
Bachelor Thesis  

 

 

The Alliance of Small Island States 

39 states, one voice: How AOSIS sustains international collective 

 action despite theoretical and practical obstacles 

 

 

 

Rebecca Konrad,  

June 29, 2022 

Public Governance across Borders 

Faculty of Behavioral, Management and Social Sciences, University of Twente  

Institut für Politikwissenschaft, Westfälische Wilhelms – Universität Münster 

Word Count: 11959 

Reference number of Ethical Approval:  

First: Supervisor: Dr. Le Anh Nguyen Long  

Second Supervisor: Dr. Pieter-Jan Klok  

 

 



Abstract 
 
The Alliance of Small Island State (AOSIS) is a network of Small Island Developing States 
(SIDS) that are extraordinary vulnerable to the effects of climate change. AOSIS is today a 
widely acknowledged and successful negotiation group at the UN. The case of AOSIS is 
interesting because classical theories of collective action suggest that a network like AOSIS 
must fail due to obstacles like free-riding and the group size. However, AOSIS seems to 
neglect these theories. The research question that arises is How did the AOSIS members states 
manage to successfully overcome the existing obstacles that prevail in international collective 
action? The RQ was approach by first identifying common obstacles for SIDS for 
international collective action by performing a Systematic Literature Review. SIDS suffer 
from obstacles to participation due to lack of resources and obstacles to cooperation due to the 
heterogeneity of the group. To examine whether the institutional design helped by 
overcoming these obstacles, as proposed by Elinor Ostrom (1990) was a Content Analysis 
performed. Ostrom identified eight design principles that long enduring self-governing groups 
fulfil. As only four of eight deign principles could be identified for AOSIS, can the RQ not be 
answered by identifying the institutional design as main reason for the successful long-term 
cooperation of AOSIS. 
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1. Introduction  

„Holding the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-in-

dustrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-

industrial levels, recognizing that this would significantly reduce the risks and impacts of 

climate change;“ 

                                                                                           Article 2 I. (a) Paris Agreement 

 

What is remarkable about the Paris Agreement from 2015 is the primal mentioning of 

a new target of aiming at 1.5°C temperature increase limitation to pre-industrial times, 

which makes a huge difference compared to the prior status quo of 2°C. This is because it is 

scientifically proven that almost all consequences of global warming like extreme weathers, 

droughts, rise of sea level are substantially larger at 2°C temperature increase than at 1.5°C so 

that 2°C global warming ultimately endangers a significantly higher number of lives and eco-

systems to be faced with extinction, displacement and hunger crises (IPCC, 2022). Even 

though the necessity to tackle climate change by limiting CO2 emissions in order to decrease 

global warming, has been scientifically well established for decades, did it only gain the atten-

tion of the wider public and policy makers in the recent past (Bjermeland, n.d; Christoff, 

2016). Primarily industrialized and emerging industrialized states opposed the new target and 

argued that it was unrealistic (see Bjermeland, n.d.). Disagreements around how to address 

climate change were intense. Indeed, Paris can be seen as a corrective to Copenhagen, where 

countries failed to come to an agreement on how to address climate change in cooperation 

with one another (Christoff, 2016). 

Eventually several factors and committed actors led to the admission of the long-term 

goal of maximum 1.5°C temperature increase into the Paris Agreement in 2015. However, 

reaching consensus was no easy task. Because effective international climate policymaking is 

faced by multiple obstacles because an agreement must be effective but also be accepted by 



 - 2 - 

all parties (Erbach, 2015). The more ambitious goal of 1.5°C requires stricter measures that 

potentially negatively impact national economies, raise questions about justice between devel-

oped and developing countries, while main polluters (industrialized states) are a) not as af-

fected by climate change and b) current decision makers will not be in power anymore once 

the consequences of today’s pollution become visible (ibid.). Even though the necessity of a 

1.5°C target was scientifically emphasized, Article 2 of the Paris Agreement cannot be taken 

for granted, because certain industrialized countries even lowered their ambitions regarding to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions shortly before COP21 in Paris (European Parliament, 2015).  

One of the actors that is widely credited with helping to achieve this result is the Alli-

ance of Small Island States (AOSIS) (Ourbak, 2018).  AOSIS has campaigned for promoting 

the new and necessary target of the limitation of 1.5 degree global temperature increase to 

pre-industrial times in international climate policy documents and agreements, since 2008 

(“1.5°C to Stay Alive” Campaign) (Benjamin & Thomas, 2016; Bjermeland, n.d.). AOSIS 

was established to function as an advocate of states that are extraordinary vulnerable to cli-

mate change and to leverage power through a united voice during the representation of its 

members in international policy making and negotiations in the context of the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012). 

The foundation of AOSIS was November 1990 at the Second World Climate Conference tak-

ing place in Geneva, originally including 24 member states (Brewer, 2004; Chasek, 2005). 

Today it is an intergovernmental organization consisting of 39 small islands and 5 observer 

states with low coastal lines located in the Caribbean, Pacific, and African, Indian Ocean and 

South China Sea (AIS) (AOSIS n.d., UN, n.d.-a.; see Image 1 and Table 1)).  
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Image 1:  

Geographical position of AOSIS Member States (source AOSIS, n.d.-c.)  

 

What the AOSIS member states have in common are characteristics like “[...] small 

populations, lack of resources, remoteness, susceptibility to natural disasters, excessive de-

pendence on international trade and vulnerability to global developments.” (Brewer, 2004, p. 

168). Furthermore, these states are economically, socially, and environmentally more vulnera-

ble to disturbances and shocks due to their relative isolation and small size (UNEP, 2014). In 

comparison with larger countries, they find themselves clearly in a disadvantaged position, 

which makes support by larger states crucial (ibid.). The United Nations acknowledges these 

Small Island Development States (SIDS) - which the AOSIS members states belong to - as a 

group of states which face “unique social, economic and environmental vulnerabilities” (see 

UN, n.d.- b.). Even though the population of these states contribute only little to the global 

population, AOSIS allows them to be heard in UN policy- and decision-making processes, 

making it a “extremely useful and powerful tool” (Schwebel, 2018, p. 217). Further, AOSIS 

has an important role for SIDS at the UN because it is the only island-based group, existing to 

promote SIDS interests in a comparable way and is today a key player in international climate 

negotiations (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; Schwebel, 2018). 
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Table 1:  

AOSIS Member States separated into regional groups  

Caribbean  Pacific African, Indian Ocean and 
South China Sea (AIS)  

Antigua and Barbuda Cook Islands Cabo Verde 
Bahamas Federated Stated of 

Micronesia 
Comoros 

Barbados Fiji Guinea Bissau 
Belize Kiribati Maldives 
Cuba Nauru Mauritius 
Dominica Niue Sao Tome and Principe 
Dominical Republic Palau Seychelles 
Grenada Papua New Guinea Singapore  
Guyana Republic of the Marshall Is-

lands 
 

Haiti Samoa  
Jamaica Solomon Islands  
Saint Kitts and Nevis Timor Leste  
Saint Lucia Tonga  
Saint Vincent and the Grena-
dines 

Tuvalu  

Suriname Vanuatu  
Trinidad and Tobago    
Source: AOSIS (n.d.-d.)    

 

1.1.Research Question  

For some Small Island Developing States is the mitigation of global warming is a 

question about extinction and existence (Betzold, 2010). While being the lowest polluters of 

greenhouse gases, Small Island States are the most affected by climate change (ibid.).  

Over time AOSIS developed into a widely recognized and respected negotiator in climate pol-

icymaking (Betzold, 2010). This is outstanding because it is “an example of the so-called 

‘structural paradox’, the question of how the weak bargain successfully with the strong.” 

(ibid). This demonstrates that there is strength to be found in numbers, however is cooperation 

– particularly international cooperation – something that can be taken for granted? Established 

theories of Collective Action suggest that a Network like AOSIS will ultimately fail due to 

external circumstances and human behavior (see Olson, 1965; Hardin, 1968). However, AO-

SIS seems to show the opposite of what the theories suggests.  
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The Research Question that arises from this is How did the AOSIS members states manage to 

successfully overcome the existing obstacles that prevail in international collective action?   

Two sub-questions are derived from this RQ, and make it easier to tackle:  

 

SQ1: Which obstacles exist for small island states when they want to act collectively?  

 

SQ2:  Can the institutional design of AOSIS help to overcome the obstacles and achieve sus-

tainable collective action? 

 

1.2. Scientific and Societal relevance  

The societal relevance of the topic is directly connected to the importance of tackling cli-

mate change. AOSIS demonstrates that disputes between members can be put aside in order to 

pursue a more important common goal. The group is a representative of networks that consist 

of states with only limited individual power that leads to disadvantages in the international 

policy making agora (a nonphysical fluid space caused by globalization and shaped by social 

and political actors (Stone, 2008). However, AOSIS allows Small Island Developing States to 

be recognized, heard and respected in international climate negotiations in the international 

policy making agora. Therefore, the case of AOSIS is scientifically relevant because it is a 

case where cooperation was successful. Consequently, this thesis is contributes to the 

knowledge about the conditions that can lead to successful international cooperation. Lessons 

from AOSIS’ achievements can be drawn and ideally transferred to other policy areas. Power 

asymmetries in the international sphere is not a climate policy specific issue, which makes the 

outcomes of the thesis relevant for other networks with similar preconditions. It thereby con-

tributes to the wider question of how small states can overcome obstacles in the international 

policy making agora by working together in networks.  
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2. Theory  

Cooperation is not easy to achieve. Free-riding, different interests and goals, issues in 

communication and imposing sanctions, lack of trust as well as resources imbalances and ca-

pacities have the potential to hinder effective cooperation (see Olson (1965), see Ansel & 

Gash (2007), see Ostrom (2008)), especially in networks like AOSIS (see Provan & Kenis 

(2007). However, in real life many instances of cooperation can be observed, leading to the 

emergence of theories to explain such cooperation. In this section collective action theory (Ol-

son, 1965) is explained to illustrate why AOSIS success is surprising. Afterwards Elinor 

Ostrom’s (1990) Institutional Design Principles are explained to introduce a framework that 

may be able to explain why AOSIS managed to sustain their cooperation.  

 

2.1.Collective Action  

In his work “The Logic of Collective Action” (1965), Mancur Olson points out the diffi-

culties and obstacles that group activities face when aiming to pursue a joint goal instead of 

acting individually to achieve that same goal (Ostrom, 1990). Olson denies the assumption 

that collective action will occur voluntarily simply due to common interests of self-interested 

and rational actors (Olson, 1965) He emphasizes that other factors like group size need to be 

considered too, stating that collective action becomes unlikely elsewise the group being con-

stituted of a small number of individual actors, the involvement of coercion or other factor 

promoting common action (Olson, 1965; Ostrom, 1990). Olson’s general argument and con-

nected models like the Tragedy of the commons and the prisoner’s dilemma are founded upon 

the issue of free-riding (ibid.). The loss of motivation for taking actions and contributing to 

achieve a joint interest is provoked once the benefits from the achievement by others is not 

exclusive so that passive/inactive individuals may benefit too (Ostrom 1990). Consequently, 

the inactivity/the free riding of everyone will prevent the production of the collective benefit 

as the self-interest exceeds (ibid.). Measures to mitigate climate change like reduction of 
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greenhouse gas emissions are vulnerable to free riding so that collective action becomes un-

likely due to the nonexclusive character of the benefits from the achieved goal. However, col-

lective action may be promoted through incentives separate from the actual common goal, 

which happened when Europe let Russia access the World Trade Organization to convince 

Russia to ratify the Kyoto Protocol (Harris, 2007; Olson, 1965).  

International collective action is extraordinarily difficult in the case of climate policymak-

ing because it touches on the tragedy of the commons (Hardin, 1968). The air that is being 

polluted is by definition a common good from which use no one can be excluded, so that 

overuse in the form of excessive pollution by rational actors to maximize own profit and ben-

efit is likely but cannot be controlled without restricting the freedom to use the common good 

through law or taxes (Hardin, 1968). What Hardin already described in 1968 is still not suc-

cessfully achieved by the international community. Stone (2008, p. 26) points out that a 

”global decision-making process” does not exist but instead a policy vacuum for public prob-

lem “ownership”. Harris (2007) concludes that the international climate regime so far failed 

as proposed by the collective action theory. The climate policymaking space must be changed 

in order to enable successful collective action as it currently “faces some of the most funda-

mental obstacles to cooperation.” (Harris, 2007) 

 

However, AOSIS seems to negate the expectations suggested by collective action theory. 

Achieving collective action becomes especially hard to achieve in international relations 

where a legal authority or government is absent, and the actors are geographically dispersed. 

Still, AOSIS represents a case where actors willingly came together to self-govern them-

selves. Ultimately the answer to the question how this self-governing group achieved sustain-

able collective action may be offered by the institutional design of AOSIS.  
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2.2.Institutional Design principles  

Unlike Olson, Keohane (1984) is proposing that collective action can indeed happen if it 

is facilitated by an international institution. Elinor Ostrom (1990) proposes eight design prin-

ciples that provide a guideline for understanding when cooperation may succeed on the basis 

of how it is institutionalized by network actors. This is a good supplement for the work by 

Provan and Milward (1995). In contrast to Olson’s view of rational self-interested actors does 

Elinor Ostrom (1990, 1993) argue that the sustainable management of common-pool re-

sources (CPRs) like water, is possible if the group design fulfills certain conditions (Wilson, 

Ostrom & Cox, 2013). Originally, Ostrom’s design principles were engaged with Institutions 

for long-enduring irrigation systems, but they were eventually generalized and applied to a 

variety of topics (see for example Robert et. al., 2021, see Wilson, Ostrom & Cox, 2013). 

  

In the following the eight design principles illustrated by Ostrom (1990, p. 91-102) and 

Ostrom (1993, p.1908-1019) are summarized : 

1.  The institution needs clearly defined boundaries to define who has access to the insti-

tutional resources and a clarification about which resources are managed, by whom 

and under which limitations. 

2.  There must be proportional equivalence between benefits and costs so that provision 

and appropriation are balanced, contributions regulated, and proportionally higher 

costs rewarded with higher benefits. 

3.  Furthermore, Collective Choice Arrangements in the form of operational rules that can 

be changed at low costs to adapt to the current situation must be negotiated by the 

members. 

4.  The compliance with the previously mentioned rules must be achieved in the light of 

the absence of a superordinated authority that may enforce them. The self-governing 

group must therefore implement monitoring mechanisms. 
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5.  The monitoring mechanisms must be accompanied by graduate sanctions that the 

members agree and execute in cases of noncompliance, breach of rules or free riding. 

A climate where the members know that free riding of others will be sanctioned, and 

the joint benefit/goal is achieved creates confidence and voluntary contribution of own 

resources. A situation of “quasi voluntary compliance” is achieved through a certain 

degree of coercion. 

6.  Resolution Mechanisms must be created that help with fast and low-cost conflict reso-

lution among the members. 

7.  Furthermore, a minimal recognition of rights to organize of the self-governed group 

and its rules by (local) external authorities must be achieved to prevent external inter-

ference that may impede successful cooperation. 

8.  Lastly, the structure of a nested enterprise must be created to enable different activi-

ties and topics to be discussed at different layer with different group sizes to optimize 

the work. 

 

Theories of collective action suggest that effective international 

cooperation, especially on climate change matters, is likely to fail. The case of AOSIS 

seems to be an example where Small Island Developing States were able to overcome  

the obstacles of international collective action. This thesis aims to understand whether the  

institutional design of AOSIS helped SIDS to achieve better cooperation. Elinor Ostrom 

Institutional Design Principles offer the explanation that any kind of system that has these  

principles will successfully cooperate.  

3. Research Design  

In an international system that is prone to free riding, AOSIS, achieved to become a key 

player in international climate policymaking, despite contrary suggestions by collective action 
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theories. Therefore, this research investigates How did the AOSIS members states manage to 

successfully overcome the existing obstacles that prevail in international collective action? 

The RQ is answered in two steps by first performing a systematic literature review to lay a 

foundation for SQ1 (Torraco, 2005). Afterwards SQ1 and SQ2 are answered by performing a 

qualitative Content Analysis (Given, 2008).  

 

3.1.Systematic Literature Review  

To answer SQ1 a literature review is conducted to give an overview about the general ob-

stacles that authors of existing literature and previous research identified for small actors with 

comparatively little power (small island states in particular) to engage in collective action 

(Torraco, 2005).  

A systematic literature review is a structured way to provide the reader with an overview 

and fresh understanding of a topic that has already been covered by several studies or a 

“emerging topic that would benefit from a holistic conceptualization any synthesis of litera-

ture to date.” (Torreco, 2005) It may lay the foundation for subsequent analysis. For a litera-

ture review no new data must be generated. However, a limitation of this method is the neces-

sity of the reliance on previous research, and possible constraints regarding the accessibility.   

First, a keyword search by using digital databases and search engines like Web of Science, 

Scopus, Google Scholar and Research Gate is conducted. The used keywords are “Networks”, 

“Climate Change”, “Small Islands”, “AOSIS” and “UNFCCC” to identify a first set of litera-

ture. Table 2 tells us how many articles can be found through a keyword search in Scholar, 

Scopus and Web of Science by using the keywords “small islands”, “UNFCCC” and “1.5 de-

gree”. The results illustrated in the table show that the quantity of published articles relating 

to the topic increased. This indicates that the scientific interest in the topic grew which rein-

forces its scientific relevance.  
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Table 2:  

Number of Articles found through keyword search  

 Scholar Web of Science  Scopus 
1990-1999 198 2 / 
2000-2009 3.170 9 1 
2010-2020 15.00 75 2 

 

Further decisions about inclusion and exclusion of scientific articles are carried out in 

a staged review by first conducting the keyword search on the mentioned platforms and 

downloading articles that based on their title can be considered as relevant for answering the 

research question. A sum of 51 articles was gathered. Then a second selection round is carried 

out by reading the Abstracts of the preselected articles to generate a short list including those 

that are most relevant for the research question. I use a traffic light system and distinguish the 

articles into green = included, yellow = may be considered later if necessary and red = ex-

cluded. Based on this, 12 articles were included because they explicitly focus on AOSIS and 

their position and strategies in climate negotiations (see for example de Águeda Corneloup & 

Mol, 2014; Wong, 2011; Ourbak & Magnan, 2018; Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012). 17 arti-

cles were put aside to be considered later if the selected articles prove to lack sufficient infor-

mation. Those articles do not primarily focus on AOSIS but were more general and cover 

Small Island Developing States and their vulnerability to climate change (see Oculi & Ste-

phenson, 2018; Hoad, 2015), Climate negotiations in the UN system (see Sorkar, 2020), the 

necessity of 1.5 degree goal (see Nurse & Moore, 2007) and coalition building in climate ne-

gotiations (Castro, 2020). However, while the focus was on another topic these articles may 

still be useful for background information and to generate a wider understanding of the con-

text in which AOSIS operates. Lastly, 22 articles were excluded due to several reasons. The 

predominant reason why articles were excluded is because SIDS in particular were not the 

center of interest in the research or only one Small Island state served as a broader example 

(see Corbett, Ruwet & Weller, 2020) or the article was too technical and put the focus only on 
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the 1.5 degree issue (see King & Harrington, 2018; Taylor et. al., 2018). Furthermore, some 

articles were also excluded because no abstract or summary was available or the literature was 

not accessible (see Heileman, 1993; Mead & Wewerinke-Singh, 2021; Arshad et. al., 2019). 

 

Table 3: 

Overview selection process  

  1. keyword 
search based 
on title  

2. reading 
abstract  

3. in depth 
reading 
and first 
open cod-
ing  

4. Litera-
ture con-
sidered be-
cause cited 
in selected 
article 

5. in 
depth 
reading of 
articles 
from 4.  

6.  final 
case sel-
ection 

Number of 
articles af-
ter each se-
lection 
round  

51 11 = green  
17 = yellow 
23= red  
 

11 16  3 14 

 

Afterwards an in-depth reading of the 11 selected articles with open coding was con-

ducted (see Appendix A: Codebook) Simultaneously to this process is the reference list and 

bibliography of articles that are included in the review, screened to identify other relevant arti-

cles that were not found during the keyword search. Thereby, 16 articles that were either fre-

quently cited in the field (see Chasek, 2005; Larson, 2003; Shibuya, 1996), appeared to be rel-

evant based on their title (see de Águeda Corneloup, 2011) or the content that was quoted (see 

Brewer, 2004; Grote, 2010) were included in the last selection round. Finally, after reading 

the abstract, introduction and conclusion of these 16 articles 3 were considered as relevant and 

were ultimately included into the final case selection. In the end, 14 articles were included in 

the SLR while 12 proved to include sufficient knowledge to answer the SQ1 (see Appendix 

B).  

The existing knowledge that was retrieved from a complete reading of the selected litera-

ture was synthesized into a “taxonomy or other conceptual classification of constructs “(see 
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Torraco, 2005, p. 363) and translated into a table to present the different kinds of usual obsta-

cles that were identified.  

 

3.2.Qualitative Content Analysis  

The literature review provides the foundation to ultimately answer SQ1 by conducting a 

Content Analysis that analyses which of the identified obstacles to collective action are appli-

cable in the case of AOSIS. Subsequent SQ2 asks the question Can the institutional design of 

AOSIS help to overcome the obstacles and achieve sustainable collective action?  

SQ2 will also be answered by a qualitative Content Analysis which aims to “categor[ize] 

qualitative textual data into […] conceptual categories, to identify consistent patterns and rela-

tionships […] “ (Given, 2008, p. 120). A Content Analysis has the potential to reveal and 

identify messages that are not consciously and implicitly communicated in the text (ibid.) 

I analyze qualitative data regarding the detectability of Ostrom’s design principles, but no 

suggestions regarding the improvement will be formulated nor will new data (except comple-

mentary interview) be created. 

Along with the taxonomy developed during the SLR, Elinor Ostrom’s design princi-

ples are translated into a codebook to conduct a Content Analysis that seeks to identify 

whether Ostrom’s design principles can be identified in the design of AOSIS so that they may 

provide an explanation for the success of AOSIS.  

Different kinds of textual data like speeches, interview transcripts, policy statements, 

draft decisions, submissions, news articles and book chapters were analyzed. The data was 

primarily gathered by searching the document library at the AOSIS website which includes 

226 different kinds of primary data published by AOSIS in the form of statements, protocols, 

reports, submissions, speeches, and other documents from December 1991 to June 2022 (AO-

SIS d., n.d.). Furthermore, auditory data in the form of interviews and statements by AOSIS 

negotiators and officials in podcasts will be used. To complement this the articles from the 
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SLR were again consulted as most of them included a section about AOSIS structural design 

(see Carruthers et. al., 2020 & Ourbak & Magnan, 2018) or interviews with AOSIS delegates 

that contribute to the functioning of the alliance (see McNamara, 2009 & Schwebel, 2018). 

The analysis is conducted by using Atlas.ti as tool to organize and structure the work.  

A Content Analysis was chosen because it is an analytic method that creates a system-

atic path to integrate and synthesize different kinds of data, and is a quite flexible method, 

while it has the advantage that no new data must be generated (Given, 2008) However, there 

are some limitations. It is necessary to “recognize that text is open to subjective interpretation, 

reflects multiple meanings, and is context dependent” (Given, 2008, p. 120), so that credibil-

ity and replicability may be difficult. The improvement of trustworthiness may be achieved if 

the analysis is executed by multiple researchers, however this is not possible in a bachelor 

thesis (Given, 2008).  

The selection process began with focusing on content like textual or auditive material 

that was published and produced by AOSIS (member states), representatives or negotiators 

itself. Afterwards scientific articles, book chapters, articles in journals, websites of other ac-

tors in international climate policymaking, and interviews shall serve as complementary 

sources. The selection process will be like the steps taken for the literature review. A Code-

book was developed based on Ostrom’s eight design principled (see 2.2.) (see Appendix A: 

Codebook).  

 

To sum up, the Research Question is answered in two steps by first developing an over-

view of the obstacles that Small Island States face when they want to act collectively by using 

existing documents in a Systematic Literature Review. Second, a Content Analysis is con-

ducted to analyze selected resources regarding the detectability of Elinor Ostrom’s design 

principles to ultimately draw a conclusion on whether the design of AOSIS played a role in 

overcoming the identified obstacles.  
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3.3.Materials 

Due to the limited scope only a certain number of well selected sources can be included. 

Predominantly textual data will be used but complemented by podcasts and interviews. 29 

documents in the form of scientific articles, book chapters, articles in journals, policy docu-

ments, policy statements, speeches, newspaper articles and websites from relevant actors were 

collected. Even though the use of Podcasts as a source is not yet that common in scientific re-

search the number is increasing (Kinkaid et. al., 2019). Podcasts containing interviews with 

experts and officials can be considered as enriching modern source of information that can 

contribute to the contextualization and complementation of the gathered textual data. For this 

thesis two episodes from the Podcast “Islands on Alert,” from 2021, published by AOSIS it-

self, were used.  

 

As the first keyword search indicates scientific interest in the topic grew over time. Con-

ducting research about the case of AOSIS is important because the network is an example of 

how effective networking and cooperation can lead to small actors with comparable little 

power, being heard and respected in the international policy making agora. AOSIS manages 

to influence the policy making agenda on behalf of small island states whose existence de-

pends on the success of the mitigation of and adaption to climate change. Lessons can be 

drawn from this case where obstacles of collective action were successfully overcome. In this 

interdependent and globalized world is AOSIS is demonstrating the indispensability and ma-

jor advantages of acting collectively instead of individually or relying on others. The case is 

thus scientifically interesting as it helps to understand under which conditions international 

collective action can happen.  
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4. Results 

The aim of this thesis is to examine successful collective action among AOSIS members. 

To achieve this aim, I begin by asking “Which obstacles exist for small island states when 

they want to act collectively?” (SQ1) To address this question I conducted a systematic litera-

ture review (SLR) of articles where AOSIS and SIDS were the focus of study. The review in-

cludes a total of 12 articles published between 1999 and 2018 (see Appendix B).  

 

The oldest article is from 1999 written by Ashe, Lierop & Cherian, which lays focus on 

AOSIS‘ first successes in the context of the UNFCCC negotiations. Furthermore, the paper is 

frequently quoted for describing SIDS as “[…] historically been politically and economically 

marginalized by the international community […].” (Ashe, Lierop & Cherian, 1999, p. 210). 

The main foci of the literature were:  

(1) the success (strategies) of AOSIS, the disproportionate influence of AOSIS in climate ne-

gotiations over time and their achievement to stay united (see Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 

2012; Betzold, 2010 & de Águeda Corneloup & Mol, 2014); 

(2)  the possibilities of SIDS to increase their influence and overcome disadvantages in multi-

lateral negotiations at the UN by forming coalitions and alliances (see Chasek, 2005; de 

Águeda Corneloup, 2011; Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012; Jaschik, 2014); 

(3)  how SIDS from the pacific perceive and assess their capabilities in the UN negotiation 

context. The results indicate that membership in AOSIS is perceived as enriching and SIDS 

from the Pacific are impaired by their institutional capabilities. (Mc Namara, 2009; Schwebel, 

2018); 

And (4) retracing AOSIS’ evolution and point out the challenges lying ahead of the alliance 

(see Ourbak & Magnan, 2017; Wong, 2011)  
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The literature review shows that so far research was primarily done on the success, strategies 

of SIDS and AOSIS and its development over time. However, until now no research has put 

the focus on the internal functioning and institutional design of AOSIS.  

 

4.1.Obstacles for Small Island States in the international climate policymaking arena  

The fight against climate change must necessarily be a collective action achievement as it 

is a transboundary issue of worldwide concern that cannot be solved by one state individually 

Stone, 2008). Efforts to tackle climate change through collective action traditionally mainly 

take place within the UN context. SIDS are faced with certain obstacles when they want to 

participate in this process as individual states or by acting collectively with other SIDS as 

AOSIS.  

The results of the analysis suggest that obstacles in international policymaking for SIDS 

when they want to act collectively can be distinguished into barriers to participation and barri-

ers to cooperation. Barriers to participation primarily occur because SIDS are historically dis-

advantaged due to their lack of resources and size. Barriers to cooperation primarily occur 

within AOSIS because of the heterogeneity and size of the group.  

The findings of the SLR indicate that SIDS are structurally disadvantaged at the UN due 

to their lack of financial and organizational resources what makes exertion of influence for 

SIDS almost impossible when they act individually. SIDS are therefore deprived from the 

ability to participate in collective action at the UN level. AOSIS allows SIDS to partially 

overcome this obstacle but not fully because AOSIS still suffers from limited resources while 

the outcomes of UN negotiations are still mainly determined by the major powers.  

Furthermore, there are obstacles to successful cooperation that AOSIS members are faced 

with internally. These issues are primarily caused by the heterogeneity of the group which 

bears conflict potential and divergency of interests that can endanger the cohesiveness and 

unity of the group.  
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4.1.1. Individual limitations and barriers to global policymaking for SIDS 

Beside the vulnerability to the consequences of climate change, an uniting feature of 

Small Island States is that they face common challenges when they want to participate in in-

ternational policymaking (Betzold, 2010; Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; Chasek, 2005; De-

itelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). In the past, the small size led to the interests of small developing 

states with little resources, political clout, and structural power to become marginalized and 

neglected in international policymaking (Ashe, van Lierop & Cherian, 1999; Betzold, 2010; 

Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; McNamara, 2009). Until today power is a determinant for 

success in enforcing own interests during multilateral negotiations, so that it is unlikely that 

small island states are able to make a meaningful contribution to climate negotiations if they 

act exclusively individually (Betzold, 2010). The maximization of power and pooling of re-

sources through coalitions therefore becomes highly conceivable and attractive for weaker 

states (Chasek, 2005).  

 

4.1.1.1.Financial limitations 

The past has shown that states that suffer from the absence of financial resources cannot 

delegate their negotiators and experts to international meetings and events that require travel-

ing, accommodation and other costs as the expenses exceed their budget (Deitelhoff & Wall-

bott, 2012). This issue is twofold as it on the one hand prevents SIDS from being represented 

in multilateral climate negotiations but also excludes them from the participation in collabora-

tive action within networks like AOSIS, because the travel expenses cannot be covered (De-

itelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). Lack of financial means may consequently force small states to 

prioritize between different international negotiation meetings because the attendance and 

participation in all sessions is not feasible (Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012).  
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4.1.1.2.Organizational Limitations  

Human resources are an important facet of organization. A frequently described issue is a 

disadvantaged situation for SIDS regarding their negotiation capacity because of the size of 

their delegation (often only 1-2 representatives) (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; Deitelhoff 

& Wallbott, 2012). Events where international climate policymaking takes place do not only 

consist of formal negotiation sessions and votings but beyond that of numerous informal but 

relevant meetings and working groups, often timewise overlapping with other negotiation ses-

sions (Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). In addition to that all delegations at UN conferences are 

faced with a tremendously high amount of paperwork which cannot be entirely processed by 

small delegations, thus being disadvantaged as they cannot capture all relevant pieces of in-

formation like bigger delegations (McNamara, 2009). Finally, not rarely do the administra-

tions of small states suffer from the absence of sufficient expertise in the respective field, that 

would enable them to advocate for their interests with the best possible chances (Ashe, Lierop 

& Cherian, 1999; Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). 

Consequently, states without administrative capacity and expertise are left behind as they 

cannot attend and follow the negotiation sessions as thoroughly as more powerful states with 

bigger delegations (Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012; McNamara, 2009). It becomes clear that 

even though the United Nations employ a one vote per state system to promote equality 

among the states, are SIDS still highly disadvantaged (Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012; 

McNamara, 2009; Panke, 2012).  

 

4.1.2. Internal obstacles and barriers for AOSIS  

According to the literature, the main internal obstacle for effective cooperation within 

AOSIS is the difficulty but indispensability to find one common position in a group of 39 

members whose efficiency and group cohesion is weakened when not acting as a unified 

block (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; Chasek, 2005; Ourbak & Magnan, 2018; Schwebel, 
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2018). Conflicts arise due to the heterogeneity of the group, increased diversity of issues in 

climate negotiations and competing or overlapping negotiation groups (Betzold, Castro & 

Weiler, 2012; Chasek, 2005; Ourbak & Magnan, 2018; Schwebel, 2018).  

The AOSIS member states are scattered across the globe, causing them to differ regarding 

their cultural backgrounds, economic sector, population size, severity of vulnerability or de-

velopment stages and affectedness by climate change, which makes conflicts and antithetical 

positions especially between the different regional groups not surprising (Betzold, Castro & 

Weiler, 2012; Chasek, 2005; de Águeda Corneloup, 2011).  

Identifying common ground becomes more challenging with an increased number and di-

versity of issues in the climate policymaking agenda because it creates more room for discus-

sions and dissent among the AOSIS members with potentially diverse priorities and self-inter-

ests (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; Chasek, 2005; de Águeda Corneloup, 2011).  Moreo-

ver, as the member states may still act individually (for example by making individual sub-

missions) or team up with other states or coalitions outside AOSIS, can the inability to find 

consensus promote solo efforts of the AOSIS member states to the degree that member states 

may even hold positions against AOSIS itself (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; de Águeda 

Corneloup, 2011). In addition to that, are some AOSIS members also members in coalitions 

that thematically overlap with AOSIS so that these states have alternatives to AOSIS (Ourbak 

& Magnan, 2018). By aiming at incorporating, respecting, and equalizing the positions of all 

regions in order to prevent to affront or dissatisfy members, the quality of AOSIS draft pro-

posals, the effectiveness and successful implementation are at risk (Chasek, 2005; Schwebel, 

2018). Furthermore, occasionally external actors seek to interfere and weaken AOSIS cohe-

sion by actively provoking conflicts between the members or attempting to buy out members 

(Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012; Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). Lastly, the absence of trust 

may hinder the AOSIS members to successfully work together – a situation which occurred in 

2009 after the COP15 in Copenhagen, (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012). The lack of 



 - 21 - 

resources runs through all cases where SIDS want to act collaboratively. Resource sharing 

among SIDS is difficult to accomplish. This is promoted due to the condition that SIDS are 

geographically dispersed around the globe so that they can be found in all regional groups of 

the United Nations1 (Ashe, Lierop & Cherian, 1999; Betzold, 2010).  As already elaborated 

under 4.1.2. financial difficulties can hinder governments to be able to send delegates to nego-

tiation events and preparatory meeting. This can highly impact the internal functioning and 

effectiveness of AOSIS events when regional groups within AOSIS cannot hold preparatory 

meetings to already develop common positions within their region (AOSIS, 2002 b.).  

 

4.1.3. Obstacles and limitations for AOSIS in the international arena  

The disadvantages that exist for SIDS in the international policymaking arena like finan-

cial constraints are, albeit alleviated through the alliance, still present in the capacity of AO-

SIS (Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). AOSIS is disadvantaged when compared to other coali-

tions that do not exclusively consist of developing states but include more wealthier nations 

that can provide additional support through financial means by for example funding regional 

forums or other events that can have positive influence on the coalition’s assertiveness (De-

itelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). Hence AOSIS remains quite limited in size and does not hold sig-

nificant political clout so that asymmetrical balance of power in international negotiations 

cannot be fully overcome (Betzold, 2010). 

As already elaborated AOSIS is quite successful in allowing SIDS to be heard in the inter-

national climate policymaking arena. However, the increased foundation of other coalitions 

and negotiation groups constitutes an obstacle for the prospects and effectiveness of AOSIS 

 
1 “The regional groups were formed to facilitate the equitable geographical distribution of seats among the Mem-

ber States in different UN bodies.” (UN, n.d.-c.)  

The five regional groups of Member States in the United Nations are: African States, Asia-Pacific States, Eastern 

European States, Latin American and Caribbean States, Western European and other States (UN,n.d.-e.)  
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because the more coalitions exist the more challenging it is for any group to be noticed and 

involved during the negotiations (Betzold, Castro & Weiler, 2012).  

At the same time AOSIS is faced with much more powerful opponents (for example the 

United States or the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) that pursuit con-

trary interests and hinder effective mitigation measures or commitments in order to prevent 

unwanted negative impacts on their economy (Betzold, 2010, Schwebel, 2018). Decisions in 

climate negotiations are still primarily shaped by the major powers bargaining with each other 

(Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). This is (because) in contrary to SIDS/AOSIS powerful states 

possess the resources to offer their opponents a reward or threaten them into compliance by 

using their political weight as leverage in negotiations (Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012; de 

Águeda Corneloup & Mol, 2014). However, Annex-1 states2  that possess the crucial struc-

tural power to determine negotiation outcomes are able to overrule AOSIS entrepreneurial 

leadership strategy that rely on moral arguments (de Águeda Corneloup & Mol, 2014). In ad-

dition to that is coalition building is also happening between more powerful actors which di-

minishes AOSIS assertiveness and increases the challenge (Deitelhoff & Wallbott, 2012). 

 

4.1.4. Summary and Discussion  

Referring to the theory, the SLR shows that the existing scientific research on AOSIS and 

SIDS that was analyzed in this thesis did not identify free riding as an issue or obstacle for the 

successful cooperation of AOSIS. The results may be treated carefully because the absence of 

evidence cannot be equalized with evidence for the actual absence, due to the limited scope of 

the thesis. However, concerns about the effectiveness of the cooperation when it comes to ac-

tion taking were raised, due to the large size of the coalition and its conflict potential due to 

 
2 “Annex-1 Parties include the industrialized countries that were members of the OECD (Organisation for Eco-

nomic Co-operation and Development) in 1992, plus countries with economies in transition (the EIT Parties), 

including the Russian Federation, the Baltic States, and several Central and Eastern European States.” (UN, n.d. 

d.)  
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the heterogeneity of membership. This indicates that the problems raised by Olson (1965) in 

his collective action theory are to a certain degree applicable to AOSIS, as the group size is 

indeed causing problems. Nonetheless, AOSIS is successfully engaging in climate policymak-

ing since over 30 years. This again implies that AOSIS somehow managed to overcome these 

obstacles of collective action. While Olson identifies the number of members as an obstacle, 

the case of AOSIS is showing that there seems to be power in numbers which becomes visible 

in the assertiveness and ability to participate in international policymaking that SIDS gain 

through AOSIS compared to acting individually. Furthermore, indications were found that 

SIDS tremendously suffer from the lack of resources, especially due to financial limitations 

that excludes them from participating in collective action. Resource dependency (Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 1978) explains why the AOSIS members states decided to form the network. Ac-

tors/organizations are considered as open systems, influenced by their external environment 

(Hillmann et. al., 2009). Through the increase of resources, can actors become more inde-

pendent and increase own power over other actors (Hillmann et. al., 2009). By pooling re-

sources are the AOSIS member states overcoming their individual obstacles to participation 

and create a common pool of resources that allows them to collectively engage in interna-

tional climate policymaking. In short, AOSIS managed to overcome significant barriers to 

collective action. The answer to “Which obstacles exist for small island states when they 

want to act collectively?” (SQ1) was extensively examined in the previous paragraphs and is 

summarized in Table 4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 24 - 

Table 4 

Overview Obstacles for SIDS and AOSIS in international arena  

Affected by obstacles  Identified obstacles in SLR  
Individual limitations SIDS Lack of resources and structural power:  

Financial  
Human Resources  
Administrative 
Historically marginalized 
 

Internal to AOSIS Increase issues  
Increase negotiation groups/coalitions 
Diversities and heterogeneity  
Economically 
Human resources 
Self-interests 
Trust 
Group size 
External pressure and inducement 
 

AOSIS acting in international arena  Increase negotiation groups/coalitions (attention)  
Incapability to act 
Asymmetrical bargaining: 
Lack structural power 
Lack economic power 
Major powers 

 

 

4.2. AOSIS institutional design  

The answer to why SIDS act collectively could be clarified through the SLR. However, 

what still needs to be answered is how AOSIS managed to sustain a cohesive and respected 

group in international policymaking, which will be investigated in the following.  

The following section will examine SQ2 which asks can the institutional design of AOSIS 

help to overcome the obstacles and achieve sustainable collective action? To address this 

question each of Elinor Ostrom’s design principles (see 2.2.) will be examined individually, 

aiming at determining whether AOSIS fulfills the criteria.  

The presence of the 8 different principles would suggest that the institutional design of 

AOSIS contributed to the sustainable collective action as Ostrom developed her framework as 
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a guide to how long enduring self-governing groups are organized (see SQ1). I conducted a 

Content Analysis of different kinds of materials, as described in section 3.2. and 3.3. that gave 

insides to the internal functioning and institutional design of AOSIS.  

 

Elinor Ostrom’s institutional design principles may be logically grouped into two main 

categories. To the first category belong institutional design principles that structure the work 

and increase the efficiency of the self-governing group. Clearly defined boundaries, collective 

choice arrangements, resolution mechanisms, minimal recognition of rights to organize and 

nested enterprise belong to this group. The results of the analysis indicate that most principles 

in this group are present in AOSIS’ institutional design. They primarily helped SIDS in over-

coming the barriers to participation in international climate conferences by supporting effec-

tive cooperation within AOSIS. The second category includes institutional design principles 

that serve to prevent free riding and safeguard justice within the self-governing group to sus-

tain collective action. Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs, monitoring and 

graduate sanctions belong to this group. No convincing indications for the presence of most of 

these design principles was found. The second category is especially interesting regarding the 

concerns that Olson (1965) raised towards the probability of successful collective action of 

big groups when. Considering the identified obstacles (see SQ1) was especially the conflict 

potential caused by the heterogeneity of the group classified as the main obstacle to successful 

collective action. Therefore, the presence or absence of conflict resolution mechanisms be-

comes highly relevant for the answer whether the institutional design allowed AOSIS to over-

come the obstacles to collective action.  

In the following the results of the analysis will be elucidated more extensive for each design 

principle individually.  
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4.2.1. Clearly defined boundaries 

The first design principle can be considered as present if AOSIS has clearly defined 

boundaries regarding the access to its institutional resources and their management.  

 

Only member states of AOSIS have access to the benefits and resources of the alliance, 

while only sovereign states can become members, so that SIDS which are non-sovereign 

states are excluded and must cope with the status of an observer (Schwebel, 2018). AOSIS is 

first and foremost a coalition of Small Island Developing States with low-lying coasts and 

recognized as most vulnerable to the consequences of climate change (Slade, 1995; Ashe, 

Lierop & Cherian, 1999; Chasek, 2005; Carruthers et. al., 2020). However, as clear as the cri-

teria for being able to become a member seem, some member states stick out as they are not 

characterized as SIDS, because the state is not developing or an island (for example Singa-

pore) (de Águeda Corneloup, 2011; Schwebel, 2018).  

Focusing on the kind of resources managed, AOSIS, as already elaborated in 4.1.3., does 

not possess a great number of structural or financial resources. There is no continuity in the 

AOSIS resources as there is no regular budget so until now the funding and raising money is a 

task that the AOSIS chair must fulfill (AOSIS, 2021, Episode 8 Carruthers et. al. 2020; 

Chasek, 2005). AOSIS workshops are therefore most often funded by other non AOSIS gov-

ernments, UN bodies and other Funds (see AOSIS, 2000 a.; AOSIS 2001; AOSIS, 2002 b.) 

In addition to that, AOSIS is not operating from a regular secretariat with regular staff but 

from the diplomatic missions to the UN of the member state that holds the chair (AOSIS, 

2021, Episode 8; de Águeda Corneloup, 2011; Carruthers et. al., 2020).  

 

The Content Analysis has shown that AOSIS possesses defined boundaries because it is 

clear that only member states have access to the resources and benefits of AOSIS. Financial 
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resources are raised and managed by the chair and the bureau, under the limitations that there 

is no consistency in the budget (financial resources) or the staff (human resources).  

 

4.2.2. Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs 

Second, the provision of proportional equivalence between benefits and costs requires that 

contributions by the member states are balanced and proportionally higher costs counterbal-

anced by higher benefits.  

 

Due to the absence of a regular budget or other available documents about AOSIS financ-

ing, was no regulated contributions through financial payments identified. However, the 

membership still comes with certain costs for the member states as they aim to pool their hu-

man resources through the alliance.  

AOSIS governments appoint ambassadors, experts, and negotiators to the AOSIS negotia-

tion block during climate negotiations and other events so that costs in the form of human re-

sources occur as these people cannot primarily act as advocate for the national delegation 

(Sopoaga, 2003; AOSIS, 2007; Williams, 2011). Even though costs arise, the return of pool-

ing their resources within AOSIS has proven to be sufficiently higher than the costs, espe-

cially when compared to individual acting. 

Nonetheless, financial limitations may hinder member states from contributing human re-

sources to the AOSIS delegation (Sopoaga, 2003; Williams, 2011). The absence of represent-

atives of a member state leads to the state not being able to communicate and negotiate their 

preferences within the AOSIS position making process. Consequently, the achievements that 

AOSIS makes in subsequent negotiation events may not benefit this country as much as oth-

ers, even though AOSIS generally seeks to promote all SIDS interests. At the same time the 

absence of sufficient AOSIS negotiators weakens the whole alliance. 
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Additional costs arise for the member state that is holding the chair of AOSIS (AOSIS, 

2021, Episode 8). The current chair Mr. Walton Aubrey Webson stated that his bureau ac-

cepted to chair AOSIS under the condition that they would still be able to carry out their usual 

work as permanent mission of Antigua and Barbuda to the UN (AOSIS, 2021, Episode 8). In 

return the chair of AOSIS is able to shape the alliance during his or her chairmanship for ex-

ample by deciding on the key goals for the next period, putting forward new initiatives and 

emplacing their particular style of management (AOSIS e., n.d.; AOSIS, 2021; AOSIS, 2021, 

Episode 8).  

Extra costs may also come up for a country that agrees to host or participate in the plan-

ning of an AOSIS workshop (AOSIS, 2001).  

What is central is that the members are aware of the benefits and importance of acting col-

lectively as they individually suffer from the obstacles to participation described in section 

4.1.1. (Jaschik, 2014; Schwebel, 2018). Knowing that the alliance also generally positively 

affects their position in the UN system in terms of representation and visibility, leaving AO-

SIS would be an option if the alliance is not considered as beneficiary for their state (Chasek, 

2005; Schwebel, 2018).  

In summary this means that no regulated contributions in the form of financial means are 

established. However, contributions exist through the delegation of human resources to the 

AOSIS delegation and attendance of AOSIS events but is not regulated and limited to the ca-

pacities of the member states who are sometimes not able to make their contribution. How-

ever, higher costs for the chair are balanced through more influence. Proportional equivalence 

between benefits and cost is therefore partially identifiable but not officially established and 

regulated.  
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4.2.3. Collective choice arrangements  

The third design principle that Ostrom identifies are collective choice arrangements in the 

form of operational rules that should be changeable by the members at low costs in order to be 

adaptable to the situation.  

 

Collective choice arrangements cannot be found in the form of a formal Charter or a 

founding treaty (Betzold, 2010; Carruthers et. al., 2020; Chasek, 2005). Yet, there are infor-

mal arrangements and procedural traditions that the Member States agreed on and respect like 

the rotation of the AOSIS chair among the regional groups every few years (AOSIS, 2004; 

AOSIS, 2021, Episode 2 & 8). However, these arrangements are flexible and not to be priori-

tized over the effective representation and functioning of AOSIS (AOSIS, 2004; AOSIS, 

2021, Episode 8). Hence, the existing rules are in certain cases flexible.  

Furthermore, there are other kinds of agreements in the form of Declarations, Statements 

or outcomes from preparatory meetings that the AOSIS Ministers and Heads of States or am-

bassadors and experts adopt before major negotiation events, which include the common posi-

tions on certain issues (see AOSIS, 1999; AOSIS 2002 a.; AOSIS, 2005; AOSIS, 2007; AO-

SIS, 2021; de Águeda Corneloup, 2011). The summits of the Governments and Heads of the 

AOSIS member states also function as assembly to reaffirm their informal collective choice 

arrangements and goals like continued information sharing and the promotion of a strong co-

operation (AOSIS, 2002 a.; AOSIS, 2005). The forum to actively change or formally estab-

lished operational rules would be this committee. The establishment of a more formalized 

structure of the secretariat and the budget are supported by the heads of the state and govern-

ments of AOSIS and currently a goal of the AOSIS chair and endorsed by the heads of AOSIS 

states (AOSIS, 2005; AOSIS, 2021).  

The findings indicate that even though AOSIS does not possess a formalized Charta there are 

still collective choice arrangements in the form of informal operational rules and procedural 
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traditions identifiable. Agreements like the common position in upcoming negotiations are 

necessarily adapted to the current situation. Further, the informal arrangement may be 

changed to optimize the cooperation but must be accepted by the member states through a 

consensus in order to be respected and executed. As important decisions are taken by the 

Summit Heads of the States it is questionable whether the rules are changeable at low cost as 

travel expenses occur and adaptability to current situations is constrained to occasions where 

AOSIS representatives gather.  

 

4.2.4. Monitoring 

The fourth criteria is fulfilled if AOSIS emplaced mechanisms to monitor whether the 

members comply with the rules identified under 4.2.3.  

 

The analyzed resources did not provide evidence to identify monitoring mechanisms 

within AOSIS. In the light of the absence of formally established operational rules and a 

budget is it questionable what could be monitored. Even though the member states agreed to 

contribute and share their resources, the limited capacities that concerns most member states 

cannot be hold against them or monitored at low costs so that the expenditures would out-

weigh the advantages of monitoring (Gormley, 1986). Furthermore, the AOSIS bureau is only 

scarcely staffed so that the monitoring of the actions and contributions of 39 member states is 

likely to be out of the possibilities, as no indications about regular reports or other information 

about the contributions and behavior of the member states could be found.  

Even though it is easy to trace which country did not send their negotiators and experts to 

AOSIS events it is questionable that this satisfies the presence of monitoring mechanisms 

(Sopoaga, 2003; Williams, 2011).  

 



 - 31 - 

4.2.5. Graduate sanctions  

The existence of the fifth institutional design principles can be confirmed for AOSIS if the 

members agreed on graduate sanctions that will be imposed in cases of noncompliance of the 

rules that were detected through the monitoring mechanisms.  

 

Again, what must be stressed here is that even though the AOSIS member states respect 

the structure and operational rules that were established over time, no member state or the 

chair have any authority or power over the other members (AOSIS, 2021, Episode 8). How-

ever, the climate of voluntary contribution is still achieved since the member states are aware 

of the benefits and importance of their collective action, as the governments still promote the 

interests of their citizens by delegating ambassadors or ministers to work with AOSIS (AO-

SIS, 2021). Especially the absence of proper formalized rules and monitoring mechanisms 

complicates the case, as the violation of the informal rules is not actively controlled. As elabo-

rated under 4.2.4. monitoring may include the revision of which AOSIS government sent rep-

resentatives to AOSIS events like workshops, preparatory meetings and negotiations to 

strengthen the manpower. Sanctioning the absence of representatives would be questionable, 

as reasons are primarily exhausted financial capacities, but no information hinting towards 

sanctions was found (Williams, 2011). Refusing to send representatives while profiting from 

AOSIS achievements during negotiations may in these cases not be identified as motivated by 

attempts of free riding as it does not happen voluntarily and with selfish and bad intentions.  

 

As no indications about sanction mechanisms were found within the available sources, the 

fifth design principle is not traceable in the case of AOSIS. This is not surprising as this prin-

ciple, similar to the monitoring mechanism, is mainly based and dependent on the existence of 

collective choice arrangements, which does not exist in a formal manner so that it could be 

prosecuted.  
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4.2.6. Resolution mechanisms  

The sixth design principle is present if AOSIS has mechanisms to promote fast and low 

costs conflict resolution between its members.  

 

Finding a common position and resolving conflicts within AOSIS is desirable as the coali-

tion works on the basis of consensus while AOSIS member states are still able to act individu-

ally if they cannot agree on particular issues (de Águeda Corneloup, 2011). The possibility to 

agree to disagree and act individually instead of forcing consensus cannot be seen as a conflict 

resolution mechanism but rather as a way to prevent the escalation of conflicts and protection 

of the cooperativeness within AOSIS. 

The past showed that in cases of disagreement or conflict, finding an agreement that satis-

fies the priorities of all members and regional groups does not necessarily generate the most 

efficient and reasonable outcome (Betzold, 2010; Chasek, 2005). Conflict resolution in the 

form of noncontroversial and appeasing agreements, therefore, does not seem to contribute to 

sustainable cooperation with desirable results. 

Since there are no formally established resolution mechanisms and no AOSIS assemblies 

on a regular basis, the conflict resolution and the promotion of a continued cohesion and good 

climate of the group is a task that the chair fulfills (AOSIS, 2021, Episode 8). The current 

chairmanship aims to bring the members together by a certain style of messaging that puts 

emphasize on simple and straightforward messages by constantly repeating and highlighting 

the purpose of AOSIS, accentuating the commonalities of the member states and the high ben-

efit that they gain from working together in a way that is easy to understand by everyone 

(AOSIS, 2021, Episode 2 & 8).  
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Even though actual resolution mechanisms that the members established for fast and low- 

cost conflict resolution could not be identified, beyond discussions during AOSIS meetings 

and the possibility to act individually, AOSIS shows strategies that aim at motivating and pro-

moting the will to stay united and overcome disagreements.  

 

4.2.7. Minimal recognition of rights to organize  

Minimal recognition of rights to organize is based on the idea that the self-governing 

group can to a certain degree act independently and without interference of (local) external 

authorities.  

 

As already mentioned, AOSIS is without any allegiance to any country or nationality and 

led by an appointed chair who is usually operating from his or her countrie’s mission to the 

UN in New York (Schwebel, 2018). Consequently, AOSIS is never governed from the terri-

tory of any member state so that it cannot fall under the area of competences or jurisdiction of 

a local external authority that itself is a member of AOSIS. Therefore, no violation of the 

recognition of rights to organize can happen from an authority coming from a member state 

itself.  

Interference from the local authorities in New York is also not expectable as AOSIS oper-

ates from the diplomatic missions of its member states to the UN which falls under the juris-

diction of the Vienna Convention of Diplomatic Relations that grants the inviolability of the 

premises of the mission and its archives, protection against intrusion and safeguards free com-

munication covering all functions of the mission (Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Rela-

tions, Article 22, 24, 25, 27).  

As already exemplified does the chair of AOSIS possesses a certain degree of freedom 

by deciding on the goals during her or his period of chairmanship. The heads of the state and 

governments of the AOSIS members regularly expressed their gratitude to the work of the 
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chair and evinced their support for the plans and goals of the current chair instead of dictating 

them. (AOSIS, 1999; AOSIS, 2002 a.; AOSIS, 2021)  

 

The findings indicate that AOSIS possesses a minimal right to organize as no member 

state or the local authorities in New York can interfere into AOSIS business. Furthermore, the 

chair, who is temporarily in charge of organizing AOSIS, is equipped with a certain degree of 

freedom.  

 

4.2.8. Nested enterprise  

Finally, Ostrom states that successful self-governing organizations organize and optimize 

their work on different levels with different group sizes. This is clearly the case for AOSIS 

when it comes to their mode of operation before and during major negotiation events.  

AOSIS increases its efficiency during negotiations and meetings through division of labor by 

splitting into smaller groups, so that involvement in a bigger number of issues and working 

groups is possible (AOSIS, 2002 b.; de Águeda Corneloup, 2011) In addition to that does the 

task sharing in preparation of negotiation events includes the appointment of an issue coordi-

nator that represents the alliance during the sessions and talks (AOSIS, 2000 b.; Sopoaga, 

2003; AOSIS, 2007; de Águeda Corneloup, 2011). With its larger and task sharing delegation 

AOSIS is thereby overcoming the issue that SIDS, when acting individually, are often incapa-

ble of following all events and negotiation sessions due to their lack of human resources (de 

Águeda Corneloup, 2011). Apart from that the AOSIS member are states organized in three 

regional groups, namely the Pacific, Caribbean and African, Indian Ocean and South China 

Sea (AIS),  who hold regional preparatory meetings (AOSIS, 2002 b.; AOSIS, 2003; AOSIS, 

2019; Chasek, 2005). This exchange within the regional groups is supposed to optimizes and 

accelerate the work (AOSIS, 2019; Chasek, 2005). As already elaborated the chair of AOSIS 

is rotating between the different regions, which themselves decide which country from their 
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region will take the office of chairman so that no discussion within the whole alliance is nec-

essary (AOSIS, 2004; AOSIS, 2021, Episode 8). In addition to that working groups may be 

established to develop ideas on possible enhancements of AOSIS institutional arrangements 

(AOSIS, 2005).  

 

4.2.9. Summary and Discussion  

In summary, by performing a Content Analysis, evidence for the existence of four of 

Ostrom’s design principles in the institutional design of AOSIS were found. Namely, clearly 

defined boundaries, collective choice arrangements, minimal rights to organize and nested en-

terprise. Especially those design principles that could not be identified are interesting for fur-

ther discussion, as their absence does not seem to hinder successful cooperation within AO-

SIS. The presence or absence of equivalence between benefits and costs and resolution mech-

anisms is questionable as the analysis did not reveal enough information to confidently clas-

sify them as present, so that they are for now considered as rather absent.  

It is noticeable that the present design principles can be grouped into a category of charac-

teristics that serve to efficiently structure the work of AOSIS. While the design principles that 

could not be identified can be grouped into design principled that are supposed to be installed 

in order to guarantee and promote group cohesion by preventing free riding and setting incen-

tives for voluntary contribution. 

The inconclusive presence/absence of conflict resolution mechanisms is interesting as 

the main obstacle to cooperation for AOSIS is the conflict potential so that this design princi-

ple can be considered as highly relevant for successful cooperation. For monitoring and sanc-

tion mechanisms no information at all was found that could hint towards the presence of these 

design principles. However, as information about the internal structures of AOSIS are not too 

easily accessible for externals (Schwebel, 2018) and in the light of the absence of a formal 

Charter and the predominance of customary practice can the possibility that AOSIS indeed 
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fulfills the criteria not be ruled out at this point. The absence of evidence cannot be considered 

as evidence.  

Referring to the question “Can the institutional design of AOSIS help to overcome the 

obstacles and achieve sustainable collective action?”  no definite answer can be given as only 

four of eight design principles were classified as present. However, this does not suggest that 

the institutional design did not help at all in overcoming obstacles and achieving sustainable 

collective action. Maybe for the case of AOSIS the presence of four design principles might 

be sufficient to enable long enduring cooperation because the design principles might not be 

equally important or because AOSIS’ resources are different. Furthermore, the international 

character of the cooperation and the geographical dispersion of the members or other factors 

like trust between the states and the issue itself may compensate for the absence of some de-

sign principles.  

The design principles may not be equally important so that the presence of all design 

principles is not inevitably necessary. Thereby, the importance of each design principle may 

vary according to the group. In cases of international cooperation like AOSIS the design prin-

ciples that were identified as present may suffice to enable stable long-term cooperation. The 

ultimate requirement for successful long enduring resource management within a self-govern-

ing group is maybe not necessarily the presence of all design principles but promoted with in-

creasing presence of the characteristics that Ostrom identified by examining successful cases. 

However, the current chair of AOSIS Walton Webson stressed that changes to the institu-

tional design of AOSIS must be executed carefully, as the alliance is currently sufficiently 

working and alternations (like implementing more of Ostrom’s design principles) might even 

endanger the cooperation (AOSIS; 2021, Episode 8).  

Furthermore, the present design principles may suffice for the case of AOSIS as the 

kind of resources that are managed by the group differ significantly from those that were 

originally the foundation for Ostrom’s work. Elinor Ostrom originally developed the 
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Institutional Design Principles after successfully examining self-government of local common 

goods and resources like rivers, lakes, and forests where the group members and the resources 

are not geographically dispersed but rather assembled around the resources (Ostrom, 1990). 

AOSIS’ group resources do not concern the regulated use of natural resources but is about 

pooling individual resources in the form of negotiation rights and information in order to cre-

ate common resources in the first place.  

What is further peculiar in the case of AOSIS is that cooperation happens internation-

ally so that the costs for the implementation of design principles like conflict resolution mech-

anisms or monitoring are significantly higher. Conflict resolution by bringing the conflicting 

members physically together is not as easily achievable as the parties are separated by dis-

tance. Ostrom (1990) acknowledges that the installation of monitoring and sanctioning mech-

anisms is an expensive investment. International monitoring on this scale would increase 

these costs and outsourcing might be necessary (Stone, 2008). Participation in networks al-

ready comes with expenses for the members, which can often not be afforded by developing 

countries so that the membership could become less attractive or not affordable anymore 

(Stone, 2008,). Consequently, the implementation of these design principles might not be rea-

sonable for AOSIS and even diminish the likelihood of successful cooperation.  

The results from the analysis under 4.1. do not show any evidence that free riding is an 

obstacle for AOSIS. Reasons for this might be that free riding is an issue, but no information 

were found or that free riding is not an issue because AOSIS has overcome this problem, but 

not through the mechanisms that Ostrom proposes. If AOSIS indeed does not fulfil the criteria 

to verify the presence of equivalence between benefits and costs, monitoring mechanisms and 

graduate sanctions, it becomes conceivable that the institutional design of AOSIS is not ex-

plicitly helping in overcoming the obstacle of free riding that according to Olson (1965) will 

hinder the cooperation of a large group like AOSIS. Consequently, there seem to be other fac-

tors that lead to a voluntary involvement and sustainable group cohesion. Cox, Arnold & 
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Villamayor (2010) identified that one common critique on the set of design principles is that 

they are incomplete as for example social variables are missing. Harkes (2006, p.250f.) criti-

cizes that Ostrom misses the “glue” of an institution which are social mechanisms. It is there-

fore reasonable to consider other factors like trust and multiplex relationships that compen-

sate for the missing design principles. AOSIS and its member states cannot be seen as an iso-

lated network where the members do not interact through different channels, occasions and 

networks in different constellations and levels. The members and AOSIS exist as part of a 

network of networks that create multiplex relationships so that they eventually know each 

other so that trust relationships developed that make monitoring dispensable (Acuto, 2013; 

Pflieger & Rozenblat, 2010).  

Another reason that could be considered as promoting voluntary contribution is the is-

sue because mitigating of climate change is of highest urgency for SIDS. AOSIS has similari-

ties with an “issue-network” (Sikkink, 1993, p. 412) or a ”transnational advocacy coalition” 

(Stone, 2008, p.31) where the actors and members are united by shared values. Voluntary in-

volvement is achieved through the belief in the goals of the organization (Sikkink, 1993). Fur-

ther are transnational advocacy coalitions similar to AOSIS using strategies of moral judge-

ment and a normative arguments to influence policy agendas (Stone, 2008). This is exactly 

what de Águeda Corneloup & Mol (2014) identified for AOSIS and interviewees in the Pod-

cast Islands on Alert (2021) frequently emphasized. AOSIS is working with scarce resources 

and depends on donations, ambitious staff and negotiators like issue networks (ibid.). Similar 

in the case of AOSIS, is that the success of the issue networks depends on the ability to mobi-

lize the members through messaging (AOSIS, 2021, Episode 8; Sikkink, 1993). AOSIS’ simi-

larities with an issue network and social relationships between the members might therefore 

be able to explain why sustainable collective action could be achieved despite the absence of 

monitoring mechanisms and sanctions.  
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To sum up, the institutional design can only be considered as one factor helping to enable 

successful collective action in the case of AOSIS. There seem to be more variables next to the 

institutional design that attribute to the explanation of how AOSIS achieved sustainable col-

lective action since 1990. The case of AOSIS shows that not all design principles must neces-

sarily be present to overcome the obstacles that exist for international collective action.  

5. Conclusion  

AOSIS is considered as a group of SIDS that was able to exert great influence in the inter-

national climate policymaking space. This is surprising because collective action theory sug-

gests that cooperation within a group like AOSIS is likely to fail due to common obstacles 

caused by the group size and free riding. This thesis aimed at answering the Research Ques-

tion How did the AOSIS members states manage to successfully overcome the existing obsta-

cles that prevail in international collective action? Two subquestions were derived from this 

RQ. SQ1 asked Which obstacles exist for small island states when they want to act collec-

tively?. The answer to this question was developed through a SLR. There are obstacles to par-

ticipation caused by the lack of resources of most SIDS. The obstacles that SIDS face as indi-

vidual actors are alleviated by pooling resources within AOSIS. Furthermore, there are obsta-

cles to cooperation which verified Olson’s idea that the group size may hinder collective ac-

tion. Other than Olson proposed, not the tendency to free riding that is increased in a big 

group was the reason, but the conflict potential, that increases with more members and inter-

ests.   

SQ2 asked Can the institutional design of AOSIS help to overcome the obstacles and 

achieve sustainable collective action?. The answer to this question was developed through a 

Content Analysis. Elinor Ostrom’s (1990) eight design principles for successful long enduring 

self-governing groups provided a framework for conditions under which collective action can 

happen. AOSIS’ institutional design was analyzed to examine whether the individual design 
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principles are present or not. The presence of all design principles would clearly indicate that 

the institutional design of AOSIS helped in sustaining collective action. Four of eight design 

principles could be identified so that no clear answer can be given to whether the institutional 

design was the main reason why the AOSIS member states are successfully cooperating since 

over 30 years. However, this does not indicate that the institutional design did not contribute 

at all but that four design principles might be enough or that other factors are relevant too. 

 Finally, the answer to the Research Question How did the AOSIS members states man-

age to successfully overcome the existing obstacles that prevail in international collective ac-

tion? is indefinite. The institutional design contributed to the success of AOSIS as it allowed 

structured and efficient cooperation. The conflict potential of the group, caused by its hetero-

geneity was identified as the main obstacle to collective action. As conflict resolution mecha-

nisms are absent can the institutional design not be considered as factor that helped overcom-

ing this obstacle. To sum up, the institutional design facilitated effective cooperation, but it is 

likely that other factors contributed to this achievement, too. Which other factors might enable 

successful international collective action can be examined in another work.  

This thesis contributed to the understanding of the conditions under which collective 

action can be successful. The case of AOSIS shows that factors and strategies to achieve in-

ternational collective action go beyond Ostrom’s original eight design principles. Further-

more, no prior research focused on the institutional design of AOSIS as a reason for their sta-

ble cooperation. Existing literature primarily examined the negotiation strategies and external 

factors while only few investigated the internal functioning of AOSIS. Therefore, information 

about AOSIS internal processes were scarce. A limitation of this thesis is that the analysis re-

lied on secondary data, as no original data (for example through interviews) could be col-

lected due to limitations in budget and time. In a more comprehensive work with more time 

and resources, interviews could be conducted to explicitly ask for the deign principles.  
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7. Appendix  
Appendix A: Codebook  
 
SQ1 Systematic Literature Review  
Results of open coding: Circumstances that promote or hinder collective action/cooperation 
among SIDS and AOSIS member states.  
 
Code When to use 
Barriers Barriers, obstacles and limitations that exist for SIDS, AOSIS, 

small states when they want to act collectively/cooperate in in-
ternational climate policymaking  

Member states/SIDS Which characteristics are attributed to Small Island Develop-
ing states/ AOSIS member states  

Motivations Which motivations exist for SIDS to be a member of AOSIS 
Opponents Which actors oppose AOSIS goals and hinder the achieve-

ments of AOSIS goals? 
UN How is the UN (climate policymaking) system structured?  
Goals What are AOSIS goals? 
Freeriding Indications about free riding within AOSIS 

 
SQ2 Content Analysis  
Institutional Design Principles (Ostrom, 1990) 
Each of the 8 institutional design principles that Ostrom identified was assigned a code.   
Code When to use 
Structure/Design/Characteristics 
AOSIS 

Indications about how AOSIS is structured, characterized per-
ceived 

1_boundaries 
 

Clearly defined boundaries:  
Who belongs to the network and has access to the resources?  

2_benefits&costs 
 

Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs: 
How are contributions rewarded? How are benefits and costs 
balanced? 

3_rules 
 

Collective-choice arrangements: 
Were changeable, well-fitted, operational rules established? 

4_monitoring 
 

Monitoring: 
Are there monitoring mechanisms to safeguard rule compli-
ance and detect free riding? Who is monitoring and at which 
costs? How are the costs and benefits balanced?  

5_sanctions 
 

Graduate Sanctions: 
What happens in cases of non-compliance, free riding, or 
breach of rules?  

6_conflictresolution 
 

Conflict resolution mechanisms: 
Were mechanisms for fast, low-cost conflict resolution estab-
lished?  

7_recognition 
 

Minimal recognition of rights to organize: 
Is AOSIS recognized by external authorities (e.g. govern-
ments) and possess certain authority for self-government?  
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8_nestedenterprise 
 

Nested enterprise:  
Is cooperation happening at different levels within the net-
work?  
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