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Measuring institutional overlap in global governance

Yoram Z. Haftel1 & Tobias Lenz2

Abstract
Over the past decade, an increasingly sophisticated literature has sought to capture the
nature, sources, and consequences of a novel empirical phenomenon in world politics:
the growing complexity of global governance. However, this literature has paid only
limited attention to questions of measurement, which is a prerequisite for a more
comprehensive understanding of global governance complexity across space and time.
In taking a first step in this direction, we make two contributions in the article. First, we
propose new quantitative measures that gauge the extent of complexity in global
governance, which we conceptualize as the degree to which global governance insti-
tutions overlap. Dyadic, weighted, directed-dyadic, and monadic measures enable a
multifaceted understanding of this important development in world politics. Second, we
illustrate these measures by applying them to an updated version of the most compre-
hensive data set on the design of intergovernmental organizations (IGOs): theMeasure
of International Authority (MIA). This allows us to identify cross-sectional and tem-
poral patterns in the extent to which important IGOs, which tend to form the core of
sprawling regime complexes in many issue areas, overlap. We conclude by outlining
notable implications for, and potential applications of, our measures for research on
institutional design and evolution, legitimacy, and legitimation, as well as effectiveness
and performance. This discussion underscores the utility of the proposed measures, as
both dependent and independent variables, to researchers examining the sources and
consequences of institutional overlap in global governance and beyond.
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1 Introduction

International relations research is increasingly addressing questions relating to the
complexity of global governance, which has grown enormously since the end of the
Second World War and has diversified in institutional form. Whereas the post-War
international order was centrally based on a few well-ordered intergovernmental
organizations (IGOs) and treaties – the United Nations (UN), the International Mone-
tary Fund, the World Bank (WB), and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) – today’s global governance architecture consists of a variety of formal and
informal, regional, and global IGOs, self-standing international treaties, trans-
governmental networks, non-governmental organizations, and transnational public–
private partnerships. This multiplication and diversification of international institutions
has resulted in a much denser global governance space.

This development is significant because the dynamics of global governance are
fundamentally different when they occur in a dense institutional space than in a ‘well-
ordered’ international system. Under these conditions, the likelihood of overlap and
interplay between elemental institutions increases, with three primary repercussions.
First, complexity generates ambiguities and potential ‘legal inconsistencies’ between
the norms and rules of different institutions (Raustiala and Victor 2004: 280; see also
Alter and Sophie Meunier 2009), which may hamper compliance by those to whom the
rules apply. Second, complexity blurs the lines of responsibility for action and out-
comes and increases the likelihood of unintended consequences (Pierson 1996). This
places a burden on member states to control governance processes and makes it
difficult to hold relevant actors accountable, and both of these hindrances may under-
mine the legitimacy of global governance arrangements. Third, complexity opens up
new strategic opportunities for governance actors: they may shift between institutions
as their strategic priorities change (Alter and Sophie Meunier 2009; Morse and
Keohane 2014; Verdier 2021). As previous focal institutions are rivalled, the effective-
ness of global governance may diminish while the status quo bias of institutional
arrangements is reduced (Faude and Abbott 2020).1 Overall, growing institutional
complexity has the potential to undermine the effectiveness and legitimacy of
always-fragile efforts to advance international cooperation.

Systematic explorations of institutional complexity in global governance require a
comprehensive picture of the phenomenon under study. How extensive is it? How does
it vary across organizations, issue areas, and parts of the world? How has it evolved
over time? Surprisingly, scholars have focused most of their attention on conceptual-
izing the phenomenon and discussing its sources and consequences, drawing on a small
number of cases, rather than on gauging the extent of the phenomenon itself. Hence,
our empirical knowledge of the institutional complexity of global governance remains
limited.

Some scholars have started mapping the institutional complexes in individual issue
areas, such as plant genetic resources (Raustiala and Victor 2004), climate change
(Abbott 2012; Keohane and Victor 2011), trade (Brosig 2011; Davis 2009; Gómez-

1 This is not to deny that there are second-order effects of institutional density that may trigger a ‘re-ordering’
of complexes and more cooperative relations subsequently (see Eilstrup-Sangiovanni 2021; Gehring and
Faude 2014; Abbott and Faude 2021).
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Mera 2015), intellectual property rights (Helfer 2004), international civil aviation
(Eilstrup-Sangiovanni 2021), refugee protection (Betts 2010), human trafficking
(Gómez-Mera 2015), finance (Henning 2017), and security (Hofmann 2009). However,
these analyses tend to be rich qualitative descriptions that do not rest on a generic
measure suitable for applications across issue areas and geographical regions, and also
commonly provide snapshot pictures that neglect the evolution of complexity over
time. Other scholars have focused on specific institutional types, such as technical
assistance providers in intellectual property (Morin 2020), regional organizations
(Haftel and Hofmann 2019; Panke and Stapel 2018), or multi-stakeholder initiatives
in international development (Reinsberg and Westerwinter 2019; Westerwinter 2021).
What is missing, however, is systematic knowledge of institutional complexity, and
achieving this knowledge requires paying closer attention to questions of measurement.

Our article makes three contributions to this research agenda. First, following
Eilstrup-Sangiovanni and Westerwinter’s (2020) call, we propose new, quantitative
measures of institutional complexity in global governance, which we conceptualize as
overlap between global governance institutions. The first, ‘baseline’ measure gauges
the overlap between institutional pairs, calculated on the basis of their overlap in
membership and the policy areas in which they have competency. The second measure
begins with the baseline measure but takes into account the centrality of an institution’s
policy competencies to its activity. A third, directed-dyadic measure affords insights
into potential imbalances in overlap between two institutions that are unequal in terms
of membership and policy competency. Finally, we use this directed-dyadic measure to
calculate a monadic measure that allows us to gauge the degree of overlap of a specific
institution with two or more additional institutions. This variable serves as a proxy for
the interaction potential between an individual institution within, for example, an issue-
specific governance complex or a geographically demarcated complex. These different
measures are applicable to a broad set of governance institutions and can be used by
scholars studying these phenomena.2 They allow scholars to systematically capture the
potential for the aforementioned problems of global governance complexity to emerge,
and to study the sources and consequences of this empirical phenomenon.

Second, we identify cross-sectional and temporal patterns in the complexity of a
particular type of global governance institution – formal IGOs – by applying our
measures to an updated version of the Measure of International Authority (MIA)
(Hooghe et al. 2017),3 the most comprehensive and detailed dataset of this institutional
form currently available. We find that IGO overlap, in general, has roughly doubled
from 1970 until today, and that this process was driven mostly by the expansion of
IGOs’ policy competencies rather than by membership. Drawing on the distinction
between general purpose and task specific IGOs (Lenz et al. 2015), we also show that
the degree of overlap between task specific IGOs tends to be bimodal (that is, either
high or low). Overlap values for general purpose IGOs, on the other hand, are
distributed more evenly along the continuum. These observations mark a first step

2 Panke and Stapel (2018) developed a measure similar to our dyadic one, with the exception that they did not
normalize the number of overlapping members and policy competencies with respect to the total number of
these variables (see below). In addition, they did not consider the weighted, directed dyadic, and monadic
measures constructed here and their empirical analysis focused on a smaller sample of regional IGOs.
3 Unless noted otherwise, we use the term IGO as a shorthand for a formal IGO.
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towards a more systematic understanding of institutional complexity at the heart of
global governance.

Third, we discuss the implications and potential applications of the analysis for ongoing
debates on institutional design and evolution, legitimacy and legitimation, and effectiveness
and performance – three key aspects of state-of-the-art research on international institutions.
We show that a more comprehensive picture of institutional complexity in global gover-
nance raises new questions about the sources and consequences of this phenomenon and
points towards exciting new avenues for theorizing and empirical inquiry. In examining
these issues, our measures can serve both as dependent and independent variables.

We focus on formal IGOs because such institutions constitute the core of global
governance in most issue areas. As Raustiala and Victor (2004: 278) observed, most
regimes are “centred on a core international agreement and administered by a discrete
organization”, generally a formal IGO. The WTO is not just any institution in the
governance complex for international trade, but its focal institution (Davis 2009). The
same holds for the WB in international development finance, or the UN in international
security. Similarly, continental IGOs often serve as focal institutions for regional
governance complexes, as is the case with the African Union (AU) in Africa or the
Organization of American States (OAS) in the Americas.

Unlike other institutions in global governance, IGOs create binding commitments
for states that are, to varying degrees, enforceable through international (and sometimes
domestic) legal mechanisms (Abbott et al. 2000). Moreover, they commonly influence
the agenda setting and framing of international problems in ways that are unrivalled by
other institutions (Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Knill et al. 2019). This is the case not
only because IGOs create binding commitments and are often the most well-endowed
actors in global governance complexes (besides powerful states, of course), but also
because they regularly orchestrate other actors in the governance of transnational
problems. In so doing, they are pivotal in the very “emergence and diffusion of regime
complexes” (Abbott et al. 2015: 7).

As a result, overlap between different IGOs is likely to be consequential in its own
right, and also for governance complexes as a whole. By generating the conditions for rule
conflict, for blurring lines of accountability, and for cross-institutional strategies, institu-
tional overlap is likely to affect international cooperation, and the stakes are particularly
high when the core of governance complexes – formal IGOs – is concerned. Unsurpris-
ingly, much of the literature on the consequences of governance complexity has focused
on this institutional type (see, for example, Betts 2013; Lesage and Van de Graaf 2013;
Pratt 2018). Given their central role in global governance, the absence of systematic
empirical information about IGO complexity constitutes a serious gap in extant research.

We acknowledge that the empirical focus on a subset of existing IGOs overlooks
additional institutions that, to varying degrees, make up most international governance
complexes. Therefore, our measures probably underestimate governance complexity,
as we explain in greater detail below. In this respect, the goal of the empirical analysis
is to illustrate our approach rather than to draw firm conclusions about the actual
complexity of global governance. Given that the proposed measures can be applied to
all types of international institutions, rather than just IGOs, we believe that they offer
solid foundations for further empirical research on global governance complexity.

The article proceeds as follows. In the next section, we conceptualize complexity in
global governance and then introduce our quantitative measures of institutional overlap.
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In the third section we operationalize the various components of these measures and
present several empirical trends. The fourth section considers the theoretical implications
of our descriptive findings and possible applications of the measures developed in this
study for institutional design, legitimacy, and performance. The final section concludes.

2 Conceptualizing and measuring institutional overlap in global
governance

2.1 Conceptualization

The notion of institutional overlap is central to any understanding of governance complex-
ity. In their agenda-setting piece, Raustiala and Victor (2004: 279) defined what they term a
regime complex as a “an array of partially overlapping and nonhierarchical institutions
governing a particular issue area.” In another influential contribution, Orsini et al. (2013:
29) defined a regime complex as “a network of three or more international regimes that
relate to a common subject matter; exhibit overlapping membership; and generate substan-
tive, normative, or operative interactions recognized as potentially problematic whether or
not they are managed effectively.” A recent overview uses the following definition: “A
regime complex is an array of partially overlapping and non-hierarchical institutions that
includes more than one international agreement or authority” (Alter and Raustiala 2018:
332). Eilstrup-Sangiovanni andWesterwinter (2020) used the notion of global governance
complex, which they define as “a system of governance composed of at least three
international or transnational institutions or actors whose missions, functions, and mem-
bership overlap, and that jointly address a specific policy problem.”

While these definitions differ in several important respects,4 they share a common
conceptual core: institutional complexity captures a situation in which the claims to
govern a particular policy area overlap among two or more global governance institu-
tions. In other words, governance complexes are systems in which member states or
private actors have endowed overlapping international institutions with a legitimate
claim to govern a particular policy area in world politics.

This implies that there are two elements of institutional overlap, both of which are
necessary and jointly sufficient: overlap in policy competency and overlap in member-
ship. The former means that two institutions govern the same policy area, whether it is
the liberalization of trade, the maintenance of international peace and security, or
environmental protection. For example, the WTO and the Common Market of the
South (Mercosur) overlap in policy competency (trade liberalization), as do the UN and
the AU (international peace and security). Overlapping membership denotes a situation
in which the same states (or other actors) are members in two or more institutions. For
example, the Council of Europe (CoE) and the European Union (EU) share large parts
of their membership, as do the OAS and the Andean Community (ANCOM).

However, institutional overlap, with its attendant dynamics of interaction and com-
petition, only emerges when both conditions are present simultaneously. Institutions that

4 Conceptual emphasis varies, for example, with respect to the role of non-hierarchy as a defining feature of a
regime complex, whether they are functionally or organizationally defined, and whether the various elements
of a complex are loosely or tightly coupled.
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govern the same policy area, but distinct participant actors, do not overlap. For instance,
the governance of trade liberalization by Mercosur in Latin America is not directly
affected by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) pursuing similar
objectives in Asia.5 Conversely, even institutions in which large parts of the membership
are identical do not affect each other’s governance activities to any serious degree unless
they have competence with respect to the same policy area. For example, the WTO and
the Universal Postal Union (UPU) – both of which have close to universal membership –
coexist comfortably, without rivalling governance claims.

From this perspective, institutional overlap may result from three distinct processes:
the creation of a new institution with similar policy competencies to an existing one,
accession of new members to an existing institution, and policy expansion of an existing
institution. The first process may be motivated by inefficiencies that cannot be remedied
within the existing institution itself (Urpelainen and Van de Graaf 2014) – a situation
that Morse and Keohane (2014) termed “competitive regime creation.” China’s initia-
tive to create the New Development Bank (NDB) and the Asian Infrastructure and
Investment Bank (AIIB) is often interpreted as such a move because China and other
emerging powers failed to gain substantially more influence in the WB.

Institutional overlap may also emanate from changes in the membership of an
institution. When an actor or a group of actors that are already members in an institution
with a specific policy competency enter another institution with a similar competency,
these actors create overlap between the two. Such a decision may be the result of the
growing attractiveness of another institution with similar governance functions. For
example, Bolivia, which is already a member of ANCOM, is in the process of acceding
to Mercosur. Given that no state is currently a member of both IGOs, to the extent that
Bolivia will become a full member of Mercosur, this organization and ANCOM will
overlap in membership as well as in policy competency.

Third, institutional overlap may result from an expansion of an institution’s policy
competency such that it starts encroaching on that of another institution (Betts 2013). As
new transnational problems arise, states regularly expand the policy competency of an
existing institution to address them, rather than creating a new one (Jupille et al. 2013).
Alternatively, like-minded states in a gridlocked institution may employ a different
institution in which they are members in order to tackle a broader set of policies (Haftel
and Hofmann 2019). An example of such a process is the expansion of the EU into the
security realm with the Common Security and Defence Policy in 1993, which made it
overlap with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) (Hofmann 2019).

These sources of institutional overlap indicate that the concept is both relational and
continuous. Regarding the former, overlap captures a characteristic of how different
institutions relate to each other, suggesting a dyadic measurement strategy. Regarding
the latter, overlap may be present or it may be absent, and there are degrees of partial
overlap depending on how many member states and policy competencies overlap (see
Fig. 1). In line with Eilstrup-Sangiovanni andWesterwinter (2020), this conceptualization
allows us to gauge variation in the extent of overlap between institutions. The relational

5 Indirect mechanisms of interaction certainly exist, as amply theorized and demonstrated empirically in such
diverse processes as diffusion, market competition, and cultural evolution. In addition, institutions with
different members but a similar policy competency may interact or compete in a ‘non-complex’ manner
(for example, the rivalry between the European Economic Community and the European Free Trade
Agreement in the 1960s). Such dynamics are beyond the scope of this article.
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and continuous aspects of overlap are reflected in our quantitative measures, to which we
now turn.

2.2 Measurement

We start with a ‘baseline’ measure that gauges the extent of overlap for pairs of
international institutions. Our combined Membership and Policy Overlap Score –
henceforth: Dyadic MEPOS – takes into account the number of overlapping members
and policy areas out of the total number for the two institutions. The measure is
calculated in three steps, as follows:

Membership Overlap Scoreij ¼
∑overlapping membersij

∑membersi þ ∑members j−∑overlapping membersij
ð1Þ

       Full overlap 

Partial overlap 

No overlap

A 

B 

A B 

B A 

A B 

Fig. 1 Degrees of overlap in institutional dyads
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Policy Overlap Scoreij ¼
∑overlapping policyij

∑policiesi þ ∑policies j−∑overlapping policiesij
ð2Þ

Dyadic MEPOSij ¼ Membership Overlapij * Policy Overlapij ð3Þ

Dyadic MEPOS ranges from zero (for no overlap) to one (for identical membership and
policy competency). Given that overlap in both membership and policy areas is
necessary to generate complexity, our measure equals zero when either one of its two
components equals zero. The Common Market of Eastern and Southern Africa
(COMESA)/East African Community (EAC) dyad, taken from the sample and based
on definitions of membership and policy competencies discussed in the next section,
illustrates the construction of this measure. In 2010, COMESA had nineteen members
and competencies in nine issue areas; EAC had five members and competencies in
twenty issue areas. These regional IGOs overlapped with respect to four states and
eight issue areas. Accordingly, the overlapping membership score is 4 / (19 + 5–4) =
0.20; the overlapping policy score is 8 / (9 + 20–8) = 0.38; and the value on Dyadic
MEPOS is 0.20 * 0.38 = 0.076.

Evidently,Dyadic MEPOS does not take into account the potential imbalance within
a given institutional pair; that is, the percentage of overlapping members and policy
competencies out of their total numbers, which may differ for any two institutions. This
may be the case, for example, when they are not of equal size in terms of membership
and competencies. Figure 2 presents an extreme case of this phenomenon. While
institution B is fully nested within institution A, which means that overlap for B is
complete, overlap from the perspective of A with B is only partial. Revisiting the
COMESA/EAC example, the four states that belong to both IGOs reflect an 80 %
overlapping membership for EAC (out of five members), but only 21 % for COMESA
(out of nineteen members). The eight policy areas covered by both IGOs reflect a 40 %
overlap for EAC, but 89 % for COMESA, out of twenty and nine policy areas,
respectively.

To account for the degree of overlap for each institution in the dyad, we construct a
directed measure, labelled Directed MEPOS, which is the number of overlapping

IA 

B 

A 

Fig. 2 Imbalanced overlap in nested institutions
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members and policy competencies in relation to the paired institution out of their total
number. Thus:

Directed MEPOSi jð Þ ¼ ∑overlapping membersij
∑membersi

*
∑overlapping policyij

∑policiesi
ð4Þ

As before, the values on this measure range from zero to one. Given that the numerators
remain intact, but that the denominators account only for one institution, the values on
Directed MEPOS are higher than those on Dyadic MEPOS. In the 2010 COMESA/
EAC case, Directed MEPOS is about 0.19 for COMESA and 0.32 for EAC (compare
with 0.076 for Dyadic MEPOS).

This directed measure of overlap has one distinct advantage over the baseline
measure: it allows one to calculate an overall ‘monadic’ level of overlap, a variable
we label Monadic MEPOS. This variable is the average Directed MEPOS vis-à-vis
two or more IGOs. Thus:

Monadic MEPOSi ¼ ∑Directed MEPOSij1;…Directed MEPOSijn
∑ j1 þ j2… jn

ð5Þ

In this equation, i denotes a given institution, whereas j1, j2, etc., denote other
global governance institutions. This monadic variable could be calculated in
relation to an entire sample of institutions, to a group of institutions that tackle
the same policy competency, to global or regional institutions, and so on. For
example, revisiting the two African IGOs, the Monadic MEPOS of COMESA and
EAC in relation to all other African Regional Economic Organizations (REOs)
included in our sample is 0.21 and 0.18, respectively. One can think of this
variable as a proxy for the interaction potential between a given institution and
the rest of a particular reference group in terms of competition, collaboration, or
learning. Having clarified the logic and construction of our measures, we turn next
to their application on actual data.

3 Illustrating the measures: Patterns in IGO overlap

In this section we illustrate the three measures developed in the previous section –
Dyadic MEPOS, Directed MEPOS and Monadic MEPOS – and use them to gauge
variation across IGOs and over time by drawing on the MIA dataset (Hooghe et al.
2017). Covering the period 1950 to 2017, MIA draws its sample from the Correlates
of War dataset and identifies those IGOs that are not emanations of other IGOs and
have at least a minimal level of infrastructure (Hooghe et al. 2017: 16). The
seventy-six IGOs in the sample are the most authoritative IGOs that have existed
in world politics in the post-Second World War era (see Appendix A for a full list).
As discussed in the introduction, we believe that it makes sense to start a systematic
inquiry into the complexity of global governance by analyzing the core of gover-
nance complexes with the largest available sample of relatively authoritative IGOs
around the world.
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Two other components of our measure require operationalization. Regarding
membership, we follow conventional operationalizations that gauge the number of
states that are full members in a specific IGO. We use the Correlates of War IGO
Version 3.0 dataset for data on IGO membership (Pevehouse et al. 2020). This
dataset includes membership information up to 2014, thereby bounding the em-
pirical analysis to that year. To operationalize policy competency, we rely on
Hooghe et al. (2019), who identified twenty-five policy areas listed in Appendix
B, and determined whether a given IGO has competency in each of them in a
given year, based on eight legal, financial, and organizational indicators. We also
follow Hooghe et al.’s distinction between ‘core’ competencies, which require the
presence of at least three such indicators, and ‘flanking’ ones, which indicate the
presence of only one or two indicators. Based on the purposes that an IGO
pursues, they further differentiate between ‘general purpose’ and ‘task specific’
organizations; the former type tends to revolve around a given transnational
community and the latter type often addresses only a small number of issues
(Lenz et al. 2015).

Four caveats related to our reliance on the MIA data set are in order.6 First,
while our sample is fairly large, it is still just a sample of IGOs and certainly
not the whole population. This means that we are likely to underestimate
institutional complexity because our analysis misses overlap between IGOs
included in the sample and those that are not. A thorough assessment of
institutional overlap would require information on the full population of IGOs
and other international institutions in a given realm. Second, our sample in-
cludes the more authoritative IGOs, even if to a varying degree, that exist in
world politics and this may affect our description of the phenomenon. Specifi-
cally, it is possible that a focus on these IGOs, compared to more ‘representa-
tive’ ones, will again lead us to underestimate overlap, perhaps because the
prominent role that these IGOs play in their respective governance domains and
world regions is likely to have discouraged the formation of other IGOs with
similar policy competencies.

Third, our focus on formal IGOs leaves a range of other international institu-
tions, such as private international institutions and informal IGOs, below our
“threshold of ‘organizationhood’” (Klabbers 2016: 135), and outside the realm
of study. Again, this is likely to lead us to underestimate the level of overlap that
actually exists in global governance since we do not capture the overlap that might
exist with these other arrangements and the IGOs in our sample. Finally, MIA
operates with a broad conceptualization of policy areas that categorizes some
IGOs as falling into the same policy area, which, on closer inspection, turn out
to be rather distinct. A more fine-grained definition of policy competency would
reduce the incidence and extent of overlap that we observe. This bears on a more
general point – the definition of policy overlap – to which we return in the
conclusion. In sum, the specific features of the MIA dataset produce results that
lead to an underestimation of complexity on some dimensions and an overestima-
tion of overlap on others.

6 We thank one reviewer for encouraging us to elaborate on these points.
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3.1 Dyadic MEPOS

Using Dyadic MEPOS to analyze IGO overlap in the MIA dataset, several observations
stand out. A first key finding is that institutional overlap among important IGOs around
the world has steadily increased over time. Specifically, our measure increased twofold
from about 0.01 in 1970 to about 0.02 in 2014, bolstering existing claims that
institutional overlap in global governance has grown significantly. While these values
may appear low, they are not surprising given that many IGOs in the sample do not
overlap on either membership or policy competencies (or both) with other IGOs, and
thus score zero on Dyadic MEPOS. In fact, about 60 % of the sample fall into this
category.

This increase is driven largely by policy expansion rather than by growing mem-
bership. As Fig. 3 shows, the ratio of overlapping members to the total dyadic
membership has remained fairly constant over the last four decades, hovering around
0.15.7 The equivalent ratio for policy competency, by contrast, jumped by about 80 %
in the same time period (from 0.10 to 0.18), reflecting the fact that policy expansion in
an increasingly dense organizational space drives policy overlap upward. Further
disaggregation according to the type of IGOs suggests that this distinction is especially
pronounced for pairs of general purpose IGOs, for which the ratio of overlapping
membership remains rather constant (0.03–0.04), but the ratio of policy competency
overlap increased from 0.26 in 1970 to 0.46 in 2014. This reflects the internal logic of
general purpose IGOs, which address the transnational problems that confront a given
community, starting with a limited set of policies and expanding their scope over time
as new problems emerge (Hooghe et al. 2019, Chapter 5). For task specific IGOs, both
ratios appear to increase over time, but again more dramatically with respect to
overlapping policy competencies.

To illustrate these dynamics, we examine dyads that score high onMEPOS and have
received attention in the literature on governance complexity. One such case is the
overlap between the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and the WTO.
As several studies have noted, both IGOs deal with international trade and have
overlapping, and to some extent competing, rules with respect to intellectual property
rights (Abbott 2000; Helfer 2004; Gehring and Faude 2014). This overlap intensified in
the 1990s with the conclusion of the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellec-
tual Property Rights (TRIPS) within the WTO, and then again in 2007, when WIPO
adopted a development agenda. As Gehring and Faude, who see the two IGOs as
having settled on a productive division of labor, pointed out (2014: 488–489), with the
WTO’s increased prominence in relation to intellectual property, WIPO expanded into
new policy areas, such as development (also within the competency of the WTO). The
value on Dyadic MEPOS nicely illustrates these developments: it increased from 0.20
in 1995 to 0.54 in 2014, making it the sixth highest in the entire dataset. Consistent with
the general trend, this is mostly a result of WIPO’s expansion of policy competencies
and, to a lesser extent, growing WTO membership.

7 This is especially surprising given the growing number of states in the system during the Cold War and the
positive correlation between the number of states and the number of IGOs (Pevehouse et al. 2020). This result
may emanate from the limited number of IGOs in the sample or the lower growth rate of state creation after
1970.
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A second illuminating example are three prominent IGOs that aim to advance
human rights and democracy in Europe: the CoE, the Organization of Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), and the EU. Several scholars have noted the growing
overlap in their mandates, their efforts to coordinate human rights policies (or not), and
the repercussions for their ability to advance their stated goals (Brosig 2010; Gawrich
2017). Our measure reflects this reality. Dyadic MEPOS for the CoE/OSCE pair
increased from 0.13 in 1989 to 0.65 from 2007 onwards, the fourth highest value in
the dataset. This was mostly a result of growing overlap in policy areas such as
education, justice, and foreign policy, which soared from 0.2 in 1989 to 0.75 in 2007
(the corresponding values for membership overlap are 0.67 and 0.85). Dyadic MEPOS
has also increased for the EU/CoE and EU/OSCE pairs, from 0.09 in 1989 to 0.16 in
2014 and from 0.07 in 1989 to 0.14 in 2014, respectively. These notable upsurges are
indicative of the growing similarity between these IGOs’ activities, not least in the areas
of human rights protection, democracy promotion, and humanitarian aid, all embraced
by the EU in 1999.

Another important finding is that the highest institutional overlap involves pairs of
task specific rather than general purpose IGOs, as is apparent in Table A1 in the
Appendix. This makes sense because these organizations tend to be global, generating
high overlap scores on membership, while addressing a limited number of policies,
leading to a small denominator and thus to a relatively higher overlap score on policy
competency. With 151 overlapping states out of 185 that are members of both IGOs,
and two overlapping policy areas out of three covered by these IGOs, the WTO/WIPO
dyad exemplifies this reality. In contrast, as already mentioned, general purpose IGOs
tend to be community-oriented, and thereby less malleable to various overlapping
configurations than specific transnational problems around which task specific IGOs
tend to form. The lower values for the EU/CoE pair, both of which are general purpose
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IGOs, are consistent with this expectation. Indeed, the average Dyadic MEPOS for
pairs of task specific IGOs is twice as high as pairs of general purpose IGOs: 0.025
versus 0.012 respectively. At the same time, the standard deviation is also twice as high
for pairs of task specific IGOs, 0.071, compared to 0.035 for general purpose IGO
dyads. These statistics indicate that task specific pairs tend to have either high or low
degrees of overlap, while the distribution is more ‘normal’ for general purpose IGOs.

3.2 Accounting for the centrality of policy competencies in MEPOS

So far, we have weighed all policy competencies equally when calculating IGO
overlap. This may be an undue simplification. For example, some scholars argue that
an IGO’s behavior depends on whether overlap occurs in areas that the organization
views as a core competency defining its raison d’être or whether it affects more
peripheral issue areas (Galbreath and Gebhard 2010). Brosig (2010), for example,
argues that overlap in peripheral competencies is likely to produce inter-IGO cooper-
ation, but that overlap in core competencies is likely to result in a division of labor
between them. To account for this idea, we draw on Hooghe et al.’s (2019) distinction
between core and flanking policies introduced above.8

One way to account for the relative salience of various issue areas is to include only
core policy competencies in the calculation of Dyadic MEPOS. The mean for this
variable, Dyadic MEPOS Core, is only 0.008, which is about half the value of the
baseline measure. This is to be expected, of course, as overlap in flanking policy
competencies is excluded. In particular, in contrast to the baseline measure, there is
little temporal change in the mean value of overlapping policy competencies for pairs
of task specific IGOs. This is probably due to the tendency of such IGOs to begin with
a small number of core policy areas and to add flanking competencies later.

More importantly, switching to this measure can have notable effects on how one
judges the relative overlap of different IGO pairs, as some obtain a higher value on
MEPOS, while others score lower. Revisiting the WIPO/WTO pair, with a value of
0.81 in 2014, the measure based only on core competencies is much higher than the one
that takes into account flanking ones (0.54). That is because trade is the exclusive core
competency of both IGOs, but competition is a flanking competency only for the WTO
(and development is a flanking competency for both IGOs). The higher value on
Dyadic MEPOS Core reflects qualitative research that underscores international trade
as the main area around which the two IGOs interact (Helfer 2004; Gehring and Faude
2014). The CoE/OSCE dyad offers a contrasting example. Dyadic MEPOS Core is
much lower than the baseline measure, 0.28 and 0.64 respectively. That is because they
overlap on one core competency (human rights) but diverge on others (culture for the
CoE and military cooperation for the OSCE). This reality facilitated a division of labor
in the promotion of human rights (Brosig 2010), while simultaneously allowing the two
IGOs to advance separate objectives in core competencies that do not overlap.

As a middle ground between these two poles, one could include all policy areas
addressed by the overlapping IGOs but assign greater weight to core competencies. For
example, an overlap of two core competencies scores 1, an overlap of a core compe-
tency and a flanking competency scores 0.75, and an overlap of two flanking
8 One could pursue a similar idea with regard to membership, for example by weighing members according to
their economic or military power.
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competencies scores 0.5 (with zero for no overlap). To match the denominator to the
numerator, the summation of policy competencies also accounts for these weights. This
measure, labeled Dyadic MEPOS Weighted, produces higher values for IGO pairs that
overlap on core policy competencies, but lower values for those that overlap on
flanking competencies. Thus, the value for the WTO/WIPO dyad on this measure in
2014 is 0.61, which is higher than the baseline measure (0.54) but lower than Dyadic
MEPOS Core (0.81). Conversely, the value for the CoE/OSCE dyad on this measure in
2014 is also 0.61, which is lower than the baseline measure (0.64) but higher than
Dyadic MEPOS Core (0.28).

To be clear, we consider all three versions ofDyadic MEPOS to be equally valid and
believe that one should select the one that best fits the research goals and context. From
a theoretical perspective, this may depend on expectations with respect to the conse-
quences of overlap on core versus flanking policy competences. Insofar as such
expectations diverge (Brosig 2010, 2011), the measures that only take into account
core competency or assign different weights to core and flanking ones may be more
appropriate. From an empirical viewpoint, however, such fine-grained measures require
one to determine the centrality of various policy competencies to the international
institutions under investigation. Assigning such labels may be contested and challeng-
ing, especially for a large number of institutions, as pointed out earlier.

3.3 IGO overlap within policy-specific complexes

Thus far, the analysis has only examined the relationships between pairs of IGOs.
Given our interest in broader global governance complexes, we can use the average
Dyadic MEPOS of several IGO dyads to gauge the institutional complexity of a
particular policy area9 or a geographical region (keeping in mind that such dyads can
still score zero on MEPOS if they do not overlap with respect to membership and/or
policy competency). As an illustration, the WTO and WIPO are, of course, not the only
IGOs tackling international trade. In fact, forty-five IGOs in the MIA dataset had either
core or flanking competency with respect to this policy area, in some or all years.
Moreover, as reported in Table A2 in the Appendix, with approximately 27 % of the
observations in the dataset in which both IGOs deal with trade, this policy area has the
highest potential for overlap (which materializes only if accompanied by overlapping
membership).

The average Dyadic MEPOS for all the IGO pairs that deal with trade is compar-
atively low, at around 0.015, and this value remains rather constant from 1970 to 2014.
These observations may seem surprising considering the widely held perception that
global trade governance is highly complex, and increasingly so; however, we maintain
that they are actually revealing. Many IGOs that deal with trade aspire to advance
regional economic interdependence and therefore have a regional rather than global
membership (Haftel 2013). As the number of REOs has increased over the last few
decades, their lower propensity for membership overlap has worked to offset the
growing institutional density. This reality comports with the observation that regional

9 One could repeat this exercise for core competencies only, or with the measure that assigns different weights
to core and flanking policy competencies.
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IGOs, which tend to be community-based and general purpose institutions, produce
lower degrees of overlap compared to global task specific IGOs.

Nevertheless, we do observe growing levels of overlap within specific macro-
regions. As an illustration, we calculate the average Dyadic MEPOS for eight and
eleven REOs in Latina America and Africa, respectively, available in the MIA dataset.
As Fig. 4 shows, the value on this variable has increased from very low levels in the
1970s to about 0.05 in the 2010s in both regions (compared to 0.015 for all IGOs in the
sample dealing with trade). This is consistent with qualitative work that has document-
ed and analyzed the growing complexity of regional economic governance in these two
continents, which largely examines formal IGOs (on Africa, see, for example, Brosig
2010; on Latin America, see Gómez-Mera 2015; Weiffen et al. 2013).

As already mentioned, the empirical focus on IGOs has its limits. In the area of
trade, much of the growing governance complexity evolved through hundreds of
preferential trade agreements (PTAs) rather than IGOs, at least since the 1990s. This
development led scholars to describe the network of overlapping PTAs as a “spaghetti
bowl” and “termites in the trading system” (Bhagwati 2008). Thus, a more complete
and accurate depiction of global trade governance requires taking diverse institutional
forms into account. Nevertheless, we emphasize that the prevalence of stand-alone
agreements varies a great deal, not only across policy areas but also across geographical
regions. For example, PTAs are much more common in Latin America than in Africa.
This reality underscores the need to carefully consider and map all the relevant
institutions before calculating overlap for a given global or regional governance
complex.

0

0.01

0.02

0.03

0.04

0.05

0.06

0.07

1
9
7

0

1
9
7

2

1
9
7

4

1
9
7

6

1
9
7

8

1
9
8

0

1
9
8

2

1
9
8

4

1
9
8

6

1
9
8

8

1
9
9

0

1
9
9

2

1
9
9

4

1
9
9

6

1
9
9

8

2
0
0

0

2
0
0

2

2
0
0

4

2
0
0

6

2
0
0

8

2
0
1

0

2
0
1

2

2
0
1

4

2
0
1

6

A
v
er

ag
e 

M
E

P
O

S

Year

Latin America Africa

Fig. 4 Average Dyadic MEPOS of REO Dyads in Latin America and Africa, 1970–2017

337Measuring institutional overlap in global governance



3.4 Directed and monadic MEPOS

Applying Directed MEPOS to the MIA dataset, the average for the entire sample is
0.063, four times higher than the baseline measure; this is as expected. Here, several
IGOs that are fully nested within their peers, with respect to both membership and
policy competencies, score one on this variable. In Africa, for example, COMESA is
fully nested within the AU, and SACU is fully nested within the SADC (and the AU),
another reflection of the institutional density on this continent. With respect to global
IGOs, several task specific IGOs, such as the International Labor Organization and the
Interpol, are, unsurprisingly, fully nested within the UN. In line with previous results,
the average Directed MEPOS is higher for dyads of task specific (0.08) than for general
purpose IGOs (0.05).

As discussed above, Directed MEPOS can be averaged across more than one peer
institution, thereby producing Monadic MEPOS. Given the incomplete sample of
IGOs, it may be more fruitful to examine this variable with respect to a particular
policy competency. Considering the relatively good coverage of IGOs that address
trade, we use it to illustrate this measure. Out of the forty-six IGOs in our sample that
have trade as either a core or a flanking competency, WIPO scores the highest on
Monadic MEPOS (vis-à-vis the remaining forty-five IGOs), with 0.14. Several general
purpose REOs, such as the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), ASEAN, and
the Economic Community of Western African States, exemplify IGOs that score
relatively low on this measure. With a value of 0.07, the WTO is ranked only
fourteenth. That is mostly because it tackles more non-trade policy areas than other
IGOs, such as WIPO. Be that as it may, these values are mostly illustrative and should
be interpreted with caution. An accurate assessment of governance complexity based
on Monadic MEPOS would require information on a much larger number of trade
agreements and other institutions.

4 Implications for research on global governance complexes
and avenues for future research

Our descriptive analysis of IGO overlap in global governance – a first, but important,
step towards a systematic analysis of this phenomenon – has implications for several
important literatures, to which we now turn. Our analysis raises questions about
possible explanations for the marked variation in institutional overlap, as well as its
implications for cooperation and conflict in world politics. Thus, future analyses could
treat our proposed measures either as a dependent or as an independent variable. We
discuss implications for research on institutional design and evolution, legitimacy and
legitimation, and effectiveness and performance.

4.1 Institutional design and evolution

Institutional overlap is a relational characteristic that concerns two or more institutions;
such relational features have been neglected in the quantitative literature on IGO design
and evolution. Over the past decade or so, research has sought to conceptualize and
measure various ‘internal’ features of international institutions, such as the degree of
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independence from member states and institutionalization (Haftel and Thompson 2006;
Haftel 2013), informality (Vabulas and Snidal 2013), policy competency (Panke et al.
2020), authority (Hooghe et al. 2017) and design (Balsiger and Prys 2016; Koremenos
2016). Our measures and descriptive analyses complement these path-breaking efforts
with a focus on the relationships between different institutions. Such research has a
different ontological starting point than the research mentioned above: it focuses on the
relational aspects of units of analysis where “configurations of ties – recurrent socio-
cultural interaction – between social aggregates of various sorts and their component
parts [are] the building blocks of social analysis” (Jackson and Nexon 1999: 291–92).
This ontological stance not only underpins research on regime complexity and institu-
tional overlap, but also other recent work on diffusion, ties, and networks (Sommerer
and Tallberg 2019; Lenz and Burilkov 2017; Hafner-Burton et al. 2009). Our measures
contribute to quantitative research on IGO design by offering systematic assessments of
relational, as opposed to unit-based features of institutions.

This relational perspective is useful in addressing questions about both the sources
and consequences of institutional overlap in global governance. Regarding the former,
much of the literature on regime complexity focuses on cross-institutional strategies of
states. For example, scholars have argued that for cases as diverse as Brazil’s initiative
to create the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) as a counter-weight to the
OAS (Weiffen et al. 2013), the BRICS’ countries establishment of the NDB and
China’s drive to create the AIIB as a counter-weight to the WB (Roberts et al. 2018;
Stephen 2020), a powerful state’s dissatisfaction with the institutional status quo leads
to the creation of new or the expansion of existing institutions that overlap with (other)
existing ones. While those studies are based on a detailed empirical analysis, our study
challenges such arguments to engage with variation across policy-specific and geo-
graphical governance complexes more systematically. Combining quantitative mea-
sures of states’ dissatisfaction with the institutional status quo with our measures of
institutional overlap would allow scholars to undertake such endeavors.

However, our analysis also suggests that scholars should move beyond a focus on
states’ cross-institutional strategies that center on questions of IGO membership. As we
have shown, the marked increase in institutional overlap between 1970 and 2014 was
driven primarily by the expansion of existing IGOs’ policy competencies rather than by
growing membership. This suggests that scholars should complement their focus on
state strategies with an inquiry into the role of a wider set of actors who drive policy
expansion. This would provide potentially fruitful links to the literature on bureaucra-
cies and mission creep, which shows that IGO staff are important actors in the design of
new and the expansion of existing IGOs (Haas 1958; Johnson 2014). For example,
Pollack (1994) argues that ‘policy entrepreneurship’ by the European Commission
played a key role in expanding the European Community’s agenda to new policy areas.
A pivotal consequence of such ‘mission creep’ (Pollack 1994) is that institutional
overlap with other IGOs grows, as shown by the aforementioned example of the
CoE, the EU, and the OSCE. Do arguments such as these generalize to a powerful
explanation of growing governance complexity? It seems that the literatures on gover-
nance complexity, on the one hand, and on IGO bureaucracies and mission creep, on
the other, would benefit from closer integration in order to answer questions related to
the sources of governance complexity.
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Regarding the consequences of governance complexity for institutional design,
recent research suggests that IGO design depends on the institutional environment in
which an IGO is embedded (Copelovitch and Putnam 2014; Haftel and Hofmann 2019;
Lenz and Burilkov 2017; Reinsberg and Westerwinter 2019), and that this environment
increasingly includes institutional overlap between distinct international institutions.
For example, Hofmann (2011) argues, with reference to security in Europe, “Once
institutional overlap exists, it becomes a crucial independent variable explaining […]
the development of international institutions occupying the same policy domain.” To
what extent do arguments such as these withstand systematic scrutiny? Specifically, do
higher degrees of institutional overlap explain a larger share of the variation in the
design of international institutions? Are there thresholds to such impact? Moreover,
would we expect institutional overlap, given the exchange that it enables, to induce
convergence in the design of overlapping institutions, as the literature on diffusion
suggests (Sommerer and Tallberg 2019)? Or, alternatively, might overlap lead to a
polarization in the design of overlapping institutions due to processes of competition
and rivalry, as the literature on organizational ecology tends to expect (Hannan and
Freeman 1989)? These questions emerge from a more systematic understanding of
patterns of institutional overlap, but our measures also help scholars to answer them.

4.2 Legitimacy and legitimation

Institutional overlap implies legitimate, yet competing, claims to govern a specific
policy area, and this conceptualization suggests potential points of engagements be-
tween the literature on institutional overlap and that on legitimacy and legitimation in
global governance (Abbott et al. 2016). Legitimacy denotes a voluntary recognition of
an organization’s right to rule, while legitimation refers to activities that are geared
towards enhancing an institution’s legitimacy (Weber 1978; Tallberg and Zürn 2019).
Beyond the agreement that legitimacy is important for political rule, scholars have
vigorously debated the sources of legitimacy judgements and legitimation strategies, as
well as their consequences for global governance – debates to which our measures can
contribute.

These debates point to another potential source of institutional overlap in global
governance that existing research on the topic has largely neglected. We may conceive
institutional overlap as emerging and evolving as a function of the ‘battles for legiti-
macy’ (Wajner 2019), by which each overlapping institution seeks to convince stake-
holders that its claim to govern a policy area is more legitimate than that of its ‘rival.’
Overlap may be more likely to ensue or increase, for example, when the legitimacy of
an institution is low, since illegitimate institutions may find it harder to defend their turf
against encroachment by other institutions (Zelli 2018: 176). Along these lines,
Weiffen et al. (2013) showed that the delegitimation of the OAS preceded the creation
of the overlapping UNASUR, which is seen as being more legitimate because it
excludes the United States. Do arguments such as these generalize beyond specific
cases? Concretely, does variation in legitimacy perceptions explain variation in insti-
tutional overlap? Are higher levels of overlap in the area of environmental protection or
human rights, compared to trade or energy, attributable to the belief among relevant
stakeholders that the former policy areas are more legitimately addressed through
multilateral cooperation than the latter? Or is the opposite true: beliefs that a policy is
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legitimately addressed at the international level induces lower degrees of overlap
among different institutions concerned with this issue? Similarly, does multilateral
cooperation enjoy a higher degree of legitimacy in Africa when compared to Latin
America, given their respective degrees of institutional overlap?

In turn, institutional overlap in global governance may also have consequences for
the legitimacy perceptions and legitimation strategies of institutions. Legitimacy is
achieved when an institution’s key features – such as its procedures, purpose or
performance – align with the norms and beliefs of important organizational stake-
holders (Beetham 1991). However, recent research on the cognitive sources of legiti-
macy suggests that legitimacy judgments are comparative in nature; that is, stake-
holders assess the legitimacy of an institution not against an ideal situation in which
organizational features and underlying norms are in perfect alignment, but against a
referent organization that is available in an organization’s environment (Lenz et al.
2019).

Consequently, legitimacy perceptions are not specific to individual institutions, and
instead depend heavily on who that referent is. For example, an extensive body of
research shows that assessments of the legitimacy of international organizations depend
on the trust that citizens hold in domestic institutions (Armingeon and Ceka 2014;
Dellmuth and Tallberg 2020). So far, this literature has considered easily available and
particularly high-profile institutions as relevant referents to assess the legitimacy of
IGOs, but the growing overlap among them may increasingly provide other important
reference points. In this vein, our measures of institutional overlap could be used to
explain the legitimacy perceptions of IGOs and other institutions in global governance.

Relatedly, overlap is likely to affect the process of legitimation. When an institution
enjoys a monopoly in governing a specific policy area, its legitimacy claims are likely
to center on claiming that its core characteristics are indeed in line with stakeholders’
normative beliefs, that it merits being seen legitimate ‘on its own terms.’When overlap
emerges, however, the struggle for legitimacy is likely to reflect this altered institutional
context. Specifically, institutions now need to convince their stakeholders that they are
more legitimate than their potential competitor(s) to govern a particular policy area. As
a result, we may hypothesize that institutions either seek a more explicit differentiation
of their legitimacy claims from those of overlapping institutions (competition), or that
they aim for the collective legitimation of governance complexes, as opposed to
individual institutions (coordination). The measures presented in this article, coupled
with systemic analyses of institutional legitimacy and legitimation, will allow scholars
to have a better grasp of the relationship between the complexity of global governance
and the legitimacy of specific institutions as well as entire complexes.

4.3 Effectiveness and performance

A vibrant community of scholars has studied the effectiveness and performance of
IGOs, and of international institutions more broadly. Much of this research has focused
on factors intrinsic to the specific IGO in question, such as its policy autonomy,
bureaucratic dysfunction, conflicting mandates, and rent-seeking by public officials
(see, for example, Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Gutner and Thompson 2010; Lall
2017; Weaver 2008). Recent research on governance complexity, in turn, is interested
in the consequences of this phenomenon for institutional performance. Whereas most
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analyses expect overlap to undermine performance due to conflicting rules and norms
(Alter and Meunier 2009; Raustiala and Victor 2004), others expect overlap to have
little effect on performance, or even to enhance it, due to processes of inter-institutional
coordination (Eilstrup-Sangiovanni 2021; Gehring and Faude 2014; Pratt 2018). With
only a few exceptions, this research is based on individual case studies.

Our measures could complement these studies by providing a basis for a systematic
analysis of institutional performance across time and space. In particular, the monadic
measure could be used as an independent variable to examine its effect on performance,
with the individual institution as the unit of analysis. For example, are institutions
integrated into a dense network of overlapping institutions more or less likely to
‘zombie-fy’ or to dissolve (Gray 2018; Eilstrup-Sangiovanni 2020)? Or does institu-
tional overlap worsen implementation problems, an argument that Gómez-Mera (2015)
advanced in relation to trade governance in the Americas? Conversely, are overlapping
institutions more likely to display a high performance, perhaps due to their central
position in a network of overlapping institutions that affords them with structural power
in a specific policy domain (Winecoff 2020)?

The proposed measures also allow researchers to test hypotheses regarding the
impact of institutional performance on overlap. Akin to the expectations regarding
the impact of legitimacy on overlap, we may expect that poor performance will
eventually lead member states – maybe after failed attempts to reform existing institu-
tions in order to mitigate performance problems – to create new institutions with
overlapping policy competencies and memberships. Poorly performing institutions
may be expected to find it more difficult to fend off attempts to create rivalling
institutions, while such institutions are more vulnerable to cross-institutional strategies
by states. A case in point was the ailing Kyoto Protocol in the early 2000s, which led to
a proliferation of alternative forums and trans-governmental networks that promised
better outcomes (Zelli 2018: 181). Conversely, we may expect international institutions
that perform well to be less threatened by institutional overlap. Such institutions may
find it easier to defend their policy turf against encroachment by other institutions by
reducing functional motives of states for the creation of additional institutions and by
deterring other institutions from entering the same governance domain. Do hypotheses
such as these stand up to systematic empirical scrutiny? Researchers could use both the
monadic and dyadic measures to examine such theoretical expectations.

5 Conclusion

The increasing number and density of global governance complexes is accompanied by
growing scholarly interest and a burgeoning body of literature on this phenomenon.
Nevertheless, much of this research emphasizes conceptual and theoretical advance-
ments, at the expense of systematic empirical inquiry. This reality emanates, at least in
part, from a dearth of reliable measures and data on key concepts. As the research
program on global governance complexity matures, however, the time is ripe for
greater attention to empirical questions and measurement.

This article takes an important step in this direction by making two contributions.
First, it proposes new measures that gauge the extent of institutional overlap, which
is based on the interaction of membership and policy competencies. We demonstrate
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that these measures can be used not only with respect to any two international
institutions, but also for single institutions in the context of policy-specific or
geographically demarcated governance complexes. We also point out that values
on these measures are sensitive to coding decisions with respect to membership and
policy competency.

Second, we illustrate the utility of these measures by applying them to a recent
dataset on formal IGOs. This analysis underscores the marked variation in the degree of
overlap across IGO pairs, time, type of IGO, geographical regions, and policy areas. In
one interesting example, we find that the growing institutional overlap is driven much
more by the expansion of policy competencies of existing IGOs than by growing state
membership, and that this is especially apparent for pairs of general purpose IGOs,
which tend to expand their policy scope over time. Nevertheless, we also find that
several pairs of task specific IGOs score very high on our measures, because they have
close to universal membership and a rather narrow policy scope. As the WIPO/WTO
and CoE/OSCE examples suggest, this may lead to a more intense interaction between
such IGOs.

To make the most of the measures developed in this article, we should move beyond
descriptive analyses and utilize them to address questions that are of interest to scholars
of global governance. As a first step in this direction, we point to three research areas in
which we believe they could come in handy: institutional design and evolution,
institutional legitimacy and legitimation, and institutional performance. While these
research areas are still tentative, following up on them may shed new light on global
governance complexes. As we have already emphasized, we used the MIA dataset for
illustrative purposes. Answering the questions posed in the previous section systemat-
ically also requires more comprehensive data on the various institutions composing
governance complexes. We believe that mapping such complexity, perhaps starting
with a specific issue area and/or a geographical region, is a fruitful avenue for further
research.
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