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Abstract:

This article explores security international organisations (IOs) discourse and strategy during the
COVID-19 pandemic, applying NATO as a case study. To build the argument, the article analyses
speeches and public interventions by the SG and DSG coded in NVivo. First, the results of the
empirical analysis suggest that during crises NATO discourse focuses on its ability to perform core
functions or constructing identity, generating ‘positive’ legitimacy or increasing the relevance of
military capital. Second, the findings show that the main elements of the organisation’s discourse
on its crisis management strategy are: pro-activeness, continuous review and planning ahead,
stepping-up activities and efficiency, lessons learned, adaptability, solidarity and civil-military
cooperation. Third, a logic of IO exceptionalism and ‘emergency problematique’, underpinned by
mission creep, could not be conclusively confirmed based on the analysed sample.
Keywords: Crisis Management; IOs; Legitimacy; COVID-19; NATO; Emergency Problematique

Introduction
“Can we talk about the Corona virus?” was one of the questions asked by a
journalist to Jens Stoltenberg during the doorstep statement one day before the Munich
Security Conference 2020. The question was lost in the multitude of voices and
remained unanswered. While preventive COVID-19 measures started to be
implemented by NATO already in January1, it was on 06 March 2020 when NATO took
an official position towards COVID-19. To find out what has NATO been doing during
the pandemic, why has it been doing this, and how has it been faring in the doing of it, I
examined all public interventions by the NATO SG and SDG, in the period 06 March –
06 May 20202, capturing the immediate NATO response to the COVID-19 crisis. The
statements and public intervention data are complemented by press releases and other
relevant strategic documents, announcements and reports. I coded the transcripts of
statements or talks in NVivo, applying an inductive methodological approach and
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The approx. size of the analysed sample was over 25,000 words.
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emerging coding3. This involved a two-step analysis. First, paragraphs or sentences
(units) were coded, one by one, to themes, i. e. meaningful categories, which emerged
during the coding process. Throughout the analysis, coding units were assigned to those
themes, and new categories were established as needed. In a second step, after having
coded the entire material, the categories that emerged were classified into meta-themes,
and these are reflected in the next two sections.
The next two sections present the major thematic clusters, as they emerged from the
data, and I then turn to critically discuss the results from the perspective of the
emergency problematique and international organisations’ (IOs) exceptionalism4 in
times of crises, and compare it to NATO responses to previous crises, such as in
Ukraine or Kosovo.

NATO as Crisis Manager. Ensuring Continuity of Operative Core
Responsibilities and Performing Emergency-Specific Tasks
One main meta-theme to emerge from the analysis of speeches and transcripts is the
dimension of NATO as a crisis manager, while simultaneously continuing the
implementation of core tasks, such as deterrence and collective defence and existing
missions. During public interventions and statements, both the Secretary General (SG)
Jens Stoltenberg and Deputy Secretary General (DSG) Mircea Geoana emphasized
crisis management as ontological purpose of NATO. The also underscored the
Alliance’s track-record, in terms of institutional shared command, control structure and
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operational capacity, to support, coordinate and mobilise civilian efforts. “NATO was
created to deal with crises” was stated during a press conference5 and reiterated on
many other occasions. NATO as crisis manager was central in the analysed discourse,
therefore, the IO’s crisis management mandate deserves a closer look. Crisis
management is not mentioned per se in the Washington Treaty of 04 April 1949,
however, Art. 3 of the Treaty stipulates that NATO states shall “separately and jointly,
by means of continuous and effective self-help and mutual aid, … maintain and develop
their individual and collective capacity”6. Crisis management is a core task of NATO,
along collective defence (Art. 5) and cooperative security, as defined in the 2010
Strategic Concept, the question being how, whether and to what extent pandemic
response fits within that framework. Art. 5 is a central pillar of NATO founding Treaty,
however, it was not invoked during the pandemic. Public mentions of the scenario of
invoking Art. 5 to “combat the pandemic” were rather isolated7 and the analysed
transcripts do not show a serious debate by NATO member states, e. g. during the
Defence Ministers meeting on 15 April, on the endeavour to trigger Art. 5 in the context
of the pandemic. In the press conference following the virtual meeting of the NATO
Ministers of Foreign Affairs on 03 April and the North Atlantic Council in Defence
Ministers’ session on 15 April 2020, SG Jens Stoltenberg provided a summary of the
content discussed during those meetings. Art. 5 was not mentioned in his remarks
delivered to the press. Similarly, Art. 4 (the consultation procedure) providing member
states with the possibility to bring an item on the agenda of the North Atlantic Council
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for debate has not been invoked in the context of the pandemic. Interestingly, Art. 4 was
invoked during the pandemic, on 28 February 2020 by Turkey, but this was not causally
linked to COVID-19, but to developments on Syria. Thus, as the analysed transcripts
demonstrated, Art. 3 emerged to be central to the NATO narrative during the pandemic,
in the studied period. Article 3 was cited several times in the context of NATO mandate
to ensure resilience and civil preparedness in times of crises8.
A major message conveyed by the SG and DSG during the pandemic was NATO’s
ability to exercise operative ‘core’ missions and operations in order to ensure the
continuity of ongoing operations and take on new, crisis-related, emergent tasks, such as
the transport of medical equipment, putting medical resources together (coordination)
and rapid mobility. In nearly every studied public statement, reassurance was provided
about NATO’s operational readiness, capacity to defend and perform its core
responsibilities: “our operational readiness remains undiminished. And our forces
remain ready, vigilant and prepared to respond to any threat… we can deploy troops,
forces if needed”, declared the SG9 on one occassion. Delivery of operative core
responsibilities was perceived as a basic premise to maintain NATO posture but also as
a pre-condition for assuming additional tasks (emergency-specific) in a credible
manner. The delivery of operative core tasks was usually operationalized as “to make
sure that we deliver credible deterrence and defence every day and that our forces stay
ready and that we are able to act if needed”10. Other recurrent expressions attributed to
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NATO core responsibilities were “to make sure that this health crisis does not become a
security crisis” and “protect and preserve security for almost one billion people”
(mentioned by both SG and DSG).
During speeches, public interventions and Q&A sessions in the studied period, eight
tasks were estimated to be referred to as core NATO responsibilities that were ongoing
at the time of the crisis outbreak, as the speeches showed: providing re-assurance in
relation to the Resolute Support Mission in Afghanistan; maintenance of the NATO
counterterrorism training operations in Iraq; re-assurance, support and commitment to
Turkey, in response to the consultation procedure (Art. 4) that Turkey activated in the
aftermath of the Idlib escalation; commitment towards partners Georgia and Ukraine,
which both benefitted of international assistance after they requested support under the
Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response Coordination Centre (EADRCC); upholding
operational readiness and vigilance, through air policing, patrolling, maritime
operations or increased “presence in the Black Sea Region on land with the Tailored
Presence in Romania“, which included a training exercise with the five Standing NATO
Maritime Group Two ships on 30 March11; maintaining the four multinational
battlegroups on the Eastern flank in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland; countering
hybrid warfare – that was intensified in response to an exponential surge in
disinformation and cyber attacks since the commencing of the pandemic in Europe; and
continuation of the NATO missions in Kosovo, while some preventive measures were
implemented for the troops and staff on the ground. It was explained that all operative
core tasks continued and were successfully fulfilled during the crisis, although with
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some limitations or at lower intensities. Arguably, a position of non-fulfilment of the
mandate could have had dramatic effects for NATO’s future existence. The
maintenance of all elements of the mandate was perceived as a pre-condition for
resilience and effectiveness projection – as the DSG related, a “proof of the capability
of NATO to withstand any pressure, any stress, and even in such a complicated moment
like this”12.

Emergency-Specific Tasks: Strategic Airlift, Crisis Preparedness and
Countering Disinformation
In addition to the eight operative core tasks ongoing at the time of the crisis outbreak,
the pandemic discourse also pertained to NATO performing other two major
emergency-specific tasks during the pandemic, both part of the North-Atlantic
Alliance’s mandate of maintaining readiness to respond to crises: strategic airlift and
transport of essential medical equipment or patients and assistance to member states to
enhance preparedness at whole-governmental level aka resilience. Resilience was
perceived to be essential for the continuity of government and essential works,
especially in the context of an unfolding geostrategic environment. Art. 3 of the 1949
Washington Treaty was invoked as pertaining to NATO’s responsibility to maintain
national resilience of members. When NATO was established, in the context of the
World War II, the major threat was that of an “armed attack”, i.e. by the USSR. As
NATO continues to function on the legal foundation of the 1949 Treaty, Art. 3 does not
mention the word ‘national resilience’ per se, but refers to the “continuous and effective
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self-help and mutual aid” and maintenance and development of the collective capacity
of members. In concrete terms, as it was explained during the statements, this meant
providing member states with baseline requirements guidelines that NATO “developed
over decades”13, related to infrastructure, health, mass casualties, the ability to move,
communication, decision making and other critical areas. Resilience constitutes an area
in which NATO demonstrated to have many years of experience and training. As it was
specified by the SG in relation to the newest NATO member, North Macedonia: “over
the last few years, NATO has trained more than 500 first responders in North
Macedonia to improve their ability to respond to major incidents such as this”14. In the
past, NATO has conducted major multinational medical exercises, for instance
Vigorous Warrior organised by the NATO Military Medicine Centre of Excellence in
2019. In a context of a large-scale shock and rapidly evolving geostrategic environment,
resilience needs to be permanently evaluated and updated. One dimension that was
often mentioned in relation to ensuring Allies’ resilience was the necessity for
permanent review, as well as updating and incorporating new dimensions linked to
anticipated and evolving risks, such as the need of protection and assurance of critical
infrastructure and supply chains. Thus, resilience also pertained to the collective
capacity to prevent cyber attacks and disinformation carried out by actors aiming to
destabilize and enhance their competitive advantage.
A second crisis-specific dimension that emerged from the data related to strategic airlift
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of essential medical equipment, such as masks, protective equipment and other medical
supplies, which, during public speeches was presented as an utility and value-added of
NATO. More than 100 missions of strategic airlift and transport of essential medical
equipment or patients, e. g. from Italy to Germany, were conducted based on requests
by NATO member states or partners – NATO has 42 partners – during the studied
period. This demonstrates the members and partners’ readiness to participate in this
solidarity and mutual help mechanism. As of 02 July 2020, seven NATO members
(Spain, Bulgaria, Montenegro, Italy, Albania, the Republic of North Macedonia and
Slovenia) and nine partner countries (Ukraine, Republic of Moldova, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Georgia, Colombia, Tunisia, Afghanistan, Mongolia and Iraq) requested
international assistance via NATO Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response Coordination
Centre (EADRCC)15. In addition to strategic airlift, NATO also provided assistance in
helping build more than 25 field hospitals and 4,000 military medical personnel joined
the efforts of civilian medical staff. In the public communication and speeches, it was
emphasized that COVID-19 was in the top of the NATO agenda and the focus was “to
help the civilian authorities, the health care systems to combat the virus, to deal with the
consequences of the COVID-19 crisis”16. ‘Saving lives’ was a commonly mentioned
expression during public statements by both SG and DSG, and there is also one
reference to this overarching goal in the NATO Foreign Ministers Declaration adopted
on 02 April 2020. Strategic airlift, coordinated in conjunction with the NATO Strategic
Airlift Capability (SAC), was identified as a concrete solution to address specific needs
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on the ground, and this task was highly prioritized. The NATO SAC was established in
2008 to fill a defence capability gap and comprises an operational unit, the Heavy
Airlift Wing, which is not under NATO Force Structure – operations are coordinated
via the NATO Support and Procurement Agency (NSPA) – and the NATO Airlift
Management Programme, with the base in Hungary. Operationally, it relies on three
Boeing C-17 Globemaster III (under Hungarian flag) and 150 military, 60 civilian and
60 Boeing maintenance contractors17. One caveat of the SAC is that it relies on
commercial suppliers, raising the question of dependence and whether NATO states
shall acquire more self-owned C-17 aircrafts. SAC already completed over 2,500
missions, with past missions including strategic airlift to Haiti after the 2010
earthquake, to Pakistan during the 2010 flooding or logistic support in relation to the
search for Malaysia Airlines flight MH37018.
To sum up, in its public pandemic discourse, NATO highlighted the endurance of core
tasks ongoing at the time of the COVID-19 outbreak and the fulfilment of two
additional, emergency-specific tasks: assisting states to maintain resilience by providing
crisis preparedness guidelines and countering disinformation, also in conjunction with
the EU, and strategic airlift. NATO proved utility during the crisis by providing
strategic assets that were urgently needed by member states and partners, filling thus a
vacuum that other actors or IOs would not have had the capabilities to fill to the same
extent. NATO’s past experience in crises and crisis-specific tasks, such as strategic
airlift, proved beneficial. The following section discusses the main elements of NATO’s
approach to the pandemic, as they emerged from the data.
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The Main Elements of NATO’s Discourse on Crisis Management Strategy
The analysis of the NATO discourse unveiled seven major elements in the
organisation’s pandemic strategy: pro-activeness, continuous review and planning
ahead, stepping-up activities and efficiency, lessons learned, adaptability, solidarity and
civil-military cooperation.

Being Pro-Active
As the public statements revealed, to enhance its effectiveness during the crisis, NATO
embraced a pro-active approach. It was explained in numerous interventions that the IO
facilitated the identification of states that had a surplus of medical equipment or
capacity and matched the surplus stocks with existing requests by members or partners
via EADRCC. To better mobilise and coordinate this demand and supply framework,
the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR), General Tod Wolters, was tasked
with coordinating the resources and “to step up and speed up the way NATO Allies are
supporting each other: mobilise more resources, utilise NATO structures, mechanisms,
even more, to continue to provide critical support“, as the SG explained19. For this
purpose, states were asked to notify the SACEUR in case they had available resources.
This transfer of resources based on a supply-demand logic worked well also due to the
variation in the degree to which European states and the US were impacted by the
pandemic. The NATO capacity in place, through the SAC and the NSPA, trained for
this purpose, facilitated a speedy response to allies’ and partners’ requests. NATO has
also been pro-active in boosting innovation. This was demonstrated by NATO’s proactive activation of mechanisms involving private actors or experts, associated with the
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NATO Industry Forum (comprising 3,000 companies), NATO Innovation Board or
NATO Science and Technology Organisation, all mentioned in the public
communication. In this framework, start-ups, established companies, academia and
think tanks in the NATO databases were pro-actively asked for comments, contributions
or criticism “in order to do things even better in the future”20. Another concrete example
of NATO boosting innovation during the crisis was the cooperation between the NSPA
and ISINNOVA, a start-up firm from Italy, to produce 3D-printed connectors that can
convert snorkelling masks into emergency ventilators masks, which were donated to the
Italian Civil Protection Department for distribution and use in hospitals21, or the
scientific project in the framework of NATO Science for Peace and Security
Programme “to develop new tools for a rapid and accurate diagnosis of SARS-CoV-2
infection”22.

Continuous Review and Planning Ahead
Continuous review of the NATO response to the crisis and the actions taken, as well as
planning ahead, were identified as further important components of the crisis approach
as revealed by the data. The transatlantic organisation started to look into the middleand long-term consequences and set up a mechanism of constant review of its actions,
lessons learned and planning ahead. It was highlighted that the COVID-19 crisis “will
have far-reaching consequences for how we think about security, and about national
resilience”23. Moreover, it was stressed that the pandemic will have ”severe shocks to
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the global world order, there will be geo-political and geo-economic consequences”24.
The quicker the implications can be identified, the better it is from an anticipatory
governance perspective, as it can be planned to deal with the shocks and ensure
continuity of government, which includes endurance of telecommunications, energy
supplies and other essential infrastructure, but also insurance that “civilian and military
cooperation is in place”25. One example of thinking and planning ahead was getting
ready for a second wave of the pandemic and starting to plan a longer-term Pandemic
Response Contingency Plan. An important implication identified by NATO in relation
to the pandemic concerned the allies’ capability to maintain possession of critical
infrastructure in the conditions of anticipated (post-pandemic) economic downturn, with
repercussions on long-term security and the Alliance’s ability to manage crises, as the
SG related: “Some may seek to use the economic downturn as an opening to invest in
our critical industries and infrastructure”26. The pandemic revealed a series of
dependencies both by European countries and the US on Chinese production that can
rapidly lead to shortages, e. g. in essential medical equipment, as it was mentioned by
the SG and DSG during public communication engagements. This can have farreaching strategic consequences. In a counterfactual exercise, if China would acquire
stocks and subsequently decision-making agency on the civil and military firms that are
part of the NATO strategic airlift program, it follows that China could have an influence
on future NATO operations in times of crises.
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Step-Up Activities and Efficiency and Provide Help “Upon Demand”
As the analysed statements revealed, NATO has vigorously looked into how to enhance
efficiency and coordination. Stepping up activities usually referred to increasing the
quantity of the provided assistance (“do more”) and efficiency (“with higher speed”)
through “identifying the airlift capacity”, coordinate surplus capacity or stocks, “better
matching requests for support with offers from Allies and partners” and, for example,
implementing “simplified procedures for Rapid Air Mobility, in coordination with
Eurocontrol” to speed-up the provided assistance27. Pro-active leadership also
concerned the reassurance to Turkey after the activation of Art. 4, as the SG related:
“I’m in constant dialogue with the Allied capitals to see whether we can further step up
our assurance measures for Turkey…I will continue to also work with Allies on how we
can further step up our support to Turkey”28. The vision of ‘doing more’ was also
expressed in relation to NATO efforts in the wider Middle East region and North
Africa, for example, how to step-up training activities in Iraq, or do more for partners
such as Tunisia or Mauritania. Leadership and mission clarity were identified by the
DSG as important determinants of NATO efficiency. Precision in the mission and
command structure and the absence of “fuzziness” proved to be important in the transfer
of tasks and implementation29, which in substantive terms meant providing assistance at
a speedy level.
While NATO leaders aimed to increase their value-added and utility by doing more and
increase efficiency, it was concomitantly stressed that help and assistance was premised
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by formal requests by member states or partners. In relation to the vision for Middle
East and North Africa it was specified that the concrete activities of possible future
assistance were not yet known, and that assistance would only be provided upon
request: “we only do that if we are requested, or there’s a demand for NATO activities
in different forms”30. Similarly, in relation to the strategic airlift and other types of
assistance in the COVID-19 context, it was underscored that the NATO response is
based on national requests and needs31.

Lessons Learned – Harnessing Accumulated Knowledge
Commitment to lessons learned emerged as another key element in the NATO approach
during the pandemic, based on the public statements in the analysed sample. NATO
maintains a database of lessons learned through the Joint Analysis & Lessons Learned
Centre, which coordinates and provides systematic assessments and trainings, and
shares newly produced knowledge. The process to integrate lessons learned pertaining
to the pandemic commenced already on 01 April, prior to the NATO Foreign Ministers
Meeting.
One lesson learned was on resilience. During the Defence Minister Meeting on 15 April
2020, it was agreed to integrate the identified lessons learned into the baseline resilience
requirements and maintain regular updates32. Moreover, an initiative was started to
assess the medium- and long-term implications of the crisis, including on how to
strengthen resilience and enhance preparedness for future crises. Other lessons learned
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outlined in the public interventions were in relation to the need to re-think dependencies
on essential supplies: “ask questions whether we are too dependent on production
coming from outside, whether we need to produce more of this equipment in our own
countries”, emphasized the SG during a pre-ministerial press conference33. Another
highlighted lesson learned was about the “close link between the civilian efforts to fight
a health crisis and the ability of the military to support those efforts”, as the SG
related34.

A “Culture of Permanent Adaptability”
A fifth theme that emerged from the analysis was the focus on the continuity of
government as well as of the IO’s own operations and core responsibilities, and
adaptability – as a premise for the former. One way to enhance adaptability was through
partnerships and “opening”35 towards thousands of private actors, think tanks and
academic experts via a series of mechanisms in place. These processes constitute a
substantial pool of exchange, new ideas and innovation potential. It was elaborated that
part of this ‘ecosystem’ was also the Supreme Allied Commander Transformation
(SACT) in Norfolk, Virginia, currently French General André Lanata. The Allied
Command Transformation plays a key role in processes of strategic adaptation, being
responsible for finding innovative solutions and making recommendations for
adjustments to the NATO posture. To keep pace with the strategic evolutions, NATO
has “a vast network of military and civilian professionals from Centres of Excellence,
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nations, scientists, medical professionals and military experts”, explained General
Lanata during the Defence Ministers Meeting on 15 April36. Adaptability is perceived as
inherent to NATO continuity as a security alliance, able to provide working solutions to
emerging threats in an evolving strategic environment and hybridisation and
unpredictability of threats. NATO has adapted after each critical juncture, explained
Jens Stoltenberg: “NATO has adapted after the end of the Cold War and … after 2014
when Russia illegally annexed Crimea”37. Continuous adaptation is seen to be part of
the NATO raison d’être. Referring to NATO continuous adaptation, the DSG mentioned
that “the culture of permanent adaptation…is in our DNA” and that “the culture of
adaptation and lessons learned” is the third dimension of NATO in addition to the
“culture of solidarity” and “culture of vigilance”38.
The NATO Reflection Group launched to coordinate the reflection processes agreed
during the 2019 NATO Leaders Meeting in London is also linked to adaptability39. The
Alphen Group was mandated to assess how to strengthen NATO’s political unity,
cohesiveness, solidarity and “responsiveness to new challenges”40. The Group presented
their first findings to the SG at the end of 2020. Although the Reflection Group, as it
was mentioned in public communication, was not mandated with reviewing the
Strategic Concept, it will nonetheless play a crucial role in NATO future adaptability
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and innovation.

Culture of Solidarity Embedded in Art. 5
The culture of solidarity, embedded in the Washington Treaty, was identified as a
further major element of NATO’s discourse during the pandemic. The DSG stated that
“Art. 5 is the ultimate expression of solidarity and also in these very difficult months
and weeks of this pandemic, allies have shown solidarity”41. The word “solidarity” was
mentioned approximatively 27 times during public interventions by the SG and DSG in
the studied period. Solidarity among allies was demonstrated in the crisis by the over
100 strategic airlift missions, which involved deliberate will in the capitals to share
some of their medical stocks and other types of essential crisis assistance. Even in the
absence of a common identity, the missions had implications at the affect level – which,
it will be elaborated in the discussion section of this article, can be an important source
of legitimacy42. This was linked to assistance dynamics that have not been seen before.
Some of the examples include Turkey delivering medical equipment to the UK, US and
Italy, or the US providing additional flying hours to Romania in the framework of the
strategic airlift programme. Solidarity was enabled and stimulated by the pro-active
approach and coordination, and by simultaneously seeking to streamline and speed up
coordination and deliveries. The value-added of cooperation, mutual help and support in
the context of increasing unpredictability and uncertainty, especially in times of crises,
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was also often highlighted in the context of NATO solidarity.

The Importance of Civil-Military Cooperation and the Role of Militaries in
Assisting Civilians
The importance of strong civil-military partnerships and the utility of the military in the
crisis was a seventh major element underscored in the NATO discourse during the
COVID-19 pandemic in the studied period. For example, the SG stated that “by
investing in our military, we also provide a capacity which has proven useful in
supporting the civil society, dealing with crises like the corona crisis”43. The role of
militaries in assisting civilians in NATO countries to deal with the crisis, beyond
military threats, was often mentioned. Nonetheless, the role of militaries was perceived
as a supporting one to boost civilian efforts. When asked whether global health risks
should be considered when planning the defence posture, the SG emphasized that
NATO should not change its core responsibilities to integrate pandemics, but that
reviewing the possibilities of strengthening civil-military cooperation and how military
capabilities could be helpful to sustain civilian efforts (in non-military operations) is
worth looking into44.
To sum up, the current and previous section presented the immediate results
from the inductive analysis. I now move on to critically discuss the findings from the
emergency problematique and IO exceptionalism conceptual perspective.
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Discussion of the Conceptual Implications. Beyond the ‘Emergency
Problematique’
Seeking to add to the literature on the emergency problematique and IO exceptionalism,
this section assesses the results of this research from the perspective of legitimacy
practices in IOs and global governance. Six major conceptual implications can be
derived from the results.
First, as previous literature on global governance45 implied, considerable references
during the COVID-19 crisis were linked to participation, fairness, expertise,
effectiveness and tradition. Although broader NATO dynamics, including disputes on
burden sharing and disruptive antagonisms, were not abandoned during the pandemic,
all NATO states and partners were invited to the pooling and sharing ad-hoc initiative
for strategic airlift of essential equipment. Participation also involved accountability and
transparency, as all strategic airlift missions and crisis-related operations were
documented on the NATO website. The ad-hoc pooling and sharing procedure also
revealed a certain degree of fairness, as all members were invited and could participate
in the missions, either on the supply or the demand side, as per their needs and requests.
There was no evidence of requests that could not be considered. While some NATO
member states are assumed to have higher agency and leverage than others despite
NATO being an intergovernmental organisation requiring consensus, no particular
discrimination of states was found to be reflected in NATO statements or actions. The
NATO strategic airlift operations based on a supply-demand logic and shared
coordination and command, optimized under the guidance of the SACEUR and SACT,
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have revealed a further dimension related to fairness, even though, the literature argues
that in the global governance system, “authorities that have the capacity to significantly
redistribute opportunities and wealth…hardly exist”46. The NATO normative narrative
during the COVID-19 crisis also pertained to the IO’s expertise and knowledge. Crisis
management was presented as NATO’s raison d’être, and many references were related
to its previous experience in crises, including in strategic airlift missions. NATO’s
previous crises experience as well as experience in decision making and trainings
relevant to crisis management allowed the transatlantic organisation to quickly adapt to
the situation, put mechanisms in place to coordinate tangible help and implement it at a
speedy level in a situation in which every minute and every mask counted. This
experience has proved valuable, for example, to provide states with baseline crisis prepreparedness guidelines and employ a lessons learned mechanism, which, in the case of
NATO, was found to be highly institutionalised, as the existence of a Lessons Learned
department or the performing of systematic assessments, reviews and updates,
demonstrated.
Second, the endogenous normative projection was less about “international
responsibility”47 as in previous crises48, e. g. in the Ukraine49, but rather about crisis
responsibility, i.e. the obligation and authority to provide help during crises as one of
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NATO’s core tasks, as agreed by members in the 2010 Strategic Concept50. As the
pandemic narrative demonstrated, specific attention has been dedicated to the crisis
preparedness requirements, which have been made available to states and were
continually reviewed and updated. In contrast to the NATO discourses during previous
crises, no reference was found to be made that explicitly stated NATO as a “legitimate
authority” to deal with the crisis. As the Alliance came under stress in recent time, in
relation to burden-sharing, Trump’s or Macron’s declarations51, the pandemic
constituted a situation for NATO to illustrate its utility and thus legitimacy. By proactively identifying areas in which it can have a value-added in the context of the
pandemic, and seeking to increase efficiency in providing speedy assistance in
emergency-specific tasks, NATO has made use of its strategic airlift capabilities and
shared command and control coordination structure, two areas in which NATO has
longstanding experience and training in. The perception of a global alliance, with
missions in different parts of the world, persisted only to a certain extent. The definition
of a global NATO in contemporary times is quite different from early 2000s, not least
because of the “dynamics in the transatlantic relationship”52.
Third, existing crisis management protocols and lessons learned database allowed the
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Euro-Atlantic alliance to respond in a speedy manner. The pandemic has surprised the
entire globe and even most advanced states, such as the US, Germany or the UK. To
cope with the pandemic, most states refocused inwardly and declared states of
emergency, which amplified the lack of leadership at both IOs and global level. This
might have initially weakened supranational responses, for example, by the EU.
Overall, the EU effort to cope with the pandemic was huge. After lengthy negotiations,
overshadowed by the initial Frugals’ position, the European Central Bank has handed
out 1.3 trillion EUR in a historical bond-buying package, deemed to relief the European
economy. The EU has also coordinated the joint re-patriation of EU citizens abroad and,
under the EU Civil Protection Mechanism and other relevant institutional structures, the
IO has coordinated and financed the delivery of medical equipment in Europe and
internationally53. The question is not about who has helped first, however, in times of
emergencies, the speed of the first response might play a significant role. Initial help
requests by Italy could not be appropriately followed-up on due to lack of crisis
capacity, and the President of the EU Commission Ursula von der Leyen has publicly
apologised to Italy in a speech, “admitting that it had not been by its side since the
beginning of the crisis”54. The World Health Organization (WHO) has also performed a
substantial role in managing the pandemic, although its actions were overshadowed by
massive contestation and the US notification of withdrawal. A comprehensive
comparison of the responses of the three IOs (NATO, EU, WHO) is, due to parsimony
reasons, not possible, but shall make the subject of a future paper. From a pragmatic
perspective, a corollary of this discussion is the delicate normative puzzle pertaining to
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the question of who has legitimacy to help, and who can help in times of a global shock.
In times of emergencies, NATO proved to have the capacity to speedy coordinate and
take action and be a first-responder – although its overall response was materially
significantly lower than that of the EU – while other intergovernmental organisations
might have needed some time to organise and react. One possible explanation for the
speedy NATO response might be the IO’s assets in terms of crisis SOPs and protocols
and a lesson learned database that enabled it to quickly respond to the crisis.
Fourth, no strong evidence was found for the ‘relative gains’ legitimation narrative – i.
e. the atatmept to legitimise (mandate-exceeding) action by building “on gains relative
to others”55. Instead, references to IO-inner dynamics of cooperation and solidarity,
identity, efficiency and “collective gains”56 were found to be central in SG and DSG
public statements. The evidence presented corroborated previous studies that pointed
out the “discursive construction of NATO’s identity” in times of crisis57. During the
pandemic, many references pertained to NATO’s “culture of solidarity”, embedded in
Art. 5 of the Washington Treaty. Mentions of solidarity, need of cooperation during the
pandemic and in the future, as well as binding hedging towards allies and partners in
relation to NATO’s vigilance and ability to perform core responsibilities and missions
and efficiently take on additional, emergency-specific tasks, can be interpreted as
sources of “positive” legitimacy at organisational level58. Positive legitimacy can
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optimize IOs’ internal structures and affect power relations but also energise
implementation and thus institutional performance and identity. Recognition and
support by allies are essential in the light59 of the anticipated post-crisis economic
downturn that might shrink domestic defence budgets, which were already low precrisis. The economic repercussions were acknowledged on many occasions during
NATO’s public interventions. Simultaneously, the need for security continuity, as a precondition of trade, stability and peace, was also underscored. The crisis turned into an
anchor point for the Alliance to show relevance, utility and ability to meet the presumed
normative expectations of their member states and 42 partners and the larger public
from a collective defence organisation during a health crisis. The crisis management
capacity, commitment and professionality demonstrated during the pandemic will be
beneficial to boost the IO’s legitimacy perceptions and support and avoid a potential
legitimacy crisis. Some might have even wondered about the high NATO commitment
during a health crisis. A “shape-shifting” NATO was also seen during the Kosovo crisis,
when the Alliance turned into a humanitarian agency and articulated a more valueorientated strategy, in which “military capital” was “made directly politically
relevant”60. Nonetheless, ‘active engagement’ and ‘modern defence’ are addressed in
the 2010 Strategic Concept and while the current Concept might be seen due for
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renewal, allies were for a long time partly nervous about opening up the discussion for
fears of what Trump might do61. Moreover, military capital and professionalism in
assisting civilians can be expected to continue to remain central to NATO’s political
identity in the future.
Fifth, the rhetoric in the studied timeframe did not seem to seek to justify decisions
based on a “state of exception which requires quick decision which are without
alternative”62, but rather to deliver support for shared goods and speedy outcomes
(output legitimacy) based on procedural patterns (input legitimacy) established on the
foundation of accumulated experience – as the DSG related: “our DNA is crisis
management, our DNA is command and control, is efficiency in logistics and putting
together in critical moments the pieces that can make in this stress a nation and alliance
work”63. NATO’s supporting role, under civilian oversight and democratic control, was
often underscored: “together with the civilian one [command] we are here with decades
of experience”64. Health crises do not make the specific object of NATO mandate as
defined in the Washington Treaty, although, under Art. 3, resilience and civil
preparedness, including in a health context, was included in NATO portfolio more
recently65. If we were to apply the “IO exceptionalism” argument, one possible
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interpretation might be to see NATO practice during the pandemic as a source of
“authority leap”66. However, the logic of exceptionalism could not be confirmed based
on the data employed in this article: the examined IO has neither sought to lower checks
and balances (horizontal dimension) nor to reduce the legal protection of the subjects
(vertical dimension). To expedite delivery of medical equipment, a NATO call sign was
used to simplify the standard procedure for military relief and speed up the Air Traffic
Control clearances67, in conjunction with the Eurocontrol, but this is rather an example
of cooperation and pragmatism, and it did not endanger subjects, as most passenger
flights were on hold during the pandemic. After the end of the Cold War, as the
strategic and threat environment evolved, NATO steadily adapted and became a multidomain IO. Nonetheless, when asked by a reporter whether pandemics should receive
more attention when “calculating defensive posture”, the SG replied that NATO should
not become “the first responder” or change its core responsibilities, but that “there are
good reasons for looking into how we can further strengthen the cooperation between
the civilian society combating a health crisis and military capabilities, providing support
to those civilian efforts”68.
This seems to rather refute the ‘normalization’ thesis69 when applied to security IOs in
times of pandemics, which seems rather counter-intuitively, especially in the light of the
securitisation literature70 and notwithstanding that crisis management is part of NATO
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core mandate. While ongoing and anticipated risks were pro-actively assessed and
communicated, based on the analysed public interventions, there was no significant
tangible evidence for “strategic reorientation”71. From a procedural perspective, the SG
could not have made that determination, as member states would have to agree to
expand NATO’s remit, and this is usually done at head of state level, but there have
been no meetings at that level during the studied time frame72. Ordinarily, such
questions would be discussed during the review of the Strategic Concept, which had
been put off until after the US elections73. The SG has nonetheless agreed upon the
possibility of reviewing the role of NATO in such crises, especially in the perspective of
strengthening civil-military cooperation.
Sixth, taken together, the findings reveal interesting insights about the interplay between
input and output legitimacy and how they relate to the emergency problematique. As it
was pointed out numerous times in the public interventions, help and assistance to both
Allies and partners was premised by formal demands or requests and needs on the
ground. The expertise and knowledge (output legitimacy) aspect fed to a certain extent
into the dimension of invoking tradition and the status quo74 as a legitimation practice.
Past experience and tradition (sources of input legitimacy) in crisis management were
emphasized in the statements. However, opposite to expectations derived from
propositions in the specialist literature on legitimation practices in global governance,
this did not involve arguments such as sticking to “something that has worked for a long
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time is good” or that improvements can produce side-effects75. Rather the opposite was
the case. Through the lessons learned paradigm, continuous reviewing and active
monitoring of possible new intervening factors and risks, the studied IO sought to
permanently update guidelines, optimize procedures and relentlessly adapt, in a rather
Kuhnian dynamic of transformation and innovation. Overall, it can be said that the IO
rather sought to transcend the emergency problematique. The evidence could not
conclusively demonstrate an active counterbalancing between functional “last resort”
measures and loosening constitutionalism or democratic control for the examined case.
Notwithstanding this finding, the expertise that NATO demonstrated during the
COVID-19 pandemic is likely to prompt future debates on NATO’s role, given that, in
the context of an evolving risk environment, “collective defence is being re-interpreted
to mean solidarity in upholding domestic order and resilience rather than mainly
protecting external borders”76.

Conclusion
This article examined NATO’s discourse and strategy during the COVID-19 crisis.
Drawing on all SG and DSG public interventions in the period March-May 2020 coded
in NVivo as well as additional documentary sources, the article revealed a series of
original findings that have significant implications for theory and policy. The findings
showed that during the crisis, NATO actions were targeted towards continuity of
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ongoing operative missions and taking on additional emergency-specific operations,
such as strategic airlift of essential medical equipment. The IO’s crisis management
strategic approach during the pandemic comprised several key elements: pro-activeness;
continuous review and planning ahead; stepping up activities and efficiency and
providing assistance ‘upon demand’; lessons learned logic; adaptability; projecting
solidarity; and strengthening civil-military cooperation.
At policy level, the findings suggested a continuity in NATO discourse during pervasive
shocks. The IO’s strategy was found to be focused on core responsibilities, NATO
identity and the importance of military capital. In contrast to the narrative during
previous crises, the endogenous normative themes pertained to a lesser extent to
‘international responsibility’, but instead to crises responsibility. The results showed
that, one lesson learned for NATO alludes to the NSPA and the Heavy Airlift Wing of
the Strategic Airlift Capability. In the light of the enormous costs for the civilian and
military contractors, as well as the risk that strategic players might aim to acquire
military assets in Europe, the aspect of decreasing a possible dependency, by, for
example, working with national assets77, might be due for assessment.
The contribution of this article for the academic community is manifold. The results add
a theoretical distinction to theories of global governance and IO legitimacy, specifically
pertaining to sources and strategies of legitimation and the exceptionalism
problematique. Effectiveness as a source of IO legitimation in times of shocks can
conceptually consist of elements such as pro-active coordination and fair inclusion of
member states, an institutional lessons learned logic, continuous review of processes
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and potential risks, and planning ahead. When IOs employ intensive adaptation, their
ontological purpose transcends survival, and instead is concerned with developing
evolutionary stable strategies78, i. e. strategies that can remain stable over time. As
rational actors, security IOs might not always seek explicit authority leaps through
lowering checks and balance (horizonal) or reducing legal protection of subjects
(vertical), due to risks of sanctioning – e. g. by member states principals, citizens or
wider public opinion, including media and think tanks. In times of crises, IOs can
transcend the emergency problematique by complying to procedural patterns and
distributive justice principles (input legitimacy) and demonstrating value-added (output
legitimacy). In order to avoid a legitimacy deficit, IOs might refrain from mission
expansion beyond the scope of their mandate during the crisis. As the case under
investigation demonstrated, all operations were premised by formal requests and
demands by receivers of assistance or hosts of operations. The concrete response, steps
and actions were accurately documented on the IO’s official website, which can reenforce transparency and accountability. While deviation from procedural patterns
might be possible, as the change in the flying procedure in coordination with
Eurocontrol demonstrated, these shall not be automatically equated with horizontal or
vertical authority leaps. Precisely, ad-hoc operational innovations might be meaningful
and not harming the IO’s authority boundaries or subjects.
Hitherto, little was known about the puzzle of strategy and legitimacy practices of
security IOs, such as NATO, in times of large-scale health shocks. Thanks to the
inductive approach, the article made a series of significant contributions in terms of
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theoretical innovations and additions to existing literature on global governance
legitimacy in disruptive times. Future research on IOs and legitimacy in times of crises
and emerging geopolitical disruptions should take into account the importance of
distinguishing between ongoing operative IOs responsibilities and emergency-specific
operations. Strategies of legitimation in global governance in times of crises can be
shaped by awareness of power relations and authority boundaries. Upcoming studies
could apply a comparative design, by examining further cases such as the EU or the
WHO. They could also seek to unpack the conceptual implications and possible overlap
between different elements of the IOs’ crisis discourse and how they help to maintain a
good equilibrium between mandate limitations and genuine needs on the ground. In the
view of the emergency problematique, the pragmatism factor as a source of normative
legitimacy (morality) and boundaries of constitutionalism (legality) in relation to utility
and demand needs further in-depth conceptual elaboration in the framework of future
research.
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