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1. What Is Institutional Interplay?

• Institutional interplay/interaction: international institutions 

exert influence on each other.

• Not merely co-existence of institutions!

• Examples: WTO and MEAs - climate change regime and CBD 

- CITES/Montreal Protocol and the WCO

⇒ Institutional interplay is an ubiquitous and significant 

phenomenon (in environmental governance).



Institutional Interplay

4

2. Established Distinctions

• Vertical and horizontal interaction

• Source and target institution

• Political and functional linkages/drivers

• Interplay and interplay management

• Synergy and conflict/disruption (positive and 

negative effects)
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3. Causal Mechanisms and Ideal Types

• Research question: How can international institutions influence 
each other?

 Target institution 
 
•  rules, norms, decisions  
•  performance/effectiveness  

Source institution 
 
• rules, norms, decisions 
• knowledge 

• change of per ception 

• change of pr eference 
• change of b ehavior 

• change of pr eference  
• change of b ehaviour 

Macro-lev el: 
insti tutions 

Micro-lev el: 
actors 
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3. Causal Mechanisms and Ideal Types

• Causal mechanisms and ideal types reveal:

• How influence travels from one institution to the other

• Provide a micro-foundation to institutional interaction

• Draw attention to the actors involved

• Point to consequences for governance

⇒Search for underlying rationales of institutional 

interaction and their effects for governance

⇒Help us structure the realm of institutional interplay
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3. CMs and Ideal Types: Output level

• Cognitive Interaction (synergistic): Learning

• Learning from a Policy Model (unintentional)

• Request for Assistance (intentional)

• Interaction through Commitment: Commitment-driven 

change of preferences

• Jurisdictional Delimitation (different objectives: 

disruptive)

• Nested Institutions (different memberships: synergistic)

• Additional Means (different instruments: synergistic)
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3. CMs ...: Outcome and Impact Levels

• Behavioral Interaction: Behavioral adaptation at outcome 

level in response to source institution policies

• Different objectives: disruptive

• Different memberships: synergistic

• Different instruments: synergistic

• Impact-level Interaction: Functional linkages/ 

interdependence of the ultimate targets of governance 

(varying effects)



Institutional Interplay

9

3. Causal Mechanisms and Levels of 

Effectiveness

 

S o ur ce ins t itut ion  Ta rget  instituti on  

Cog n iti ve In ter a ct ion  

In ter a ct .  th r . Com mi tme nt  

Be h a v io u ra l In ter a ct ion  

Imp a ct - le ve l In te ract ion  

Outp u t 

Outcome  

Im pact  

Outcome  

Outp u t 

Im pac t 
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4. Interplay Management

• Interplay management: efforts to shape and govern 

institutional interaction

• Four levels: individual actors, individual institutions, 

institutions jointly, at level of international system

• Different types: political-legal, different 

instruments/modes (regulation, communication, 

capacity building)
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5. Some Findings and Lessons

• Empirical focus on trade, climate, oceans

• Interplay ubiquitous phenomenon - governance in 

institutional complexes is the norm: chains and 

clusters

� Traditional focus on individual institutions is insufficient for 

fully understanding the evolution of governance institutions 

and their effectiveness (implementation).

• Interplay analysis allows us to identify important 

constraints on and opportunities for GEG.

• Synergy appears to be at least as common as 

disruption
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5. Some Findings and Lessons

• Disruption leads to collective interplay management 

more frequently than synergy

• Interplay management: focus on lower levels of 

coordination (individual actors and institutions) -

little overarching governance of inter-institutional 

relationships

• But: Underlying mechanisms providing for some 

order exist: e.g. jurisdictional delimitation and 

“nicheing” (Stokke)
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6. Policy Implications

• Try to enhance synergy (in addition to mitigating 
disruption)!

• Mitigating disruption requires addressing diverging 
objectives!

• What may seem like a “duplication of work” or 
“redundancy” may indeed have hidden value!

• Supposedly weak institutions may prove surprisingly 
strong - identifying the balance requires careful 
analysis (e.g. WTO-MEAs)!
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7. Future Research

• Lots of opportunities!

• Empirical lacunae (including transnational institutions, 

environmental consequences of non-environmental 

governance systems)

• Understanding institutional complexes/larger 

architectures, including effects for

• individual institutions,

• governance of issue areas,

• international environmental governance at large.
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7. Future Research

• Interplay management, including

• How and with what result have actors so far managed 

institutional interaction/institutional complexes?

• Does the rising awareness of institutional interplay cause 

actors to change interplay management?

• How can actors improve and optimize such interplay 

management - how can we best manage (different kinds 

of) institutional complexes (what action at which levels: 

building an effective governance architecture)?

• Non-interaction - towards a theory of interaction?
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Causal Mechanisms and Ideal Types: Overview

 

 Causal  

Mechanism 

Key  Trigger  Ideal T ype Basic  Rationale  Key  Chara cteri stics /Conditions  Probabl e Effect 

Policy Model  
Target  institution  adapts  to a 

policy model  

(1)  Uninte ntio nally triggered  

(2)  Similarity of problems a ddressed  Synergi stic  
COGNITI VE 

INTER ACTION  

Provision of  

information or  

ideas  Request f or 

Assi stance  

Target  inst itution adapts upon 

request fo r assi stance  

(3)  Inte ntionally triggered  

(4)  Overlap  of gover nance ar eas 
Neut ral or  

synergi stic  

Jurisdictional  

Delimitation  

Competition fo r regul atory  

authority  

(5)  Difference of objectives   

(6)  Overlap  of governa nce ar eas and 

memberships  

Disru ptive  

Neste d  

Instit utions  

Vertical  policy  diffusion from 

smaller to large r institution  

(7)  Difference of memberships   

(8)  Overlap  of governa nce ar eas and 

memberships  

Synergi stic  

O
u

tp
u

t 

INTER ACTION 

THROU GH 

COMMI TMENT  

Commitment of 

membe r states  

Add itional 

Means  

Horizontal policy di ffusion 

activating add itional governanc e 

instrument  

(9)  Difference of gover nance 

instr uments  

(10)  Overlap  of governa nce ar eas 

and memberships  

Synergi stic  

Corollary to  

Juri sdictional  

Del imit ation  

Conflicting or c ompeting 

obl igations  

(11)  Difference of objectives   

(12)  Overlap  of governa nce ar eas Disru ptive  

Corolla ry to  

Neste d  

Instit utions  

Vertical  impl ementation 

assi stance fr om larger to   

smaller institution  

(13)  Difference of memberships   

(14)  Overlap  of governa nce ar eas Synergi stic  

O
u

tc
o

m
e

 

BEH AVIOUR AL  

INTER ACTION  

Adjustment of 

behaviour by  

states and non -

state actors  

Corollary to  

Add itional 

Means  

Reinfor cement  of imple menta-

tion through additional  

gover nance instrument  

(15)  Difference of gover nance 

instr uments  

(16)  Overlap  of governa nce ar eas 
Synergi stic  

Im
p

a
c
t IMP ACT-LEVE L 

INTER ACTION  

Influence o n 

ult imate  

gover nance target  

-- 

Ultimat e governa nce target  of 

one institution influences 

ult imate governan ce target   

of anothe r instit ution 

(17)  Functional interdependen ce 

of ultimate gov ernanc e targets   

Synergistic  

or neutral  

or disruptive  


