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Regional organisations (ROs) are key actors in global and regional govern-

ance, and their authority has increased continuously in all world regions. In 

the face of growing contestation and politicisation, these ROs are increas-

ingly justifying their right to rule. In so doing, ROs invoke the norms which 

they claim to pursue or embody.

	• Our novel data shows that RO legitimation has become more diverse. This is in 

large part due to the growing importance of liberal and communitarian norms, 

such as democracy, human rights, and a common identity. Today, these norms 

account for more than half of all statements. However, these global trends do 

not apply equally tos all ROs. We also observe region-specific trends and pat-

terns. 

	• These legitimation patterns are reflective of the regions’ normative bases and 

the identities which the ROs promote. They help us understand the relevance 

of region-specific challenges and characteristics such as culture or geography. 

Regions in the Global South warrant particular attention in this regard, as their 

distinctive features are still too often neglected. 

	• The growing diversity of legitimacy claims is related to the increasing variety 

of stakeholders and audiences, processes of socialisation and diffusion, and the 

emergence of region-specific issues of relevance. As such, ROs today operate in 

a more complex and demanding environment.

Policy Implications
A closer look at ROs’ legitimacy claims helps identify normative developments in 

specific regions as well as in global governance more broadly. Greater aware-

ness of a region’s normative foundations and shifts increases the chances of mu-

tually beneficial long-term cooperation based on shared values and priorities.
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ROs Require Legitimacy and Therefore Engage in Legitimation

Regional integration is frequently associated with the European Union (EU). In-

deed, other ROs are often measured against the standard of the EU model as the 

trailblazer for regional integration (Lenz and Burilkov 2017). It is important to un-

derstand, however, that regional integration is a process that has shaped all major 

world regions and that ROs across the globe have become key actors in global and 

regional governance. Whereas the EU is certainly the most visible, ROs such as the 

African Union (AU), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the 

Organization of American States (OAS) have evolved into key regional actors with 

growing influence and visibility. This is part of “a marked, though uneven increase 

in the authority of international organizations” that envelopes all world regions 

(Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019: 38). This trend is often accompanied by height-

ened expectations, and ROs have recently been confronted with growing contesta-

tion and politicization. This, in turn, increases the pressure on them to justify their 

right to rule. We refer to such justifications as discursive legitimation. 

By this, we mean that IOs justify their right to rule in the public domain with 

reference to standards of appropriate behaviour, or norms, that they claim to em-

body or pursue. Driven by RO representatives, legitimation seeks to stabilise or 

enhance the belief in an RO’s legitimacy among the relevant audience. Legitimacy is 

important for ROs because it enhances the chance that their rules will be complied 

with in the absence of vigorous enforcement mechanisms and that they can count 

on member states’ and other constituencies’ financial and political support. This 

renders constant legitimation vital for ROs (Dingwerth et al. 2019). We suggest that 

region-specific changes as well as the political contestation of ROs, augmented by 

an increasingly diverse set of stakeholders, has diversified how ROs claim legiti-

macy. 

The empirical findings are based on a novel dataset on the legitimacy claims of 

ROs. In the LegRO project, we systematically collected and coded two types of docu-

ments from 28 ROs over four decades (1980–2019) across all world regions: annual 

reports issued by the RO's general secretariats and communiqués published by the 

heads of state or government at the end of RO summits. Based on previous research 

on legitimation and organisational communication as well as initial empirical in-

sights, we have identified 13 normative themes falling into four normative domains 

(see Table 1) to which a legitimation statement – the foundation of our coding ap-

proach – can refer. Legitimation statements are statements that positively evaluate 

the RO or express its identity (Lenz et al. 2020). We have identified close to 13,000 

legitimation statements in more than 1,200 coded documents.

Table 1 
Normative Themes

Authors’ own compila-
tion, based on LegRO 
dataset.
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In the following, we provide further insights into this novel data. We first elaborate 

on the general diversification of discursive legitimation and subsequently present 

instructive regional patterns. We then outline various explanations for this diversi-

fication and conclude with policy implications. 

Legitimation Claims Have Become More Diverse

Our novel data on legitimacy claims demonstrates that ROs are increasingly in-

voking a more diverse set of norms to justify their right to rule, including varia-

tion across different organisations. Whereas some ROs remain focused on specific 

norms, others are incorporating a growing range. We define diversity as the number 

of different normative themes an RO uses in its legitimation and measure this as the 

count of normative themes, out of a total of 13, used in the respective documents 

of an RO in a given year. As Figure 1 demonstrates, ROs have increasingly used a 

broader and more diverse set of normative standards in their attempts to claim le-

gitimacy. We can see that the use of liberal norms steadily increased from less than 

10 per cent of all statements to more than 23 per cent in 2019. Overall, the average 

number of normative themes an RO references has increased from approximately 

three in the early 1980s to more than six today. This is in large part due to the 

growing importance of liberal and communitarian norms, such as democracy, hu-

man rights, and a common identity, which today account for more than half of all 

statements.

This development suggests that the increasing diversity is at least partially driven 

by the emergence of new norms which have enteren the “global script” of ROs (Bör-

zel and van Hüllen 2015). Take human rights, for example: In the 1980s, human 

rights legitimation was present in less than 20 per cent of all RO-years in our sam-

ple, driven by only two ROs (CoE and OAS). In the 1990s, this number increased 

to approximately 33 per cent. Similarly, the share of ROs that have regularly used 

Figure 1 
Diversity of Themes

Authors’ own compila-
tion, based on LegRO 
dataset.
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human rights legitimation over the past decade compared to the 1980s has almost 

tripled. As part of a “liberal” global script, the spread of human rights as an emer-

gent norm after the alleged victory of liberalism over socialism is therefore striking 

and has contributed to the observed diversification in ROs’ legitimacy claims.

The trend of normative diversification, however, has not affected all ROs equal-

ly. Many ROs have historically focused on economic cooperation and development. 

Some of these ROs, such as the Economic Community of West African States (ECO-

WAS) and the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF; formerly the South Pacific Forum (SPF)), 

have increasingly drawn on a range of norms beyond economic issues. Others, how-

ever, have not notably broadened the scope of their legitimation and remain nar-

rowly focused on economic welfare. 

For the Organisation of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC), for 

instance, liberal and communitarian norms make up less than five per cent of all 

statements, while references to economic themes greatly dominate in all years. 

We observe a similar pattern for the European Free Trade Area (EFTA), where the 

number of legitimacy claims based on economic welfare is more than ten times 

higher than the number of liberal and communitarian legitimacy claims taken to-

gether. Moreover, the focus on global trends in diversification may obscure relevant 

regional differences. Hence, zooming in on regional patterns and trends produces a 

more nuanced picture of developments regarding ROs’ claims to legitimacy. 

Legitimation Patterns Are Also Region-Specific

Indeed, we observe region-specific trends and patterns in legitimation. We consider 

four world regions: the Americas, Europe, Africa, and Asia and the Pacific (as one 

region). Additionally, we consider five ROs to be cross-regional (Asia-Pacific Eco-

nomic Cooperation (APEC), League of Arab States (LoAS), Commonwealth of In-

dependent States (CIS), and Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

(OSCE)). Figure 2 shows the region-specific patterns based on the last four decades 

taken together. 

We see, for instance, disproportionate democratic legitimation in the Americas 

and high-intensity security legitimation in the Asia-Pacific region. In Europe, we 

observe exceptionally strong human rights legitimation, while legitimation via na-

tional sovereignty is practically irrelevant. 

Legitimation patterns are reflective of the regions’ normative bases and the 

identities promoted by the ROs. This is instructive for learning about the relevance 

of region-specific challenges and characteristics such as culture or geography, as 

we explain below. Regions in the Global South and their ROs warrant particular 

attention in this regard, as their distinctive features are still too often neglected in 

mainstream research. In the following, we present three illustrative region-specific 

normative legitimation patterns and diversification trends in the Global South, by 

examining five different ROs. 
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Communitarian Legitimation: The Role of an Arab Identity

To begin with, we find an unusually strong emphasis on community norms in the 

Arab world. Overall, community norms – that is, norms that emphasise community 

based on a shared identity, culture, or history as the main guiding principle of so-

ciety –, matter in all world regions. Every RO in our sample has claimed legitimacy 

based on these norms. Their role in the Arab world, however, is remarkable and 

suggests region-specific characteristics. The most prominent RO in the region, the 

League of Arab States (LoAS), deviates from the overall picture across all 28 ROs 

because communitarian norms are almost equally important as functional norms 

in its discourse. 

Indeed, as Figure 3 shows, communitarian norms dominate in almost half of 

all years under observation. Political community represents the most important 

normative theme, in absolute numbers, for the LoAS over the entire period of ob-

servation. This does not come as a surprise. The LoAS comprises 22 Arab states 

and was founded in a postcolonial nation-building context, which helps explain 

the strong emphasis on communitarian norms in its legitimation claims. The LoAS 

has a unique membership criterion – namely, that member states need to be Arab 

nations. Additionally, its two original objectives, reinforcing the sovereignty of all 

newly established Arab states and championing the rights to self-determination of 

the Palestinian people in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, strongly reflect the rel-

evance of an Arab identity for this RO. Throughout its existence, the LoAS has fos-

Figure 2 
Normative Themes 
across Regions

Authors’ own compi-
lation, based on LegRO 
dataset.
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tered this Arab identity and reinforced strong cultural ties among its member states 

(Worrall 2017; Barnett 1998). 

Notions of Pan-Arabism and the “Arab Nation” can thus frequently be found 

in its legitimacy claims. In the 2017 communiqué from the organisation’s summit 

in Amman, the LoAS’s heads of state and government committed, for instance, to 

“empowering it (the Arab League) as an incubator of our unifying Arab identity” 

(LoAS 2017: 4). Similarly, their current secretary general recently described the 

organisation as the “House of Arab” (Ahram Online 2018). This example nicely il-

lustrates how cultural features, in this case the strong relevance of an Arab identity, 

can affect legitimacy claims. 

Functional Legitimation: Africa’s Turn to Security

Africa is notorious for the prevalence of conflicts on the continent. Yet African ROs 

have for the most part been founded as economic integration and development pro-

jects or, in the case of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), to achieve conti-

nental decolonisation, protect state sovereignty and promote unity. To this day, the 

most relevant sub-continental ROs are classified as regional economic communities 

(RECs). In the 1980s and early 1990s, security hardly featured in the discursive le-

gitimation of African ROs. In the mid to late 1990s and early 2000s, however, vari-

ous security crises and challenges in combination with international neglect dur-

ing the post-Cold War period prompted some African ROs to venture into the area 

of peace and security and claim agency. With this development, legitimacy claims 

based on security norms became central features in the discursive legitimation of 

some African ROs. Recently, the ECOWAS Authority reaffirmed “its commitment 

to the promotion of peace, security and stability in the sub region, as a prerequisite 

for the economic integration and development of the region” (ECOWAS 2019: 6). 

While security has not replaced economic welfare as the dominant normative 

theme, it has been the second most important normative theme for the African Un-

Figure 3 
Normative Themes in 
LoAS

Authors’ own compila-
tion, based on LegRO 
dataset.
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ion (AU), the South African Development Community (SADC) and ECOWAS since 

the turn of the millennium. In fact, the share of security legitimation claims has in-

creased with every decade for each of these ROs (Figure 4). This development indi-

cates that peace and security have become part of the identity of the three arguably 

most powerful and consequential African ROs, which now derive their legitimacy to 

a significant degree from their activities in this area or at the very least claim legiti-

macy on this basis. Hence, African regionalism today cannot be understood without 

an appreciation of the emphasis that is being placed on regional solutions aimed at 

the establishment of peace, security, and stability.

Liberal Legitimation: A “Green” Agenda in the Pacific 

Finally, the use of “green” norms has significantly increased in recent years. Indeed, 

issues of climate change, environmental degradation and pollution – and with them 

the search for environmentally sustainable solutions – have become key topics of 

contemporary global governance. In the world of ROs, the emphasis on environ-

mental protection has increased in recent years by more than four times from the 

period 1980–2010, but nowhere has this increase been greater than in the Pacific 

Islands Forum (PIF). As Figure 5 shows, this RO does indeed head the ranking for 

total legitimacy claims based on environmental protection.

Furthermore, the PIF is also the RO which uses the environmental protection 

norm most consistently in its legitimacy claims going back to the 1980s. This stands 

in contrast to the second greatest user of this norm, APEC, which has consistently 

claimed legitimacy based on environmental protection only since 2007. This obser-

vation can be traced back to the distinct geographical characteristics of the two re-

gions concerned. The PIF consists of several small and developing island countries 

in addition to Australia and New Zealand. As such, climate change arguably poses 

a greater threat to these Pacific countries than it does to any other region. Severe 

weather phenomena such as hurricanes or tropical cyclones, rising sea levels, and 

losses in biodiversity are rendering the region significantly less hospitable and di-

Figure 4 
Security in Africa

Authors’ own compila-
tion, based on LegRO 
dataset.
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minishing its main sources of income: tourism and fisheries. Hence, the PIF is fully 

dedicated to fighting climate change and environmental degradation, drawing on 

its conviction that “[as] Large Ocean Island States, the ocean is our way of life” (PIF 

2015: 6). 

It is striking to note that this focus on environmental protection coincides with 

the PIF’s ambition to exert international influence. The member states’ climate vul-

nerability as small and remote island states is caused by the inaction of the inter-

national community. Thus, the PIF has also become an active proponent of global 

measures to combat climate change and its adverse effects. Consequently, region-

specific features have affected how the PIF claims legitimacy. It is important to un-

derstand that matters related to the environment are part and parcel of the PIF’s 

work and closely tied to its identity and raison d’être as an RO.

Multiple Factors Shape Diversification

The growing diversification of legitimacy claims is related to the increasing variety 

of stakeholders and audiences, socialisation and diffusion processes, and the emer-

gence of region-specific issues. As such, ROs today operate in a more complex and 

demanding environment. The following section briefly discusses these arguments.

Figure 5 
‘Green’ Legitimation

Authors’ own compila-
tion, based on LegRO 
dataset.
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Stakeholders and Audiences: ROs are composed of member states. As such, 

these member states are the ROs’ principals and primary stakeholders. Member 

states’ expectations should not only shape the formal institutional framework, but 

also greatly influence an RO’s identity, its policy priorities and, consequently, how 

it claims legitimacy through communication. Nonetheless, other stakeholders are 

(increasingly) relevant as well. They include the citizens of member states, who can 

provide more direct popular legitimacy and have become more concerned with ROs 

as the latter have become politicised. Indeed, our data shows that people-centred 

legitimation has increased over the years. In addition, for many ROs, particularly 

in the Global South, securing external funding is crucial for effectively executing 

their mandate. This renders donor countries and organisations relevant stakehold-

ers. Moreover, ROs which are active in matters of security rely, for instance, on 

approval from the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). These ROs frequently 

also rely on civil society organisations (CSOs), as their compliance and cooperation 

can directly impact the feasibility and effectiveness of ROs’ implementation efforts. 

ROs in the economic field, on the other hand, can greatly benefit from the support 

of the business community. These actors are not only stakeholders but also audi-

ences, that is, the target of legitimation communication. In these roles, each actor 

brings their own set of expectations, up on which their support is based, to the table. 

Hence, we would expect a more diverse set of stakeholders and audiences to lead to 

normatively more diverse legitimation. We would also expect region- or RO-specific 

compositions of stakeholders and audiences to result in region- or RO-specific pat-

terns of legitimation. In this sense, legitimation reflects a strategic endeavour on 

the part of legitimating actors to cater to the normative expectations of relevant 

audiences. 

Socialisation and Diffusion: While ROs are often viewed as black boxes and 

monolithic actors, and much of the focus is on the member states as an RO’s self-

interested principals, we must not neglect the agency of bureaucrats in the ROs 

(cf. Barnett and Finnemore 1999). RO employees are socialised in the organisa-

tion’s environment. Hence, over time they internalize the norms and aspirations 

that the RO stands for and become “guardians of the treaty” (Börzel 2021: 188). It 

follows that as an RO’s mandate broadens to include new issue areas or normative 

aspirations, we can expect the normative diversity through which this RO claims 

legitimacy to increase as well. In addition to internalising existing norms, RO em-

ployees also bring their own convictions and values to work. Consequently, RO staff 

might expand on existing normative bases and foster increased normative diversity 

in RO’s legitimacy claims. In cases of socialisation, legitimation may be described 

as genuine, even if the broadening of the mandate happens to be based on strate-

gic considerations. Moreover, so-called diffusion processes can lead to increasing 

normative diversity. Sommerer and Tallberg argue that “IO decision makers, too, 

are likely to search for models to copy in their efforts to design policies and institu-

tions that are effective and legitimate” (Sommerer and Tallberg 2019: 400). Here, 

the corresponding claim is that RO representatives acquire normative diversity in 

legitimation discourse by observing the legitimation activities of other ROs in their 

organisational environment. This is because certain institutional forms and ways of 

claiming legitimacy can come to be widely seen as legitimate once they are used by 

important reference organisations or the wider organisational environment. This, 

in turn, exerts pressure on other ROs to adopt such norms strategically, or these 
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norms become internalised by actors and thereby part of an RO’s identity through 

socialisation.

Region-Specific Issues: Lastly, the emergence of region-specific issues can ex-

plain at least some of the normative diversity observed, as well as help account for 

regional differences in legitimation claims. Many ROs have seen their mandates 

expand over time in response to new challenges and regional crises. Once added to 

the mandate, new norms are likely to become part of an RO’s identity and remain 

relevant in its activities. This, in turn, increases the likelihood that they will feature 

in the RO’s legitimation claims. As norms are more likely to be added than removed, 

the normative diversity of ROs’ legitimation discourses increases. Moreover, as 

challenges and crises are often region-specific, distinctive regional patterns in how 

ROs claim legitimacy emerge. Some illustrative examples include the ECOWAS’ ‘se-

curity turn’ in response to regionally destabilizing internal conflicts in Liberia and 

Sierra Leone in the 1990s; the PIF’s increasing emphasis on green norms as the im-

pacts of climate change worsened; and the relative decline in the EU’s reference to 

economic matters after institutional changes in the 1990s expanded its policy scope 

to address new areas of concern. Here, it becomes imperative to look at regional de-

velopments with regards to challenges and crises in order to understand normative 

diversity and patterns in legitimation. 

Implications for International Cooperation and Policymaking 

Today, ROs in all world regions have become active and influential players in in-

ternational cooperation and policymaking. A closer look at ROs’ legitimacy claims 

helps us identify normative developments and improve our understanding of politi-

cal challenges and opportunities in specific regions as well as in global governance 

more broadly. Greater awareness of a region’s original normative foundations and 

recent shifts increases the chances of mutually beneficial long-term cooperation 

based on shared values and priorities. Protagonists of international cooperation 

ought to be aware of these developments in the face of the growing contestation and 

delegitimation of international political institutions. 

More concretely, the EU and Germany, as strong supporters of ROs across the 

world, can benefit greatly from paying close attention to these communicative pat-

terns and trends as they provide food for thought regarding policymaking. The fact 

that we can demonstrate an increase in normative diversity and distinctive regional 

patterns in RO legitimation should lead policymakers to consider the origins of such 

trends and patterns. The ascribed relevance or emergence of certain stakeholders 

and audiences reflected in diversified legitimation, for example, can reveal new ac-

tors whose interests and inputs should be considered or included in policymaking. 

Normative beliefs and belief changes within ROs help policymakers identify allies 

whose visions of the future align with theirs. Region-specific contexts and priorities 

in multilateral cooperation, which are evident from an RO’s legitimation discourse, 

underline the importance of regional ownership and agency. Thus, we believe that 

region-specific and context-sensitive approaches to international cooperation and 

policymaking are now more important than ever.

In designing regional policies and cooperation strategies, it is important to 

ensure the support of the relevant ROs. Only in this way can policymakers make 



   11      GIGA FOCUS | GLOBAL | NO. 4 | JULY 2021  

certain that today’s problems are sensibly addressed through interregional and 

interorganisational cooperation with viable and mutually beneficial policies. Such 

cooperation is needed in an increasingly interdependent world in which crises fre-

quently spread across regions and many challenges defy artificial regional bounda-

ries.
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