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Democracy, Autocracy, and the 
Design of International 
Organizations 
Jonas Tallberg and Carl Vikberg 

Abstract 

Extensive research expects systematic differences in the design of international organizations (IOs) 

based on the regime composition of their memberships. Yet so far, empirical analyses have found 

limited support for this expectation. This article resolves this puzzle by providing a new understanding 

of how the regime composition of IOs shapes their institutional design. Theoretically, it argues that this 

relationship is moderated by a critical but overlooked factor: the governance purpose of IOs, as 

expressed in the distinction between general-purpose and task-specific organizations. Empirically, it 

provides a comprehensive analysis of how changes in regime composition have affected institutional 

design in 40 IOs from 1950-2019. The findings show that the regime composition of IOs indeed is 

related to their institutional design, but only in general-purpose organizations, which present 

democracies and autocracies with more divergent design incentives than task-specific organizations. 

The article suggests that democracy, autocracy, and international cooperation are linked in more 

complex and contingent ways than understood in previous research. 
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One of the most consistent findings in the study of world politics pertains to the 

relationship between regime type and international cooperation. Across a broad range 

of areas, research has identified systematic differences between democratic and 

autocratic states in their approach to cooperation. For instance, democracies have been 

shown to be more likely to liberalize international trade (Mansfield et al. 2000), commit 

to human rights treaties (Simmons and Danner 2010), engage in democracy promotion 

(Pevehouse 2005), provide global public goods (Bättig and Bernauer 2009), promote 

accountable cooperation (Grigorescu 2015), solve conflicts through dispute settlement 

(Davis 2012), and stay out of war with one other (Russett 1993). 

 

Building on this record, a new wave of research has developed plausible expectations 

about the influence of regime type on the design of international organizations (IOs) 

(e.g., Tallberg et al. 2016; Hooghe et al. 2019; Obydenkova and Libman 2019; 

Schimmelfennig et al. 2020; Ginsburg 2021; Debre and Sommerer 2022). The core 

assumption is that democracies are more willing than autocracies to accept institutional 

designs that relax state control over IOs. As a result, IOs with more democratic 

memberships—in other words, IOs with higher democratic density—should have 

designs involving more delegation of authority to supranational bodies, more pooling of 

authority through majority decision-making, and more relinquishing of authority 

through access for transnational actors (TNAs). A comparison often invoked to support 

this expectation is the contrast between the democratic and supranational European 

Union (EU) and the autocratic and intergovernmental Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization (SCO).  

 

Yet, when testing these expectations empirically, the same studies have overwhelmingly 

found limited support for their conjectures. Almost irrespective of measure, sample, and 

time period, the democratic density of IOs appears to be of little importance for the 

design of these organizations. How can we explain this puzzling divergence between 

well-founded expectations and empirical findings? Are there truly no or few differences 

between democracies and autocracies in how they design IOs? Or has previous research 

simply failed to capture more profound differences because of how it has approached 

the issue?  

 

This article helps to resolve this puzzle. We argue that the regime composition and 

institutional design of IOs are linked in more complex ways than theorized and tested in 

previous research. Instead of expecting an unconditional association between 

democratic density and IO design, we submit that this relationship is moderated by a 

critical but overlooked factor: the governance purpose of an IO, as expressed in the 

distinction between general-purpose and task-specific organizations (Lenz et al. 2015; 

Hooghe et al. 2019). General-purpose IOs have open-ended contracts that allow them to 

address any problem that arises in a given community of states, while task-specific IOs  
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have closed-ended contracts that aim to address a given problem among all states 

affected by it. Previous analyzes have treated all IOs alike—theoretically as well as 

empirically—and therefore failed to capture how the impact of democratic density 

depends on the governance purpose of IOs. By contrast, we advance an account in  

two steps that is sensitive to the differences between general-purpose and  

task-specific organizations.   

 

First, we develop a novel theoretical argument about the moderating impact of 

governance purpose on the relationship between democratic density and IO design. We 

argue that the regime composition of an IO’s membership matters more extensively for 

institutional design in general-purpose IOs compared to task-specific IOs. While task-

specific governance presents democracies and autocracies with more similar benefits 

and costs from designs that relax state control, general-purpose governance leads to 

more divergent incentives vis-à-vis such designs. Under general-purpose conditions, 

designs involving delegation, pooling, and access are more likely to generate dynamic 

developments that take cooperation in other directions than originally envisaged. 

Autocracies are more fearful of such developments than democracies, since expansion 

of cooperation into new policy areas could threaten autocratic leaders’ hold on power 

by compromising their ability to reward selectorates and repress populations.   

 

Second, we test this expectation through a comprehensive empirical analysis of the 

relationship between democratic density and institutional design in 40 IOs from 1950-

2019. Our analysis is based on a stratified sample of organizations, comprising general-

purpose and task-specific IOs in different world regions and issue areas. Our estimation 

strategy identifies whether and how changes in the democratic density of IO 

memberships are related to changes in institutional design, holding organizational 

contexts constant. The extended time period enables us to study this relationship over 

the course of several periods of democratization and autocratization, including the most 

recent episode of democratic backsliding (Lührmann and Lindberg 2019). The analysis 

encompasses three key dimensions of institutional design—delegation, pooling, and 

access—based on a combination of novel and existing data. These dimensions have 

been at the forefront of the debate and together capture how IOs may relax state 

control through supranational and transnational designs (Tallberg et al. 2014; Hooghe  

et al. 2019).  

 

Our findings demonstrate that the relationship between democratic density and IO 

design is more conditional than previously understood. In line with our expectation, 

governance purpose shapes whether and how regime composition matters for 

institutional design. In general-purpose IOs, where contracts are open and cooperation 

dynamic, democratic density tends to be positively associated with pooling and access, 

while estimates for delegation are positive but less precise. Conversely, in task-specific  
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IOs, where contracts are closed and cooperation static, democratic density has no 

relationship to institutional design. The basic governance purpose of IOs thus moderates 

the impact of democratic density, which helps to explain why strong theoretical 

expectations on a direct positive relationship to institutional design are not borne out in 

recent studies. These findings are robust to a broad range of alternative specifications 

including an extension to a larger sample of 74 IOs (Hooghe et al. 2019). 

 

This article has several important implications. First, it shows that democracy, 

autocracy, and international cooperation are linked in more contingent ways than 

previous literature leads us to expect. While earlier research has identified independent 

effects of regime type on a range of cooperative outcomes (e.g., Mansfield et al. 2000; 

Pevehouse 2005; Bättig and Bernauer 2009; Simmons and Danner 2010; Grigorescu 

2015), the design of IOs appears to be governed by more complex dynamics. Second, 

this article indicates that scholarship on institutional design has underestimated the 

importance of regime type for the ways in which states organize cooperation. 

Conditional on the governance purpose of IOs, democracies and autocracies make 

different choices on delegation, pooling, and access that cannot be captured by theories 

treating states as like units (e.g., Abbott and Snidal 2000; Hawkins et al. 2006; 

Koremenos 2016; Hooghe et al. 2019). Third, this article contributes to a growing 

literature on autocratization and IOs (e.g., Debre 2021; Cottiero and Haggard 2023; 

Meyerrose and Nooruddin 2023; Winzen 2023; Cottiero et al. 2024) by suggesting that 

current processes of autocratization in world politics will have a differential impact on 

international cooperation. While autocratization is likely to have negative effects on 

delegation, pooling, and access in general-purpose IOs, the implications may be less far 

reaching or non-existent in task-specific IOs.  

 

 
Puzzle: Regime Composition and Institutional Design  

Recent years have seen a wave of new research on the relationship between regime 

type and IO design. These studies have typically focused on one or several of three key 

dimensions of institutional design: delegation of authority to supranational bodies in 

IOs, such as secretariats, courts, and assemblies; pooling of authority through majority 

voting in interstate decision-making; and relinquishing of authority through access for 

transnational actors, such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs), businesses, and 

scientific experts. Together, these three dimensions capture how states may cede 

control over IOs through supranational and transnational designs at the expense of pure 

intergovernmental cooperation (Tallberg et al. 2014; Koremenos 2016; Hooghe et al. 

2017; Zürn et al. 2021; Sommerer et al. 2022). The core assumption in this body of 

research is that democracies are more willing than autocracies to relax state control 

over IOs. These studies therefore expect a positive relationship between the democratic 
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density of IO memberships and the degree of delegation, pooling, and access in these 

organizations. If this expectation is correct, it could explain variation in design across IOs 

with different membership compositions, but also key developments in design over time 

as the democratic density of IOs has waxed and waned.  

 

This widespread expectation extends a powerful tradition of research privileging the 

role of regime type in explaining outcomes in international cooperation. Previous 

studies in this tradition have shown that democracies are more likely than autocracies 

to join IOs (Simmons and Danner 2009), liberalize international trade (Mansfield et al. 

2000), commit to human rights treaties (Simmons 2009), engage in democracy 

promotion (Pevehouse 2005), provide global public goods (Bättig and Bernauer 2009), 

adopt liberal international norms (Tallberg et al. 2020), foster accountable cooperation 

(Grigorescu 2015), solve conflicts through dispute settlement (Davis 2012), and stay out 

of war with one another (Russett 1993). Other studies in the same tradition suggest that 

states undergoing democratization processes are more likely to found IOs (Poast and 

Urpelainen 2013), join IOs (Mansfield and Pevehouse 2006), and commit to human 

rights treaties (Moravcsik 2000). A strong and consistent relationship between regime 

type and IO design would conform with this impressive explanatory record. 

 

Yet, when turning from theoretical conjectures to empirical tests, recent studies of 

institutional design find little systematic support for their expectations. Almost across 

the board, they find no or limited evidence in favor of democratic density as an 

explanation of IO design. Organizations with a higher share of democracies in their 

membership do not appear, overall, to involve higher levels of delegation, pooling, and 

access. A key part of the explanation, we will argue, is another similarity shared by these 

studies: namely, an underappreciation of how this relationship may play out differently 

in general-purpose and task-specific IOs. 

 

Ginsburg (2021) contributes a theory of the differences between liberal and 

authoritarian international law. He argues that democratic leaders cooperate to 

generate benefits for the electorate at large and seek to bind their successors, while 

autocratic leaders cooperate to secure private benefits and to stay in power. These 

differences should translate into democratic leaders favoring delegation to 

supranational bodies and pooling through majority voting, while autocratic leaders 

would resist both features and focus on preserving sovereignty and flexibility. However, 

when Ginsburg (2021, 97-101) examines this argument empirically in the context of 

delegation of judicial power in 78 IOs, he finds contradictory evidence: while IOs with 

higher democratic density are more likely to have dispute-resolution provisions, they 

are less likely to establish international courts. 

 

Daugirdas and Ginsburg (2022) expand on this argument in a subsequent paper, where 

they suggest that delegation and pooling pose risks that are unacceptable to 



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 7 

authoritarian governments. However, when studying the founding treaties of about 400 

IOs in a variety of world regions and issue areas, they find no support for their 

conjectures: “contrary to expectations, authoritarian international organizations are, in 

general, quite similar to the rest in the way that they are legally structured. The 

secretariats of authoritarian organizations have similar protections for their 

independence and autonomy. And the extent of majority decision-making in 

intergovernmental organs is also quite similar across authoritarian and democratic 

organizations” (Daugirdas and Ginsburg 2022, 3).  

 

Hooghe et al. (2019) provide an in-depth account of the drivers of delegation and 

pooling in IOs. Their core argument is that these features are driven by a combination of 

normative affinities between member states and the scope of IO policy portfolios. 

However, they also test for an effect of the democratic density of IOs “on the hypothesis 

that democratic rulers are less fearful of supranational authority than are authoritarian 

rulers” (Hooghe et al. 2019, 97). Their empirical analysis of delegation and pooling in 76 

IOs indicates limited support for this expectation (Hooghe et al. 2019, Ch. 6). They find 

no support for a relationship between democratic density and delegation, but note that 

democratic density is weakly significant in their model for explaining pooling. 

 

Related studies explore the potential effects of democratic density on delegation in 

more specific empirical domains: parliamentary assemblies (Schimmelfennig et al. 

2020), dispute-settlement bodies (Haftel 2013), and regional organizations (Lenz et al. 

2023). These studies produce analogous results. Schimmelfennig et al. (2020) find no 

statistically significant association between democratic density and the existence or 

empowerment of parliamentary assemblies in IOs. Haftel (2013, 409) concludes in an 

analysis of 28 regional economic IOs that “regime type is not an important determinant 

for regional institutionalization.” Lenz et al. (2023) observe no direct effect of 

democracy in IO memberships on the degree of delegation in regional organizations.  

 

Turning to access, Tallberg et al. (2014, 2016) expect democracy in IO memberships to 

drive the inclusion of transnational actors in IO policymaking. They theorize three 

mechanisms for this effect: the democratic density of memberships, the influence of 

new democracies, and the presence of democratic major powers. Similarly, Lall (2023) 

tests for an effect of democratic density on TNA access, while privileging other 

theoretical explanations. These two studies arrive at contradictory evidence. While 

Tallberg et al. (2014, 2016) find democratic density to be a key driver of TNA access to 

50 IOs from 1950-2010, Lall (2023) does not find a positive relationship in an analysis of 

52 institutions from 1960-2018. 

 

Concentrating specifically on regional IOs composed of authoritarian member states, 

Obydenkova and Libman (2019) expect such IOs to differ systematically from regional 

IOs with democratic memberships. A key difference, they argue, is that authoritarian 
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leaders prefer to remain in control of these IOs themselves, which means limited 

delegation and pooling. Yet the empirical analysis finds few significant differences 

between democratic and autocratic regional IOs (Obydenkova and Libman 2019, 89-91). 

While autocratic regional IOs are more likely to have a forum that brings together the 

heads of state, consistent with an intergovernmental logic, they are not less likely to 

have supranational commissions, secretariats, and assemblies, contrary to the authors’ 

expectation. 

 

Debre and Sommerer (2022) are particularly interested in the consequences of recent 

autocratization processes for the institutional design of IOs. They posit that states 

undergoing autocratization episodes have particular preferences with respect to 

institutional design, as leaders in these countries wish to avoid authoritative IOs that 

can limit their ability to manipulate elections while wanting to maintain a veneer of 

democratic legitimacy. This logic leads to the expectation that autocratizing states 

should oppose delegation, pooling, access, and broad policy portfolios in IOs. However, 

when examining the impact of democratic backsliding in 15 IOs, they find little evidence 

of an effect on these dimensions of institutional design: “contrary to our initial 

expectation, increasing member state autocratization does not seem to coincide with a 

decrease in institutional design dimensions” (Debre and Sommerer 2022, 5).  

In sum, while there are strong and reasonable theoretical expectations that IOs with 

higher levels of democratic density should involve more extensive delegation, pooling, 

and access, recent empirical research finds no or mixed evidence to this effect. What 

can account for this puzzling divergence between expectations and findings? Existing 

studies provide no explanation for these weak results but contribute a number of 

plausible interpretations. Some scholars suggest that these non-findings might be a 

result of diffusion, as autocratic IOs have begun to adopt designs from democratic IOs in 

an effort to legitimize themselves (Schimmelfennig et al. 2020; Daugirdas and Ginsburg 

2022). Others speculate that these results might be due to high thresholds for 

institutional reform in IOs, making it difficult for processes of democratization or 

autocratization in memberships to translate into changes in design (Debre and 

Sommerer 2022). A third interpretation suggests that democracies in fact are more like 

autocracies, since democratic leaders, too, fear losing sovereignty because of a risk of 

domestic populist backlash, and therefore resist expansions of delegation, pooling, and 

access (Lenz et al. 2023).  
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Argument: Governance Purpose as a Moderating 

Factor 

We present a novel argument about the relationship between regime type and IO 

design that helps to resolve the puzzling non-finding in existing research. Instead of 

expecting an unconditional association, we argue that this relationship is moderated by 

a hitherto overlooked factor—the governance purpose of IOs—as expressed in the 

distinction between general-purpose and task-specific organizations. 

  

General-Purpose vs. Task-Specific Governance 

The distinction between general-purpose and task-specific IOs grows out of research by 

Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks (Lenz et al. 2015; Hooghe et al. 2019, Ch. 4). Conceptually, this 

distinction intends to capture two ideal types with respect to the basic governance 

purpose of IOs. While general-purpose IOs aim to address any problem that arises in a 

given community of states, task-specific IOs aim to address a given problem among all 

states affected by it. General-purpose and task-specific IOs are thus different in key 

respects (Hooghe et al. 2019, 47-50).  

 

First, and most importantly, the two types of organizations have different degrees of 

contractual openness. While general-purpose IOs operate with open-ended contracts to 

enable cooperation on future issues that might arise for a given community of states, 

task-specific IOs have closed-ended contracts to restrict cooperation to the issue in 

focus.1 Contractual openness refers to a treaty’s degree of specificity with respect to the 

purpose of cooperation. When contracts are open, treaties present purposes that are 

open-ended with respect to future areas of cooperation. An example is the Treaty on 

European Union, which speaks of cooperation as an open process toward “an ever 

closer union among the peoples of Europe” (Article 1). When contracts are closed, 

treaties specify purposes in ways that restrict cooperation to the attainment of distinct 

policy goals. An example is the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which 

states that the purpose of cooperation is to “eliminate barriers to trade in, and facilitate 

the cross-border movement of, goods and services between the territories of the 

Parties” (Article 102).  

 

  

 
1  Contractual openness is related to, but distinct from, the notion of contractual incompleteness in contract theory (for 

a discussion, see Lenz et al. 2023, 640-641). While contractual incompleteness conventionally refers to a contract being 
incomplete in stating the obligations of the parties and in covering all potential future contingencies (Hart and Moore 
2008; Cooley and Spruyt 2009), contractual openness refers to a treaty stating its purpose in a way that is open ended 
with respect to future areas of cooperation. 
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Second, the two types of organizations have different issue scope. While general-

purpose IOs have a broad issue scope, since they may handle any problem that emerges 

in a given community of states and are open to further expansion of their policy remit, 

task-specific IOs have a narrow issue scope, since they concentrate on resolving specific 

problems and have closed off the option of policy expansion. General-purpose IOs thus 

have comprehensive and dynamic policy portfolios, whereas task-specific IOs have 

delimited and static policy portfolios. 

 

Third, the two types of organizations have different membership size. While general-

purpose IOs are formed by given communities of states and thus selective in their 

membership, task-specific IOs are oriented toward all states affected by a given problem 

and thus comprehensive in their membership. Whereas general-purpose IOs are 

exclusionary almost by definition, task-specific IOs are non-exclusionary, since they are 

organized by issue and open to the possibility of universal memberships.  

 

While the conceptual distinction between general-purpose and task-specific 

organizations simplifies empirical realities, it maps reasonably well onto the universe of 

IOs in world politics, which tends to have a bimodal distribution (Hooghe et al. 2019, Ch. 

4). On one side are general-purpose IOs, like the African Union (AU), Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and EU, which tend to have open contracts, broad 

policy portfolios, and restricted (often regional) memberships. On the other side are 

task-specific IOs, like the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), International Civil 

Aviation Organization (ICAO), and World Health Organization (WHO), which tend to 

have closed contracts, narrow policy portfolios, and comprehensive (often global) 

memberships. But the universe of IOs also features several exceptions to this pattern, 

such as the United Nations (UN), which is a general-purpose IO that combines an open 

contract and broad policy portfolio with a universal membership, and NAFTA, which was 

a task-specific IO combining a closed contract and narrow policy remit with a small 

regional membership. 

 

Furthermore, this distinction between general-purpose and task-specific governance has 

shown to have explanatory leverage. Several studies treat the governance purpose of 

IOs as an exogenous constitutive factor and then assess its impact on institutional 

design. Schimmelfennig et al. (2020), for instance, find that IOs with a general-purpose 

orientation are considerably more likely to establish international parliamentary 

assemblies. Likewise, Lenz et al. (2023) conclude that general-purpose IOs are more 

likely to see an endogenous expansion of delegated authority over time.  
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We build on this distinction between general-purpose and task-specific IOs to theorize 

how governance purpose impacts the relationship between an IO’s democratic density 

and institutional design. Like earlier research, we treat the governance purpose of an IO 

as an exogenous constitutive feature that is distinct from the level of democracy in an 

IO’s membership and analytically prior to subsequent decisions on delegation, pooling, 

and access. 

 

Both democracies and autocracies engage in cooperation through general-purpose and 

task-specific IOs. Indeed, as we will later show, the average level of democratic density 

in these two types of organizations tends to be about the same. The task-specific 

category includes IOs with a high proportion of democratic members, such as the 

European Free Trade Association (EFTA), but also IOs with predominantly autocratic 

members, such as the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC). 

Similarly, the general-purpose category includes IOs with a large share of democratic 

states, such as the Nordic Council, but also IOs with a higher proportion of autocracies, 

such as the SCO. However, depending on whether IOs have a general-purpose or task-

specific orientation, we expect the relationship between democratic density and 

institutional design to play out differently. 

 

Preferences of Democracies and Autocracies 

In order to understand this moderating effect of governance purpose, we need to 

consider the preferences of democracies and autocracies on delegation, pooling, and 

access. For these purposes, we build on rational choice institutionalism to identify 

general benefits and costs from institutional design, and on regime type explanations to 

identify specific benefits and costs to democracies and autocracies. 

 

On the benefit side, moving away from a strict intergovernmental design through an 

extension of delegation, pooling, and access has functional advantages that facilitate 

cooperation for all states involved (Abbott and Snidal 1998; Koremenos et al. 2001; 

Voeten 2019). Delegating authority to supranational bodies helps to generate policy 

information, raise decision-making efficiency, and strengthen the credibility of 

commitments (Hawkins et al. 2006; Bradley and Kelley 2008). Pooling authority through 

majority voting in interstate bodies helps to improve the efficiency of decision-making 

by lowering institutional hurdles to agreement (Blake and Payton 2015; Hooghe and 

Marks 2015). Providing access for TNAs helps to solicit expert information, outsource 

field implementation, and facilitate compliance monitoring (Raustiala 1997; Tallberg et 

al. 2014).  
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On the cost side, the same moves away from a strict intergovernmental design come 

with certain general drawbacks, making all states hesitant about extending delegation, 

pooling, and access. The unifying concern is sovereignty costs: perceived losses in 

sovereignty resulting from shifts to designs that reduce each individual state’s 

autonomy and control (Abbott and Snidal 2000). Delegation reduces state control by 

conferring authority on independent supranational agents (Hawkins et al. 2006; Bradley 

and Kelley 2008). Pooling impinges on the autonomy of states by enabling majority 

decision that do not require the backing of all parties (Blake and Payton 2015; Hooghe 

and Marks 2015). Access invites TNAs into the policy-making process of IOs and reduces 

states’ control over outcomes (Tallberg et al. 2014; Koremenos 2016). 

 

Next to these general benefits and costs, states confront particular incentives related to 

their regime type. While research suggests that the differences between democracies 

and autocracies in terms of audience constraints should not be exaggerated (Hyde and 

Saunders 2020), and that both democracies and autocracies come in multiple forms 

(Geddes 1999; Coppedge et al. 2020), a simplified dichotomy is helpful to illuminate 

differences in preferences between democratic and autocratic leaders as they consider 

the prospect of international cooperation. We join others in assuming that autocratic 

and democratic leaders tend to be driven by different preferences in international 

cooperation (Poast and Urpelainen 2013; Ginsburg 2021; Cottiero et al. 2024), while 

recognizing the diversity of both groups (Debre and Sommerer 2022).2 

 

Leaders in democracies tend to be concerned with reelection. They face audience  

costs if they go against domestic opinion, and therefore tend to be responsive to 

general publics (Fearon 1994; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003). This motivates 

democratic leaders to maximize gains from cooperation that can benefit the median 

voter (Putnam 1988; Cottiero and Haggard 2023). In addition, democratic leaders  

tend to support international policies that work to uphold and spread democracy  

as a system of government, such as human rights, the rule of law, and democracy 

promotion (Pevehouse 2006; Donno 2013). While sharing the same core orientation, 

democratic leaders may vary in the strength of these preferences. For instance,  

leaders in new democracies may have stronger incentives to support authoritative, 

democracy-promoting IOs as a way of committing the state beyond the lifetime  

of the current government (Hafner-Burton et al. 2015), while leaders in backsliding 

democracies may have relatively weaker incentives as they fear costly scrutiny  

(Debre and Sommerer 2022).  

 

  

 
2  In one of our robustness checks, we account for this diversity within each group and distinguish between democratizing 

states, stable democracies, autocratizing states, and stable autocracies (Table A6-A7; Figure A4-A5). 
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By contrast, leaders in autocracies tend to be concerned with survival and therefore 

responsive to the narrow selectorate that appointed them, while also anxious to keep 

domestic publics under control (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003; Geddes et al. 2018). 

This motivates autocratic leaders internationally to secure private goods that can keep 

selectorates happy, such as profitable contracts; to support policies that facilitate 

repression of domestic publics, such as internal security; and to resist features that 

could threaten their regime, such as democracy promotion and human rights (Poast and 

Urpelainen 2013; Debre 2021; Ginsburg 2021, Ch. 1; Cottiero and Haggard 2023). While 

sharing the same basic orientation, autocratic leaders, too, may vary in the strength of 

these preferences. For instance, leaders in new or fragile autocracies, whose control is 

less consolidated, may be more fearful of authoritative IOs, empowered civil society 

organizations, and democracy promotion than leaders of full autocracies (Debre and 

Sommerer 2022). 

 

Governance Purpose, Regime Type, and Institutional Design 

Consider, now, how these similarities and differences in preferences among 

democracies and autocracies may lead decisions on institutional design to play out 

differently depending on an IO’s governance purpose. While we expect the regime 

composition of IOs to matter little for delegation, pooling, and access in task-specific 

organizations, we anticipate that it has larger effects in general-purpose organizations.  

 

In task-specific IOs, delegation, pooling, and access generate functional benefits and 

sovereignty costs that are appreciated and loathed by democracies and autocracies 

alike. In addition, states face few regime-specific concerns when extending these 

designs in this type of organization. Since task-specific IOs have closed contracts that 

restrict cooperation to clearly specified areas and prevent dynamic policy 

developments, they pose less risk to autocracies. Autocratic leaders can use delegation, 

pooling, and access to secure private goods for their selectorate, expand cooperation in 

areas that benefit the regime, and safely stay away from areas that risk undermining the 

regime’s hold on power. The risk that cooperation would spiral out of control in ways 

that could threaten the survival of the regime is limited. 

 

By contrast, in general-purpose IOs, delegation, pooling, and access not only generate 

functional benefits and sovereignty costs, but also increase uncertainty about the future 

direction of cooperation in ways that are differently appreciated by democracies and 

autocracies. When these design features are combined with open-ended contracts, they 

produce circumstances that are particularly conducive for dynamic policy developments. 

When contracts are open, gaps in state control resulting from delegation, pooling, and 

access may be exploited by supranational bodies, state majorities, and transnational 

actors to push cooperation in directions not originally envisaged by member states 
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(Hawkins et al. 2006; Lenz et al. 2023). We expect autocracies to be more fearful of such 

dynamic developments in cooperation than democracies.  

 

For democratic leaders, reduced control over cooperation and unexpected policy 

developments are unfortunate, but seldom a cause of regime breakdown and often 

associated with benefits as well. Few political leaders appreciate relaxing control over 

future policy developments. However, the short-term concerns of democratic leaders—

hoping to secure reelection but ultimately uncertain about future governments—often 

lead them to discount the long-term consequences of institutional design decisions 

(Pierson 1996, 135-136). Moreover, democratic leaders usually have fewer reasons to 

fear expansions in policy scope, partly because such expansions typically respond to 

demands for problem solving, and partly because democracy as a system of rule is not 

threatened by cooperation in any particular area. 

 

For autocratic leaders, reduced control over cooperation is a threat of a greater 

magnitude. It could make it more difficult to focus cooperation on areas that facilitate 

domestic repression, such as police cooperation and anti-terrorism measures (Debre 

2021; Cottiero and Haggard 2023). It could also make it more difficult to secure the 

private goods needed to satisfy selectorates (Poast and Urpelainen 2013; Ginsburg 

2021). Losing command of cooperation thus jeopardizes critical benefits from IOs and 

puts the basic contract between authoritarian leaders and their supporters in peril. A 

recent example is Hungary’s resistance to majority voting (pooling) in EU foreign and 

security policy, which would deprive Viktor Orbán’s government of its capacity to block 

sanctions against Russia (Euronews 2023). 

 

By the same token, reduced control means that autocratic leaders could find it more 

difficult to keep cooperation away from policy areas that endanger their hold on power. 

Such domains include human rights and democracy promotion, which pose an 

immediate threat to autocratic regimes; cooperation on environmental and social 

issues, which provide a platform for opposition activists; and principles such as 

responsibility to protect, which offer a rationale for external interference in domestic 

affairs. A recent example of how authoritarian leaders prioritize regime survival over IO 

cooperation on such issues are the moves by military dictatorships in Burkina Faso, Mali, 

and Niger to leave the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in the 

face of pressure to hold democratic elections (Financial Times 2024). 

 

Taken together, we therefore assume that democracies and autocracies hold more 

divergent preferences on institutional design in general-purpose IOs than in task-specific 

IOs. This leads us to expect that the regime composition of IOs will matter more in 

general-purpose organizations than in task-specific organizations. Empirically, we will 

evaluate this expectation by focusing exclusively on changes in democratic density 

within IOs rather than differences in democratic density across IOs, to better identify 



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 15 

the impact of an IO’s regime composition. This strategy also serves the theoretical 

purpose of privileging change in democratic density as a driver of change in institutional 

design, while holding constant the decision-making contexts of IOs. We thus bracket the 

process whereby the preferences of states are aggregated into collective decisions on 

institutional design to concentrate on the effects of changes in the democratic density 

of IO memberships. When IO memberships become more (less) democratic, we would 

expect such changes to have larger positive (negative) effects on institutional design in 

general-purpose organizations than in task-specific organizations. Changes in the 

democratic density of IOs could result either from democratization or autocratization 

among member states, or through entries or exits of member states. We hypothesize:  

 

H1: Increases (decreases) in the democratic density of IO memberships should have a 

larger positive (negative) effect on delegation, pooling, and access in general-purpose 

organizations than in task-specific organizations.  

 

 

Research Design 

We evaluate our expectation in a sample of 40 IOs for the time period 1950-2019. The 

selection of IOs and time period were guided by two concerns. First, we sought to 

ensure a representative sample in terms of general-purpose and task-specific IOs and 

global and regional IOs. To this end, we relied on a stratified sampling strategy where 

we selected IOs based on issue scope (general-purpose versus task-specific) and world 

region (global versus regional), adjusted based on overlaps between existing data sets 

(Hooghe et al. 2017; Sommerer and Tallberg 2017). By stratifying the sample, we seek to 

avoid biases that may result from focusing only on certain types of IOs. For instance, it 

may be the case that regional IOs or general-purpose IOs are associated with particular 

levels of institutional design and democratic density, which are unrepresentative of IOs 

in general. Our final sample includes 17 general-purpose and 23 task-specific IOs, out of 

which 21 IOs have a global membership and 19 IOs have member states drawn from 

specific world regions.3 Second, we sought to ensure that the sample covers a longer 

time period than existing research: 1950-2019. To this end, we rely on recent updates of 

existing data sets, and also updated existing data forward and backward in time where 

necessary. The selected time period ensures that our analyses cover several waves of 

democratization and autocratization, including recent instances of democratic 

backsliding. 

 

  

 
3  Please see Table A1 for the full sample. In one of our robustness checks, we extend the sample to all IOs from the 

Measuring International Authority data set (Hooghe et al. 2017). 
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To measure institutional design features of IOs, we rely on a combination of existing and 

new data on the level of delegation, pooling, and access in our 40 IOs. These three 

dimensions together provide a comprehensive picture of IO design and capture the 

extent to which IOs are governed intergovernmentally or have moved toward more 

supranational (delegation and pooling) or transnational (access) forms of governance. 

 

We measure delegation and pooling using the most recent version of the Measuring 

International Authority (MIA) data set (Hooghe et al. 2017; Hooghe et al. 2019).4 

Delegation captures “the allocation of authoritative competences to non-state bodies in 

an IO’s decision-making process” (Hooghe et al. 2017, 107–108) across agenda setting, 

final decision-making, and dispute settlement. Pooling captures “the extent to which 

member states share authority through collective decision-making” (Hooghe et al. 2017, 

113) in agenda setting and final decision-making, taking voting rules, bindingness, and 

requirements for ratification into account. Both pooling and delegation are measured 

using indices ranging from 0-1. 

 

We measure TNA access to IOs using an updated and expanded version of the 

Transaccess data set (Sommerer and Tallberg 2017). Access captures “the institutional 

mechanisms whereby TNAs may take part in the policy process of an IO” (Sommerer and 

Tallberg 2017, 248) and is measured at the level of IO bodies along the four dimensions 

of depth, range, permanence, and codification. The depth of access captures whether 

TNAs are deeply involved in the activities of an IO body, or if access is shallow in nature. 

The range of access captures the breadth of TNAs entitled to participate. Finally, 

permanence and codification capture the degree to which access is regularized and 

revocable, respectively (Sommerer and Tallberg 2017, 253–254). The index ranges from 

0 to a theoretical maximum of 12. We updated Transaccess in accordance with the data 

collection instructions and codebook from the original project. The update includes an 

extension forward in time from 2010-19 for several IOs, as well as the addition of three 

new IOs to the data set. In our analyses, we capture access at the IO level by calculating 

its average across all bodies in a given IO-year. 

 

Our dependent variables vary both across and within IOs. Across IOs, some 

organizations, like the International Criminal Court (ICC), exhibit high levels on all 

institutional design variables, whereas other organizations, like the Arab Maghreb Union 

(AMU), score comparatively low on all dimensions. Still others combine high levels on 

one or two design features with lower levels on other design variables. One example is  

  

 
4  This version also includes two IOs, European Cooperation in Measurement Standards and International Coffee 

Organization, that were not part of the original MIA data set but which are available at 
https://garymarks.web.unc.edu/data/international-authority/. 

https://garymarks.web.unc.edu/data/international-authority/
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the Economic and Monetary Community of Central African States (CEMAC), which 

combines comparatively high levels of delegation with lower levels of pooling and 

access. Within IOs, the most prominent development is an expansion over time on most 

or all of the three design dimensions, exemplified by IOs such as the Pacific Islands 

Forum (PIF) and the Commonwealth. However, we also find several instances of 

decreases in delegation, pooling, or access, for example, in the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO; delegation), the United 

Nations (UN; pooling), and the International Labour Organization (ILO; access).  

 

We measure our main independent variable, the democratic density of IO memberships, 

using the average level of democracy among an IO’s member states. To this end, we 

combine data on IO memberships from the Correlates of War data set on 

intergovernmental organizations (COW-IGO) (Pevehouse et al. 2020) with V-Dem data 

on states’ level of electoral democracy (Teorell et al. 2019; Coppedge et al. 2022a; 

Pemstein et al. 2022).5 The electoral democracy index seeks to capture “the core value 

of making rulers responsive to citizens, achieved through electoral competition for the 

electorate’s approval” (Coppedge et al. 2022b, 43), by combining indicators measuring 

levels of suffrage, free and fair elections, freedom of expression, freedom of association, 

and the degree to which elections affect the executive’s composition. The index is 

commonly used in contemporary research on regime type and IOs (e.g., Cottiero and 

Haggard 2023; Meyerrose and Nooruddin 2023), and its emphasis on elections aligns 

with our theoretical focus on how variation in (s)electorates shape regime preferences 

about international cooperation. Since the COW-IGO data set only includes IO 

memberships up to 2014, we expanded the membership data forward in time to 2019 

for our 40 IOs. 

 

Developments in democratic density vary across IOs. In most IOs, the tendency is for 

democratic density to increase over time. This is true for IOs such as the Organization of 

American States (OAS), the AU, and the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO). 

Nevertheless, we also witness several instances of overall decreases in democratic 

density, for example, in the European Association of National Metrology Institutes 

(EURAMET) and the Bank for International Settlements (BIS) since the mid-1990s. Most 

changes in democratic density are due to democratization or autocratization in the 

membership (69 percent), while remaining changes result from states joining or exiting 

an IO (31 percent).6 In some IOs, democratic density remains broadly stable over time, 

as in the World Trade Organization (WTO). 

 

 
5  We control for alternative conceptualizations of democracy in our robustness checks. 

6  See Table A2 for a full review of different types of changes. 
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To capture our main conditioning factor, the governance purpose of IOs, we draw  

on the MIA data set which distinguishes between IOs that have an open-ended  

contract (general-purpose IOs) and IOs with a clearly specified contract (task-specific 

IOs) (Lenz et al. 2015; Hooghe et al. 2019, 49-50). The open-ended contracts of general-

purpose IOs seek to attain broad-ranging cooperation among governments under 

weakly specified conditions and focus on the process rather than the outcome (Hooghe 

et al. 2019, 136). This is the case in IOs such as the EU, the UN, and ASEAN. In contrast, 

the closed-ended contracts of task-specific IOs seek to achieve a fixed objective in a 

given policy area under clearly specified conditions (Hooghe et al. 2019, 136). This is the 

case in IOs such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the International 

Whaling Commission (IWC), and the Organization for Security and Co-operation in 

Europe (OSCE). Since governance purpose concerns the basic set-up of an IO, it is 

generally stable over time. The only IOs in our data that change from one category to 

the other is the Intergovernmental Authority on Development/Intergovernmental 

Authority on Drought and Development (IGAD/IGADD), which transitioned from task-

specific to general-purpose in 1996 when IGAD succeeded IGADD, and the Caribbean 

Community/Caribbean Free Trade Association (CARICOM/CARIFTA), which underwent a 

similar transition when CARICOM succeeded CARIFTA in 1973.  

 

Results 

What is the relationship between the democratic density and institutional design of IOs? 

In this section, we first map this relationship over time and then proceed to test our 

hypothesis about the moderating effect of governance purpose through multivariate 

statistical analyses. 

 

Figure 1 shows the relationship between democratic density and institutional design 

across all IOs, general-purpose IOs, and task-specific IOs. Two key patterns stand out. 

First, the development in democratic density is similar across general-purpose and task-

specific IOs. In both types of IOs, average democratic density has increased from around 

0.45 in 1975 to 0.59 in 2019.7 Both general-purpose and task-specific IOs have also 

witnessed similar trajectories in their overtime developments, with an initial steady 

increase in democratic density in the 1970s and 1980s, followed by a sharp increase in 

the early 1990s, a plateau from the mid-1990s, and a continuation of that plateau or 

even a slight decrease in the 2010s. This pattern indicates that any difference between  

  

 
7  See Figure A1 for the full distribution of democratic density in general-purpose and task-specific IOs. 
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general-purpose and task-specific IOs in terms of institutional design is not due to 

differences between these two forms of IOs in terms of their respective levels of 

democratic density. 

 

Second, there are notable differences between general-purpose and task-specific IOs 

with regard to the descriptive relationship between democratic density and institutional 

design. In general-purpose IOs, the rise in democratic density has been matched by a 

corresponding increase in delegation, pooling, and access. By contrast, task-specific IOs 

exhibit a comparatively stable level of delegation through the entire period, a small 

decrease in pooling, and a slightly weaker increase in access, despite similar 

developments in democratic density. This pattern thus provides provisional evidence 

consistent with our expectation that governance purpose moderates the relationship 

between democratic density and institutional design. 

 

Figure 1. Democratic Density and Institutional Design in Different Types of IOs.  

 
Note: N = 30 IOs that were in existence between 1975-2019, to minimize the effect of changes to the sample 

over time (cf. Hooghe et al. 2019, 38). 
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Are these diverging patterns between general-purpose and task-specific IOs coincidental 

or systematic? We proceed to test our hypothesis in a set of linear regression analyses, 

while controlling for potential confounding factors affecting or coinciding with both 

democratic density and institutional design. Although this strategy cannot offer direct 

evidence of a causal relationship between democratic density and IO design, it has been 

the preferred empirical approach in existing research given the absence of exogenous 

variation in the democratic density of IOs (e.g., Tallberg et al. 2016; Hooghe et al. 2019). 

In combination with a set of robustness checks in which we subject our models to 

alternative specifications, this strategy allows us to move toward isolating the 

relationship between democratic density and institutional design. 

 

First, we control for the regime heterogeneity of IO member states (cf. Tallberg  

et al. 2016). It may be the case that the difference in regime type among IO member 

states, rather than the level of democracy, produces variation in institutional design. 

The variable captures the standard deviation of the level of electoral democracy  

among an IO’s member states. Second, we control for the membership size of an IO 

(Pevehouse et al. 2020). Membership size has been shown to be associated with less 

intergovernmental institutional designs (Hooghe and Marks 2015), and if larger or 

smaller IOs also systematically have more democratic members, this might bias our 

estimates of democratic density. In line with existing research (Hooghe and Marks 2015; 

Hooghe et al. 2019), we take the logarithm of this variable to account for non-constant 

marginal effects. Third, we control for the affluence of IO memberships using the 

average gross domestic product (GDP) per capita of their member states, and the GDP 

heterogeneity of IO memberships using the standard deviation of member states’ GDP 

(Feenstra 2015).8 These controls seek to ensure that our results are not driven by wealth 

differences between IO memberships. Fourth, we follow Hooghe et al. (2019, 98) and 

include a year count to control for common linear trends among IOs.9 Fifth and finally, 

we include IO fixed effects to control for potential time-invariant confounders. The 

inclusion of fixed effects implies that we restrict our analysis to identifying the 

relationship between democratic density and institutional design within IOs, whereas all 

between-IO variation is absorbed by the fixed effects. We lag all independent and 

control variables by three years, since changes in our dependent variables typically 

require member states to adopt new institutional rules for IOs—in many instances 

through constitutional revisions, which often are controversial and take time to 

negotiate. To account for potential serial correlation as a consequence of the panel 

structure of our data, we cluster standard errors at the level of IOs (Cameron and 

 Miller 2015). 

 

 
8  Output side real GDP per capita at chained purchasing power parity, expressed in units of 10,000 U.S. dollars 2017.  

9  We include alternative controls for time in our robustness checks. 
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Table 1 reports the results of the regression models. Models 1-3 report the direct 

relationship between democratic density and delegation, pooling, and access.  

Models 4-6 mirror models 1-3, but also include an interaction term that captures  

how governance purpose conditions the relationship between democratic density  

and institutional design. 

 

Table 1. Linear Regression Analysis of the Relationship Between Democratic Density  

and Institutional Design. 

 
 

The regression models yield two important results. First, contrary to common 

expectations but in line with recent findings (e.g., Hooghe et al. 2019; Ginsburg 2021), 

we find no direct relationship between democratic density and institutional design. The 

coefficient for democratic density is not statistically significant in any of the models 1-3. 

These findings suggest that democratic improvements (retrenchments) in an IO’s 

membership are not in general associated with higher (lower) levels of delegation, 

pooling, or access. Second, there are statistically significant differences between 

general-purpose IOs and task-specific IOs in terms of the strength of the relationship 

between democratic density and institutional design. Across all three design 

dimensions, the relationship is significantly stronger in general-purpose IOs than in task-

specific IOs. These findings suggest that democratic improvements (retrenchments) in 

an IO’s membership have different implications depending on the governance purpose 

of the organization.  
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To illustrate the conditioning role of governance purpose, Figure 2 plots the relationship 

between democratic density and institutional design separately for general-purpose and 

task-specific IOs. We show the marginal effect of a 0.1 increase in V-Dem’s Electoral 

Democracy Index, since changes of this magnitude are a common threshold to identify 

episodes of democratization (Wilson et al. 2020) and autocratization (Lührmann and 

Lindberg 2019) in individual countries.  

 

In general-purpose IOs, the marginal effect of democratic density on pooling and access 

is positive and statistically significant. For pooling, a 0.1 unit increase in the democratic 

density of an IO’s membership is associated with a 0.05 unit increase in the level of 

pooling. This is in the same order of magnitude as a shift from unanimous to 

supermajority decision-making in both the drafting and the final, binding decision on an 

IO’s budget. For access, a 0.1 unit increase in the democratic density of an IO’s 

membership is associated with a 0.14 unit increase in access. This corresponds to the 

introduction of an administrative rule, that gives all TNAs access to one of five IO 

policymaking bodies, including a regular right to present statements at the body’s 

meetings. Taken together, the marginal effects suggest that democratic improvements 

(retrenchments) in a general-purpose IO’s membership are associated with 

substantively important increases (decreases) in levels of pooling and access.  

 

Figure 2. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Democratic Density, Conditional on IO Governance Purpose.  

 
Note: Marginal effects are not comparable between different dependent variables. 
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The positive relationship between democratic density and institutional design in 

general-purpose IOs is illustrated by the OAS, where a democratization of the 

membership in the 1980s was followed by reforms in the 1990s that expanded both 

pooling and access. These revisions increased pooling by formalizing the bindingness of 

budgetary decision-making and by introducing supermajority voting for the suspension 

of member states whose democratic governments have been overthrown (Hooghe et al. 

2017, 375-377), and they strengthened access by introducing several new modalities by 

which TNAs could participate in bodies like the Inter-American Council for Integral 

Development and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. 

 

The marginal effect of democratic density on delegation in general-purpose IOs is 

similarly positive, but does not reach statistical significance at the 95 percent level. 

When taken together with the significant coefficient on the interaction term in Table 1, 

this result indicates mixed support for our expectation: while we can confidently 

conclude that there is a difference between general-purpose IOs and task-specific IOs in 

terms of the relationship between democratic density and delegation, we cannot with 

the same level of confidence say that this difference is due to a positive relationship in 

general-purpose IOs and a null or negative relationship in task-specific IOs. One 

potential explanation of this comparatively weaker marginal effect is that delegation as 

an institutional design feature is less closely associated with democratic governance 

than pooling and access. Whereas pooling and access connect to democratic ideals and 

practices like majority voting and civil society involvement (cf. Grigorescu 2015), 

delegation does not do so to the same extent.  

 

In contrast to general-purpose IOs, task-specific IOs do not show the same positive 

relationship between democratic density and institutional design. The marginal effect of 

democratic density on delegation, pooling, and access is statistically insignificant. The 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the ILO provide illustrative examples of a 

task-specific IOs where increased democratic density has not been followed by 

substantial reforms to institutional design. In the 1980s and 1990s, the average level of 

democracy in the memberships of these IOs increased substantially. Yet, in both IOs, the 

levels of delegation and pooling remained stable for the entire period following these 

increases, whereas the level of access only increased marginally. 

 

In sum, our analyses generate two principal findings. First, there is no general positive 

relationship between more democratic memberships in IOs and less intergovernmental 

institutional designs. Consistent with our initial puzzle, we do not find a significant 

association between IOs’ democratic density and any of our three institutional design 

dimensions. Second, the relationship between democratic density and institutional 

design is conditional on the governance purpose of an IO. In line with our core  
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expectation, the level of democracy in an IO’s membership consistently matters more in 

general-purpose IOs than in task-specific IOs. The evidence for this result is stronger for 

pooling and access than for delegation. 

 

Robustness Checks and Extension 

We proceed to estimate a set of models with alternative specifications to explore the 

strength and scope of our results. We do this by first conducting a series of robustness 

checks to assess the consistency of our findings, and then provide an extension by 

applying our models to a larger sample of IOs commonly used in previous research.10 

 

First, we estimate models with alternative indicators for democratic density (Table A3-

A4; Figure A2). While we rely on an index of electoral democracy in our main analyses, 

we recognize that there are other ways of conceptualizing democracy. In the alternative 

models, we construct the democratic density variable using indices for liberal, 

participatory, deliberative (Coppedge et al. 2015; 2022b), and egalitarian democracy 

(Coppedge et al. 2015; 2022b; Sigman and Lindberg 2015), as well as indicators that 

build on categorical understandings of democracy and capture the share of democratic 

IO members.11 We also estimate models where we calculate democratic density using 

the polity2 index from Polity (Marshall and Gurr 2020) (Table A5; Figure A3). Finally, we 

draw on the Episodes of Regime Transformation data set (Edgell et al. 2024) to estimate 

models in which the main independent variable is, respectively, the share of 

democratizing states, autocratizing states, stable democracies, and stable autocracies 

among an IO’s membership (Table A6-A7; Figure A4-A5).  

 

Second, we estimate models with alternative lags (Table A8-A9; Figure A6). Our main 

models lag all independent variables by three years, so we include models with a 

shorter lag of one year and longer lags of five and seven years. All lags test alternative 

temporal relationships between democratic density and institutional design, but the 

models with longer lags have the additional benefit of also assessing potential 

endogeneity issues.  

 

Third, we estimate models controlling for time trends in alternative ways (Table A10-

A11; Figure A7). Our main models controlled for a linear time trend, but trends may also 

be non-linear. We first estimate alternative models using a post-Cold War dummy, cubic 

polynomials of time, and year fixed effects. We then proceed to estimate models with  

  

 
10  See the appendix for a full discussion of the results of individual robustness checks. 

11  To create a binary distinction between democracies and autocracies, we rely on the Regimes of the World variable 

from V-Dem (Lührmann et al. 2018; Coppedge et al. 2022b), which codes states as either closed autocracies, electoral 
autocracies, electoral democracies, or liberal democracies. We distinguish between autocracies (closed and electoral) 
and democracies (electoral and liberal).  
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separate time trends for general-purpose and task-specific IOs. The different 

institutional developments we observe in general-purpose and task-specific IOs may be 

an inherent difference between IOs of different types, rather than a differing response 

to changes in democratic density. Finally, we estimate a pooled ordinary least squares 

(OLS) model to make use of variation not just within but also between IOs (Table A12; 

Figure A8). 

 

Fourth, we estimate separate models for general-purpose IOs and task-specific IOs 

(Table A13). This is an alternative way of estimating the moderating role of governance 

purpose by splitting the sample instead of introducing an interaction term.  

 

Fifth, we estimate models with alternative versions of our main sample (Table A14-A15; 

Figure A9). We test the sensitivity of our dependent variables by estimating models 

without all IO bodies where coders indicated a greater level of difficulty in the coding 

(access), and by estimating models without the two IOs not in the original version of the 

MIA data set (delegation and pooling). We also test the sensitivity of our independent 

variables by dropping IOs where many member states have missing data on democracy 

or GDP per capita.  

 

Sixth, we estimate models controlling for the extent to which IOs pool decision-making 

on constitutional reform (Table A16; Figure A10). Our theoretical argument focuses on 

the preferences of democratic and autocratic states, and thereby brackets the process 

whereby those preferences are aggregated. We account for that process by including a 

control for pooling on constitutional reform, since reforms to the institutional design of 

IOs often require treaty changes.  

 

Seventh, we estimate models on the sample of task-specific IOs exclusively and interact 

democratic density with an indicator for whether an IO is active in policy areas that 

autocratic states may find particularly intrusive (Table A17). This robustness check 

addresses the potential suspicion that task-specific IOs which are active in sensitive 

policy areas could exhibit a similar dynamic to the one we find for general-purpose IOs. 

We rely on policy-area data from MIA (Hooghe et al. 2019) and operationalize intrusive 

IOs in three different ways: IOs active in policy areas that are core state powers, IOs 

active in human rights, and IOs with human rights as a core policy area.  

 

Eighth and finally, as an extension of our analyses, we estimate our models for 

delegation and pooling using the full MIA data set of 74 IOs between 1950-2010 

(Hooghe et al. 2019) (Table A18; Figure A11).12 For this sample, existing research has not 

 
12  The original data set contains 76 IOs, but one of these IOs is not in the COW-IGO data on state membership in IOs 

(European Economic Area), and one (Organization of Eastern Caribbean States) consists of states for which V-Dem lack 
democracy data.   
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been able to establish a direct relationship between democratic density and delegation 

or pooling (Hooghe et al. 2019, 98), contributing to our initial puzzle. To ensure that our 

argument about governance purpose helps to resolve this puzzle and that our findings 

are not just a consequence of our particular sample, we extend our models to the MIA 

sample and introduce an interaction term between democratic density and governance 

purpose.  

 

Taken together, the alternative models strengthen confidence in our core results. 

Importantly, the coefficient on the interaction term between governance purpose and 

democratic density is positive and statistically significant across all but four of 62 

alternative models. This indicates that there is a consistent positive difference in the 

association between democratic density and institutional design between general-

purpose and task-specific IOs. The marginal effects of democratic density on 

institutional design, conditional on governance purpose, are also broadly in line with our 

main specifications, and reveal a positive relationship in general-purpose IOs and a null 

effect in task-specific IOs. Our main analyses and robustness checks combine to indicate 

that this result is most robust for pooling, slightly less robust for access, and least robust 

for delegation.  
 

Conclusion 

The dominant expectation in existing research posits that IOs’ regime composition 

should affect their institutional design in terms of delegation, pooling, and access. Yet 

empirical analyses have provided little support for this plausible conjecture. This article 

has sought to resolve this puzzle by providing a new understanding of how regime 

composition matters for the design of IOs. Theoretically, we have developed a novel 

argument about the moderating effect of governance purpose on the relationship 

between democratic density and institutional design, distinguishing between general-

purpose and task-specific IOs. Empirically, we have evaluated this expectation through a 

comprehensive analysis of delegation, pooling, and access in 40 IOs from 1950-2019, 

estimating whether and how changes in democratic density are related to changes in 

institutional design. 

 

Our findings show that the relationship between democratic density and institutional 

design is conditional on the governance purpose of IOs. Consistent with our expectation, 

changes to the regime composition of IO memberships are more consequential for the 

institutional design of general-purpose IOs than for task-specific IOs. In general-purpose 

IOs, where contracts are open-ended and cooperation dynamic, democratic density is 

positively related to pooling and access, while estimates for delegation are positive but 

less precise. By contrast, in task-specific IOs, where contracts are closed-ended and 

cooperation static, democratic density is not related to institutional design. This finding 
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helps to reconcile dominant theoretical expectations and contradictory empirical 

findings in earlier research by identifying the contingency of the impact of democratic 

density on IO design.  

 

This article makes several important contributions to extant knowledge. First, it expands 

our understanding of how regime type matters for international cooperation, adding to 

a rich research tradition (e.g., Mansfield et al. 2000; Pevehouse 2005; Mansfield and 

Pevehouse 2006; Bättig and Bernauer 2009; Simmons and Danner 2010; Poast and 

Urpelainen 2013; Grigorescu 2015; Tallberg et al. 2016; Ginsburg 2021). While previous 

studies tend to assume an independent effect of regime type, we show how the 

relationship to institutional design is much more contingent than typically expected. 

Democracies are not generally more willing than autocracies to cede authority in 

international cooperation. But when the governance purpose of IOs renders the future 

of cooperation more uncertain, democracies and autocracies tend to diverge in their 

approaches to institutional design. 

 

Second, this article contributes to the vibrant literature on institutional design in global 

governance (e.g., Abbott and Snidal 2000; Koremenos et al. 2001; Hawkins et al. 2006; 

Tallberg et al. 2014; Koremenos 2016; Hooghe et al. 2017; Voeten 2019; Zürn et al. 

2021; Barnett et al. 2022). While this field tends to pay limited attention to the regime 

composition of IOs as a source of design compared to other explanations, we 

demonstrate that states are not like actors, with implications for delegation, pooling, 

and access in IOs. Conditional on the governance purpose of IOs, democratic and 

autocratic memberships make different choices about institutional design. Unless 

research on institutional design integrates the democratic density of IOs in its analyses, 

it risks missing a key source of transformation in an age of autocratization. 

 

Third, on this note, this article can help us to understand when and how international 

cooperation might change as a result of autocratization. While most scholarship on 

regime type and international cooperation was produced at a time when liberal 

democracy was at its peak, the key development over the past decade has been its 

decline around the world (Lührmann and Lindberg 2019; V-Dem 2023). A growing body 

of research attempts to identify the consequences of autocratization for international 

cooperation (e.g., Debre 2022; Cottiero and Haggard 2023; Meyerrose and Nooruddin 

2023; Winzen 2023; Cottiero et al. 2024). This article suggests that autocratization will 

have differential effects on IOs. While we can expect autocratization to negatively 

impact delegation, pooling, and access in general-purpose IOs, the implications should 

be less profound in task-specific IOs.  

  



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 28 

References 

Abbott, Kenneth W. and Duncan Snidal. 2000. “Hard and Soft Law in International 

Governance.” International Organization 54(3): 421-456. 

 

Barnett, Michael N., Jon C. W. Pevehouse, and Kal Raustiala. Eds. 2022. Global 

Governance in a World of Change. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Bättig, Michèle B. and Thomas Bernauer. 2009. “National Institutions and Global Public 

Goods: Are Democracies More Cooperative in Climate Change Policy?” International 

Organization 63(2): 281-308. 

 

Bergé, Laurent. 2018. “Efficient Estimation of Maximum Likelihood Models with 

Multiple Fixed-Effects: The R package FENmlm.” CREA Discussion Papers 13. 

 

Blake, Daniel J. and Autumn Lockwood Payton. 2015. “Balancing Design Objectives: 

Analyzing New Data on Voting Rules in Intergovernmental Organizations.” Review of 

International Organizations 10: 377-402. 

 

Bradley, Curtis A. and Judith G. Kelley. 2008. “The Concept of International Delegation.” 

Law and Contemporary Problems 71(1): 1-36. 

 

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson, and James D. Morrow. 

2003. The Logic of Political Survival. Cambridge: MIT Press. 

 

Cameron, A. Colin and Douglas L. Miller. 2015. “A Practitioner’s Guide to Cluster-Robust 

Inference.” Journal of Human Resources 50(2): 317-372. 

 

Coppedge, Michael, John Gerring, Adam Glynn, Carl Henrik Knutsen, Staffan I. Lindgren, 

Daniel Pemstein, Birgitte Seim, Svend-Erik Skaaning, and Jan Teorell. 2020. Varieties of 

Democracy: Measuring Two Centuries of Political Change. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

Coppedge, Michael, John Gerring, Carl Henrik Knutsen, Staffan I. Lindberg, Jan Teorell, 

Nazifa Alizada, David Altman et al. 2022a. “V-Dem Country-Year Dataset v12.” Varieties 

of Democracy (V-Dem) Project.  

 

Coppedge, Michael, John Gerring, Carl Henrik Knutsen, Staffan I. Lindberg, Jan Teorell, 

David Altman, Michael Bernhard et al. 2022b. “V-Dem Codebook v12.” Varieties of 

Democracy (V-Dem) Project. 

 



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 29 

Coppedge, Michael, Staffan I. Lindberg, Svend-Erik Skaaning, and Jan Teorell. 2015. 

“Measuring High Level Democratic Principles using the V-Dem Data.” V-Dem Working 

Paper Series 2015:6. University of Gothenburg: Varieties of Democracy Institute. 

 

Cooley, Alexander and Hendrik Spruyt. 2009. Contracting States. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press. 

 

Cottiero, Christina and Stephan Haggard. 2023. “Stabilizing Authoritarian Rule: The Role 

of International Organizations.” International Studies Quarterly 67(2): squad 031. 

 

Cottiero, Christina, Emelie M. Hafner-Burton, Stephan Haggard, Lauren Prather, and 

Christina J. Schneider. 2024. “Illiberal Regimes and International Cooperation.” Review 

of International Organizations Online First. Internet: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11558-

024-09556-1. 

 

Daugirdas, Kristina and Tom Ginsburg. 2022. “Are Authoritarian International 

Organizations Different? Evidence from Charters.” Paper presented at the Workshop on 

Authoritarian Regimes, Democratic Backsliding, and International Organizations, 

November 4-5, 2022, UC San Diego. 

 

Davis, Christina. 2012. Why Adjudicate? Enforcing Trade Rules in the WTO. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press. 

 

Debre, Maria. 2021. “The Dark Side of Regionalism: How Regional Organizations Help 

Authoritarian Regimes to Boost Survival.” Democratization 28(2): 394-413. 

 

Debre, Maria J. and Thomas Sommerer. 2022. “Weathering the Storm? The Third Wave 

of Autocratization and International Organization Membership.” Paper presented at the 

Workshop on Authoritarian Regimes, Democratic Backsliding, and International 

Organizations, November 4-5, 2022, UC San Diego. 

 

Donno, Daniela. 2013. Defending Democratic Norms: International Actors and the 

Politics of Electoral Misconduct. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

 

Edgell, Amanda B., Seraphine F. Maerz, Laura Maxwell, Richard Morgan, Juraj 

Medzihorsky, Matthew C. Wilson, Vanessa A. Boese, Sebastian Hellmeier, Jean 

Lachapelle, Patrik Lindenfors, Anna Lührmann, and Staffan I. Lindberg. 2024. “Episodes 

of Regime Transformation Dataset (v14.0).” Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Project. 

Available at: www.github.com/vdeminstitute/ert.  

 

  

http://www.github.com/vdeminstitute/ert


 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 30 

Euronews. 2023. “The EU has the tools to move from unanimity to qualified majority. 

But it's a classic Catch-22.” https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2023/06/13/the-

eu-has-the-tools-to-move-from-unanimity-to-qualified-majority-but-its-a-classic-catch-. 

Last accessed: October 9, 2024. 

 

Fearon, James D. 1994. “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International 

Disputes.” American Political Science Review 88(3): 577-592.  

 

Feenstra, Robert C., Robert Inklaar, and Marcel P. Timmer. 2015. “The Next Generation 

of the Penn World Table.” The American Economic Review 105(10): 3150–3182. 

 

Financial Times. 2024. Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger quit regional bloc in escalation of 

tension. https://www.ft.com/content/3e043c84-dc85-43b5-8f84-c2b96b0774e1. Last 

accessed: October 9, 2024. 

 

Geddes, Barbara. 1999. “What Do We Know About Democratization After Twenty 

Years?” Annual Review of Political Science 2: 115-144. 

 

Geddes, Barbara, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz. 2018. How Dictatorships Work. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Ginsburg, Tom. 2021. Democracies and International Law. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

Grigorescu, Alexandru. 2015. Democratic Intergovernmental Organizations? Normative 

Pressures and Decision-Making Rules. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Hafner-Burton, Emelie M., Edward D. Mansfield, and Jon C.W. Pevehouse. 2015. 

“Human Rights Institutions, Sovereignty Costs, and Democratization.” British Journal of 

Political Science 45(1): 1-27. 

 

Haftel, Yoram Z. 2013. “Commerce and Institutions: Trade, Scope, and the Design of 

Regional Economic Organizations.” Review of International Organizations 8: 389-414. 

 

Hart, Oliver, and John Moore. 1988. “Incomplete Contracts and Renegotiation.” 

Econometrica 56(4): 755-785. 

 

Hawkins, Darren G., David A. Lake, Daniel L. Nielson, and Michael J. Tierney. Eds. 2006. 

Delegation and Agency in International Organizations. New York, NY: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2023/06/13/the-eu-has-the-tools-to-move-from-unanimity-to-qualified-majority-but-its-a-classic-catch-
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2023/06/13/the-eu-has-the-tools-to-move-from-unanimity-to-qualified-majority-but-its-a-classic-catch-
https://www.ft.com/content/3e043c84-dc85-43b5-8f84-c2b96b0774e1


 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 31 

Hooghe, Liesbet and Gary Marks. 2015. “Delegation and Pooling in International 

Organizations.” Review of International Organizations 10(3): 305-328. 

 

Hooghe, Liesbet, Tobias Lenz, and Gary Marks. 2019. A Theory of International 

Organization. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Hooghe, Liesbet, Gary Marks, Tobias Lenz, Jeanine Bezuijen, Besir Ceka, and Svet 

Derderyan. 2017. Measuring International Authority. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Hyde, Susan D. and Elisabeth N. Saunders. 2000. “Recapturing Regime Type in 

International Relations: Leaders, Institutions, and Agency Space.” International 

Organization 74(2): 363-395. 

 

Koremenos, Barbara. 2016. The Continent of International Law. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

Koremenos, Barbara, Charles Lipson, and Duncan Snidal. 2001. “The Rational Design of 

International Institutions.” International Organization 55(4): 761-799. 

 

Lall, Ranjit. 2023. “Making Global Governance Accountable: Civil Society, States, and the 

Politics of Reform.” American Journal of Political Science Online First. Internet: OI: 

10.1111/ajps.12824. 

 

Lenz, Tobias, Jeanine Bezuijen, Liesbet Hooghe, and Gary Marks. 2015. “Patterns of 

International Organization: Task Specific vs. General Purpose.” Politisches 

Vierteljahresschrift Special Issue 49: 131-149. 

 

Lenz, Tobias, Besir Ceka, Liesbet Hooghe, and Gary Marks. 2023. “Discovering 

Cooperation: Endogenous Change in International Organizations.” Review of 

International Organizations 18: 631-666. 

 

Lührmann, Anna and Staffan I. Lindberg. 2019. “A Third Wave of Autocratization Is Here: 

What Is New About It?” Democratization 26(7): 1095-1113. 

 

Lührmann, Anna, Marcus Tannenberg, and Staffan I. Lindberg. 2018. “Regimes of the 

World (RoW): Opening New Avenues for the Comparative Study of Political Regimes.” 

Politics and Governance 6(1): 60-77. 

 

Mansfield, Edward D. and Jon C. Pevehouse. 2006. “Democratization and International 

Organizations.” International Organization 60(1): 137-167. 

 



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 32 

Mansfield, Edward. D., Helen V. Milner, and B. Peter Rosendorff. 2000. “Free to Trade: 

Democracies, Autocracies, and International Trade.” American Political Science Review 

94(2): 305-321. 

 

Marshall, Monty G., and Ted Robert Gurr. 2020. Polity V project, political regime 

characteristics and transitions, 1800-2018. Center for Systemic Peace. 

 

Meyerrose, Anna and Irfan Nooruddin. 2023. “Trojan Horses in Liberal International 

Organizations? How Democratic Backsliders Undermine the UNHRC.” Review of 

International Organizations Online First. Internet: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11558-023-

09511-6. 

 

Moravcsik, Andrew. 2000. “The Origins of Human Rights Regimes: Democratic 

Delegation in Postwar Europe.” International Organization 54(2): 217–252. 

 

Obydenkova, Anastassia V. and Alexander Libman. 2019. Authoritarian Regionalism in 

the World of International Organizations: Global Perspective and the Eurasian Enigma. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Pemstein, Daniel, Kyle L. Marquardt, Eitan Tzelgov, Yi-ting Wang, Juraj Medzihorsky, 

Joshua Krusell, Farhad Miri, and Johannes von Römer. 2022. “The V-Dem Measurement 

Model: Latent Variable Analysis for Cross-National and Cross-Temporal Expert-Coded 

Data.” V-Dem Working Paper No. 21. 7th edition. University of Gothenburg: Varieties of 

Democracy Institute. 

 

Pevehouse, Jon C. 2005. Democracy from Above. Regional Organizations and 

Democratization. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

 

Pevehouse, Jon, Timothy Nordstrom, Roseanne W. McManus, Anne Spencer Jamison. 

2020. “Tracking Organizations in the World: The Correlates of War IGO Version 3.0 

Datasets.” Journal of Peace Research 57(3): 492-503. 

 

Pierson, Paul. 1996. “The Path to European Integration: An Historical Institutionalist 

Analysis.” Comparative Political Studies 29(2): 123-163. 

 

Poast, Paul and Johannes Urpelainen. 2013. “Fit and Feasible: Why Democratizing  

States Form, not Join, International Organizations.” International Studies Quarterly 

57(4): 831-841. 

 

Putnam, Robert D. 1988. “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level 

Games.” International Organization 42(3): 427-460. 

 



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 33 

Raustiala, Kal. 1997. “States, NGOs, and International Environmental Institutions.” 

International Studies Quarterly 41(4): 719-740. 

 

Russett, Bruce. 1993. Grasping the Democratic Peace. Principles for a Post-Cold War 

World. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

 

Schimmelfennig, Frank, Thomas Winzen, Tobias Lenz, Jofre Rocabert, Loriana Crasnic, 

Cristina Gherasimov, Jana Lipps, and Densua Mumford. 2020. The Rise of International 

Parliaments: Strategic Legitimation in International Organizations. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.  

 

Sigman, Rachel and Staffan I. Lindberg. “The Index of Egalitarian Democracy and Its 

Components: V-Dem’s Conceptualization and Measurement.” V-Dem Working Paper 

Series 2015:22. University of Gothenburg: Varieties of Democracy Institute. 

 

Simmons, Beth A. 2009. Mobilizing for Human Rights: International Law in Domestic 

Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Simmons, Beth A. and Alison Danner. 2010. “Credible Commitments and the 

International Criminal Court.” International Organization 64 (2): 225-256. 

 

Sommerer, Thomas and Jonas Tallberg. 2017. “Transnational Access to International 

Organizations 1950-2010: A New Data Set.” International Studies Perspectives 18:  

247-266. 

 

Sommerer, Thomas, Theresa Squatrito, Jonas Tallberg, and Magnus Lundgren. 2022. 

“Decision-Making in International Organizations: Institutional Design and Performance.” 

Review of International Organizations 17: 815-845. 

 

Tallberg, Jonas, Thomas Sommerer, and Theresa Squatrito. 2016. “Democratic 

Memberships in International Organizations: Sources of Institutional Design.” Review of 

International Organizations 11: 59-87. 

 

Tallberg, Jonas, Thomas Sommerer, Theresa Squatrito, and Christer Jönsson. 2014. 

“Explaining the Transnational Design of International Organizations.” International 

Organization 68: 741-774. 

 

Tallberg, Jonas, Magnus Lundgren, Thomas Sommerer, and Theresa Squatrito. 2020. 

“Why International Organizations Commit to Liberal Norms.” International Studies 

Quarterly 64(3): 626-640. 

 



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 34 

Teorell, Jan, Michael Coppedge, Staffan Lindberg, and Svend-Erik Skaaning. 2019. 

“Measuring Polyarchy Across the Globe, 1900-2017.” Studies in Comparative 

International Development 54: 71-95. 

 

V-Dem. 2023. “Democracy Report 2023: Defiance in the Face of Autocratization.” 

Gothenburg: V-Dem, University of Gothenburg.  

 

Voeten, Erik. 2019. “Making Sense of the Design of International Institutions.” Annual 

Review of Political Science 22: 8.1-8.17. 

 

Wilson, Matthew C., Richard Morgan, Juraj Medzihorsky, Laura Maxwell, Seraphine F. 

Maerz, Anna Lührmann, Patrick Lindenfors, Amanda B. Edgell, Vanessa Boese, and 

Staffan I. Lindberg. 2020. “Successful and Failed Episodes of Democratization: 

Conceptualization, Identification, and Description.” V-Dem Working Paper Series 

2020:97. University of Gothenburg: Varieties of Democracy Institute. 

 

Winzen, Thomas. 2023. “How Backsliding Governments Keep the European Union 

Hospitable for Autocracy: Evidence from Intergovernmental Negotiations.” Review of 

International Organizations Online First. Internet: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11558-023-

09518-z. 

 

Zürn, Michael, Alexandros Tokhi, and Martin Binder. 2021. “The International Authority 

Database.” Global Policy 12(4): 430-442. 

 

  



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 35 

Supplementary Appendix  

Table of Contents 

1. Extended Discussion of Robustness Checks ..................................................................36 

2. Figures ............................................................................................................................41 

3. Tables .............................................................................................................................45 

References .........................................................................................................................64 

 

  



 

 
IGCC Working Paper | January 2025 36 

1. Extended Discussion of Robustness Checks 

We estimate a set of models with alternative specifications to explore the strength and 

scope of our results. We do this by first conducting a series of robustness checks to 

assess the consistency of our findings, and then provide an extension by applying our 

models to a larger sample of IOs commonly used in previous research. Our discussion of 

the alternative models focuses on the relationship between democratic density and 

institutional design conditional on governance purpose. 

 

First, we estimate models with alternative indicators for democratic density (Table A3-

A4; Figure A2). While we rely on an index of electoral democracy in our main analyses, 

we recognize that there are other ways of conceptualizing democracy. In the alternative 

models, we construct the democratic density variable using indices for liberal, 

participatory, deliberative (Coppedge et al. 2015; 2022b), and egalitarian democracy 

(Coppedge et al. 2015; 2022b; Sigman and Lindberg 2015), as well as indicators that 

build on categorical understandings of democracy and capture the share of democratic 

IO members.13 To ensure that our results are not an artifact of our reliance on 

democracy indicators from V-Dem, we also estimate models using the polity2 index 

from Polity (Marshall and Gurr 2020) (Table A5; Figure A3). Our results remain robust to 

these changes, with a few exceptions. In the models measuring democratic density 

using the share of democratic member states, the previous null effects on delegation 

and pooling in task-specific IOs are now significant.14 Importantly, however, the 

coefficients in that model are less readily comparable to our main model, given that it 

rests on a binary understanding of democracy. In the model measuring democratic 

density using the Egalitarian Democracy Index, the previous null effect on delegation in 

task-specific IOs is now significant, whereas the positive association between 

democratic density and access in general purpose IOs loses significance. Yet this is not a 

major concern, given that the egalitarian understanding of democracy is the one most 

distinct from our theoretical focus on (s)electorates. In the model measuring democratic 

density as the share of democratic members, the coefficient of democratic density on 

delegation in general-purpose IOs is negative. In line with our main models, however, 

the coefficient is not statistically significant. When we use the democracy indicator from 

Polity, the coefficient on the interaction effect is no longer significant in the model 

where access is the dependent variable. However, the coefficient is just below 

 
13  To create a binary distinction between democracies and autocracies, we rely on the Regimes 

of the World variable from V-Dem (Lührmann et al. 2018; Coppedge et al. 2022b), which codes 
states as either closed autocracies, electoral autocracies, electoral democracies, or liberal 
democracies. We distinguish between autocracies (closed and electoral) and democracies 
(electoral and liberal).  

14  Throughout the discussion, significant refers to significance at, at least, the 95 percent level. 
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significance at the 95 percent level. Furthermore, the previous null effect on pooling in 

task-specific IOs is now significant, although substantively small compared to the 

positive effect in general-purpose IOs. Finally, unlike our main models but in line with 

our main hypothesis, the positive marginal effect on delegation in general-purpose IOs 

is significant. 

 

We also disaggregate member states’ regime type further by estimating models in 

which the main independent variable is, respectively, the share of democratizing states, 

autocratizing states, stable democracies, and stable autocracies among an IO’s 

membership (Table A6-A7; Figure A4-A5). We construct these variables using the 

Episodes of Regime Transformation data set (Edgell et al. 2024), and capture 

democratizing and autocratizing states using the democratization and autocratization 

episode variables, whereas stable democracies are democracies that did not experience 

an autocratization episode in a particular year and stable autocracies are autocracies 

that did not experience a democratization episode in a particular year. While the 

general tendencies in these models are in line with our main findings, the results 

suggest that democratic density, rather than regime transformation episodes or the 

stability of regimes, is the more important driver of institutional design. 

 

Second, we estimate models with alternative lags (Table A8-A9; Figure A6). Our main 

models lag all independent variables by three years, so we include models with a 

shorter lag of one year and longer lags of five and seven years. All lags test alternative 

temporal relationships between democratic density and institutional design, but the 

models with longer lags have the additional benefit of also assessing potential 

endogeneity issues. If democratic states were to join, or autocratic states were to leave, 

IOs in anticipation of future changes to institutional design, this could artificially inflate 

the coefficients in our models. Since states are less able to anticipate future institutional 

design changes over longer time horizons, the longer lags help to address this concern. 

Our results remain robust to these changes in specification. 

 

Third, we estimate models controlling for time trends in alternative ways (Table A10-

A11; Figure A7). Our main models controlled for a linear time trend, but trends may also 

be non-linear. We first estimate alternative models using a post-Cold War dummy, cubic 

polynomials of time, and year fixed effects. Our results remain broadly robust to these 

changes, with a few exceptions in the estimates of conditional marginal effects. In the 

models including cubic polynomials and fixed effects, the null effects on pooling and 

delegation in task-specific IOs are now statistically significant. For pooling, the negative 

marginal effect in task-specific IOs is still substantively smaller than the positive 

marginal effect in general-purpose IOs. For delegation, the results follow a broader 

pattern of uncertainty in the estimated conditional marginal effects. In the same 

models, the positive association between democratic density and access in general 

purpose IOs loses significance. This change is indicative of some uncertainty in the 
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estimate of democratic density on access in general-purpose IOs. When we estimate 

models that control for time in demanding ways, those controls absorb much of the 

variation in access, which is the design dimension that increases most strongly over 

time.  

 

We then proceed to estimate models with separate time trends for general-purpose and 

task-specific IOs. The different institutional developments we observe in general-

purpose and task-specific IOs may be an inherent difference between IOs of different 

types, rather than a differing response to changes in democratic density. Our results for 

pooling remain robust to this change in specification, whereas the results for access and, 

in particular, delegation lose significance in this model. For delegation, the conditional 

marginal effect in general-purpose IOs is also negative in this model. While this is a 

conservative estimation strategy, the results conform to an overall pattern in which 

results for pooling are consistently robust, results for access are slightly more uncertain, 

and results for delegation are the least certain. Finally, we estimate a pooled OLS model 

to make use of variation not just within but also between IOs (Table A12; Figure A8). 

While this model differs radically from our main strategy of capturing the relationship 

between democratic density and institutional design within IOs, we obtain results of 

similar sign and significance as those in our main models. The coefficient on the 

interaction term is significant in the models for pooling and access, and just below the 

threshold for significance at the 95 percent level in the model for delegation. And while 

the positive marginal effect on pooling in general-purpose IOs is no longer significant, 

the corresponding marginal effect on delegation now is.  

 

Fourth, we estimate separate models for general-purpose IOs and task-specific IOs 

(Table A13). This is an alternative way of estimating the moderating role of governance 

purpose by splitting the sample instead of introducing an interaction term. Our results 

are generally stable to this change in specification. However, the previous null effect of 

pooling is now statistically significant, although substantively small compared to the 

positive association we find in general-purpose IOs. In addition, the coefficient of 

democratic density on delegation in general-purpose IOs is now negative, but in line 

with our main model, it is not statistically significant. Finally, the positive association 

between democratic density and access in general purpose IOs loses significance when 

we split the sample. This points to some uncertainty in the estimated coefficient, likely 

because the split sample estimation reduces the data to less than half of the original 

number of observations. 

 

Fifth, we estimate models with alternative versions of our main sample (Table A14-A15; 

Figure A9). We test the sensitivity of our dependent variables by estimating models 

without all IO bodies where coders indicated a greater level of difficulty in the coding 

(access), and by estimating models without the two IOs not in the original version of the 

MIA data set (delegation and pooling). We also test the sensitivity of our independent 
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variables by dropping IOs where many member states have missing data on democracy 

or GDP per capita. The results from these models are in line with our main findings, with 

two minor exceptions. To begin with, the null effect on pooling in task-specific IOs is 

negative and significant in the model dropping CARICOM from the sample. This is a 

minor change, considering the substantively small size of the coefficient. In addition, the 

(positive) null effect on delegation in general-purpose IOs reaches statistical significance 

when we drop OAPEC from the sample. While this is a deviation from the non-significant 

results in our main models, it supports rather than weakens our main hypothesis, given 

that we expected a positive relationship with all institutional design dimensions in 

general-purpose IOs. 

 

Sixth, we estimate models controlling for the extent to which IOs pool decision-making 

on constitutional reform (Table A16; Figure A10). Our theoretical argument focuses on 

the preferences of democratic and autocratic states, and thereby brackets the process 

whereby those preferences are aggregated. We account for that process by including a 

control for pooling on constitutional reform, since reforms to the institutional design of 

IOs often require treaty changes. Our results remain robust to this change in 

specification. 

 

Seventh, we estimate models on the sample of task-specific IOs exclusively and interact 

democratic density with an indicator for whether an IO is active in policy areas that 

autocratic states may find particularly intrusive (Table A17). This robustness check 

addresses the potential suspicion that task-specific IOs which are active in sensitive 

policy areas could exhibit a similar dynamic to the one we find for general-purpose IOs. 

We rely on policy-area data from MIA (Hooghe et al. 2019) and operationalize intrusive 

IOs in three different ways: IOs active in policy areas that are core state powers,15 IOs 

active in human rights, and IOs with human rights as a core policy area. Across all 

alternative models, the coefficient on the interaction between democratic density and 

intrusive policy areas is either negative or not statistically significant. These results 

suggest that the policy orientation of task-specific IOs does not condition the 

relationship between democratic density and institutional design in such IOs. While 

these results should not be overemphasized, since they are estimated for relatively 

small groups of IOs, they speak to the analytical value of the distinction between 

general-purpose and task-specific IOs. 

 

 
15  Foreign policy, diplomacy, political cooperation; military cooperation, defense, military 

security; justice, home affairs, interior security, police, anti-terrorism; migration, immigration, 
asylum, refugees; welfare state services, employment policy, social affairs, pension systems; 
financial regulation, banking regulation, monetary policy, currency; taxation, fiscal policy 
coordination, macroeconomic policy coordination. See Hooghe et al. (2019, 136). 
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Eighth and finally, as an extension of our analyses, we estimate our models for 

delegation and pooling using the full MIA data set of 74 IOs between 1950-2010 

(Hooghe et al. 2019) (Table A18; Figure A11).16 For this sample, existing research has not 

been able to establish a direct relationship between democratic density and delegation 

or pooling (Hooghe et al. 2019, 98), contributing to our initial puzzle. To ensure that our 

argument about governance purpose helps to resolve this puzzle and that our findings 

are not just a consequence of our particular sample, we extend our models to the MIA 

sample and introduce an interaction term between democratic density and governance 

purpose. The results show that governance purpose indeed conditions the relationship 

between democratic density and institutional design also in this larger sample of IOs. 

For pooling, we find a positive and statistically significant relationship in general-

purpose IOs and a null effect in task-specific IOs. These relationships combine to 

produce a positive coefficient for the direct relationship between democratic density 

and pooling, but as we show, the relationship is strongly heterogeneous across IOs with 

different governance purposes. For delegation, we similarly find evidence of a positive 

and significant relationship in general-purpose IOs and a null effect in task-specific IOs. 

This finding complements our original findings by suggesting that there may exist a 

positive relationship between democratic density and delegation in general-purpose 

IOs, but that it is sufficiently small or uncertain to only be detected in a larger sample  

of IOs. 

  

 
16  The original data set contains 76 IOs, but one of these IOs is not in the COW-IGO data on state 

membership in IOs (European Economic Area), and one (Organization of Eastern Caribbean 
States) consists of states for which V-Dem lack democracy data.   
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2. Figures  

Figure A1. Distribution of Democratic Density in General-Purpose and Task-Specific IOs. 

 
 

 

Figure A2. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Democratic Density, Using Alternative Democracy Indicators. Note: 

Marginal effects are not comparable between different dependent variables. 
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Figure A3. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

1-Unit Increase in Democratic Density, Measured Using Polity. Note: Marginal effects 

are not comparable between different dependent variables. 

 
 

Figure A4. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Share of Democratizing/Stable Democratic Members. Note: Marginal 

effects are not comparable between different dependent variables. 

 
 

 

Figure A5. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Share of Autocratizing/Stable Autocratic Members. Note: Marginal 

effects are not comparable between different dependent variables. 
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Figure A6. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Democratic Density, Using Alternative Lag Structures. Note: Marginal 

effects are not comparable between different dependent variables. 

 
 

Figure A7. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Democratic Density, Using Alternative Controls for Time. Note: Marginal 

effects are not comparable between different dependent variables. 

 
 

Figure A8. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Democratic Density, Pooled OLS Model. Note: Marginal effects are not 

comparable between different dependent variables. 
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Figure A10. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Democratic Density, Controlling for Pooling in Constitutional Reform. 

Note: Marginal effects are not comparable between different dependent variables. 

 
 

Figure A11. Marginal Effect (95 Percent Confidence Interval) on Institutional Design of a 

0.1 Increase in Democratic Density, Using MIA sample, Conditional on IO Governance 

Purpose. Note: Marginal effects are not comparable between different dependent 

variables. 
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3. Tables 

Table A1. Sample (Bold) Versus Sampling Frame. 

 
Global/Multi-Regional Regional 

General 
Purpose 

Commonwealth of Nations (COMSEC) 

International Organization for la Francophonie 
(OIF/ACCT) 

League of Arab States (LOAS) 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) 

United Nations (UN) 

African Union (AU) 

Andean Community (Andean/CAN) 

Arab Maghreb Union (AMU) 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

Benelux Economic Union (BENELUX) 

Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 

Central American Integration System (SICA) 

Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) 

Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR) 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 

Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON) 

Council of Europe (COE) 

East African Community (EAC) 

Economic and Monetary Community of Central African 
States (CEMAC) 

Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS-CEEC) 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 

European Union (EU) 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 

Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) 

Nordic Council (NORDIC) 

Organization of American States (OAS) 

Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) 
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Global/Multi-Regional Regional 

Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) 

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) 

Southern African Development Community (SADC) 

Task 
Specific 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 

Bank for International Settlements (BIS) 

CAB International (CABI) 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 

Global Environmental Facility/ Fund (GEF) 

Intergovernmental Organization for International 
Carriage by Rail (OTIF) 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 

International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) 

International Coffee Organization (ICO) 

International Criminal Court (ICC) 

International Criminal Police Organization (INTERPOL) 

International Labour Organization (ILO) 

International Maritime Organization (IMO) 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

International Seabed Authority (ISA/ISBA) 

International Telecommunication Union (ITU) 

International Whaling Commission (IWC) 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO) 

Organization for Economic Co-Operation and 
Development (OECD) 

Central Commission for the Navigation of the Rhine (CCNR) 

European Association of National Metrology Institutes 
(EURAMET) 

European Economic Area (EEA) 

European Free Trade Association (EFTA) 

European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN) 

European Space Agency (ESA) 

Latin American and Caribbean Economic System (SELA) 

Latin American Integration Association (LAIA/ ALADI) 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 

Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 

Pacific Community (SPC) 

Southern African Customs Union (SACU) 
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Global/Multi-Regional Regional 

Organization of Arab Petroleum Export Countries 
(OAPEC) 

Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) 

Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) 

UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) 

UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) 

Universal Postal Union (UPU) 

World Bank (IBRD) 

World Customs Organization (WCO) 

World Health Organization (WHO) 

World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) 

World Meteorological Organization (WMO) 

World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 

World Trade Organization (WTO) 

 

Table A2. Changes to Democratic Density: Democratization/Autocratization Among Members Versus Changes Due to Entry/Exit 

of States. 

   Membership 

   Change Stable Total 

Democratic 

Density 

(Changes) 

Increase N 338 931 1269 

 % 27 73 100 

Decrease N 293 493 786 

 % 37 63 100 

Total N 631 1424 2055 

  % 31 69 100 
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Table A3. Models with Alternative Democracy Indicators (Direct Relationship). 
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Table A4. Models with Alternative Democracy Indicators (Interaction Effect). 
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Table A5. Models Measuring Democratic Density Using Polity. 
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Table A6. Models Distinguishing Between Democratizers/Autocratizers and Stable Democracies/Autocracies (Direct 

Relationship). 
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Table A7. Models Distinguishing Between Democratizers/Autocratizers and Stable Democracies/Autocracies (Interaction Effect). 
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Table A8. Models With Alternative Lag Structures (Direct Relationship). 
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Table A9. Models with Alternative Lag Structures (Interaction Effect). 
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Table A10. Models with alternative controls for time (direct relationship). 
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Table A11. Models with Alternative Controls for Time (Interaction Effects). 
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Table A12. Pooled OLS. 
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Table A13. Split Sample. 
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Table A14. Models with Alternative Samples (Direct Relationship). 
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Table A15. Models with Alternative Samples (Interaction Effect). 
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Table A16. Models controlling for pooling in constitutional reform. 
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Table A17. Model with Task-Specific IOs and Policy Area Interaction. 
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Table A18. Models Using MIA Sample. 
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