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International cooperation: some fundamentals 

International cooperation, undertaken at a number of different levels, will be central to achieving a satisfactory 
rate of economic growth while at the same time also reducing climate risk:  

 Cooperation at the international level does not always have to mean agreement at the global level 

 Motivations for, and obstacles to, cooperation are many; and history offers lessons 

 Cooperation can take any one of a number of (different) forms, which can be undertaken simultaneously 

 Cooperation in the private sector is becoming ever more important with globalisation  

Forms of international cooperation 

International cooperation can take different forms. Five broad types can be distinguished: 

1. Information exchange, including best-practice; e.g.: 

- OECD Country Reviews, IEA Outlooks, C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group. 

2. Implicit coordination – sharing of expectations; e.g.:  

- IMF forecasting exercises and routine policy discussions with international organisations. 

3. Explicit but limited, amongst a small number of countries; e.g.: 

- EFTA, NAFTA, ASEAN trade agreements; and numerous G7 and G20 initiatives. 

4. Multi-country; e.g.: 

- The Marshall Plan (1947); EEC (1956); UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (1982); the 
Plaza Accord (1985); the Louvre Accord (1987); the Montreal Protocol (1987).  

5. Institutional change; e.g.: 

- Establishment of the post-WWII Bretton Woods institutions – the IMF, the IBRD (later World 
Bank), the OECD, the GATT (later the WTO) and the EEC (later EU). 

International cooperation can proceed at various levels simultaneously, or can evolve from one 
level to another. Outcomes thus do not have to be ‘all or nothing’. 

This paper – in large part a typology of the main features of each type of cooperation – lists in turn 
the fundamentals of each of the five different forms of cooperation and includes, for each, a 
detailed description and case study. Thereafter, the paper considers collaboration beyond the 
public sector, as well as some of the motives and obstacles to collaboration. Some success factors 
are also offered. Finally, the paper considers how climate change policy could proceed on various 
levels, and simultaneously.   
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1. Information exchange  

Underlying notion: The best outcome for each country individually, and thereby for countries 
collectively, is achieved if countries make policy individually, in the light of information, particularly 
if that information reflects best-practice.  

Applies: Where countries’ policies and actions have only an indirect impact on others e.g. labour 
market or social policies. 

Method: Countries share information on which policies, in their experience, work well and which 
do not – and the reasons why. Countries then set their own policies, completely independently. 

Example(s): Many. Range from Canada’s fundamental change from passive to active labour market 
policies in the late 1980s to recent efforts to improve macro prudential regulation; and includes 
many OECD, IMF, and IEA reviews, including on aspects of energy and climate change policies. 

Case study: OECD country reviews 

History: OECD Economic and Development Review Committee country reviews started in 1961. 
The reviews originally focused on macroeconomic developments and policies. More recently there 
has been an emphasis also on structural policies and special topics (e.g. education and innovation 
etc.). 

Aims: For countries to learn from one another from their respective economic prospects and 
policies, in light of respective experiences and lessons learnt. 

Membership: Representatives of all 34 OECD governments and the European Commission. 

Methods: Peer-reviews of OECD members by other members. Typically one large country and one 
smaller country leads the examination of the member country under review, on the basis of a draft 
prepared by the Secretariat. All 34 members are involved. OECD members are called to account 
for their prospects e.g. economic trends and policies. Each country is typically reviewed every 1 to 
2 years. 

Leadership: Run by the Economic and Development Review Committee (EDRC) of the OECD.  

Outcomes: Countries are held to account by their member peers, and the final report is agreed by 
all 34 members. Peer-review pressure has been particularly effective in bolstering cooperation. 
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2. Implicit coordination  

Underlying notion: Goes beyond information exchange (1. above): the best outcome for each 
country individually, and thereby for all countries collectively, is achieved if domestic policies are 
set on the basis of the best possible information about (forecasts of) other countries’ prospects 
and policies.  

Applies: Where countries’ policies and actions have a fairly direct impact on one another e.g. fiscal 
and monetary policy settings. 

Method: Countries share information about their individual likely economic prospects and policy 
intentions, and an assessment is made of the transmission of the likely consequences from country 
to country. Each country then sets policy individually, but in the informed light of how the world is 
most likely to be when each country’s own policies take effect. 

Example(s): Regular policy discussions conducted within the context of the Economic Policy 
Committees of the OECD, IMF, European Commission etc.  International ranking, for example the 
OECD’s PISA education rankings or the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness rankings. 

Case study: IMF and OECD forecasting exercises 

History: The IMF World Economic Outlooks are surveys by IMF staff and are usually published twice 
a year. The OECD Economic Outlooks similarly are bi-annual. 

Aims: To provide a basis on which countries can individually, and thereby collectively, learn what 
the world is likely to look like and then can set policies in light of knowledge gleaned. 

Membership: IMF or OECD member countries (188 and 34 states respectively). 

Methods: The World Economic Outlooks present staff ‘secretariat’ analyses of global economic 
developments over the short- to medium- term. They consider issues affecting industrial countries, 
developing countries, and economies in transition to market; and address topics of pressing policy 
concern. The IMF and OECD global models are both globally consistent i.e. world exports and world 
imports equal one another. 

Leadership: IMF or OECD staff economists. 

Outcomes: Individual country policy can be set in light of expected global developments. 
Collectively this may lead to better macroeconomic outcomes for the global economy.   
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3. Explicit but limited 

Underlying notion: Goes beyond implicit coordination (2. Above). The best outcome, individually 
and collectively, is achieved if countries explicitly act cooperatively i.e. as a result of analysis and 
negotiation each commits to policy action which is different from what would have happened 
without the negotiation (and consequent commitments by others). 

Applies: In areas in which countries’ policies and actions have a close, direct impact on one another 
e.g. regional trade agreements; and/or where it is politically easier to take action if other countries 
are doing the same e.g. standards setting and carbon taxes. 

Method: Countries negotiate policy actions that are contingent on those of others; and then act 
together. Requires a collection of core players. 

Examples: Fiscal and monetary responses to: strong booms in 1968-69; strong booms in 1972-73; 
post 1973/74 and 1978/79 global oil price shocks; NAFTA, ASEAN trade agreements; numerous G8 
and G20 initiatives. 

Case study: G20 initiatives during the Global Financial Crisis 

History: The G20 arose out of the Asian Financial Crisis of the late 1990s and played an important 
role in the 2008/09 global financial crisis.  

Aims: To provide a forum where finance ministers and central bank governors from both the 
advanced economies and the developing world discuss, and take action on, issues impacting the 
major economies individually and thereby the global economy. 

Membership: Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, 
Japan, Republic of Korea, Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, United Kingdom, 
United States, and the European Union.  

Methods: Following the 2008 Financial Crisis the G20 evolved into a forum for heads of 
government. The Financial Stability Board (FSB) was established in 2009 to provide additional 
oversight to the global financial sector.  

Leadership: Presidency rotates annually. 

Outcomes: The G20’s action to avert a global depression and restore confidence in the 
international financial system has been seen by some as a watershed for multilateral cooperation. 
The flexibility, speed, and scope of international cooperation to lower interest rates and 
recapitalise the banking system was fast and coordinated. However, subsequent non-crisis 
outcomes have dampened expectations. 
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4. Multi-country 

Underlying notion: Goes beyond explicit but limited cooperation (3. above), but involves bringing 
in players beyond the core ‘players’. Within the framework of existing institutions, major countries 
commit, as in 3. above but, because of their significant weight in the world, the effect is to change 
the global environment. 

Applies: Rarely, but particularly importantly when the global environment needs to be affected in 
some way, in the recognised interests of all. 

Method: The large countries negotiate policy actions that are contingent on actions between 
members of the group and then act together. Other, smaller, countries often follow suit. 

Examples: GATT (later the WTO); the Smithsonian realignment of major currencies in 1971; the UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1982; the Plaza Accord of 1985; the Louvre Accord of 1987; 
the Montreal Protocol in 1987; the pan-European effort to save the ERM in 1992; and the response 
to the global financial crisis in 2009.  

Case study: The Montreal Protocol 

History: The Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer was signed in 1987 
and entered into force on 1 January 1989. 

Aims: The Protocol sought to limit – and eventually stop – ozone depleting chlorofluorocarbon 
(CFC) production.  

Membership: Ratified by 197 countries ‒ the first universally ratified treaty in UN history. 

Methods: Developed countries fully commit to assisting developing countries to phase-out CFCs. 
The Protocol was designed such that developing countries were required to make cuts in CFC 
production in order to be eligible. Thereafter, financial and technological incentives were provided 
to reduce CFCs in developing countries further. 

Leadership: Principally the developed countries, due in large part to the fact that most CFCs were 
produced by them, and that these countries were willing to incentivise developing countries. 

Outcomes: The Protocol achieved a complete phasing-out of chlorofluorocarbon (CFC) production 
by 1996, and has resulted in a gradual restoration of the ozone layer. Without action it was likely, 
on the evidence at the time, that nearly two-thirds of the earth’s ozone layer would have 
disappeared by 2065, with UV radiation up by around 650 per cent. 
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5. Institutional change  

Underlying notion: Goes beyond multi-country cooperation (4. above). Individual-country 
performance is handicapped by the performance of others; but this cannot be rectified within the 
current international institutional framework.  

Applies: Extremely rarely; only when the global system no longer functions to the satisfaction of 
participating countries, and a convincing alternative has been proposed. 

Method: International negotiation to establish new rules of the game, usually including new 
institutions, or at least new relations between institutions. Typically requires a committed 
hegemonic power. 

Example: Establishment of the Bretton Woods institutions, the  IMF, the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (IRBD) (later the World Bank), the OECD, the GATT (later the 
WTO) and the EEC (later the EU) as cornerstones of the post-World War II new international 
economic order. 

Case study: Bretton Woods 

History: The Bretton Woods conference took place at The Mount Washington Hotel in Bretton 
Woods, New Hampshire USA, in July 1944.  

Aims: To build a new world economic order by fostering global trade so as to give rise to sustained 
economic growth and fund post-war reconstruction. The meeting sought to decide an international 
currency and payments framework to restore global economic security and prosperity after WWII. 

Membership: 44 nations took part in discussions. Most subsequently contributed a membership 
fee to fund the institutions created.  

Methods: Member states agreed to peg their exchange rates by tying their currencies to the US 
dollar, which was in turn linked to gold. 

Leadership: The US and UK were the principal negotiators. 

Outcomes: The creation of a new international world order, which included the IMF and the IBRD 
(now the World Bank): 

 The IMF was designed to monitor exchange rates for evidence of ‘fundamental disequilibrium’ 
and lend reserve currencies to nations with external deficits in return for policy recalibration. 
The burden of adjustment fell on the deficit nations. 

 The IBRD provided under-developed and war-torn nations with much needed capital. 
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Collaboration beyond the public sector 

Private sector cooperation is conceptually a different ‘type’ than public sector cooperation, and 

seldom involves setting a framework i.e. the ‘rules of the game’. The process does, however, 

involve perceived self-interest. 

In a globalising world, cooperation between private firms appears increasingly desirable and often 

necessary, particularly in order to achieve: 

 Economies of scale with research and development; 

 Global reach with products or markets; or 

 Global standards to which all manufacturers and suppliers can work. 

There are many examples of private sector collaboration. These include: 

The semiconductor industry: Responding to competitive threats, the US industry organised into a 
consortium in the 1990s and produced The National Technology Roadmap for Semiconductors. In 
1998, building on the U.S. example, the International Technology Roadmap for Semiconductors 
(ITRS) was formed. Drawing on Moore’s Law, the ITRS projected 15 years into the future, and drew 
up a roadmap for semiconductor development to project processing needs and shape 
manufacturer expectations: 

  There are now around 1,000 companies affiliated to the working groups of the ITRS.    

GSM: The Global System for Mobile Communication (GSM) standard developed by the European 
Telecommunications Standards Institute (ETSI) established protocols for second-generation (2G) 
digital cellular networks. GSM became the de facto global standard: 

 ETSI now has over 700 members, from around 60 countries. The members include 
manufacturers, network operators, administrators, service bodies, research bodies, and users.   

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC): Established in 1993 to promote responsible management of the 
world’s forests, the independent and international forest certification scheme was set up by timber 
users, traders, and environmental representatives. Products made with wood and paper from FSC 
forests are marked with a ‘tick tree’ logo.  

 In the UK, to take just one example, the FSC label is today found on over 10,000 product lines.  

Motives, obstacles, and success factors 

There are various motivations for cooperation: 

 Crises can be a catalyst; e.g.:  

- Regional multilateral institutions developed following the Asia crisis in 1997-98;  

- G20 initiatives following the 2008-09 financial crisis, not least in the euro area. 

 Overlapping or inter-related interests can corral participants, and impel action; e.g.: 

- The Marshall plan; 

- Formation of the EU Common Market; and 

- Consistent economic forecasts by the International Financial Institutions. 

 Clear scientific rationale and implications can motivate swift action; e.g.:  

- The trans-border movement of hazardous wastes protocol; 

- The ozone layer and the Montreal Protocol. 

Historical approaches to cooperation offer lessons:  

 International agreements cannot be legally binding between major sovereign nations.  

- Suasion, especially within agreed frameworks, can nevertheless achieve much. 

 A committed hegemonic power is often needed to drive the process; e.g.: 

- US initiatives and involvement in post-WWII international organisations. 
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 Peer-review pressures, especially within an agreed framework, can spur cooperative outcomes; 
e.g.: 

- OECD country reviews.  

 Initially-limited approaches can bring in additional participants incrementally; e.g.:  

- Trade agreements, concluded between OECD countries, which later became global. 

 Monitoring, reporting, and verification can be important: 

- Numbers beat no numbers; 

- Numbers need to be on an agreed comparable basis. 

Obstacles to cooperation need to be understood to be overcome. Short-termism, vested interests, 
and distributional issues are often troublesome: 

 Short-termism often scuppers long-term cooperation; e.g.: 

- Where governments are unduly influenced by the electoral cycle such that longer-term 
issues, for example climate change, fall off the agenda. 

 Vested interests can seek to hinder policy progress; e.g.: 

- The impact of trade liberalisation on protected incumbent industries e.g. Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) and Japanese agricultural protection.   

 Distributional impacts across and within countries can hinder progress; e.g.: 

- Trade liberalisation on the distribution of income between rural and urban sectors e.g. 
Japan and TPP again.    

Across examples and case studies, similar success factors appear time and time again: 

 Clarity: Clear goals that all participants share. 

 Credibility: Political will to see change through and bear down on vested interests. 

 Consistency: Unswerving messages about the direction of policy. 

 Coordination: Cooperative action across countries and/or sectors. 

 Constituencies: Major countries, communities, or sectors combining to drive the process. 

Climate change policy: looking ahead 

The five forms of cooperation show that climate change policy could and can proceed on various 
levels, and simultaneously: 

1. Information exchange: Broader and deeper information on climate change and environmental 
policy. This has started but could be strengthened and standardised, possibly evolving into a 
PISA-style report for global environmental policy with internationally-recognised league tables.  

2. Implicit: The US and China seem to be moving towards a situation whereby each is able to do 
more domestically because the other is behaving similarly. 

3. Explicit but limited: G20 initiatives in respect of energy efficiency and fuel subsidies could be 
broadened and deepened: these economies account for the great bulk of emissions globally. 

4. Multi-country: The UNFCCC remains a suitable framework for bringing together different 
countries’ contributions, targets, and policies. The OECD grouping of countries could provide a 
springboard in some areas, to the extent that they adopt a common set of policies. 

5. Institutional-change: Effecting green-economy investment will need to go beyond green 
sectors such as renewables. A Global Green Investment Bank could invest in large-scale low-
carbon infrastructure. 

In summary: Cooperation should not be confined to global agreements: the various forms of 
cooperation can each be useful to the process of cooperation.   
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