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CONTEXT OF OUR RESEARCH ON THE 
RECENT POLYCRISIS

A series of transboundary crises (the COVID-19 pandemic, irregular migration, the
energy (cost of living) crisis or the crisis of security) in European countries
(including Lithuania) over the last five years 

Recent crises have been catalysed by the increasing aggressiveness of the 
authoritarian states, which has increased attention to the military and civic
preparedness of the EU and its Member States

Since these interconnected crises overlap, they can be analysed as a single 
polycrisis:
- the simultaneous occurrence of two or more interconnected crises characterised by high 
complexity and/or spill-over effects



KNOWLEDGE GAPS AND IMPORTANT 
QUESTIONS

Gaps

Physical, financial or governance 
linkages among individual crises are 
seldom explored (SAPEA, 2022; Group of 
Chief Scientific Advisors, 2022) 

The field of crises and disaster studies 
remains dominated by single case studies 
and exploratory research (Wolbers et al., 
2021), with a specific focus on the phases 
of preparedness and immediate 
response 

Questions

Since interinstitutional coordination serves 
as a key instrument for managing these 
linkages, it is important to understand 
how the degree and nature of such 
coordination evolves during the polycrisis

It is important to shift from the focus on
immediate operational-level responses to 
the study of system-wide institutional 
change: if the state is able to undergo a 
transformation in addition to simply
reacting to crises



RESILIENCE IN GOVERNANCE AND 
PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION

Not only absorbing crises and recovering from them, but also 
“bouncing forward“ (Manyena et al., 2011) – becoming more 
resilient and better prepared for future systemic threats 
through learning, institutional adaptation, and anticipatory 
governance

Adopting a broader perspective to resilience building is 
crucial as a narrow focus on reactive measures and simply
restoring functionality could inadvertently normalise a state of 
perpetual crisis

However, implementing resilience building as a governance 
strategy is difficult in small states (like Lithuania, with the 
limited size of government) and countries with high debt 
burdens and large deficits due to spending and HR 
constraints 



OUR METHODS

The case study approach by focusing on policy response, crisis management, and

policy/institutional change in Lithuania during:

- the COVID-19 pandemic

- The crisis of illegal migration

- The energy (cost of living) crisis

- The implementation of economic sanctions against Russia and Belarus

Causal process tracing (Kay and Baker, 2014) that allows to check whether a 

theoretical explanation corresponds to actual mechanisms ‘on the ground’

22 semi-structured interviews with 23 key decision-makers and participants of 

crisis management conducted in 2024-2025



NEW GOVERNANCE PRACTICES IN LITHUANIA

Expected changes
New forms of coordination and collaboration 
(Nohrstedt et al., 2018) facilitated through networks 
and stakeholder engagement

Agile or adaptive management methods (Janssen 
and van der Voort, 2020) employed to respond 
promptly to rapidly changing situations

Governments can also embrace emerging 
technologies and new information solutions to 
drive innovation (De Nigris et al., 2020) 

Public sector organisations can integrate such 
practices of anticipatory governance as strategic 
foresight (OECD, 2019)

Actual changes
To a large extent: e.g. more centralised and inter-
institutional coordination, with the emergence of new
instruments (such as the Joint Situations Centre, JSC) 

To a large extent: e.g. a swift recruitment or deployment 
of additional personnel in the Migration Department or
the revision of Lithuania’s institutional structure in the field
of sanctions

To a large extent: the integration of IT innovations (e.g. 
like the Migris platform in the Migration Department) or a 
rapid digitisation of the implementation of energy policy 
measures

To some extent: strategic foresights and pilot projects, 
but application remains at an early stage



COORDINATION DURING THE CRISIS OF 
IRREGULAR MIGRATION (AUGUST 2021) IN LT

Before the Joint Situations Centre  
• “No one had experience on such a scale with 

the involvement of so many forces” (the 
State Border Protection Service, the 
Lithuanian army, the Lithuanian Riflemen’s 
Union, FRONTEX, etc.) (interview with career 
civil servant 2)

• “the primary challenge was the absence of 
an operational headquarters: although a 
significant amount of information surfaced 
rapidly […], it was not integrated” (interview 
with politician 2)

• “We did not even know that so many 
specialists would be needed” (interview with 
career civil servant 2)

After the introduction of the JSC
• “The Prime Minister’s advisor on national 

security chaired an inter-institutional working 
group on operations coordination. <...> all 
the representatives discuss the situation, 
agree on actions, take the matter to the next 
level if necessary, and resolve it. <...> This is 
a very important tool that we did not have 
before” (Smaliukienė et al., 2023)

• “Very close, operational inter-institutional 
communication” emerged (interview with civil 
servant of political confidence 3)

• “A dedicated chat system was launched on a 
specific app”, linking key personnel from 
various state institutions (interview with civil 
servant of political confidence 4)



LITHUANIA’S TIMELINE OF CRISIS RESPONSE 
(2020-2024)

The escalating situation changed the coordination 
of both the COVID-19 pandemic and the crisis of 
irregular migration, eventually leading to the 
creation of the National Crisis Management
Centre in the Government Office: 

• “The Ministry of the Interior and its 
administrative bodies were overwhelmed by the 
influx of irregular migrants” (interview with civil 
servant of political confidence 4)

• “A unified response from all state institutions, 
involving regular inter-institutional contacts” was
necessary (interview with civil servant of political 
confidence 4)



TRANSITION FROM THE OLD FRAGMENTED 
SYSTEM TO A NEW INTEGRATED SYSTEM

The old system

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (2020), 
Lithuania’s crisis management system was 
fragmented, with the Fire and Rescue 
Department under the Ministry of the 
Interior managing emergencies and the 
Prime Minister’s Office handling state-
level crises (like the global financial crisis)

The previous emergency management 
system heavily relied on hierarchy and 
top-down command within the Fire and
Rescue Department (Widmalm et al., 2019)

The new system

The creation of a centralised and 
integrated crisis and emergency system 
centred around the National Crisis 
Management Centre within the 
Government Office in 2022

The JSC was integrated into the NCMC in
2023

https://www.amazon.com/-/zh_TW/Sten-Widmalm/e/B001JSJJ68/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1


CONCLUSIONS

The Lithuanian case illustrates how the polycrisis - particularly the COVID-19 
pandemic and the migration emergency – prompted not only reactive adjustments 
but also an important institutional transformation through learning and
adaptation

These changes did not stem from any specific ‘programmatic’ documents. Instead, 
adaptive coordination instruments emerged organically as a functional response 
to a dynamically shifting environment during the polycrisis

Overall, the country’s crisis management system was able to “bounce 
forward” (Manyena et al., 2011), showing the state‘s transformative
potential



The creation of the NCMC reflects a broader shift toward centralised and 

interinstitutional coordination arrangements, aligned with findings across the 

Baltic region (Peters and Rollis, forthcoming)

The country‘s crisis management system, with strong reliance on the Prime

Minister’s authority, is fit for addressing systemic threats stemming from the

aggresive actions of autharitarian governments

Although the capabilities of the new crisis management system have not been

tested by a major crisis, the management of several minor crisis events and

ongoing stress-testing make the system more resilient

DISCUSSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR (FORWARD) 
RESILIENCE



Balancing centralised strategic direction with decentralised operational 

implementation is a common institutional trade-off in resilience governance

For instance, the system’s centralised structure may present challenges in 

addressing future systemic threats such as climate change, whose mitigation 

can be facilitated by polycentric governance structures (Boasson and Tatham, 

2022) 

Also, it is important to ensure equitable preparedness in different policy 

domains, local authorities and social groups (e.g. by integrating social 

vulnerability assessments into crisis preparedness)

DISCUSSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR (FORWARD) 
RESILIENCE (2)



It is more difficult to build resilience in smaller states because less resources are available for

stockpiling or redundancy, which explains the mobilisation of necessary resources (with

strong reliance on international/regional support or public/private partners) while reacting to

crises

The effective implementation of a reactive approach to building resilience does reduce

critical gaps in functionalities, but inevitably entails a temporal lag, with delays and disruptions

in the operation of governance systems and instruments

As this reactive mobilisation can be less efficient and more costly than having pre-existing 

reserves, this should be combined with more anticipatory, proactive approaches to be

implemented at the EU and national level

Investment is necessary into civil service adaptability, knowledge management and training

of civil servants (where the TSI plays an imporant role)

DISCUSSION: RESILIENCE IN SMALL STATES



Whole-of-society approach and the whole-of-government approach, with the
involvement of all sectors, organisations and individuals, as well as the cooperation
of various government agencies and departments

Foresight and anticipation, including the development of an EU comprehensive 
risks and threats assessment or the setting up of a crisis dashboard for decision-
makers

Resilience of vital societal functions by embedding preparedness by design into EU 
policies and actions or proposing an EU stockpiling strategy

EU PREPAREDNESS STRATEGY (2025)



New preparedness priorities and measures, such as:

- strengthening the defence and security industry

- military mobility

- increasing regional resilience and preparedness for emergencies

Their implementation (if agreed with the Commission) will be supported in 
the country from the 2021–2027 EU Funds Investment Programme.

DECISIONS OF LITHUANIAN AUTHORITIES 
(2025)



Lithuania’s recent experience of going through several overlapping crises can offer valuable 

insights for other countries, in particular those from Central and Eastern Europe or Taiwan 

and South Korea, facing security threats from authoritarian countries 

While the context of the polycrisis spurred the system-wide reforms of crisis management in 

Lithuania, its authorities placed a greater emphasis on centralised policy-making to 

address national security challenges stemming from the aggressive authoritarian regimes

However, the applicability of these research results to other contexts may vary: 

• Pressures for reforms might not be as pronounced in countries facing weaker security challenges where different 

threat perceptions exist

• Similarly, the effectiveness of crisis coordination from the centre may be less apparent in more decentralised 

political systems where regional instruments and action may be more crucial

RELEVANCE TO OTHER COUNTRIES
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