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Introduction: international organization and
US power

Government is gradually replacing anarchy in the international system, and
international governance is largely accomplished by means of international organizations. International organizations have proliferated, have expanded in
membership, have acquired new legal enforcement powers, and have extended
their reach into the details of domestic political economy in their member
states. A few, including the International Monetary Fund (IMF, or the Fund),
command signiﬁcant resources and wield considerable authority. International
organizations are emerging as important actors in their own right, but they also
remain potent power resources for inﬂuential states. The informal power that a
leading state can exert through international organizations plays an important
role in US foreign policy.
By the beginning of the twenty-ﬁrst century, international organizations had
become an essential instrument of effective statecraft even for the most powerful state in the system, and for most other states under most circumstances,
they were the only forums in which anything could be accomplished. International organizations are useful, to powerful and weak states alike, because they
can extend credibility and legitimacy to efforts that would otherwise lack credibility and legitimacy. This often makes the difference that makes multilateral
cooperation feasible; and the challenges posed by an increasingly interdependent global economy typically demand coordinated responses.
The legitimacy and independence of international organizations are always
provisional, because they exist in a system of states, and states enjoy very
unequal power resources. In order to assure the participation of the most powerful states, international institutions have developed informal procedures that
accommodate their interests. States with attractive outside options cannot commit to abide by disadvantageous rules when their preferences are intense. However, when powerful states abuse their informal prerogatives, they undermine
the legitimacy and usefulness of international organizations. Any characteri-
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zation of the role of an international organization in the system, therefore, is
a snapshot of a dynamic process, as its informal internal procedures and its
external legitimacy and functions change in response to state strategies. In the
post-Cold War world, most shocks to the system originated in the foreign policy interests of the leading state, the United States; but even this is changing as
the distribution of power shifts.
International organizations are compelled to navigate the treacherous vortex
created by US power. If they stray too far from the current, they become irrelevant to US policy, and may ﬁnd themselves adrift; yet if they are captured by
the US policy preoccupations of the moment, they risk losing their legitimacy.
An example of the ﬁrst tendency is the United Nations Security Council, which
the United States has marginalized when it failed to support US policies in the
former Yugoslavia and Iraq. An example of the latter is the IMF, which has become so tilted towards US preferences that it has lost much of its legitimacy in
the developing world. Organizations of which the United States is not a member, such as the European Union (EU), face similar dilemmas with respect to
their own most powerful members, as Germany and France have repeatedly
demonstrated. However, in the absence of a single dominant member, informal
governance is more broadly shared and negotiated among a handful of major
players.1
The existence of power politics, the frequency of informal manipulation and
the possibility of forum shopping by powerful states put important limits on the
autonomy of international organizations. Far from marginalizing international
organizations, however, these practices highlight their signiﬁcance as instruments of state power. Even in the ﬁeld of international security, where states
guard their freedom of action most jealously, international organizations play
a key mediating role. Despite its global military reach, the United States ﬁnds
that the use of force is less costly and more effective when employed in conjunction with an international organization. In international trade, the United
States has attractive outside options and can often exert more leverage through
bilateral bargaining than through the World Trade Organization (WTO); yet the
WTO can also serve as an effective fulcrum. Indeed, US inﬂuence inside and
outside the WTO often complement each other. In international ﬁnance, the
United States remains the most important player because it issues the global reserve currency, but the integration of global capital markets makes multilateral
coordination necessary to manage contagion during ﬁnancial crises. Furthermore, constitutional barriers generally prevent the United States from reacting
to ﬁnancial crises that originate beyond its borders with the speed or resources
1
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that the IMF is able to muster.2 In each case, international organizations are
deeply inﬂuenced by US power, but US power also rests in large part upon the
ability to inﬂuence international organizations.
For all other states in the international system, the choices are starker. Only
American elites seriously question the signiﬁcance of international organizations, because only the United States is able to exercise attractive unilateral
options. In some cases, members of the EU are able to exercise an effective
threat of exit from another organization by acting as a group; but they are able
to do so only because their commitment to the EU is so strong. For European, Japanese, Chinese, Russian and Brazilian elites, the geography of the
international system is deﬁned by the opportunities and constraints created by
international institutions. Most foreign policy objectives can only be achieved
by working through international organizations, and this is increasingly true of
domestic policy objectives as well.3 As these countries become increasingly
integrated into the world economy, and the world economy places increasing
burdens on the global environment, the number of fundamental national interests that can only be achieved through international organizations expands.
These states have only limited informal inﬂuence within international organizations, but their membership and formal privileges in international organizations represent signiﬁcant elements of their national power.
International organizations loom still larger in the calculations of poor countries with weak states, which are most vulnerable to internal conﬂict and most
exposed to the vicissitudes of global markets. In these countries, international
organizations are often important players in domestic politics. They can cause
governments to fall, or prop them up; they can create irresistible pressure to
carry out policy reforms; they can forge or shatter political coalitions.4 Leaders of these countries ﬁnd that the only way to exert effective leverage over
international organizations is to appeal to the leading states in the system –
usually, to the United States – to exert informal inﬂuence on their behalf. This
intervention tends to undermine the credibility and autonomy of the interna2

3

4

In the aftermath of the 1995 Mexican peso crisis, Congress imposed limitations on the use of
the Treasury’s Exchange Stabilization Fund, which had been used as a line of credit for
Mexico. In 2008 and 2009 the United States helped to contain the spread of the global
ﬁnancial crisis by lending freely, particularly to Europe and to South Korea, but this was done
by the Federal Reserve through exchange swaps, and the Federal Reserve is legally
independent of presidential control.
Even apparent exceptions seem to reinforce this generalization. The Russian clash with
Georgia in August 2008 demonstrated a willingness to use force unilaterally and showcased
the rebounding capabilities of the Russian military, but came at a cost that earlier Russian
leaders would have been unwilling to pay in terms of isolation from Europe and hardening of
NATO. In recognition of this isolation, Russia suspended its long-standing application to join
the WTO, which it had made numerous political concessions to advance.
Pop-Eleches 2009.
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tional organization involved, which may weaken its legitimacy vis-à-vis third
parties.5 It also comes at a cost to the client state, because the United States extracts political concessions in return for its intervention, and these concessions
may reduce the legitimacy of the organization in the eyes of the client state’s
population.

The shifting architecture of international governance
At the time of writing, the United States remains the unchallenged leader of the
international ﬁnancial system, but the most severe weaknesses in its ﬁnancial
system and external accounts since the Great Depression and the largest ﬁscal
deﬁcits as a share of output since the Second World War threaten to erode this
dominance in the future. Meanwhile, the United States has come to share hegemony in international trade, ﬁrst with Europe, and subsequently more broadly
with a coalition that includes major developing countries. The EU has consolidated its internal authority and expanded its membership, but the positions
of its strongest members have slipped in the hierarchy of world power and in
relation to other European countries. Substantial weight in the world economy
and in international relations has shifted to the largest countries in the developing world, including China, India and Brazil. Both the formal and the informal
mechanisms of international organizations are shifting to accommodate these
new realities. This book looks backwards to explain the functioning of international organizations, but as soon as the pattern comes into focus, the landscape
begins to change.
The international ﬁnancial institutions are a rapidly moving target. A patchwork of institutions covers various aspects of the ﬁnancial landscape, including
the IMF, with primary lender-of-last-resort responsibilities; the World Bank
and various regional multilateral development banks that share responsibility
for promoting economic development and related objectives; and the Bank for
International Settlements, Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development and a network of standard-setting agencies that perform regulatory
functions. This schematic description is simpliﬁed, as the various agencies
share many of their functions, coordinate with each other, duplicate efforts,
and continuously reinvent themselves.
The IMF and the World Bank have evolved gradually for most of their
history, although the pace of change has accelerated in response to recent
events. The original division of labor between balance of payments support
5
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and economic development has become blurred. As the club of net creditors
has expanded and demand for ﬁnancing has increased in the developing world
more rapidly than the supply, the policy conditionality required by the IMF and
the World Bank has escalated and become more comprehensive. Meanwhile,
the net creditors constrained the growth of IMF resources so that they steadily
declined as a share of world economic activity, which made co-ﬁnancing of crisis programs by the Bank essential.6 In response to the global ﬁnancial crisis,
however, they reversed this trend and approved a tripling of IMF resources in
2009, drawing the necessary ﬁnancing mainly from the United States, Europe,
Japan and China, and dramatically shifting the proportions of ﬁnancing to the
organization. The expansion did not increase IMF quotas, which are analogous
to equity shares and are accompanied by voting rights, but instead expanded
the Fund’s lines of credit with major shareholders. At the time of writing, the
implications of this change for the distribution of formal voting rights has not
yet been determined, and how changes in formal authority will affect the informal governance of the Fund remains to be seen. However, it is clear that both
formal and informal governance of the IMF will respond to the redistribution
of economic resources that has been driven by rapid growth in the developing
world.
The world trading system has experienced even more dramatic shifts. Established as an informal negotiating forum with no enforcement powers, the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade was transformed at the conclusion of
the Uruguay Round by the creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in
1995, accompanied by an expansive set of new rules covering trade in goods
and services, intellectual property rights, and foreign investments. The story
of how this came about is an interesting study in the use of informal power
by the United States and the EU. The result is a formalized system of international trade litigation, the creation of a rapidly growing body of case law,
and the emergence of judicial activism. The complexity of the legal landscape
has increased dramatically, and the use of litigation to resolve trade disputes
has rapidly expanded. Since the end of the Uruguay Round, however, there has
been no further progress on trade treaties. An increasingly assertive group of
developing countries, led by Brazil, India and China, has resisted efforts by the
advanced industrial countries to assert an agenda of further liberalization, and
has insisted on substantial progress in reforming trade in agriculture as a precondition for further progress on other fronts. Meanwhile, the industrialized
countries have blocked progress on agriculture, which has led to stalemate in
the Doha Trade Round. The center of gravity in international trade negotia6
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tions has moved from the WTO to a rapidly growing network of bilateral and
regional trade and investment treaties, as countries with attractive outside options have sought alternative ways to exert leverage over their trading partners.
Parallel to the formal international organizations is a shifting set of groupings of privileged countries, which often set the agenda for the international
organizations. Between the early 1970s and the end of the 1990s, the preeminent grouping was the G-7, consisting of the United States, Britain, France,
Germany, Japan, Italy and Canada. While the G-7 summits of heads of state
were often inconclusive, the informal negotiations that took place continuously
at lower levels provided guidance to the IMF and deﬁned the parameters for
multilateral trade negotiations. The G-7 included countries that issued all of
the major currencies, controlled the majority of IMF shares, and conducted the
majority of world trade, so when they reached consensus they could generally
rely on their ability to bring about a similar consensus in other international
forums. Membership in the elite group was a valuable prerogative, which gave
countries of middle rank a seat at the table that their closest rivals envied, but
inﬂuence was by no means equally shared. The United States exercised substantial control over the agenda and enjoyed deference to its proposals, so that
consensus operated differently than unanimity voting. For the marginal members of the club, Italy and Canada, admission came at the behest of France
and the United States, respectively, and their diplomacy reﬂected their interest
in assuring that the major players continued to regard the G-7 as a valuable
instrument.7 The leading power could gain leverage by forum shopping, or
threatening to shift discussions from the G-7 to the G-5, G-10, or G-20.
The G-7 was substantially marginalized in the second George W. Bush administration, and many of the roles it played were replaced by the G-20. This
represented an acknowledgment of a sea change in the distribution of world
power, but it is signiﬁcant that the United States was able to accomplish the
transition rather effortlessly. Membership in the G-7 had always been valuable primarily because it was a club of the closest US colleagues, so the US
announcement that it would henceforth negotiate with a wider grouping was
irresistible. At the same time, the transition acknowledged a decline in US
inﬂuence. US inﬂuence within international organizations rests on consensus
among the major players, and as the share of world resources controlled by the
major US allies declined relative to that of the largest countries in the developing world, the interests of the key players became more heterogeneous. The
G-20 will not be as pliable as the G-7. For some purposes, as in IMF lending,
G-7 ﬁnance ministers and their deputies continue to exert a controlling interest.
7
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However, it is signiﬁcant that it was the G-20 rather than the G-7 that took the
lead in coordinating international responses to the 2008 ﬁnancial crisis. The
expansion of IMF ﬁnancing in 2009 was driven by the United States, but was
adopted as a concrete goal by the G-20 summit in April.

Roadmap
This is a book about how international organizations really function, through a
combination of formal and informal rules. The book’s empirical core is based
on extensive qualitative work in the IMF archives and interviews with IMF staff
and executive directors, as well as quantitative work using the IMF’s records
of conditionality. The argument applies broadly to other international organizations, because informal governance is ubiquitous, but it applies with important
variations. The terms of informal governance are negotiated differently in different contexts, and depend upon the distribution of issue-speciﬁc power and
interests. The informal practices of institutions differ from their formal rules,
and the varieties of governance respond to shifts in the distribution of power.
Chapter 2 outlines the book’s main argument and explains how the mechanisms of informal governance relate to broad debates in political science about
international power and legitimacy, on the one hand, and to the particular issues of delegation to international organizations and institutional design, on
the other. The formal model developed in Chapter 3 deﬁnes the terms of the
argument precisely and derives implications from it for institutional design,
delegation, performance, and legitimacy.
Chapter 4 describes the formal and informal governance arrangements of
the IMF, emphasizing the institutional features – a weak Executive Board and
delegation to a strong management – that preserve a back channel that allows
the United States to control the organization. Chapter 5 makes a similar qualitative analysis of the WTO, and Chapter 6 presents the case of the EU, illustrating the model’s ability to shed light on the logic of institutional design.
The model focuses on the use of exit options by powerful countries and informal inﬂuence outside formal channels, which are common features across
the three institutions, although the balance of formal and informal governance
varies substantially. The comparative statics of the model indicate that the degree of long-term conﬂict of interest among the members of an institution and
the number of leading powers in its issue domain account for the variation in
delegation across institutions and across issue areas within each institution.
While the three chapters in Part Two illustrate the logic of the theory qualitatively, Part Three turns to rigorous hypothesis testing and focuses on the IMF.
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The three chapters that follow trace the course of an IMF program through
its product cycle, from decisions about the amount of access allowed to IMF
resources, to negotiations over conditionality, and on to enforcement of conditionality when programs go off track. The testable implications of the model
are that US informal inﬂuence over the Fund should be observable when the
United States pushes for exceptions to rules, that these exceptions should only
be made for important countries, and that they should be made when the borrowing country has an urgent need for IMF ﬁnancing. These claims are tested
statistically using the Monitoring of Agreements Database (MONA), which
contains the IMF’s records of conditionality, including which conditions were
implemented, modiﬁed or waived, and when programs were suspended. The
mechanisms involved are illustrated with reference to ﬁve major ﬁnancial crises:
Mexico (1994–95), Indonesia (1997), South Korea (1997), Russia (1998) and
Argentina (2001).
The concluding chapter returns to broad themes of legitimacy and change in
international organizations. The model suggested that power and legitimacy interact in precise ways, and traces out the implications of two kinds of change:
change in US structural power, and change in the range of temptations the
United States faces to intervene. As American structural power declines, the
United States is compelled to act with greater restraint in order to maintain the
legitimacy of international organizations, and the role of formal governance
in shaping the policies of these organizations should become more important.
However, if the temptations that the United States faces to exploit its remaining
informal inﬂuence rise as US structural power declines, the legitimacy of international organizations is likely to be jeopardized. There is striking evidence
that this has occurred already in the IMF and the WTO.
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A theory of international organization

The relationship between power and legitimacy has been a central concern in
the study of international politics since the time of Thucydides, which has reﬂected an appreciation that international order has both normative and material
foundations. However, the concepts of power and legitimacy have generally
been loosely deﬁned, which has prevented the elaboration of fully-speciﬁed
theories and slowed the development of cumulative knowledge. The ﬁrst stage
of the argument of this book is to develop precise deﬁnitions of legitimacy and
power which can be used as the building blocks of a formal model. This chapter
presents the general argument: power and legitimacy are related in a particular
way, which relies on organizations that combine elements of formal and informal governance. In the following chapter, the argument is rendered in the
form of a formal game-theoretic model. The argument applies to international
organizations, to political systems, to corporate governance – in short, to all
forms of organized political interaction. The conception of power that I offer
in terms of outside options, however, is particularly potent in partially institutionalized settings, such as the anarchical international system or incompletely
consolidated democracies.1
The building blocks of the model of informal governance are: (1) the existence of parallel formal and informal modes of governance; (2) legitimacy
deﬁned in terms of voluntary participation; and (3) contingent delegation.

Formal and informal governance
Formal rules facilitate social interactions, whether these interactions occur
through markets, within hierarchically organized business ﬁrms, in political
1

Hirschman 1970.
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