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Recent research on informal governance (Abbott, Biersteker and Westerwinter, forthcoming) has 
suggested three different forms of informality in contemporary global governance – (1) informality in 
institutional form, (2) informal practices within formal and informal organizations, and (3) the informal 
communities and networks that operate around international organizations. This typology can be 
usefully applied to illustrate how individual elected members of the UN Security Council can influence 
not just individual Council decisions, but the operations and procedures of the UN Security Council itself. 
In the memo that follows, I will draw extensively on my personal experience with the development, 
analysis and application of UN targeted sanctions over the course of the past twenty years and the 
different ways in which it illustrates how elected members can influence the UN Security Council through 
informal forms of governance. 

Informality in Institutional Form  

Informality in institutional form, the first type of informal governance identified above, includes both the 
emergence of informal inter-governmental organizations (or IIGOs), as described by Snidal and Vabulas 
(2013), and trans-governmental initiatives (or TGIs), discussed extensively by Abbott and Snidal (2009, 
2010). Both of these informal institutional forms have shown considerable expansion in recent years, 
while the total number of formal inter-governmental organizations (or FIGOs) has leveled off.  

Figure 1 about here 

Elected Members of the UN Security Council have made regular use of IIGOs, from the Swiss-initiated S5 
(or Small Five), to its successor, the Accountability, Coherence, and Transparency (or ACT) Group that 
presently consists of 25 relatively small Member States from across the globe. As Jochen Prantl and more 
recently Monica Herz have written, groups of friends are common in the UN, and their formation has in 
some instances facilitated diplomatic activities on behalf of the UN Secretary-General. In other instances, 
more informal Contact Groups like the Quartet, the Contact Group on the FRY or the E3 plus 3, have 
brought groups of states together to support the resolution of particular conflicts. Informal groupings 
can also be found working together on particular issues, such as the Friends of R2P (responsibility to 
protect), the Cairns Group (agriculture), the Alliance of Small Island States (climate change), the New 
Agenda Coalition (disarmament), the Accountability, Coherence and Transparency ACT group (veto 
restraint), Small Island Developing States (SIDS), or the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) (Herz 
forthcoming). 



 Working paper, do not cite  

2 
 

IIGOs at the UN Security Council have engaged in a number of different activities intended to reform the 
practices of the Council. The LMS group was formed in the early 2000s to coordinate policy in response 
to legal reversals from courts at the national and European level that challenged their implementation of 
UN Security Council resolutions. The LMS commissioned research on the due process rights of individuals 
designated for sanctions, engaged in a public-private partnerships (PPP) for the production of reports 
laying out different policy options (the Watson Report, 2006) and analyzing the legal issues involved 
(Fassbender, Böthe reports), hosted open sessions to review and subsequently launch the some of the 
work, and lobbied Permanent Members (particularly France and the UK) to take up the cause among the 
Permanent Members of the Council. They succeeded in creating the Office of the Ombudsperson in 2009 
and supported the strengthening of the Office to the extent that it now takes unanimity among UNSC 
Members to reverse a decision of the Ombudsperson to de-list individuals. The LMS Group continues to 
work for the extension of the mandate of the Office of the Ombudsperson to extend to other Sanctions 
Committees today. In the wake of this effort, they have managed to introduce small, but important 
procedural reforms, such as extending the amount of time for capitals to comment on statements of 
case before acting on them and terminating indefinite holds on designations by Permanent Members. 

Informality within Informal and Formal Institutions 

There are informal practices of routine procedure within these IIGOs, the second form of informal 
governance identified at the outset of this memo. Consensus decision-making and the formulation of 
advisory positions, with opt out provisions are accompanied by strategic divisions of labor among their 
members. This was observable during the recent Arria Formula meeting on sanctions reform sponsored 
by Egypt during its presidency that I participated in during July 2017. I learned subsequently that 
Germany, Australia, and Finland coordinated their statements at the open session to emphasize different 
aspects of the group’s recent discussions on sanctions. Policy coordination of this sort constitutes an 
illustration of the informal practices of governance within informal inter-governmental institutions. 

Informal practices within formal institutions can also offer a vehicle for Elected Member influence on the 
UN Security Council. While a number of informal practices can be identified in the ways in which 
different sanctions committees operate, the Elected Member chairs of individual sanctions committees 
can introduce procedures that influence the operations of the committees during times of institutional 
reform and change under their terms. When UNSCR 1822 called for a substantial review of the 1267 
Committee list (then and still the committee with the largest number of individual designations), Austria 
developed a detailed process for the systematic review of each and every name on the list. To achieve 
the goals of the resolution, it solicited updated information about individual designees from designating 
states and from states of residence and citizenship, before considering each case. Adapting the working 
methods of committees to give Member States more time to decide whether to agree to a designation 
was also an incremental reform in procedure that arguably contributed to the due process rights of 
individuals designated by the Council. Introducing genuine deliberation into committee procedures 
might be a bit more of a challenge, but there are other creative ways in which elected members can 
influence the operational behavior of the Council when their terms as committee chairs begin. 
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Informality around Formal and Informal Institutions 

Transnational policy networks (TPNs) constitute a third form of informal governance arrangement that 
utilize informal alliances with other institutions beyond the groupings of states (IIGOs) described above 
to influence and reform UN Security Council practices. Sometimes described as transnational policy 
communities (Stone 2008) or communities of practice (Pouliot 2017), TPNs are constituted by a group of 
individuals who share a common expertise, a common technical language to communicate that 
expertise, broadly shared normative concerns, but not necessarily agreement on specific policy goals 
(Biersteker 2014). A shared, specialized language defines both the possibility of entry into the network 
and a basis for exclusion or alienation from it, and TPNs operate mostly around, rather than within 
international organizations.  

TPNs might include individuals from NGOs associated with advocacy, but they are more technical in 
orientation and individuals from NGOs would eventually be excluded if they contributed nothing to the 
network beyond advocacy of a single cause. TPNs share more similarities with trans-governmental 
networks (TGNs) and certainly include individuals who routinely engage with one another in TGNs 
(Slaughter 2004). TPNs transcend them, however, to include actors other than state officials – actors 
from the private business sector, from international organizations, from international legal practice, and 
from academia. TPNs are less formally contractual than most public-private partnerships (PPPs) which 
are typically entered into to achieve some common goal over a fixed time horizon, with a contractual 
understanding of roles and deliverables. TPNs are also less institutionalized than most multi-stakeholder 
initiatives (MSIs) that are designed for specific monitoring or regulatory purposes. TPNs, by contrast, 
tend to be more focused on policy formation and the development and reform of policy instruments, 
than with regulatory frameworks (that are the principal concerns of many MSIs, and most regulatory 
standards setting schemes (RSSs) or transnational governance initiatives). A large variety of different, 
issue-specific TPNs exist around the UN system in what Thomas Weiss has characterized in general terms 
as the “Third UN” (Weiss, Carayannis, and Jolly 2009).  

Different institutional forms have greater or lesser salience at different points in the emergence of a 
governed domain. TANs, and to a certain degree TPNs, play important roles at the early stages of 
governance, as issues are identified, framed, and first developed. TPNs can play a continuing role, as 
existing governance forms evolve or face legitimacy or performance challenges. TGNs can emerge out of 
summits or from perceived needs for greater coordination among government regulators in different 
countries facing common problems. Once created, they remain salient throughout the governance 
process. PPPs can emerge at different phases of the development of global governance (as 
commissioned papers to map and define an issue domain or core concepts at the outset), but also at 
later stages of implementation and the delivery of global public goods. MSIs and RSSs are more 
institutionalized than the other forms and directly participate in the development of rules and the 
monitoring of compliance with them. Given the importance of rules in most definitions of global 
governance, it is tempting to equate governance with their establishment. Their origins, however, cannot 
be adequately understood without consideration of other institutional configurations.  
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Many of the individuals participating in transnational policy networks have experience in more than one 
institutional setting. Indeed, it is not unusual for Ministry of Finance officials operating in a TPN on 
financial sanctions to end up as compliance officers in the banks they formerly oversaw and regulated. 
Different individuals in TPNs tend to play different functional roles at different points in time. They draw 
on their current (and to a lesser degree on their previous) institutional vantage points for the authority 
of their expertise. 

Within the literature on institutions, the concept of a policy entrepreneur has been introduced to 
explain the development and emergence of international norms (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). It is a 
useful construct, and policy entrepreneurs often play important roles in TPNs. The policy entrepreneur 
concept is not sufficient on its own, however, as I have been able to observe from the policy-engaged 
research I have conducted on the impacts and effectiveness of UN targeted sanctions over the past 
twenty years. I have observed other individual actors playing important functional roles in transnational 
policy networks.  

There are also brokers, typically individuals who represent state players (but not necessarily official state 
policy). They can be channels to influence, to resources, and to the convening of functions at institutions 
like the UN, where states remain the pre-eminent actors. Providing a room for a meeting at a permanent 
mission to the UN or within the UN itself is an important way to attract representatives from other 
states. There are also gate-keepers, often institutional or disciplinary conservatives who discourage 
radical changes or defend past practices they helped develop, or particular disciplinary or institutional 
conventions. Charli Carpenter has also stressed the positive role of gatekeepers, who not only attempt to 
close off, but can also facilitate the opening of gates (Carpenter 2010). Guardians of expertise (by virtue 
of their previous roles or past accumulated experience) is a role taken on by individuals within 
international organizations who have remained in place for long times and sometimes by scholars. This is 
important, because of the rapid turnover of personnel in many institutions, both public and private, for 
whom “long experience” with an issue constitutes only three or four years. Legitimators is often a role 
played by academics knowledgeable about the scholarly literature or about research methods used to 
analyse complex issues in a given issue domain. When we, as scholars, participate in transnational policy 
networks – through consulting, task force participation, policy conferences, training workshops, 
commissioned research, or our own policy reports – we are not neutral outsiders. We become part of 
the networked process itself, something with important normative implications. 

The actions of individuals need to be examined within the context of the institutional environments from 
which they emerge and the networks within which they operate. While institutional positions enable 
individuals to demonstrate their power, institutional location does not determine the roles they play in 
TPNs. While they can draw on their institutional bases for the authority of their expertise, different 
individuals in the same institutional position might choose to use their institutional power quite 
differently – one might try to avoid drawing undue attention to the institutional unit, while another 
might become a policy entrepreneur. There is no one-to-one correspondence between institutional 
affiliation and functional role in a TPN. 
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I first began to think about the presence and potential significance of TPNs when I was asked to reflect 
on my personal engagement with policy practice in a conference (and later book) to explore the different 
ways in which scholars engage in policy practice (Biersteker 2014). I was teaching a course on 
multilateral governance and international organizations at the time, and while I found the literature on 
contemporary forms of multilateral governance informative, conceptually rich, and engaging, it could not 
capture adequately my own experience with sanctions reform at the UN level. In particular, it tended to 
downplay or avoid altogether the agency of different actors. While I have observed closely the activities 
of TPNs in the realm of UN sanctions, I have also observed their activities in other issue domains – small 
arms, R2P, PMSCs, and Internet governance. They are particularly salient in emergent issue domains (not 
yet institutionalized or formally legalized). 

In addition to these informal governance mechanisms – informal intergovernmental groupings, informal 
practices within formal and informal institutions, and participation in transnational policy networks – 
there are, of course, other ways Elected Members of the Council can reform aspects of the operations of 
the UN Security Council. Convening Arria formula meetings, utilizing their month of chairing of the 
Council to pursue agendas of interest or priority, and/or commissioning research on priority subjects (as 
exemplified by Swiss sponsorship of the current Sanctions and Mediation Project), are all additional ways 
in which elected members of the Council can influence the agenda and operational practices of the UN 
Security Council. 
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Figure 1: The Growth of Informal Governance Institutions 

 

 

 

Source: Oliver Westerwinter, “The Politics of Informal Governance,” 2016 
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