Davos Is Honest. Evian Is Not. That’s the Problem.

The World Economic Forum gets mocked as unaccountable elite theater. The G7 gets credited
as the serious, legitimate, government-backed alternative. The critique should run the other
direction.

Every January, the World Economic Forum convenes several thousand executives, politicians,
academics, and central bankers at a Swiss ski resort and spends five days producing panel
discussions, framing papers, and the kind of informal corridor conversations that cannot be
replicated on a video call. The WEF gets relentlessly mocked for this — for its private jets and its
carbon pledges, its management consultants dressed as visionaries, its annual production of a
branded theme (“stakeholder capitalism,” “the Great Reset,” “Cooperation in a Fragmented
World”) that fills the air for a week and then dissolves. The mockery is not entirely unfair.

But the G7, which meets in a different European resort each June and produces a joint communiqué
from seven heads of government, gets treated as the serious institution — the legitimate, treaty-
rooted, government-backed counterpart to Davos’s corporate conversation. The comparison
flatters the G7 in ways the evidence does not support. On the question that actually matters —
whether the institution is honest about what it is and what it can do — the WEF comes out ahead.
That is not a comfortable conclusion. It is the accurate one.

What the WEF Actually Is

The World Economic Forum is a Swiss nonprofit foundation established in 1971 and funded
primarily by roughly one thousand member corporations, each paying annual fees that range from
several hundred thousand to over a million dollars depending on engagement level. Political
leaders, central bankers, and civil society figures attend as guests of that corporate membership, not
as principals exercising sovereign authority. The WEF has no governmental power of any kind. It
cannot commit a dollar of public money, pass a law, issue a binding standard, or compel any
government, company, or individual to do anything at all. Its product is the meeting: the
conversations, the framing language, and whatever informal relationships and deals emerge from
five days of proximity between people who rarely occupy the same room.

This is not a criticism of the WEF. It is a description of what the WEF has always honestly claimed
to be — a convening platform, a place where problems get named and conversations get started, not
a body with the authority to solve them. Klaus Schwab has said variations of this in every foreword
to every Davos program for fifty years. The WEF is theater, and it knows it is theater, and it has
built its business model entirely around the proposition that the right kind of theater — getting the
right people in the same room — has genuine value even without enforcement power. That is a
defensible proposition. Plenty of consequential things have happened because two people talked in
a corridor at Davos that would not have happened otherwise. The institution is honest about its
mechanism and its limits.

What the G7 Actually Is, Stripped of Its Costume



The G7 has no treaty. It was established by a 1975 meeting in Rambouillet that produced no
founding document with legal force. It has no secretariat with independent authority — the host
country of each year’s summit provides the administrative infrastructure, which then dissolves. It
has no budget it can raise independently and no mechanism to compel its own members to fund
shared commitments. It cannot sanction a member that fails to follow through on a communiqué
pledge, because no enforcement mechanism exists. Every commitment made at a G7 summit is, in
the strictest legal sense, voluntary — a statement of intent by a head of government who must then
return home and persuade a legislature, a coalition partner, a budget committee, and a domestic
political constituency to translate that intent into action.

Strip away the heads-of-government optics, the formal communiqué, and the historical association
with the era of Western economic dominance, and what remains is structurally close to what the
WEF produces: a convening platform that generates framing language, signals elite consensus, and
leaves the actual work of enforcement, funding, and follow-through to whoever chooses to do it
afterward. The difference between the G7 and Davos, in operational terms, is smaller than the
difference in their reputations suggests — and it has been shrinking. In the 1990s, when the G7
represented more than 65 percent of global GDP, the communiqué functioned as something closer
to an instruction: when these seven governments agreed on a direction, most of the global economy
followed, because most of the global economy depended on relationships with these seven
governments. That structural leverage has since declined to roughly 43 percent of global output and
continues to fall. The form of the institution is unchanged. The floor under it has been quietly
removed.

The Symmetrical Misreading

Both institutions attract the same basic analytical error, operating in opposite directions.

The WEF gets systematically overcredited with power it has never possessed. Klaus Schwab’s
“Great Reset” framing — a 2020 pandemic-recovery agenda calling for stakeholder capitalism and
green investment — was treated in large portions of online political commentary as a blueprint for
covert global governance, proof that a Swiss nonprofit was engineering the replacement of national
sovereignty with corporate-technocratic rule. The attribution was fantasy. The WEF cannot impose
a policy on a single municipality in Switzerland, let alone coordinate the subjugation of democratic
governments across five continents. The conspiracy reading requires granting an organization with
no governmental authority, no enforcement mechanism, and no army a coercive capacity that no
such organization has ever demonstrated.

The G7 gets systematically undercorrected for the power it has lost. The public continues to treat
the G7 communiqué as the output of the seven most powerful governments on earth acting in
concert, which was approximately true when those governments represented two-thirds of the
global economy and could effectively determine the terms of international finance, trade, and
security architecture for everyone else. It is considerably less true when those same seven
governments represent 43 percent of global output, face adversaries that have developed
alternative financial infrastructure explicitly designed to reduce Western leverage, and cannot
agree among themselves on what “de-risk from China” actually requires in practice. The G7’s
reputation for consequential authority has depreciated more slowly than its actual authority has.

Both errors come from the same analytical failure: judging an institution by the spectacle of its
meeting rather than by what the meeting can actually compel anyone, anywhere, to do. Davos looks



powerful because powerful people attend it. The G7 looks definitive because it produces a
document signed by seven heads of government. Neither appearance tracks the underlying
operational reality. The WEF’s actual coercive capacity is zero. The G7’s actual coercive capacity
over its own members is also zero, and over the global economy it once directed is declining toward
something much closer to that.

Why the Pretense Is the Specific Danger

The WEF’s lack of governmental authority is generally understood and priced in. Nobody in
Beijing or Moscow is reading the Davos communiqué as a deterrence signal and recalibrating their
strategic behavior accordingly. The WEF’s pretensions, such as they are, do not create strategic
risk because no adversary has ever mistaken the WEF for a government.

The G7 is different, and this is where the asymmetry matters. Adversaries do read G7
communiqués as deterrence signals. They have always done so, because the G7 has always spoken
in the voice of governments with consequential authority. The risk embedded in the current
situation is not that the G7 will simply be ignored — institutions that are openly irrelevant get
ignored, which is its own kind of safety. The risk is that the G7 continues to speak with the
authority it held in 1990 while adversaries quietly update their assessment of what that authority
can actually deliver in 2026. The communiqué says “we are ready to consider” licenses for
Ukraine’s defense industry while a $52 billion budget gap goes unaddressed in the room. The
language projects resolve. The machinery projects constraint.

An adversary that reads both accurately — the language at face value and the machinery as it
actually operates — has a significant information advantage over a G7 leader who continues to
believe the language itself is doing the work the machinery used to do. That gap, between the signal
and the underlying capacity, is not a communications problem or a messaging challenge. It is a
structural mismatch between an institution’s form and its function, and it is exactly the kind of
mismatch that creates the conditions for miscalculation — not because adversaries will mistake
theater for power, but because the institution’s own leaders may.

Davos knows what it is. It does not pretend that a panel discussion is a binding commitment or that
a framing theme is an enforcement mechanism. That honesty, whatever else one thinks of the
institution, is a structural virtue: it prevents the organization’s leadership from mistaking its own
performance for its own capability. The G7 has not fully made that adjustment. It still speaks as
though its words carry the weight they carried when 65 percent of the world depended on staying in
its good graces. They do not. The sooner the institution reckons honestly with the gap between
what it says and what it can enforce, the sooner it can begin doing what Davos does well:
convening the right conversations, naming the real problems, and being honest about who actually
has to solve them.
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