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Executive Summary 

The world is experiencing a polycrisis in which climate change, food insecurity, public health 
shocks, migration pressures, and geopolitical disruptions interact to produce cascading social and 
economic effects. Law is an essential instrument for addressing polycrises because it can organize 
and steer social behaviour through generally applicable rules. However, existing national and 
international legal frameworks can also contribute to crises when they fail to prevent and manage 
them effectively. This policy brief explains how polycrisis challenges legal systems by exploring 
the relationship between polycrisis and law, and recommends substantive and procedural 
measures to lawmakers, policymakers, and NGOs to create robust and effective national and 
international legal frameworks that are responsive to polycrises. 

 

 

 

Key messages 

❖ Law can both address and generate polycrisis risks. Legal rules shape behaviour, institutions 
and resource allocation; measures designed to address one crisis can unintentionally intensify 
risks in connected areas. Polycrisis-responsive law-making must therefore consider cross-
sector and transboundary effects from the outset. 

❖ Siloed and reactive law-making is not equipped for interconnected crises. Policymakers 
need systematic polycrisis analysis that identifies feedback loops, distributional effects, 
human-rights implications and possible spill overs across climate, health, food, energy, security 
and migration. 

❖ Prevention requires legal commitments that outlast short-term political cycles. 
Governments should establish long-term prevention strategies, informed by independent 
expertise and anchored in legal and institutional arrangements that enable early action. 

❖ Resilient legal systems learn, adapt and remain accountable. Laws should guide 
implementation and emergency action through cross-sector safeguards, while regular and 
post-crisis evaluation should identify unintended effects and feed directly into legal reform 
regular and post-crisis reviews. 

 

 

 

 

  



(1) Introduction 

Contemporary polycrises — the wars in 
Ukraine and Iran, the energy crisis, COVID-19, 
and cascading climate impacts — interact in 
ways that are qualitatively new. Unlike prior 
global crises (the Spanish flu, the world wars), 
which could largely be addressed in isolation, 
today's polycrises produce worldwide 
compound impacts far exceeding the sum of 
their parts.1 

Linkage between law and polycrisis 

Law occupies a dual role in polycrisis 
dynamics: it both facilitates crisis emergence 
and provides an instrument for addressing it. 
An example is the climate crisis, which was 
driven by twentieth-century fossil-fuel 
legislation.2 Since 1992, the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
has provided a legal mechanism for states to 
cooperate on climate change mitigation and 
adaptation initiatives.3 Yet, the energy crisis 
arising from the wars in Ukraine and Iran has 
prompted states to adopt legislation to 
reactivate coal power plants and subsidise 
fossil fuels, threatening climate gains. Rules 
designed to address one crisis can thus 
entrench or accelerate another — a circular 
dynamic that only a polycrisis-responsive 
legal framework can interrupt. 

Legal frameworks are ill-equipped to tackle 
polycrisis scenarios, as decision-makers lack 
both a conceptual understanding of 
cascading crisis dynamics and theoretical 
knowledge of law's functions and limits. 
Legal frameworks organise societies and 
balance competing interests; yet they 
simultaneously shape the conditions in which 
crises and polycrises emerge. Developing 
legal frameworks capable of tackling and 
preventing polycrises requires foundational 
understandings of the causal mechanisms 
and cascading interactions driving polycrises, 
the organizing and steering functions of legal 

 
1 Lawrence et al., 2024; Schreiber et al., 2025 
2 Hailes, 2026; van Asselt et al., 2018 
3 Mayer, 2018 
4 Schreiber et al., 2025; Helleiner, 2024; Dinan et al., 2024; Lawrence et al., 2024 
5 Kemp et al., 2022 
6 Auer et al., 2025; PRIF, 2026 
7 Tooze, 2022 

systems, and law's structural limitations as a 
crisis-management instrument. 

This policy brief addresses this knowledge 
gap by providing a framework for law–
polycrisis analysis and recommending 
substantive and procedural reforms. 
Specifically, it helps policymakers, NGOs, and 
legal practitioners to: (1) understand law–
polycrisis linkages; (2) identify law's functions 
in crisis situations; (3) recognise law's limits in 
polycrisis management; and (4) determine 
the essential elements of a polycrisis-
responsive legal framework. 

(2) Background and Analysis 
2.1. Polycrisis and the law 
Polycrisis describes interconnected crises 
that unfold simultaneously and mutually 
reinforce one another across borders.4 An 
example is the climate crisis which has also 
fuelled cascading food, water, and housing 
crises and displacement, disproportionately 
in the Global South.5 Similarly, the wars in 
Ukraine and Iran have triggered an energy 
crisis with global economic, food security, 
and political-stability consequences6 — 
collectively generating conditions worse than 
any single crisis in isolation.7 

Law and polycrisis are closely intertwined: 
law both shapes crisis dynamics and provides 
tools to address them. It organizes social life, 
influences behaviour through public policy, 
and can either reduce or intensify systemic 
risk. For instance, the conclusion of Free 
Trade Agreements to boost economic 
development between trading partners 
through trade and investment liberalization 
often not only creates export opportunities 
which boosts economic activities, jobs and 
income, but can also come at the cost of 
increased competition affecting local 
companies and resulting job losses, 
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environmental degradation due to increased 
exploitation of natural resources or 
agricultural production, adverse climate 
impacts, or poor labor conditions and child 
labor.8 Likewise, the climate crisis was 
enabled in part by industrial and energy laws 
to promote fossil-fuel use. (Hailes, 2026, pp. 
3-4; van Asselt et al., 2018, pp. 141-146). Efforts 
to reverse such systems can create new risks, 
including energy instability, transport 
disruption, and wider economic spillovers 
(Seshadri et al., 2025). In this sense, law and 
crisis dynamics form a circular relationship 
that can only be broken through better law 
and better lawmaking. 

Earlier global crises such as wars, the Spanish 
flu, industrial air pollution could mostly be 
addressed without accounting for cascading 
effects on other systems. By contrast, 
contemporary polycrisis situations occurring 
in our globalized world, are characterised by 
causal entanglement and inter-systemic 
feedback loops that are difficult to anticipate 
and manage. (Lawrence et al., 2024, pp. 6-8). 
For instance, the 2026 war in Iran has given 
rise to a worldwide energy crisis, disrupting 
global trade and resulting shortages of food 
and other essential supplies, fueling a global 
economic slowdown. Likewise, the COVID-19 
pandemic caused a worldwide economic 
crisis with supply-chain breakdowns, medical 
and food security challenges, mental and 
social problems, increasing poverty and 
rising public debt leaving the vulnerable 
behind.9 Taken together, these examples 
underscore the imperative of adaptive 
national policies and international 
cooperation in addressing the transboundary 
character of polycrises.  

Law's core functions — organising and 
steering societal behaviour and creating crisis 
preparedness10 — were designed for linear 
crisis scenarios in which interests can be 

 
8 Kutscher et al., 2025; Food & Water Watch & Council of Canadians, 2008; Adeyemi, 2025 
9 Davies & Hobson, 2023 
10 Raz, 1979; Bandopadhyay, 2017 
11 Hart, 2012; Raz, 1979; Habermas, 1996; Luhmann, 2004 
12 Bandopadhyay, 2017 
13 UNFCCC; Meyer, 2018 
14 Davies & Hobson, 2023 

balanced one at a time. Adapting legal 
frameworks requires both a clear 
understanding of polycrisis complexity and of 
the role, functions and limits of law to address 
crisis situations — prerequisites for the 
substantive rules and procedural 
mechanisms proposed in this brief. 

2.2. The role and functions of law in 
addressing the polycrisis 
Essentially, law is a system of rules that 
organises societal behaviour, balances 
competing interests, and maintains order.11 
This organisational and steering capacity 
makes law well-suited to addressing the 
polycrisis and establishing mechanisms for 
international cooperation — on the condition 
that it is attuned to the systemic aspects of 
polycrisis dynamics. 

(i) Legal frameworks for 
addressing the polycrisis 

Polycrisis situations are primarily governed 
by national law. It is up to states to create 
legal frameworks that enable a stable and 
sustainable society. Part of it comprises rules 
for managing and preventing (poly)crisis 
situations.12 However, given the global causes 
and the entangled and cascading effects of 
the polycrisis, international cooperation and 
coordination among states is key, as 
individual states are often unprepared or 
simply unable to act in isolation. A telling 
example is the climate crisis, which requires 
international cooperation to mitigate 
greenhouse gas emissions and develop 
adaptation solutions to cope with extreme 
weather, food and water crises, and global 
climate migration.13 Likewise, the COVID-19 
situation required multilateral cooperation to 
address the health, economic, and societal 
challenges.14  

Comparative legal research should examine 
how issues such as climate-adaptation, 
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public-health and emergency-law 
frameworks allocate preventive duties, 
coordinate institutions, require risk 
assessment and provide for oversight and 
review. It should identify which legal designs 
enable governments to address systemic 
and cascading risks across different 
constitutional, administrative-capacity and 
regional-cooperation contexts.15 

(ii) Law’s functions in 
addressing and 
preventing crises 

A key task of law is to ensure a safe and 
sustainable society by preparing for potential 
crises.16 A crisis - such as war, economic 
collapse, pandemics, or political insurrection 
- creates situations that usually challenge the 
stability and boundaries of legal orders.17 In 
line with the organizational function of law18, 
legal orders typically contain emergency 
rules and mechanisms to manage and 
control crisis situations. These emergency 
powers permit states to act rapidly to protect 
the life and health of the population. There is, 
however, also the chance that the rules prove 
inadequate to respond to crisis situations that 
may have unexpected impacts on other areas 
of society or reinforce a crisis situation.19 
Moreover, crisis rules typically give decision-
makers and authorities exceptional powers 
that may be abused. Overall, crisis situations 
challenge legal systems and reveal whether 
a legal order is adequate and robust or rather 
contributes to the emergence of the crisis 
due to its inadequacy.20 These challenges 
existing in linear crisis situations, are 
multiplied in polycrisis situations. 

Prevention is law's most under-utilised crisis 
function. Law's steering capacity — 
exemplified by electric-vehicle incentives or 
renewable-energy subsidies to reduce 

 
15 International IDEA,2021; Chan et al., 2026 
16 Bandopadhyay, 2017; Zwitter, 2012 
17 Agamben, 2005; Head, 2017 
18 Raz, 1979 
19 Dinan et al., 2024; Davies & Hobson, 2023. 
20 Zwitter, 2012; Gross & Ní Aoláin, 2006 
21 Raz, 1979; Luhmann, 2004; Sunstein, 1990 
22 UNDESA, 2023; Lokshin, 2025 
23 Saliternik & Shlomo Agon, 2024 
24 Maslow, 1943; Adepoju, 2025 

greenhouse gas emissions and prevent the 
climate crisis — should in principle enable 
early action in crises on the horizon.21 In 
practice, however, immediate emergencies 
typically require the attention of lawmakers 
and policy makers and displace preventive 
legislation. For instance, the climate crisis and 
demographic ageing22 have been recognised 
for decades yet remain inadequately 
addressed — increasing the risk that crises on 
the horizon compound into polycrises. 

2.3. The limits of law in addressing 
and preventing the polycrisis 
 

Law is mainly a reactive instrument: Law is 
fundamentally reactive: legal rules respond 
to pressing situations that demand 
immediate action, while crises on the horizon 
— not yet constituting imminent danger — are 
deferred.23 Maslow's hierarchy of needs 
offers an explanatory framework: physical 
and safety needs systematically crowd out 
longer-term considerations.24 The result is 
that acute emergencies (COVID-19, wars, 
extreme-weather events) are met swiftly, 
while structural risks (climate change, 
demographic ageing) receive piecemeal, 
politically contingent responses that 
foreclose strategic solutions. 

Law requires compromise to achieve 
consensus: Consensus-driven lawmaking — 
whether in national parliaments or 
international negotiations — frequently 
produces vague or weak rules. The climate-
law record illustrates this trade-off: the 1992 
UNFCCC and the 2015 Paris Agreement 
achieved rapid acceptance precisely 
because their obligations were vague and 
flexible, while the 1997 Kyoto Protocol's 
binding emission targets took eight years to 
enter into force and never secured US 
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ratification.25 Legal instruments thus reflect 
politically acceptable compromises, but not 
necessarily what crisis situations actually 
require. 

Lawmaking takes time: There is a structural 
tension between the speed crises reaction 
demands and the deliberative time good 
lawmaking requires. Imminent threats to life, 
health, or the environment require immediate 
legal action – a challenge, if existing legal 
frameworks are not adequate to handle the 
crisis, or the crisis has unexpected aspects. 
An example is the COVID-19 crisis that 
produced legal measures with unintended 
effects and raised legal controversies that are 
not resolved until today.26 Well-balanced 
legislation, by contrast, requires years of 
negotiation and impact assessment to finally 
reach consensus on the adoption of a new 
rule. This structural tension is particularly 
acute for addressing crises on the horizon, 
where prevention windows exist but political 
urgency is absent. 

2.4. Designing Polycrisis-Responsive 
Legal Frameworks 
Despite its limitations, law remains a suitable 
instrument for addressing and preventing 
polycrisis because it can implement 
generally applicable policies that guide social 
behaviour. Since effective lawmaking takes 
time, prevention must be prioritised. 
Lawmaking grounded in predefined 
constitutional and international legal 
frameworks is more likely to produce 
balanced rules, thereby improving 
legitimacy, acceptance, and compliance. To 
bridge the gap between polycrisis prevention 
and the realities of lawmaking and 
implementation, national and international 
legal frameworks must be adapted to create 
a more robust response.  

Accordingly, lawmakers, policymakers, 
NGOs, and other relevant actors should work 
together to implement the following legal 
and non-legal measures:

 

(3) Recommendations 
Policy recommendations 

 

(i) Enhancing the understanding 
of polycrisis (polycrisis thinking) 

Effective polycrisis governance begins with a shared 
understanding of polycrisis and its cascading effects 
across policy areas. Political actors should therefore 
engage experts in risk management, systems thinking, 
and interdisciplinary analysis. This knowledge must 
inform national and international law-making and 
implementation processes to prevent adverse effects 
of legal frameworks on other crisis situations. 

(ii) Developing a tailored model 
for polycrisis analysis 

Integrating polycrisis thinking into lawmaking requires a 
tailored framework for polycrisis analysis that can be 
applied consistently in legislative and implementation 
processes. The Cascade Institute’s Polycrisis Analysis 
Guide can serve as a useful model for risk assessment 
methodology.27  
 
Additional relevant substantive criteria can be drawn 
from the UN Sustainable Development Goals for 
comprehensive targets across interconnected 
domains28 and international human rights instruments 
— including the UDHR and 1966 UN Covenants29 as 
internationally recognised baseline standards.  

 
25 Mayer, 2018 
26 Dinan et al., 2024 
27 Lawrence et al., 2024a 
28 United Nations, 2015; Huck, 2022 
29 Bantekas & Oette, 2024 
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State institutions, NGOs, and scientific experts should 
contribute to the development of nationally adapted 
models, as well as to treaty negotiations at the 
international level. 

(iii) Creating a long-term 
polycrisis prevention strategy 

Because polycrisis management is difficult, prevention 
must be a long-term priority. States should develop 
prevention strategies that are insulated from electoral 
cycles and complement polycrisis analysis frameworks.  
 
The current strain on the EU Green Deal, intensified by 
the energy crisis linked to the wars in Ukraine and Iran, 
illustrates how short-term responses can undermine 
longer-term goals. Developing such a strategy requires 
sustained cooperation among political actors, 
lawmakers, NGOs, and independent experts. 

(iv) Implementing the polycrisis 
analysis and prevention strategy 
in the lawmaking process 
(polycrisis mainstreaming) 

National, EU, and international law-making processes 
already allow ministries and stakeholders to participate 
(European Commission, 2026), but they often assess 
interests in a linear way that overlooks the systemic 
feedback loops that generate polycrises.  
 
Polycrisis analysis and prevention strategies must 
therefore be formally integrated into law-making 
processes, with mandatory systematic input from 
systems-thinking experts and relevant NGOs.  
 
As a secondary benefit, integrating systemic analysis at 
an early stage of the law-making process can 
streamline deliberation and speed up the law-making 
process. 

(v) Resilience in law-
implementation and 
enforcement (polycrisis 
resilience) 

Legal frameworks must include clauses that guide 
implementation and enforcement so that competing 
interests can be balanced without creating new crisis 
risks. 
  
International human rights law offers adaptable 
templates — proportionality and exception clauses 
such as Art 19(3) CCPR or Art 10(2) ECHR. However, 
relevant clauses should be adapted to capture 
polycrisis feedback loops across policy domains, not 
merely sector-specific restrictions. 

(vi) Evaluating the robustness of 
the legal framework (polycrisis 
monitoring) 

Robust legal frameworks require regular review, 
especially after crises, to assess how emergency 
systems perform and whether prevention measures are 
effective. Existing models, such as EU Trade and 
Sustainable Development chapters30 and UN human 
rights review mechanisms31, offer useful templates.  
 
Inputs from relevant NGOs participating in these 
processes should also inform these reviews. Findings 
should directly inform the adaptation of national and 
international legal frameworks. 

(vii) Additional non-legal 
measures (polycrisis awareness) 

Because lawmaking and implementation are slow, non-
legal measures are also needed to build awareness of 
polycrisis risks. Governments and NGOs should 

 
30 European Commission, 2026a; Velut et al., 2022; Romanchyshyna, 2023; Kommerskollegium, 2016 
31 Bantekas & Oette, 2024; McCall-Smith, 2023 
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develop communication strategies and educational 
programmes that help the public and decision-makers 
recognise emerging risks and support preventive 
action.  
 
Public understanding of polycrisis risks would 
strengthen compliance, improve policy legitimacy and 
support, and reduce dependence on short-term 
electoral cycles. 

 

(4) Conclusion 
Law and law-making are essential for 
managing the polycrisis because they create 
general rules that balance competing 
societal interests. However, existing national 
and international legal frameworks are not 
yet equipped to prevent or address 
polycrises effectively. To unlock law’s full 
potential, these frameworks and processes 
must be adapted to support polycrisis 
thinking beyond short electoral cycles. This 
requires three key reforms: (i) developing 

tailored polycrisis analysis frameworks and 
long-term prevention strategies in law-
making processes; (ii) ensuring that legal 
frameworks are well-balanced and attentive 
to diverse societal interests potentially 
affected by polycrisis scenarios; and (iii) 
instituting regular reviews of legal 
frameworks, including after emergencies, to 
keep them responsive to evolving risks. 
These reforms should be supported by public 
engagement, interdisciplinary expertise, civil-
society and local knowledge. 
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