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The last decades have experienced an increase in the number and depth of international 

institutions dealing with different areas of global politics (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni & 

Westerwinter, 2021). This has led to the prevalence of regime complexes instead of 

unified regimes in many domains (Henning & Pratt, 2021). Specifically, the work has 

focused on the performance of the regime complex for food security (RCFS, from now 

on) over time. Many studies covering regime complexity consider the phenomenon as 

static, and only a few of them have identified the evolutionary dynamics and changes of 

them (Yu & Xue, 2019).  

Therefore, the study pretends to approach this issue by addressing the following research 

question: How does the regime complex for food security has evolved since its creation 

and until the COVID-19 pandemic and what are the implications of this evolution for the 

global hunger challenge? By following a qualitative methodology through a literature 

review process, the main goal of the work is to make a relevant contribution to the 

evolutionary dynamics of the regime complexity debate through the food security case 

study which, additionally, manifests the importance of the challenge of global.  

It is worth considering that, according to Margulis (2013), a shift towards a RCFS 

occurred in 1995 when the proliferation of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture ended up 

in overlapping power and memberships among three main international regimes: the 

international food security, the international human rights, and the international trade 

regimes. Thus, beyond the Rome-based UN food agencies, such as the FAO or the WFP, 

the RCFS is affected by a wide-range of different governance regimes composed by a 

diverse set of actors and interests, which influence one each other through the creation of 

rules, norm-setting tasks, and the diffusion of paradigms (McKeon, 2021).  

For answering the research question, the work follows the theoretical framework provided 

by Henning and Pratt, which brings the opportunity to address the question over whether 

and how regime complexes evolve from one outcome to another over time (Henning & 

Pratt, 2021). There are two dimensions that, in accordance with the authors, characterize 

the most relevant patterns of interactions among the regime complex involved 

institutions: relations of authority and differentiation. Therefore, they present a four ideal-

type combination of the direct and interactive effects of hierarchy and differentiation on 

different substantive outcomes: institutional collaboration, rule conflict, compliance and 

strategies of contestation. Thus, the mentioned variables allow to value these substantive 

outcomes in each moment of the regime complex and, this way, observe how they change 

over time. 

After analyzing the existing literature over the global food governance, the revision shows 

that the 2008 global food crisis is one of the key factors responsible for pushing the RCFS 

to evolve and move from one outcomes to others. As a consequence, the discussion is 

presented distinguishing between two periods: from 1995 to 2008 and from 2008 to 2020, 

before the pandemic.  
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When this regime complex emerged in 1995, this was rapidly well-located in the 

nonhierarchical-undifferentiated category because the lack of an authoritative body 

capable of coordinating the whole regime complex structure and the lack of 

differentiation among the institutions conforming the complex. This was traduced in high 

rule conflict, occasional collaboration, weak compliance and dissatisfaction, which led to 

regime stagnation until 2008.  

When the global food crisis erupted in 2008, the complex experienced an institutional 

proliferation as a result of the necessity of regime shifting because of the dissatisfaction 

with the institutional outcomes for the global food crisis. Efforts to increase 

differentiation could be seen with the global food governance reform. Thus, the analysis 

can identify the RCFS in the non-hierarchical – since there was still no authoritative body 

– but differentiated category during the following years after the crisis. This was traduced 

in intermediate rule conflict, low collaboration, intermediate compliance and 

dissatisfaction, that would lead to regime creation.  

However, in a lack of a single authoritative body context in both periods, some 

contradictions emerge regarding which type of authority prevails in this complex – the 

moral authority of the human rights and food security regimes or the regulatory one of 

the international trade regime –. This questions the dichotomous direction that takes the 

Henning and Pratt framework.  

It is clear that regime complexes evolve over time, for one reason or another, and the best 

scenario or category can vary across the different regime complexes. Definitely, having 

a RCFS with no hierarchical institution and diverging interests difficults the reduction of 

the global hunger. In fact, while the best type of global food governance is being 

addressed for solving the problem of the huge global hunger, the global food governance 

itself is still one of the main causes of food insecurity. Nevertheless, food and agriculture 

also require governance, and this is like a dog chasing its own tail, but it is a necessary 

vicious cycle. 
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