
www.ssoar.info

Navigating Regional Regime Complexity: How and
Why Does the European Union Cooperate With
Regional Organizations?
Panke, Diana; Stapel, Sören

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Panke, D., & Stapel, S. (2023). Navigating Regional Regime Complexity: How and Why Does the European
Union Cooperate With Regional Organizations? Politics and Governance, 11(2), 97-108. https://doi.org/10.17645/
pag.v11i2.6297

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer CC BY Lizenz (Namensnennung) zur
Verfügung gestellt. Nähere Auskünfte zu den CC-Lizenzen finden
Sie hier:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.de

Terms of use:
This document is made available under a CC BY Licence
(Attribution). For more Information see:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0

http://www.ssoar.info
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v11i2.6297
https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v11i2.6297
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0


Politics and Governance (ISSN: 2183–2463)
2023, Volume 11, Issue 2, Pages 97–108

https://doi.org/10.17645/pag.v11i2.6297

Article

Navigating Regional Regime Complexity: How and Why Does the
European Union Cooperate With Regional Organizations?
Diana Panke and Sören Stapel *

Department of Political Science, University of Freiburg, Germany

* Corresponding author (soeren.stapel@politik.uni‐freiburg.de)

Submitted: 20 October 2022 | Accepted: 15 February 2023 | Published: 26 April 2023

Abstract
The number of regional organizations in Europe has increased in the aftermaths of the SecondWorldWar and the ColdWar.
Whenever regional organizations share member states and are equipped with identical policy competencies at the same
time, regime complexity comes into play. Unmanaged regime complexity has not only increased over time but can also
bring about negative consequences that can reduce the effectiveness of regional governance. To address these challenges,
regional organizations can turn into external actors and cooperate with each other. While some of these cooperation
agreements are shallow, others are deep and differ in the specification of policy scopes, instruments, and designated are‐
nas. Thus, we pursue the following research questions: (a) How frequently does the EU cooperate with other regional
organizations in the regional regime complex? (b) How does the design of cooperation differ? We show that the EU is an
active shaper of regime complexes, not only when it comes to constructing them in the first place, but also with respect
to navigating complexity. The EU has entered formal cooperative agreements with most of the regional organizations with
which it overlaps. The EU concluded many agreements because it possesses the necessary capacities and is able to speak
with one voice externally. We show that the design of agreements is influenced by ideological distances with the other
regional organizations.
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1. Introduction

In the aftermath of the Second World War and the
Cold War, the number of regional organizations (ROs)—
defined as international organizations (IOs) with three
or more member states that cooperate on the basis
of geographical membership criteria (Börzel & Risse,
2016; Jetschke et al., 2021)—has increased tremen‐
dously. Over time, ROs grew in size and were equipped
with an ever‐increasing number of policy competencies
that entail policy fields as diverse as economy and trade,
security, human rights, and governance by now. This
has led to a situation of non‐hierarchical overlaps in the

mandate and membership of these ROs (Panke & Stapel,
2018a), which we refer to as regional regime complexity.

Some contributions have argued that regime com‐
plexity can bring about benefits and make a positive con‐
tribution to regional and global governance. It may gen‐
erate more discourses and justifications which in turn
may improve the legitimacy of regional and global gov‐
ernance (Faude & Groβe‐Kreul, 2020) or their problem‐
solving capacities (Eilstrup‐Sangiovanni & Westerwinter,
2022). In other instances, regime complexity may influ‐
ence the dynamics and results of international nego‐
tiations and help to overcome stalemates (Panke &
Friedrichs, 2023).
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The majority of contributions, however, maintain
that regional regime complexity carries potential pit‐
falls that can endanger the very effectiveness of ROs
(Hofmann, 2019; Yeo, 2018). First, it can be costly for
states because the members of overlapping ROs need
to invest in financial, administrative, and political capaci‐
ties for operating in each of the ROs although they might
cover the same issues. Second, regional regime complex‐
ity can lead to a waste of resources when the concerned
ROs duplicate their efforts (Bond, 2010; Brosig, 2011).
Third, should policy outputs and norms of two overlap‐
ping ROs be incompatible or even mutually exclusive
(Gebhard & Galbreath, 2013; Gómez‐Mera, 2015), states
that are members in both ROs cannot comply with both
sets of rules and norms simultaneously, thus fostering
non‐compliance (Panke & Stapel, 2018b).

To avoid such negative consequences and poten‐
tially benefit from regional regime complexity, ROs can
turn into external actors and seek to manage overlaps
in a stable and reliable manner by concluding inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements with each other.
The agreements allow for the development of functional
divisions of labor (Gehring & Faude, 2014) or forms
of orchestration (Abbott et al., 2015) between overlap‐
ping organizations.

Looking at how ROs in Europe address regional
regime complexity reveals considerable variation regard‐
ing whether they establish inter‐organizational coop‐
eration agreements with overlapping ROs, how many
agreements they conclude, and how they design
the cooperation (for a list of all European ROs and
their abbreviations, see the Supplementary File). The
European Union (EU) stands out in comparison to its
counterparts. First, it cooperates with all but one RO
with which it shares at least one member state and at
least one policy competency at the same time. By con‐
trast, others do not cooperate at all with their overlap‐
ping counterparts, such as the Central European Free
Trade Area (CEFTA), the Organization for Democracy and
Economic Development (GUAM), or the European Free
Trade Area (EFTA). Second, ROs differ in the number
of concluded inter‐organizational cooperation agree‐
ments. Overall, the Council of Europe (CoE) has the
highest number of such agreements (35), followed
by the EU (32), the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS; 18), and the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE, 14). This suggests that
some ROs are active shapers, whereas others remain
passive and do not seek to systematically evade nega‐
tive externalities of regional regime complexity. Third,
these inter‐organizational cooperation agreements vary
with respect to their design in terms of form, scope, and
instruments. Generally, the more demanding the inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements are with respect
to these three elements, the better they are suited to
comprehensively manage complexity and navigate its
consequences. The EU frequently but not always pur‐
sues deeper designs of cooperation.

As the EU is one of themost prominent ROs in Europe
and subject to considerable regional regime complexity,
this article addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: Why does the EU turn into an external actor to
cooperate extensively with overlapping ROs?

RQ2: Why does the design of these cooperation
agreements vary?

We argue that the EU as an external actor is actively
managing regime complexity. The EU’s ability to speak
with one voice in its external relations, due to its consid‐
erable extent of delegation as well as its financial and
administrative capacities, influences how extensively it
cooperates with other ROs. As the EU is well equipped
in these respects, it is in a good position to navigate
regional regime complexity and avoid negative external‐
ities by cooperating with many overlapping ROs on the
basis of many cooperation agreements. Moreover, ana‐
lyzing the form of agreements suggests that the design
of inter‐organizational cooperation is influenced by ideo‐
logical distances between ROs. When a pair of ROs is ide‐
ologically similar, it is more likely to opt for deep forms
of cooperation (binding agreements). The closer the EU
is to its partner in ideological terms, the more likely will
be a deeper design of the cooperation.We conclude that,
although regional regime complexity has become more
pronounced over time, it does not necessarily need to
reduce the effectiveness of regional governance.

To study inter‐organizational cooperation under con‐
ditions of regional regime complexity, and especially the
EU’s efforts in this regard, this article draws on novel
datasets. In Section 2, wemap the emergence and devel‐
opment of regional regime complexity in Europe. On this
basis, we examine how the EU cooperates with over‐
lapping ROs and how such cooperation is designed in
comparison to other ROs (Section 3). To account for
the observed variation, Section 4 draws on approaches
of the EU as an external actor and institutional design
approaches. We specify theoretical expectations about
why the EU concludes many inter‐organizational coop‐
eration agreements and why these agreements differ
in their design. Empirically, we draw on primary and
secondary sources to probe the empirical plausibility of
these hypotheses and do so with pair‐wise comparisons.
The conclusion rounds up the study and situates the find‐
ings in a broader context.

2. The Emergence and Development of Regional
Regime Complexity

In Europe, regional cooperation through ROs started
after the end of the Second World War with the estab‐
lishment of the NATO and the CoE in 1949. The EU’s pre‐
decessor, the European Coal and Steal Community, was
only created a few years later in 1951. While the EU is
neither the oldest RO nor the only RO in Europe, it is
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strongly exposed to regional regime complexity. At the
same time, we show that it is also the organization that
tackles the potentially negative effects of complexity the
most comprehensively.

To assess regional regime complexity, we draw
on new versions of the Regional Organizations
Competencies (ROCO) datasets (Panke & Stapel, 2023a).
The datasets cover all 73 ROs between 1945 and 2020 or
since their establishment. On the one hand, the ROCO I
dataset entails yearly information about the policy com‐
petencies with which ROs have been equipped. We dis‐
tinguish between 11 different policy fields (agriculture,
development, economy and trade, energy, environment,
finance, good governance, health, migration, security
and defense, and technology and infrastructure) in both
the internal and external realms. For each policy field, we
coded between 14 and 17 policy competencies. In total,
ROs can encompass up to 344 different policy compe‐
tencies. The data were retrieved from RO primary law
(founding treaties, treaty changes, protocols, annexes).
On the other hand, the ROCO III datasets provide infor‐
mation on membership in ROs. Official RO repositories
and secondary literature served as the sources.

The number of ROs increased between 1945 and
2020. Of the 73 different ROs included in the ROCO 2.0
dataset, 16 have headquarters in Europe. These are
the Arctic Council (AC), the Benelux Economic Union
(BEU), CEFTA, the Central European Initiative (CEI),
CIS, CoE, the Collective Security Treaty Organization
(CSTO), the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), EFTA,
EU, GUAM, NATO, the Nordic Council (NC), OSCE, the
Western European Union (WEU), and the Warsaw Treaty
Organisation (WTO).

European ROs have changed in membership size and
policy scope over time (Panke et al., 2020). On the one

hand, ROs have increased their membership. The EU
initially brought together the six founding members
and has grown to overall 27 members through its var‐
ious accession rounds. The CoE also gained new mem‐
bers over time and especially when Central and Eastern
European countries eventually joined the organization
after the end of the Cold War. Several ROs that were
founded in the 1990s brought together a substantive
number of members from their very beginning, includ‐
ing the CIS and EAEU. The average number of members
increased from eight shortly after the end of the Second
World War to 12 in 1990 and to 16 in 2020. On the other
hand, states equipped ROs with an increasing number
of policy competencies over time (Panke, 2020; Stapel,
2022). While the average European RO possessed 8.5
competencies in 1950 and 28 competencies in 1990, this
number has increased considerably to 57 by 2020.

With the rise in the numbers of European ROs as
well as their membership size and policy scope, overlaps
between ROs have becomemore pronounced.More ROs
share at least one member state while at the same time
being equipped with at least one identical policy compe‐
tence (Panke & Stapel, 2018a). These developments cul‐
minated in non‐hierarchical overlaps between ROs and
thus substantive regional regime complexity.

Over time, regional regime complexity in Europe has
followed an incremental increase (Panke & Stapel, 2022).
This started with a single overlap in 1949 between a
pair of European ROs (NATO and CoE) to 16 in 1962 to
24 dyads of European ROs with at least one sharedmem‐
ber state and at least one identical policy competency
in 1975 (see Figure 1). After the end of the Cold War,
the number of overlapping dyads reached a maximum
of 58 in 2007. Due to the withdrawal of member states
from some ROs (e.g., Austria leaving the CEI in 2018 and
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Figure 1. Regional regime complexity in Europe, 1945–2020.

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 2, Pages 97–108 99

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Georgia leaving the CIS in 2009) and the dissolution of
the WEU in 2011, regional regime complexity declined
slightly by 2020. The potential negative consequences
that arise from regional regime complexity can either be
reduced or even turned into assets when ROs decide to
work together to address overlaps.

3. The European Union and Interregional Cooperation
Under Conditions of Regime Complexity

To address and potentially avoid negative externalities
from regional regime complexity, ROs can conclude inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements that detail in
which policy fields and how they seek to cooperate to
avoid “possible duplication and…maximize the use of the
available human and financial resources in the region,
ensuring that they are used in the most effective way”
(EU, 2006, p. 3).

In our study of inter‐organizational cooperation
agreements, we draw on the Inter‐Organizational
Cooperation Agreements (IOCA) dataset (Panke& Stapel,
2023b).We collected information on inter‐organizational
cooperation agreements of all overlapping ROs between
1945 and 2020 from primary sources, such as treaties,
agreements, joint statements, press releases, or other
official documentation.We speak of an agreement when
twoROs specified how they seek to collaboratewith each
other (e.g., a treaty), clarified the policy fields (e.g., trade
promotion or human rights), and/or detailed an instru‐
ment (e.g., information‐sharing). The primary sources
were subject to computer‐assisted double‐blind coding
with 84% inter‐coder reliability and discrepancies were
arbitrated by a single senior researcher.

The IOCA dataset takes a dyadic format and entails
information on a total of 436 different overlapping pairs
of ROs between 1945 and 2020. Taking into account
only those ROs with a headquarter in Europe, there are
66 pairs of ROs (58 of which existed at the same time
in 2007) and 18 of them have established cooperation
agreements. The EU has established formal cooperation
agreements with seven overlapping ROs (AC, CoE, CEI,
NATO, NC, OSCE, and WEU). However, it has not con‐
cluded any formal cooperation agreements with the BEU.
In other words, the EU is an outlier as it is more prone
to cooperation than the average RO in Europe. It is puz‐
zling why the EU enters into cooperation agreements
with almost all of the ROs with which it shares at least
one member state and at least one policy competency.

As Figure 2 illustrates, 18 pairs of ROs in Europe
have concluded a total of 72 different cooperation agree‐
ments. Some European ROs do not share member states
and policy competencies at all, such as the AC and BEU
(signified bywhite coloring). Evenwhen ROs overlapwith
each other, they may not enter any inter‐organizational
cooperation agreement (zero, light gray). Moreover, ROs
differ in the number of cooperation agreements that
they have concluded with each other (darker shades of
gray depict a higher number of agreements). Overall, the
CoE has entered into 35 agreements, followed by the
EU (32) and the CIS (18).

Figure 2 also illustrates that ROs vary concerning the
number of ROs with which they overlap. At one end
of the spectrum, the OSCE (15), CoE (14), and CEI (12)
have many overlaps. The WTO (three) as well as BEU
and CSTO (five each) are located at the other end of
the spectrum. The EU lies in‐between. This information
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allows for assessing the relative coverage of cooperation
agreements, i.e., the number of established cooperation
agreements with overlapping ROs measured against the
overall number of overlapping ROs. In terms of relative
coverage of cooperation, the EU is a remarkable outlier
as it concluded inter‐organizational cooperation agree‐
ments with 87.5% of ROs with which it overlaps (the BEU
being the notable exception).

All in all, the high share of cooperation with overlap‐
ping ROs together with the high number of individual
agreements suggests that the EU is an important actor
when it comes to navigating regional regime complexity
in Europe and avoiding its negative effects.

Moreover, inter‐organizational cooperation agree‐
ments do not always look the same. In fact, they vary
with respect to form, scope, and instruments. This is
potentially important as not all agreements might be
equally effective in evading the negative consequences
of regional regime complexity. As the legalization and
institutional design literatures suggest, those agreements
that can credibly reduce future uncertainty in the behav‐
ior of participating actors across all policy fields addressed
in the agreement are best suited to pursue a broad
set of common interests and aims (Abbott et al., 2000;
Goodin, 1995; Koremenos et al., 2001). In other words,
the literature suggests that binding agreements which
cover broadpolicy scopes and are equippedwith intrusive
instruments are particularly suited to address the pitfalls
emanating from unmanaged regional regime complexity,
such as waste of resources, duplication of efforts, non‐
compliance, and ineffective regional governance.

Regarding the design of inter‐organizational coop‐
eration agreements, the IOCA dataset distinguishes
between form, scope, and instruments. The form cap‐
tures the formality of agreements. It ranges from treaties
(coded with 3), over declarations of intent/memoranda
of understanding (MoU, coded as 2) to simple non‐
binding arrangements, such as gentlemen’s agreements
between two ROs (coded as 1). Scope captures how
many of the 11 different policy fields coded in the ROCO
dataset (see Section 2) are included in the coopera‐
tion agreement. Hence, this dimension can conceptually
vary between 0 and 11 (all policy fields mentioned: agri‐
culture, development, economy, energy, environment,
finance, good governance, health, migration, security
and defense, and technology and infrastructure). Finally,
the IOCA dataset distinguishes between four types of
cooperation instruments and ranks them by the extent
to which they limit the ability of an IO to act unilater‐
ally (Panke & Stapel, 2023b). Instruments include joint
implementation and/or dispute settlement (4), joint
decision‐making (3), consultation (2), and information‐
sharing (1). If an inter‐organizational cooperation agree‐
ment does not specify any instrument, it is coded
as 0. In case a cooperation agreement details more
than one instrument, we code the instrument with the
highest value. Thus, the institutional designs of inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements can conceptually

differ between deep (strongly formalized, many policy
fields, intrusive instruments) and shallow (not formal‐
ized, few policy fields, non‐intrusive instruments).

In total, the EU has concluded 32 different inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements. A declaration of
intent/MoU is the most frequent form (14 instances),
followed by formal treaties (10 instances) and simple
non‐binding arrangements (eight instances). The aver‐
age scope entails 2.6 policy fields (ranging between one
and 10 policy competencies). In terms of instruments,
agreements mostly feature joint implementation and/or
dispute settlement (11 instances), followed by consul‐
tation (nine instances), joint decision‐making (seven
instances), and information‐sharing (five instances).
Thus, the EU’s preferred institutional design for coop‐
eration agreements tends to be deep with respect to
form and instruments, but shallow concerning the pol‐
icy scope.

As becomes evident from Figure 3, the EU’s inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements vary with
respect to form, scope, and instruments. The EU–CEI
Joint Communiqué CEI Troika Meeting with the Austrian
EU Presidency and EC (Zagreb, 21 November 1998) is a
declaration of intent about cooperation in the areas of
energy, environment, security/defense, and technology/
infrastructure and entails information‐sharing. By con‐
trast, the 1951 Protocol concerning relations between
the EU’s predecessor (European Coal and Steal
Community) and the CoE is a non‐binding arrange‐
ment with an unspecified policy scope where both
organizations agreed to share information and consult
each other. In the 2003 Agreement on the Security
of Information, the EU and NATO agreed on a bind‐
ing treaty to cooperate in the policy field of security
and defense and to include two instruments (informa‐
tion sharing and consultation). Finally, declarations of
intent are the form chosen for the 2012 MoU between
the European Commission and NordForsk (of the NC),
the 2003 EU–OSCE Co‐Operation in Conflict Prevention,
CrisisManagement, and Post‐Conflict Rehabilitation, and
the 1992 EU–WEU Petersberg Declaration of the WEU
Council of Ministers. Yet, they differ considerably with
respect to scope and instruments.

Although the EU on average tends to opt for insti‐
tutional cooperation designs with deep form and instru‐
ments but shallow scope, zooming into individual coop‐
eration agreements shows that the EU does not pursue
a one‐size‐fits‐all approach when it comes to designing
inter‐organizational cooperation agreements with over‐
lapping ROs. In other words, why the EU’s cooperation
agreements differ in their institutional designs between
ROs is an empirical puzzle. However, due to limitations
in the scope of this article, we subsequently focus on the
dimension treaty form, which according to the legaliza‐
tion literature plays a crucial role for the effectiveness
of agreements (e.g., Abbott et al., 2000), and we omit
scope and instruments from the subsequent theoretical
and empirical discussion.
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4. Accounting for Variation in European Union
Cooperation with Overlapping Regional Organizations

Why does the EU turn into an external actor to cooperate
extensively with overlapping ROs? Why does the design
of these cooperation agreements vary? To answer these
questions, we draw on approaches of the EU as an exter‐
nal actor as well as institutional design approaches to
develop hypotheses.

4.1. Extensive Cooperation with Overlapping Regional
Organizations

A rich body of scholarship examines the EU as an actor
in international negotiations (Blavoukos & Bourantonis,
2010; Delreux, 2013; Laatikainen, 2010; Smith, 2006).
We use insights from these contributions to develop
expectations about why the EU as an external actor
enters into more inter‐organizational cooperation agree‐
ments with different partner ROs compared to other
European ROs. As this literature stresses, in order to
engage in external activities, such as concluding inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements, the RO needs to
have the autonomy to do so (Jupille & Caporaso, 1998) as
well as the capacity to negotiate and enact agreements.

Autonomy—defined as supranational agents being
designated to speak on behalf of the RO, for instance,
the European Commission or RO secretariats—enables
the RO to act coherently vis‐à‐vis third parties (Blavoukos
& Bourantonis, 2011; Delreux, 2013; Drieskens &
van Schaik, 2014; Smith, 2006). ROs differ in the extent
to which they delegate the ability to negotiate and con‐
clude inter‐organizational agreements with their interna‐
tional partners to RO agents. The more pronounced the
design of an RO, the easier it is for this RO to not only
develop a position to be brought to the negotiation table

with the other ROwhen negotiating a cooperation agree‐
ment but also to speak with one voice throughout these
negotiations and conclude the agreement subsequently.
Based on these considerations, we expect that the higher
the level of autonomy and extent of delegation in an
RO, the more likely it is that this RO can speak with one
voice and that it cooperates extensively with other ROs
(Hypothesis 1).

In addition to autonomy, RO capacities—defined
as the financial and administrative resources of ROs—
are also important for the external activities of ROs
(Ginsberg, 1999; Panke et al., 2018). ROs that are well
equippedwith financial and administrative resources are
in a better position to navigate regional regime complex‐
ity. They can take the initiative for inter‐organizational
cooperation negotiations, provide additional policy and
legal expertise, and are in a good position to support
the implementation of the agreement. Hence, we expect
that ROs cooperate extensively with other ROs, the bet‐
ter equipped they are with capacities (Hypothesis 2).

To probe the empirical plausibility of these two
expectations, we rely on pair‐wise comparisons and con‐
trast the EU with other ROs that systematically differ
with respect to the explanatory variables at stake. In our
assessment, we draw on primary and secondary sources.
For the first explanatory factor, autonomy, we compare
the EU to the CEI as they differ in autonomy and the del‐
egation of tasks to RO agents.

The EU is characterized by high levels of autonomy
in general (Hooghe & Marks, 2015). Even its external
affairs are characterized by elements of delegation of
authority. The European Commission (concerning exter‐
nal trade and economic policies) as well as the High
Representative for European Foreign and Security Policy
(external foreign, defense, and security issues) serve as
agents to the member states and have competencies to
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represent EU interests in the external realm (Tocci, 2016).
In addition, whenever needed, coordination between
the EU member states takes place to swiftly develop col‐
lective positions that can subsequently be articulated by
the designated agent. As a consequence of this setup,
the EU is in a position to speak with one voice, articu‐
lated by the Commission or the High Representative for
European Foreign and Security Policy, and to act coher‐
ently vis‐à‐vis third parties, as various case studies have
illustrated (Smith, 2006). This in turn also places the EU in
a good position to negotiate and conclude a high number
of inter‐organizational cooperation agreements (a total
of 32) with a high number of different ROs (seven out of
eight overlapping ROs).

By contrast, ROs with limited autonomy, such as the
CEI, do not delegate the external representation of com‐
mon positions to an agent (Potyka, 2019). In fact, the
CEI’s primary ruleswould allow the RO to engage in exter‐
nal affairs with “European organizations and institutions,
especially with the European Union and the Council of
Europe as well as other regional groupings” (CEI, 1995,
Art. 4). Yet, these institutional possibilities are not fre‐
quently used. In its day‐to‐day activities, the CEI oper‐
ates on a project‐based and ad‐hoc nature of operation
in its internal affairs (Potyka, 2019), while its member
states rather cooperate externally in formats such as the
Visegrád cooperation (Cabada, 2018). Thus, unlike the
EU, case studies have not established that the CEI is a
vocal external actor. Consequently, it is not surprising
that the CEI has only one inter‐organizational agreement
with a single RO (namely the EU), despite overlapping
with a total of 12 different ROs (see Figure 2). Taken
together, the EU–CEI comparison lends plausibility to
Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 argues that financial and administrative
capacities influence whether an RO cooperates exten‐
sively with other ROs. In order to investigate this expec‐
tation, we compare the EU and the EAEU. Both ROs
entail supranational features and elements of delegation
in their institutional setup but they differ with respect
to capacities.

The EU maintains sufficient capacities to set up
inter‐organizational cooperation agreements. It is a well‐
funded organization. The annual budget encompasses
more than a trillion euros, with 100 billion euros des‐
ignated for external action (EU, 2021). In addition, the
EU stands out as an RO well equipped to act exter‐
nally not least due to its external action service cre‐
ated with the Treaty of Lisbon (Spence & Bátora, 2015).
Finally, the European Commission has considerablymore
personnel and in‐house expertise than secretariats of
other European ROs (Nugent & Rhinard, 2015). Thus,
case study insights suggest that, rather than capacity
limitations, the EU does not act externally when there
is a lack of political will or when there is a conflict
regarding its role as a civilian power, as the Libyan con‐
flict illustrated (Koenig, 2014). When discussing inter‐
organizational cooperation between the EU on the one

side and the CoE or OSCE on the other, Burchill (2010,
p. 60) notes:

The EU has a greater amount of financial resources
in comparison to other regional organizations,
resources that are used to support various regional
projects and which may be used to facilitate the
pursuit of various objectives. The EU also pos‐
sesses an extensive permanent staff allowing it to
project a greater presence than the other regional
organizations.

This indicates that, in the EU’s case, being well‐resourced
adds to the ability to engage with other ROs and to con‐
clude inter‐organizational cooperation agreements.

The EAEUhas evolved into anROwith strong suprana‐
tional features, even if the supranational setup does not
quite match the EU’s model (Likhacheva, 2018). It main‐
tains supranational bodies, including a Commission and
a court (Blockmans et al., 2012). They are designated
to speak on behalf of the organization, for instance,
the Eurasian Economic Commission has the mandate
to conduct trade negotiations with external partners
(Likhacheva, 2018). The EAEU also has the resources
to act externally according to a representative survey
(Libman, 2011; Vinokurov, 2010). In stark contrast to
the EU, the EAEU’s capacities in the form of financial
and administrative resources nevertheless remain lim‐
ited (Likhacheva, 2018). This severely undermines the
EAEU’s ability to conclude cooperation agreements. For
instance, the EAEU has received:

More than 40 applications to establish an FTA…but
the current seven negotiations, at this stage, are
the organizational ceiling of the Commission…and
there are simply no more human resources for the
Commission to open similar new negotiations, let
alone negotiate a more complex level. (Likhacheva,
2018, pp. 785–786)

Thus, when the EAEU engages externally, it opts for
bilateral negotiations with countries instead of pursuing
more complex cooperation with other ROs (Likhacheva,
2018). In sum, the plausibility probe of the EU and EAEU
shows that financial and administrative capacities mat‐
ter for cooperation with overlapping ROs—as expected
by Hypothesis 2.

4.2. Design of Inter‐Organizational Cooperation
Agreements

Drawing on institutional design approaches, we focus
on why ROs opt for deep cooperation with respect to
treaty forms with some overlapping ROs and for shallow
inter‐organizational cooperation agreements with oth‐
ers. We probe whether Hypothesis 3 is plausible by qual‐
itatively assessing specific agreements of different RO
dyads in which the EU is one partner while the other
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partner varies with respect to the independent variable
at stake.

Cooperation agreements can differ as to whether
they are formally binding on the contracting parties.
Theories of institutional design assume that actors
are risk‐averse and design organizations or agreements
accordingly (Goodin, 1995; Koremenos et al., 2001).
Ideological differences between actors—defined as dif‐
ferences in the orientation towards liberal democratic
values, as they matter for cooperation (Risse‐Kappen,
1995; Russett, 1993)—risk the failure of cooperation in
the long run due to diverging preferences and problem
perceptions (Clark, 2021). Thus, an RO that seeks to
cooperate with an overlapping but ideologically diverg‐
ing RO funnels potential future defections into the equa‐
tion. It therefore opts for simple, unbinding agreements
rather than binding treaties. Hence, we expect that ideo‐
logically diverging RO pairs opt for shallower cooperation
agreements with respect to form (Hypothesis 3).

To probe the plausibility of this hypothesis, we exam‐
ine two different dyads. First, the EU and the AC over‐
lap, cooperate with each other, and are characterized by
almost all members being liberal democratic andmarket‐
oriented. Second, since the EU does not ideologically
diverge strongly from other European ROs, we contrast
the EU–AC 2003 cooperation case with the Black Sea
Economic Cooperation (BSEC) cooperation from 2016,
although the BSEC headquarter is located in Istanbul.

In 2003, the EU and the AC shared three members
(Denmark, Finland, and Sweden) and seven policy fields
(agriculture, development, economy, environment, good
governance, health, and technology and infrastructure).
By that time, the EU and the AC were mainly composed
of liberalmarket economies (with Russia being the excep‐
tion). Considering the average democracy values for each
RO in the V‐Dem Liberal Democracy Indicator (Coppedge
et al., 2020), the EU and AC differed by 0.07 points (on
a scale from 0 to 1). In order to address regional regime
complexity and avoid negative externalities, the ROs con‐
cluded the Declaration Concerning the Establishment of
a Northern Dimension Partnership in Public Health and
Social Wellbeing in 2003. This formal treaty resembles a
strong commitment. It even outlines that future cooper‐
ation can be deepened:

The partnership is an evolving process. Based on
the experience gained during an initial period, the
possible further development of the partnership will
be considered by the partners before the end of
2005. The CSR [Committee of Senior Representatives]
will make recommendations to the PAC [Partnership
Annual Conference] on those structural or opera‐
tional changes it considers necessary in order to
develop the full potential of the partnership. (AC &
EU, 2003, p. 6)

The second dyad of this comparison, the EU and the
BSEC, also shared threemember states in 2016 (Bulgaria,

Greece, and Romania). The two ROs overlap in nine pol‐
icy fields (agriculture, economy, energy, environment,
finance, health, migration, security and defense, and
technology and infrastructure). However, they differ
more strongly in ideological terms than the EU and
the AC. The BSEC included states that scored lower on
most democracy indicators than the EU member states,
such as Azerbaijan and Russia. The difference between
both ROs was 0.37 in the V‐Dem Liberal Democracy
Indicator in 2016 (Coppedge et al., 2020). As expected
by Hypothesis 3, the 2016 meeting of the BSEC PERMIS
Secretary General with the European Commissioner for
Environment, Maritime Affairs, and Fisheries resembled
a gentleman’s agreement as “both sides agreed to con‐
tinue and develop their exchange of views on con‐
crete issues of cooperation, with the view of enhancing
BSEC–EU interaction in a project‐orientated direction”
(BSEC, n.d., p. 1). The wording of the non‐binding agree‐
ment de facto allows each RO to act upon its own prefer‐
ences, should they at any point diverge from each other.

The comparison of the two dyads indicates that ideo‐
logical fit matters for the form of the agreement. In line
with Hypothesis 3, pairs of ROs opt for binding coopera‐
tion when the ideological differences are limited, and for
less binding agreements when the ideological distance
is higher.

4.3. Scope and Limitations of the Findings

The plausibility probes suggest that autonomy, capac‐
ities, and ideological differences matter for the con‐
clusion of inter‐organizational cooperation agreements
and their designs. It remains to be seen whether more
detailed empirical scrutiny beyond a plausibility probe
yields similar results. Nevertheless, these initial findings
can be generalized to ROs outside of Europe, thereby
again underlining the remarkable position of the EU as an
external actor because it possesses autonomy and capac‐
ities to act coherently in its external affairs. Moreover,
the findings also potentially travel to global IOs.

On the one hand, we can generalize the findings
from the European context to regional regime complex‐
ity found in Africa, the Americas, and Asia. Regarding
autonomy, the EU is characterized by a high level of del‐
egation while other European ROs rank below that level
(Hooghe&Marks, 2015). A similar situation can be found
in Africa and the Americas, as ROs show diverse levels
of delegation. However, the situation is somewhat dif‐
ferent in Asia, where most ROs rarely feature elements
of delegation. Hence, we expect a similar inclination to
cope with regional regime complexity through coopera‐
tion agreements in Africa and the Americas, while Asian
ROs will be less likely to establish inter‐organizational
cooperation agreements. Second, ROs around the world
showcase different levels of capacities, i.e., political and
administrative resources. European and American ROs
are frequently considered to have higher levels of capac‐
ities. By contrast, research has shown that the political
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and administrative resources of African and Asian ROs
are more limited (Engel & Mattheis, 2020), and ROs in
these regions frequently rely on external funding and
administrative support from donors (Stapel et al., 2023;
Stapel & Söderbaum, 2020). Considering that the capac‐
ities of ROs matter for establishing cooperation agree‐
ments, it is likely that, all else being equal, more coop‐
eration agreements will be concluded by European and
American ROs compared to African and Asian ROs. Third,
we can find ideological differences in all parts of the
world as democratic, mixed, and autocratic ROs exist
next to each other. Hence, the effect of ideological differ‐
ences between ROs on the design of inter‐organizational
cooperation agreements found in the European context
likely plays out similarly in Africa, the Americas, and Asia.

On the other hand, the findings on whether and
how European ROs address regional regime complex‐
ity may also extend to global IOs with almost univer‐
sal membership and international regime complexity.
First, the delegation of the ability to negotiate and
conclude to institutional bodies is generally higher for
ROs than IOs (Hooghe & Marks, 2015). As the plausibil‐
ity probe showed that ROs more often conclude inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements because they
can act autonomously, we can expect that the num‐
ber of cooperation agreements will be lower for IOs as
their agents frequently lack such autonomy. Second, at
the same time, we do not expect that the capacities
differ systematically between ROs and global IOs and
to find systematic differences between ROs and IOs for
the probability of concluding cooperation agreements.
Finally, IOs bring together more member states than
ROs. Due to the large membership basis, internal hetero‐
geneity is likely to be higher in IOs than in ROs. At the
same time, the ideological differences are likely to be
smaller between IOs than between ROs. Following from
the insights for the explanatory factor of ideological dif‐
ferences in the European context, we expect that IOs
are more likely to pursue deeper forms in their inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements.

5. Conclusions

The article has started from the premise that regional
regime complexity in Europe has increased over time as
ROs increasingly overlap with regard to member states
and mandates. This bears the risk of reduced effec‐
tiveness. In order to manage complexity, tackle poten‐
tial negative consequences, and potentially even bene‐
fit from overlaps, the concerned ROs can initiate coop‐
eration agreements with each other and choose a par‐
ticular design for their cooperation. Empirically, the arti‐
cle shows that inter‐organizational cooperation between
ROs is a widespread yet not ubiquitous phenomenon.
The EU stands out in comparison to other ROs in Europe
because it has established cooperation agreements with
almost all ROs with which it overlaps and these agree‐
ments often follow a rather deep design, especially with

regard to the form and the instruments envisaged in
these agreements.

We argue that the EU is especially well‐suited to
navigate regional regime complexity compared to other
European ROs. Due to the EU’s autonomy and sufficient
capacities, the EU can speak with one voice in its exter‐
nal affairs. Other ROs cannot engage in equally exten‐
sive inter‐regional cooperation because their autonomy
and capacities are more limited. Moreover, the rela‐
tion between ROs influences the design of inter‐regional
cooperation agreements. They design more demanding
agreements, i.e., a binding form of agreement, when
they are ideologically closer.

In sum, our study suggests that the rise of regional
regime complexity does not pose an insurmountable
obstacle to effective governance beyond the nation‐
state. ROs can counteract negative side effects arising
from complexity through inter‐organizational coopera‐
tion. As overlaps increased, so did the number of coop‐
erating ROs and the number of cooperation agreements.
Because the EU turned into a proactive actor navigating
regional regime complexity through cooperation agree‐
ments, it is in lesser danger to suffer from duplication of
efforts, waste of resources, non‐compliance, and ineffec‐
tive governance than other European ROs.

Our findings provide important insights and pose
new questions for debates on regime complexity. First,
regional regime complexity in Europe is likely to stay.
Following these developments, many ROs in Europe
have established inter‐organizational cooperation agree‐
ments. The number of additional cooperating RO pairs
has likely reached or will soon reach the ceiling. Yet, the
design of inter‐organizational cooperation agreements
may be further changed over time if the right conditions
are in place. How the EU as an external actor further
deepens such agreements is an important question.

Second, while this article shows that inter‐
organizational cooperation agreements differ in their
design, we currently lack empirical studies that system‐
atically investigate which design elements are especially
effective in avoiding negative implications of regime com‐
plexity on the regional and international levels. Future
research can examinewhether the form, scope, or instru‐
ments entailed in agreements or whether specific con‐
figurations of these three features are better suited to
address negative externalities.

Third, beyond the regional level, international pol‐
itics is also characterized by regime complexity in a
variety of policy fields. Here again, it is more likely
that inter‐organizational cooperation takes place andwill
be extensive when the (collective) actors can operate
autonomously and are equipped with sufficient capaci‐
ties. The designs of cooperation between IOs will also
differ. Given the vast number of international institu‐
tions, organizations, and regimes, a complex web of rela‐
tionships and variable geometries of inter‐organizational
cooperation likely emerges. As our analysis suggests,
the EU is well‐positioned to actively further and shape
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inter‐organizational cooperation in international politics
also in comparison to other organizations.
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