history of IR, realists have dominated the discipline and focused on the former

understanding, while liberal theorists, and later constructivists, have emphasized

the latter. Yet, despite the disciplinary dominance of realism, in practical gover-

nance, the idea of peaceful change has long been closely associated with a perspec-

tive rooted in the idea of Immanuel Kant that free trade, democracy, and

cooperation through international institutions is the best way to bring about

peaceful change. This worldview was later articulated by Woodrow Wilson as “lib-

eral internationalism” and it has guided the gradual institutionalization of inter-

national society culminating with the establishment of the liberal international

order after the Second World War.

For the purposes of this essay, I understand peaceful change to be change that is

undertaken not only without the use of violence and coercion but also with the
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agreement and acceptance of those affected by it. I focus on the role of institutions

operating as agents of peaceful change by way of making policy decisions that aim

to foster cooperative rather than conflictual relationships. I do so from a perspec-

tive that emphasizes the importance of a wide spectrum of human emotions to

better understand the less quantifiable but nevertheless important conditions

for being able to sustain initiatives for peaceful change. The essay sheds light

on the often overlooked psychological and emotional hurdles standing in the

way of agents’ abilities to undertake and sustain action designed to lead to peaceful

change. To do so, I return to the pioneering work of Ernst Haas and his important

concept of “spillover,” which suggests that once a decision has been made to pur-

sue an initiative designed to achieve peaceful change, unintended consequences

and unforeseen problems often compel agents to undertake further steps within

and beyond the initial policy area to achieve their set goals. Although the influence

of Haas’s work faltered once it became clear that spillover was far from a universal

response to unintended consequences and unforeseen problems, his work is a rare

early example of theoretical IR thinking that paid attention to identity, emotions,

and values as motivations for peaceful change. However, while acknowledging that

Haas’s work was critically important, this essay will also argue that he was wrong

to focus on negative emotions rather than positive ones to understand why peace-

ful change processes often cannot be sustained. To both illustrate the problems

with Haas’s version of spillover and highlight the potential the theory still

holds, I turn to the crisis of the liberal international order as an example of a

forum where the agency to undertake peaceful change seems to be faltering.

According to Haas, the current situation of crisis, frustration, and disappointment

is precisely what he would argue would fuel the spillover process and therefore

should enhance the process toward peaceful change. Yet, rather than fueling the

spillover process, the current crisis appears to be having a negative impact on

the motivation of those working on behalf of the liberal order. This seems to

have left the liberal international order and its institutions unable or unwilling

to start and sustain initiatives that could contribute to peaceful change.

Ernst Haas and the Concept of Spillover

Spillover was the central concept in neofunctionalism used to explain the process

that would lead toward a new form of political organization—a “political commu-

nity”—in which it was thought that the many reasons for war and conflict would
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be a thing of the past. Although Haas was a little vague about what exactly political

community involves, he clearly thought that the achievement of a political com-

munity would entail a shared identity and that a politically significant segment of

collective life would be subjected to the political intentions of a supranational

authority. Spillover would eventually—and according to Haas, inevitably—pro-

duce the political community because unintended consequences and unforeseen

problems would compel agents to undertake further integrative steps within and

beyond the initial policy area to achieve their original goals. Although Haas

focused on European integration as a means to change the war-prone European

relationships to peaceful relationships, his theory was intended as a theory of

global peaceful change, as he believed that the European process would eventually

become relevant globally.

Haas was ahead of his time in that he paid attention to identity and emotions in

a scholarly environment that was not overtly receptive to such thinking.

Moreover, his belief that agents faced with negative emotions such as frustration

and disappointment “would rethink their values, redefine their interests and

choose new means to realize them” put him at odds with the dominant thinking

of the time. It is therefore not surprising that Haas’s neofunctional theory

remained in the shadow of the work done by “the other guy down the corri-

dor”—Haas’s colleague at Berkeley, Kenneth Waltz. Today the scholarly envi-

ronment in IR is more receptive to sociological and psychological forms of

theorizing, which provides fertile ground for revisiting spillover as an important

element in peaceful processes of change. In this essay, I argue that Haas was on

the right track but that his theorizing had a number of flaws that need to be

revised. With the revisions I suggest here, spillover might again become a useful

concept to help us understand why international peaceful change sometimes

takes place in dynamic bursts and why sometimes—most of the time—the dyna-

mism fizzles out and the initiatives fail.

Ontological Security, Meta-Stability, and the

“Good Life”

I argue that Haas’s treatment of three issues related to the nonmaterial aspects of

spillover undermined the theory and led to it falling out of favor, but that more

recent constructivist theorizing related to the importance of ontological security,

visions of a “good life,” and emotions can be used to resurrect the concept.
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This recent theorizing helps to rectify three missteps in Hass’s original argumen-

tation: () the incorrect idea that negative emotions drive the spillover process; ()

the misplaced assumption that policy failure will change values; and () the failure

to provide a clear vision for what “political community” would entail.

Positive Emotions as Motivation for Action

Haas’s assumption, and unwavering conviction, that spillover would result from

negative emotions such as frustration and disappointment arising from unfore-

seen problems in implementing policies is not supported by the literature on social

identity theory and ontological security. Contrary to Haas’s focus on the moti-

vational force of negative emotions, Rubin and Hewstone have convincingly dem-

onstrated that people always seek to maximize their self-esteem, and it is well

understood that people derive positive emotions from having a high status

and from being able to demonstrate success in their undertakings. These authors

argue what any parent knows well—that frustration, disappointment, and failure

lead to feelings of shame and embarrassment and a diminished motivation to try

again. Positive—rather than negative—emotions must therefore be assumed to be

the driving factor for potential spillover.

The literature on ontological security supports the idea that it is not negative

but positive emotions that motivate people to take any form of action that lies out-

side the everyday practice of maintaining the status quo. Research on ontological

security is instructive for understanding the psychological needs of human beings

and the conditions necessary for them to be able to invoke their agency and main-

tain their motivation to engage in the kind of action that is necessary to achieve

(peaceful) change. Ontological security necessitates a high level of cognitive con-

sistency such that one is able to construct a sense-making narrative about the self

that provides biographical continuity. Giddens suggests that to be ontologically

secure is to possess “answers” to fundamental and existential questions, which fur-

nishes the individual with a sense of “unreality” and thereby acts as a protective

cocoon against the full realization of the many dangers that could threaten that

person’s bodily or psychological integrity. Without this sense of unreality, agents

will be overwhelmed by anxiety that will challenge the very roots of their sense of

being and negatively impact their ability to invoke their agency. Therefore, only

ontologically secure people have the necessary psychological disposition to moti-

vate the action that can lead to peaceful change.
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All human beings seek ontological security through two interconnected strate-

gies: a “strategy of being” that aims to maintain a stable identity and biographical

continuity expressed through a sense-making narrative about the (collective) self,

and a “strategy of doing” that aims to maintain cognitive stability about the world

and relationships through institutionalized practice that simultaneously reinforces

and reifies the identity, norms, and values of the (collective) self. Action to

change the status quo—even for the better—is mostly resisted because it inevitably

leads to cognitive inconsistency and a disconnect between identity, narrative, and

practice, which will trigger new, time-consuming processes in search of ontolog-

ical security through the strategies of “being” and “doing” in order to reconnect

narrative, identity, and practice. Change of any kind is therefore always regarded

as a costly undertaking and will usually only be commenced under two conditions:

either in response to a critical danger experienced as a crisis or major turning

point, or in a wave of enthusiasm and a “can do feeling” arising from prior suc-

cessful action. In other words, barring an existential threat, successful action and

the pride and enthusiasm it generates are what motivates action, while policy fail-

ure, disappointment, and frustration lead to anxiety, paralysis, and loss of agency.

The Link between Values and Identity

The other aspect of Haas’s analysis that is not supported by constructivist litera-

ture is the neofunctional argument that, faced with frustration and disappoint-

ment, people “would rethink their values, redefine their interests and choose

new means to realize them.” Although disappointment can be a first step in

the process leading toward an increased awareness of what needs to be done,

the insights from constructivism suggest that values are tied to identity and are

thus unlikely to change every time the outcome of a policy decision is thwarted.

Values and identities are remarkably stable and act as both the glue that holds a

social group together and as the compass that gives it a sense of purpose and

direction. As outlined above, the insights from ontological security suggest that

human beings are hardwired to dislike and resist change because it challenges

our sense of ontological security. In practice, this means that identity-based values

and their expression through institutions and practices are extremely sticky. On

one hand, this makes the institutions necessary for peaceful change very stable and

durable, but on the other it makes them vulnerable because they find it hard to

adapt in response to a changing global environment.
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Although individuals and communities may instinctively avoid change, it can-

not be denied that we live in a world that is characterized by rapid and far-

reaching change that requires continuous reflection and adaptation. Adler

describes the outcome of continuous adaption as “meta-stability,” which he argues

is a necessary condition that allows for fluctuations in an institution’s practices

while its ideational social fabric remains relatively fixed. His position concurs

with that of Giddens, who suggests that the identity and values of an individual

or social order constitute the essence of its “being in the world,” which indicates

that values are unlikely to be changed in response to policy failure. To be sure, an

ontologically secure person (or institution) would be able to continuously change

his or her practices in small and incremental ways as part of a collective learning

process to maintain meta-stability. Only in exceptional circumstances, however,

would that learning lead to a change in values as suggested by Haas. Therefore,

spillover would be more likely to involve gradual adaptations in practices than

a change of values. Meta-stability is essential to maintain, as failure to adjust prac-

tices will eventually leave the entity brittle and dysfunctional. Paradoxically, there-

fore, the most stable entities are those that change the most.

The Need for a Clear Vision of “The Good Life”

As outlined above, Haas was never very clear about what the end point of spillover

was supposed to look like, and his rather vague concept of “political community”

and the neofunctional strategy to concentrate the integration efforts in functional

policy areas that were unlikely to stir the passions of the European publics also

meant that the project had limited motivational power—it simply could not gen-

erate a passionate interest. The choice seemed to be between downplaying the pro-

ject by surreptitiously undertaking functional integration through small

incremental steps in areas that most people cared little about (such as coal and

steel), or to declare European integration a grand peace project designed to fun-

damentally change relations between states on issues of war, peace, and coopera-

tion. Perhaps the choice of the former was influenced by the catastrophic

experience with Nazism, Fascism, and Marxism, which showed that although

grand visions can produce passion that can reverberate through a society and

motivate—even incite—people into action, populist politics based on passion

and strong ideologies also have a dark side that can easily get out of control.

Even if passion is a risky thing when seeking to bring about peaceful change,

visions are important for motivating people to support and undertake any form
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of change-making action. It is therefore always necessary to strike a balance

between the “boring” neofunctional concept of political community and the artic-

ulation of a shared vision of a meaningful future that involves living a “good life.”

Although all human collectivities rest on shared ideas about what is meant by the

good life, their perceptions of what constitutes that life vary enormously. I use

the concept in a pragmatic way, encompassing an assemblage of shared norms,

rules, principles, values, and knowledge about what makes life worth living and

how to achieve a worthy life. The good life comprises not just what makes our

continued existence possible but what makes life a gift—including what

Aristotle referred to as “goods of the soul,” such as love, friendship, fairness, self-

esteem, honor, morality, and justice. To be fair, the context within the IR acad-

emy at the time of Haas’s writing was not conducive to these sorts of motivational

factors, so Haas settled for the vague and rather uninspiring notion of political

community, which probably was unlikely to persuade anyone to change their val-

ues, let alone their identity, and which made it difficult to visualize precisely what

kind of good life spillover would produce. It seems likely that the liberal interna-

tional order suffers from the same problem.

The Crisis of the Liberal Order: Transformational

Change, Anxiety, and Westlessness

The crisis of the liberal international order is clearly causing alarm, with growing

concern that the order is in a terminal condition and that the days of (some of) its

multilateral institutions are numbered. The obvious question therefore is why

those acting on behalf of the liberal order and its institutions, who have talked so

much about the crisis, have not taken the urgent action that is clearly needed to

bring the order back from the brink. This is what the neofunctional perspective

would expect to happen, as the current situation is characterized by precisely the

negative emotions, such as frustration and disappointment, that Haas thought

would constitute ideal conditions for a spillover process, whereby agents will rethink

values, redefine interests, and find new means to realize them. Unfortunately (part

of) the answer to the apparent lack of motivation to kick-start the liberal interna-

tional order can be found in the missing elements of the spillover process outlined

above. The current situation is characterized by a drain of ontological security fol-

lowing the poor performance of a variety of policies; failure to take adaptive action

to adjust established practices to a rapidly changing environment; fading support for
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the order’s legitimizing ideology; and failure to articulate a vision for the “good life.”

These are matters that go to the heart of the liberal order and that may seriously

compromise its ability to contribute to peaceful change.

Perception of Poor Policy Performance and Diminishing Ontological Security

It may be a cliché to say that we live in times of great—perhaps transformational—

change. Cliché or not, modern societies are characterized by accelerating globali-

zation, rapid and fundamental technological change, global power shifts, and

looming catastrophic climate change, which will inevitably produce a high degree

of anxiousness and constitute a drain on the levels of ontological security. As out-

lined by Ulrich Beck, in the modern, future-oriented “risk society,” policy must

be conducted in response to the uncertainty of risks by using anticipatory gover-

nance rather than in response to much more concrete threats. Given that a risk

is an imagined scenario of something that might unfold in the future, the task of

modern governance is ideally to prevent the imagined future from materializing,

or at least to mitigate its consequences. The problem is that when dealing with

such scenarios, success is difficult to demonstrate, while even mitigated conse-

quences are likely to be perceived as policy failures that reflect the incompetence

of those who were supposed to have anticipated and prevented the calamity from

unfolding. As a result, the policy-action undertaken by agents working on behalf

of the liberal international order is less likely to have a positive influence on the

agents’ ontological security. Most importantly, a number of high-profile crises

such as the financial crisis; the migration crisis; the many long-running wars

and persistent instability in places such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen;

and most recently the COVID- pandemic make it easy to blame the liberal

international order and its institutions for having failed in their primary tasks

of providing peace and prosperity. Politicians who promise to “take back control,”

“make a country great again,” or return to a better past therefore hold a great deal

of attraction even if their promises are plainly not realistic.

Fading Resilience

As discussed above, change often causes human beings to feel anxious and uncer-

tain, prompting them to take action to reduce their uncertainty. If they are onto-

logically secure, they may be able to maintain their individual or collective

“meta-stability” by adapting their narrative and practice to external change

while maintaining the social and ideational fabric expressed through their values

and identity. However, if, as is more likely, their level of ontological security has
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been reduced as a consequence of experiencing such change, they will probably do

everything they can to maintain or reestablish their cognitive consistency by con-

tinuing their established, perhaps dysfunctional, practices—until a crisis point is

reached where such a strategy is no longer viable. In cases where outmoded prac-

tices are maintained despite a changing environment, the resilience of the entity in

question will inevitably be negatively impacted, which will eventually bring about

a crisis with the potential to collapse or transform the entity. Many worry that

the latter is currently taking place in the liberal international order. As evidence,

these worriers often cite the inability of the United Nations Security Council to

undertake reform; NATO limping along with a seriously outdated strategic con-

cept; the inability of the World Trade Organization to address issues related to

its dispute settlement system; and the inadequate and fragmented response to

the COVID- pandemic from the WHO.

The problem is that if resilience is understood as the ability to remain fit for

purpose by reflecting upon and adapting to a continuously changing external

environment, then the resilience of the liberal international order is certainly

showing signs of being negatively affected. In the face of myriad crises resulting

from rapid global change, the institutions of the order are struggling both to

respond and to take adaptive action. More worryingly, it seems that the founda-

tional values upon which the liberal international order rests are being contested

by a new populist constituency. If the contestations eventually lead to a change in

the value base of the liberal order, the order will have moved from seeking meta-

stability to unwittingly approaching unintended transformational change.

Although transformational change can happen peacefully—as demonstrated by

the end of the Cold War—it carries a heightened risk of violent upheaval.

Faltering Support for the Legitimizing Ideology and the Emergence of
Westlessness

Unfortunately, we seem to have reached a point where the foundational values of

the liberal international order are no longer certain. Such a shift in the values of an

international order is not something that happens through mere disappointment

with policy failure. Rather, it is likely to be a symptom of something far more fun-

damental. The uncertainty surrounding the value base of the liberal international

order was the main theme of the  Munich Security Conference, where the

concept of “Westlessness” was introduced. Westlessness suggests that not only

is the world becoming less Western but also that the West is itself becoming
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less Western as it experiences increased internal contestation and fading support

for its legitimizing ideology. The conference report concluded that the West, and

with it the liberal international order, now appears to be “in retreat, in decline and

under constant attack”—both from within and from without. The shift in values

is seen most clearly in the end of cross-party support for the liberal international

order and in the rise of right-wing populism across liberal democracies. This is a

real problem for the liberal order in that without a clearly articulated value base

rooted in shared ideas about what constitutes the “good life,” the liberal interna-

tional order is deprived of its vision for the future and its compass for being able

to formulate policies to bring about peaceful change. In this respect, the worry is

not so much that the world is becoming less Western—this may indeed be a long

overdue development allowing others to live their lives under the guidance of a

culturally and identity-appropriate sense of the good life. However, with increased

cultural and ideational diversity, a new form of international system consisting

of several international orders may be in the making. In such a multi-order

world, the conditions and mechanisms for peaceful change will probably be fun-

damentally altered and perhaps impaired because the conception of what consti-

tutes a just and desirable outcome of peaceful change is likely to be associated with

contestation and disagreement. Without a shared systems-wide legitimizing ideol-

ogy such as (at least) a thin form of liberal internationalism, the prospects for

peaceful change may be limited to the negative conception of peaceful change

as merely maintaining the status quo without resorting to war.

Conclusion

This short essay has of course only been able to scratch the surface of what is an

extremely complex situation. However, it does seem that the neofunctional con-

cept of spillover (albeit in a different form than Haas originally anticipated) is

of some value for understanding when and how agents—including international

institutions—are able to sustain their initiatives for peaceful change. The essay

has shown that the neofunctional understanding of spillover was missing three

essential elements: an understanding of the need for positive emotions and onto-

logical security; an understanding of the link between values and identity; and a

realization of the importance of a shared vision for the “good life.”

The current crisis in the liberal international order should, according to Haas,

result in a burst of activity to safeguard the achievements of the order and give rise
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to new policy initiatives to counteract what are largely perceived as policy failures.

In contrast to Haas’s findings, however, this essay has demonstrated that it is pos-

itive emotions and ontological security that constitute the on-off button of spill-

over. This suggests that spillover is only rarely activated because ontological

security is a fragile condition. Furthermore, while disappointment and frustration

are frequent emotions in policymaking, they more often lead to paralysis and an

unwillingness to invoke the agency of key actors rather than productive spillover.

This point is further underlined by the growing influence of right-wing populism,

where success, enthusiasm, and a strong sense of shared knowledge appear to be

contributing to a dynamic spillover process for those movements.

The positive finding of the essay is that it is possible to identify the conditions

necessary for spillover to take place. However, the bad news is that such conditions

are difficult to establish and even more difficult to sustain, suggesting that

although spillover certainly is possible, it is a fragile and transient condition

that is likely to proceed with more stops than starts. This must therefore also

be assumed to be the rule for initiatives for peaceful change. The current global

situation is not encouraging because the crisis in the liberal international order

is draining the ontological security of those working on its behalf, while its

policies are often seen as failures. Its vision for the good life is seen at best as

unclear and at worst as one that benefits only the cosmopolitan elite. The risk,

therefore, is that the emerging right wing populist forces will gain the upper

hand because they are willing to stir passions and to outline a clear, albeit

unrealistic, vision for the good life.
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