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1. INTRODUCTION

One of the basic questions in the study of international cooperation may be formulated as
follows: Why are some collective problems solved more easily or effectively than others?
This question may be be decomposed into several subquestions: One pertains to the
conditions under which some kind of cooperative arrangement (most often a "regime") can
or is likely to be established. Another pertains to the conditions under which the arrangement
that is established will be effective, in some specified meaning of that word."

At least two good reasons can be given for shifting some of our research efforts from the
former to the latter question. One is simply that if our goal is to understand the conditions
for "success" and the causes of "failure”, we need a sound definition and a valid indicator of
"success". Focusing merely on the establishment of any kind of joint arrangement would
provide us with a poor indicator. An intemational regime may be a very weak institution
indeed. Conversely, a negotiation process that does not lead to full agreement may have
achieved significant progress on a politically very "malign” problem. It may be perfectly
sensible to rate the latter as "more successful” than the former.

Another reason for shifting priorities is that we need to develop a more sophisticated
conceptual framework for studying regime "effectiveness". One of the options that have beenl
frequently used in previous research is to focus on formal properties, notably level of
cooperation, usually defined in terms of the kind of functions fulfilled (information exchange,
rule-making, rule enforcement, etc., see e.g. Kay & Jacobson 1983:14-18). Level of co-
operation may be positively correlated with, and in fact causally related to, problem-solving
"effectiveness”, but the link is hardly compelling. The fact that a regime does include
substantive regulations does not tell us anything about the "clout" of those regulations.
Another strategy that has been used is to focus on procedural indicators, such as the extent
to which the work of an international organization proceeds as scheduled (cf Jacobson & Kay
1983:316-317), or the speed and rate of ratifications. Again, these are crude and unreliable

indicators of substantive “effectiveness". More promising are some notions of regime



“strength”, including the one(s) suggested by Aggarwal (1985:20), and Zacker (1987:177).
But recent literature provides us with quite different concepts of regime "strength"?, so great
care is required before making inferences from term to concept. As Oran Young (1991) has
demonstrated, the same warning applies to statements about "effectiveness”. Before plunging
into large-scale comparative studies, a fair amount of conceptual groundwork therefore seems
required to clarify what precisely is our dependent variable. This paper offers some quite
tentative reflections on that question.

Most basically, evaluating the "effectiveness" of a cooperative arrangement means
comparing something - let us provisionally refer to this object simply as "the regime" -
against some standard of success or accomplishment. Any atternpt at designing a framework
for the study of regime effectiveness must, then, cope with at least three (sets of) questions:
(1) What precisely constitutes the object to be evaluated? (2) Against which standard is this
object to be evaluated? (3) How do we operationally go about comparing the object to our
standard; in other words, what kind of measurement operations do we have to perform in
order to attribute a certain score of "effectiveness" to a certain object (regime)? Let me

briefly consider these three questions.

2. WHAT CONSTITUTES THE OBJECT TO BE EVALUATED?
The answer may at first thought appear obvious; the object clearly must be the arrangement
in focus. On second thought, however, it becomes abundantly clear that this answer does not
take us very far. Let us therefore briefly consider the main options before us.

First, we shall have to determine whether we are interested only in the substantive
arrangement itself or also in the costs incurred in producing and maintaining it. The former

is the appropriate basis for evaluating the regime itself (or calculating "gross" benefits), while

' Aggarwal (1985:20) defines regime "strength” according to "...the stringency with which rules regulate the
behavior of countries”. Zacker (1987:177) suggests that "...the strength of a regime should be determined by the
extent to which the package of injunctions constrains states’ behavior".

* Compare the definition adopted by Aggarwal to that proposed by Haggard & Simmons (1987:496):
"Strength is measured by the degree of compliance with regime injunctions”.
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the latter provides a basis for evaluating problem-solving efforts (or determining "net"
benefits). A rational actor is presumed to make his choices on the basis of some estimate of
net benefits. I suspect, though, that most governments in the industrialized world in fact tend
not to pay much attention to the costs of international problem-solving efforts - at least as
far as transaction costs in the most basic sense are concerned (salaries, office costs, travel and
accommodation expenses, etc)’. In this paper I shall deal only with (the consequences of)
the arrangement itself; the costs of producing or maintaining it will not be considered here.

Second, we should also ask ourselves whether we want to conceive of "success” only in
terms of the (net) benefits produced, or in terms of the more elusive notion of "achievement", -
. the difference being that in the latter case success is "weighted" by taking into account also
the "malignity" of the problem in focus. In this paper I shall adopt the former perspective,
but we should recognize that for some purposes - e.g. evaluating the prospects for "solving"
a certain problem - the latter perspective would provide the more interesting construct. Other
things being equal, the more "malign" the problem, the more it takes to solve it, and the
greater would be the achievement of solving it. Thus, the problem of controlling
anthropogenic sources of global climate change is certainly far more complex and arguably
also significantly more "malign" (in political terms) than e.g. the problem of preventing the
depletion of stratospheric ozone. From this statement it follows that n;ore intellectual and
institutional capacity and a greater amount of "political energy"” will be required to achieve
the "same" level of "effectiveness". ‘

Third, as Easton (1965:351-2) and others remind us, a distinction should be made between
the output of a decision-making process (i.e. the norms, principles and rules constituting the
regime itself) and the set of consequences flowing from the implementation of and adjustment
to that regime (here referred to as impact). The former focuses on the phase of regime
creation, while the latter takes us into the stage of regime implementation and maintainance.
In the end, impact will normally be the more important concern. But the actual impact of a

regime or a regulation can be determined only in retrospect - meaning several years after its

* Governments tend to be, it seems, considerably more concerned about political side-effects of problem-
solving efforts.



entry into force®. If we want to evaluate regime effectiveness at an earlier stage - as we often
do - the regime itself will be all that is known to us. In such a situation we should realize
that predicting impact on the basis of data only about output will not necessarily be a
straightforward exercise. In cases where regulations are of the "command-and-control” type,
we at least know (more or less precisely) which kinds of behavior are prescribed, permitted
or prohibited. But actors do sometimes respond by more or less flagrant non-compliance or
by making ingenious adjustments that may be hard to predict. In cases where some instrument
for manipulating incentives (e.g. pollution charges) is being used, all we know is the
additional costs that actors are supposed to pay for a certain amount of "unwanted" behavior
(or the additional benefits promised as a reward for behaving "well"). How, and how strongly,
actors will in fact respond to a certain change in the structure of incentives may be an open
question. Two general implications for the study of regime effectiveness seem to be, first of
all, that we need to specify explicitly whether we are referring to -output or impact’, and,
secondly, that great caution is required in attempting to infer impact from data only about

output.

3. AGAINST WHICH STANDARD IS THE REGIME TO BE EVALUATED?
Defining an evaluation standard involves at least two main steps: One is to determine the
point of reference against which actual achievement is to be compared. The other is to
determine what might be called "unit of measurement".

It seems that there are basically two points of reference that merit serious consideration in
this context. One is the hypothetical state of affairs that would have come about had the

regime not existed. This point of reference leads us to conceive of "effectiveness” in terms

4 "Effectiveness" measured in terms of impact thus implies a requirement of robustness or stability;
a regime must, at the very least, be able to survive the encounter with the problem it has been
designed to solve. More generally, a solution is normally considered "stable” to the extent that
incentives to defect or cheat are absent or effectively curbed.

3 Note that our choice of evaluation standard may imply a choice of object as well. Thus, if we
decide to evaluate regimes against some notion of political feasibility, output seems to be the
appropriate object.



of relative improvement caused by the regime®, This is clearly the notion we have in mind
when considering whether and to what extent "regimes matter”. The other option is to
evaluate a regime against some concept of collective optimum. This is the appropriate
perspective if we want to determine to what extent a collective problem is in fact "solved"
under present arrangements. Using potential achievement as our point of reference, we would
define a "perfect” solution as one that accomplishes all that can be accomplished - given the
state of knowledge at the time’.

These two approaches are clearly complementary. Even a regime leading to a substantial
improvement may fall short of being "perfect”.-Conversely, in more fortunate situations a
minor adjustment may be quite sufficient to reach the collective optimum. Moreover, both
dimensions are interesting in their own right; international regimes are, it seems, typically
evaluated in terms of how well they (can be expected to) perform compared to the state of
affairs that would have come about in theii absence as well as in terms of their ability to
solve the problems they are designed to cope with. This suggests that the student of
international regimes needs to be able to play with both these notions of effectiveness, but
also that it is critical not to confuse the two. This has important implications also with regard
to terminology: Referring to figure 1, cases in the upper right hand corner may unambiguosly
be labelled as "effective” and those in the lower left hand cell as "ineffective". But for mixed

scores we need a richer set of labels.

¢ This formulation does not imply an assumption that a new regime will necessarily improve the
present state of affairs. Presumably, improving collective outcomes will be the rationale behind the
establishment or restructuring of a regime. There is no sound basis for assuming, however, that a new
regime will in fact necessarily function as intended by its creators. As conceived of here, then,
“relative improvement" - at least if measured in terms of impact - can be negative as well as positive.

7 This is an important proviso. If a group of actors succeed in accomplishing all that could be accomplished
given the best knowledge available by the time, any distance remaining to the "objective” collective optimum
would be a failure of knowledge-making rather than decision-making. To a student of politics, the latter will be
the more important concern.



Figure 1: Two dimensions of "effectiveness”.

Distance to collective optimum

Great Small
Important, but Important and
High still imperfect perfect
Relative improvement
Low Insignificant and Unimportant,
suboptimal yet optimal

Each of these approéches calls for further conceptual refinement. Although intuitively
meaningful to speak about "relative improvement”, the provisional definition given above
leaves open at least one critical question: what precisely is the baseline from which
improvement should be measured?

In principle, it seems that we have a choice between two basic options: One is some
hypothetical "state of nature” that would have obtained if, instead of the present regime, we
were left in a "no-regime" condition®. The alternative option would be to take as our baseline
the situation that would have existed had the previous "rules of the game" been left
unchanged. The former measures effectiveness in "absolute" terms, while the latter focuses
on incremental change (effectiveness "differentials"). For at least some analytical purposes,
the former arguably provides us with the more interesting conceptualization, but at the same
time it leaves us with the elusive notion of a "no-regime condition", with no clues as to how
we should go about determing what such a condition would look like. If we choose the latter
option, we would presumably know what we are talking about, but our conception of

effectiveness would be a strictly differential one, heavily influenced by the level of

® We do realize that this formulation leads into intriguing conceptual problems if we accept the
claim made by Puchala and Hopkins (1982:247) that "..a regime exists in every substantive issue-area
in international relations where there is dicemibly pattemed behavior". The notion of a "no-regime"
condition seems to require a stricter definition of 'regime’, notably one where the existence of explicit
norms, rules and procedures is considered a defining characteristic.
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achievement obtained under previous circumstances. This again suggests that we need a richer
set of labels to capture different meanings of "effectiveness".

The problems briefly outlined above indicate to me (a) that although relative
improvement may legitimately be considered an interesting and important aspect of
effectiveness, it should be tempered or supplemented with some measure of how well actual
achievement compares to the "optimal" solution; (b) that the "no-regime" condition may be
considered the more fundamental baseline from which (relative) improvement should, if at
all feasible, be measured; and (c) that scores obtained by using one baseline can not - or only
with great caution - be used interchangably with scores derived from -another.

Conceiving of "effectiveness” in terms of the distance between what is actually
accomplished and what could have been accomplished, given the state of knowledge at the
time, immediately puts before us the intriguing question of what constitutes the maximum
that can be accomplished. Whenever we are talking about joint solutions, the answer depends
on the decision rule. If we assume that actors are free to choose any decision rule that they
consider instrumental, the outer limit will be the solution(s) maximizing the sum of net
benefits to the group. There are, however, several problems with this notion of joint
maximum’. Most important here is the fact that it may rightly be dismissed as invalid for
the decision rule typically used in inter-governmental dealings. Strictly interpreted, it applies
only to perfectly unitary actors. Whenever collective decisions can be made only through
agreement, the appropriate notion of collective optimum is the Pareto frontier. This frontier
is reached when no further increase in benefits to one party can be obtained without thereby
leaving one or more prospective partner(s) worse off. In favorable circumstances a solution
maximizing the sum of net benefits may also be Pareto optimal, but there is no guarantee that
the two frontiers will necessarily coincide. Accordingly, the choice between these two notions

is not merely a quibble about labels.

’ One problem is that if we conceive of benefits in terms of subjective utilities rather than
objective "realia”, this notion calls for inter-actor comparison of utilities - a methodological challenge
that remains to be conclusively solved.



It is not obvious which of these, or possibly other, notions of collective optimum that is
the more appropriate here. In favor of adopting the Pareto frontier it may be argued that the
concern with regime effectiveness provides no role for some purely hypothetical frontier that
is not generally achieveable given the institutional constraints under which actors actually
operate. To qualify as potential a solution must be accessible within the kind of settings that
do in fact exist or can feasibly be brought about.

Although compelling in itself, this argument does not quite settle the case. It remains to
be determined which decision rules can be considered available instruments in international
politics. The general answer seems-to be that governments are, in principle, free to adopt any
decision rule that they collectively consider appfopriate. The crux of this formulation is the
word "collectively": The choice of decision rule is itself a joint decision, and as such subject
to the rule(s) for making such meta-decisions. This is equivalent to saying that any
substantive decision rule may itself ultimately have to pass the threshold required by the rule
governing its meta-decision. The answer may now be reformulated as follows: Governments
are free to choose any decision rule that they can agree on, or can agree to determine by
some other procedure. Agreement is not the only decision rule available to actors in
international politics, but in a basically anarchical system it constitutes the requirement that
any other decision rule will have to meet to be adopted. We may therefore conclude that -
although transcendable for specific problem-solving efforts - the Pareto frontier may be
considered the wultimate limit within which governments shall have to build cooperative
arrangements.

In trying to apply the Pareto criterion to specific cases, we will soon discover that we are
dealing with a sensitive instrument. The Pareto frontier can be determined only for a given
negotiation setting, including a given set of actors and a certain set of issues and issue
linkages (see Sebenius 1983). A change in any of these elements may affect the range of
politically feasible solutions. This renders the Pareto frontier less attractive for purposes of
empirical research than it appears in abstract reasoning. In trying to apply this notion of
collective optimum in empirical research, a student will therefore often have to resort to

simplistic assumptions similar to those conventionally made in formal bargaining theory.



To define a standard of evaluation we need not only to decide upon a point of reference
against which actual achievement is to be compared; we also need to define some
standardized metric of evaluation or unit of measurement. In some cases the appropriate
option may be quite obvious. In others, however, we seem to face a choice between
measuring "effectiveness” in terms of human welfare (usually translated into economic
efficiency) or in terms of technical or ecological properties. For example, the (performance
of the) IWC regime may be evaluated in terms of aggregate net economic benefits or in terms
of aggregate biological yield or some preservationist notion of ecological sustainability. And
the score that we would give to the IWC depends critically on which of these values we
choose to base our evaluation metric. The most basic lessons seem to be that we should (a)
be explicit about the choice we make, and (b) realize that scores obtained by using different
evaluation metrics can not be used interchangably - at least not without a critical examination

of compatibility.

4. HOW DO WE, IN OPERATIONAL TERMS, ATTRIBUTE A CERTAIN SCORE TO
A CERTAIN REGIME?

As each of the different approaches outlined above raises their own particular problems of
measurement, this question is too complex to be pursued in depth here. In terms of the
purpose of the "Regime Summit" problems of operationalization may also be considered
second-order issues, to be dealt with after a common conceptualization of effectiveness has
been developed. This may permit me to get away here with just a few introductory remarks
intended mainly to identify the major methodological challenges to be faced. The case study
summaries provided by Wettestad & Andresen (1991) and by Miles (1991) offer several
instructive illustrations.

Before submerging ourselves into the practicalities of empirical measurement, it seems
appropriate to set our ambitions straight: At this stage, no attempt to go beyond ordinal level
measurement will be attempted. The basic purpose of our research - accounting for the
"success" and "failure"” of international problem-solving efforts - does not require higher level

measurement. Nor do I know how to construct a cardinal scale that would make sense in this
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context. In fact, the ordinal scale that we intend to use in the Miles et al. project is truncated
to include only three scores; "successes”, "failures”, and an intermediate category for cases
that fall somewhere in-between. Even such a crude ordering of cases is by no means a
straightforward exercise.

The major challenge that we face in moving from the conceptual to the empirical level of
analysis is to attribute scores to phenomena that cannot be observed directly, but have to be
inferred from information about some presumably related variable. More specifically, we face
this kind of problem whenever we try to predict impact from information only about output,
and in trying to determine empirically our point of reference - be it the collective optimum
or the hypothetical state of affairs that would have existed in the absence of the regime in
question. Suffice it here to say a few words about the point of reference problem.

If we conceive of effectiveness in terms of relative improvement, we need to determine
what would have happened had the regime not existed. This is a counter-factual question.
What we can empirically observe is the state of affairs that existed (immediately) before the
regime was established (at time t,). What we want to know, however, is the set of
consequences that would have flowed from a continuation of the previous "rules of the game"
(at times t,,..t, ) or what would have happened under a "no-regime" condition. Information
about the state of affairs existing at time t, may provide a basis for inferring at least the
former, but it is important to keep in mind that it provides only a basis; it is not itself the
piece of information that we want. One practical suggestion could be to look for whatever
predictions we can find in negotiation documents, preferably documents that can be seen as
"non-partisan” inputs. In the absence of such data the task of determining what would
otherwise have happened simply calls for the best judgmenti that the analyst can make
himself, on the basis of available sources.

Determining the maximum that can be accomplished may be even more difficult. One
sensible "rule of thumb" seems to be to look for independent expert advice indicating to
decision-makers what would be the (technically) "perfect” solution. There are, though, several
probleﬁs pertaining to this suggestion. One obvious constraint is that conclusive expert advice
will not be available in all cases that we want to study. Secondly, even where it is available

it may be hard to translate into a yardstick for measuring effectiveness. This is so for at least
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two reasons: (1) it will probably refer to technical or ecological criteria, not to social welfare
(which, presumably, is the principal concern of governments), nor conceive of the collective
optimum in terms of political feasibility. (2) Wherever no unequivocal threshold or target
exists, advice may be framed in terms of different levels of ambition (e.g. preventing further
deterioration, restoring a stock or ecosystem in x years, etc.) Despite these and other pitfalls,
expert advice submitted to decision-makers is clearly one source of data to be utilized. When
expert advice can not be found, or appears so inconclusive that no optimum can reliably be
inferred, a fall-back strategy may be to look for some official declaration of a joint goal or
- purpose. Some, but not all, conferences provide such-a declaration (e.g. "eradicate hunger in
ten years"). Whenever such a target is explicitly formulated, it may serve as a point of
reference. It should be recognized, though, that the relationship between such a target and the
"objective” optimum is by no means clear. This indicates that the latter strategy should be
used with great caution, and that scores based on different strategies can not be used
interchangably.

Recognizing that even with an elaborate manual the analyst will have to rely heavily on
subjective and perhaps even somewhat impressionistic judgment, a strong case can be made
for subjecting our own scores to some “external" test of reliability. Such a test may be
organized as follows: Ask a sample of about ten civil "experts” (e.g. civil servants, scholars)
who know the issue well to score the regime in terms of relative improvement and distance
to the "collective optimum" (these notions must, of course, be explained in some detail). The
instrument may be a five or ten point scale. Compute the average score, and compare the
score itself, as well as the ranking derived from scores for a set of cases, to your own'.
Admittedly, such a procedure would be vulnerable since the referees would not themselves
compare cases (or, at most, compare only a few cases). Using their scores as the basis for
ranking cases therefore implies a strong assumption about inter-referee standardization of
evaluation scales. This problem is, though, quite similar to one that any research team will

have to face in its internal proceedings.

' Whenever the referees disagree substantially among themselves, or the ranking derived from
their scores differ significantly from your own, further examination of the case record seems required.
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5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Findings from some of the preliminary case-studies done by Wettestad & Andresen (1991)
and by Miles (1991) clearly indicate that the scores we end up with will sometimes depend
on the exact definition of "effectiveness" that is applied. This observation raises two
~ important questions: First, does it make sense to try to develop some composite or aggregate
score? This is itself a complex question. My own view can be summarized as follows: (1)
If we are talking about using different operational indicators for the same theoretical concept,
computing some aggregate score basically means constructing an index. This may certainly
- be a sensible thing to do, at least whén the indicators included are believed to capture
different aspects of the phenomenon we are trying to get at. (2) Aggregating scores across
different basic concepts is a straightforward operation only as long as one case dominates
another. For example, referring to figure 1 (p 6), I can see no problem in rating cases in the
upper right hand Category as "more effective” than those in the lower left hand cell; in terms

of my two criteria the former strongly dominates the latter. I would also be prepared to rate

- the two remaining cells as falling somewhere in-between these two extremes; they can both

-be seen as weakly dominated by cases in the upper left cell, and do themselves weakly
.dominate cases in the lower right hand category. In order to produce some sensible aggregate
score where one case does not dominate another, we would have to be able to translate units
of "relaﬁ_vé improvemént" into units of "distance to the collective optimum". I can see no
firm basis for performing such an exercise. -

Second, can the same model or set of independent variables be used to account for
\‘/a'riatic-ms in effectiveness - irrespective of which definition we adopt? Can, for example, the
same model that is used to expléjn variations in what Young (1991) refers to as "effectiveness
a;c, problem solving" equally well account for variations in what he calls "process effective-

ness" or "constitute effectiveness"?'' The wider the range of definitions, the more less

! "Process effectiveness” is defined by Young as a matter of "..the extent to which the provisions of an
international regime are implemented in the domestic legal and political systems of the member states as well
as the extent to which those subject to a regime’s prescriptions comply with their requirements”. A regime is
effective in "constitutive” terms if "..its formation gives rise to a social practice involving the expenditure of
time, energy, and resources on the part of its members”. The latter may seem a counterintuitive notion of
"effectiveness”; a somewhat unkind interpretation would be that the greater the social costs of operating a
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warranted seems to be such a sweeping assumption. The question seems, though, pertinent

even with regard to the more limited range of options suggested in this paper.

regime, the more "effective” it is.
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