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Abstract This article uses the informal governance framework to elucidate the
connection between regime transition and participation in regional international
organizations (IOs). In particular, this study focuses on non-democratic regional
IOs and examines the empirical case of the Commonwealth of Independent States
(CIS). We investigate how the level of regime transition of each CIS member state
affects its participation in the CIS. The paper utilizes an original dataset that contains
information regarding the number of CIS-related agreements that have been signed
by each CIS member state during the 1991–2010 time period, which can be used to
measure the level of participation of each state in the CIS. We find that states with a
lower level of democratization and a higher level of marketization are more likely to
participate in agreements within the CIS. The paper contributes to the wider appli-
cation of informal governance framework by demonstrating the usefulness of these
theories for understanding the nature and dynamics of regional IOs, such as the CIS.
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1 Introduction

The post-Cold War world has witnessed a recent wave of democratization, which has
been accompanied by the extensive development of regional international organizations
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(IOs). The interconnections between IO membership and democratization have become
a topic of intense debate. In particular, the extant literature regarding this topic has
primarily focused on international organizations that have been created by democratic
states and are largely composed of democracies. In fact, these types of regional IOs have
been the most successful IOs in the world. However, another group of regional IOs with
members that are predominantly non-democratic also exists in the world.1 For the
purposes of the following discussion, we will define a non-democratic IO as an
organization in which the leading state and most of the member states of the IO are
not democracies (these states are not necessarily consolidated autocracies; instead,
different forms of hybrid regimes may be included). Similarly, we use the term demo-
cratic IO to refer to an IO in which the leading state and most of the member states of the
IO are democracies. It is important to note that our definition of non-democratic IOs refer
not to their formal governance but rather to the political regimes of the member states,
particularly the leading state.2

It appears plausible that different links between democratization and IO member-
ship or a nation’s level of participation in an IO could be observed for non-democratic
IOs than for democratic IOs. Previous studies have demonstrated that for a demo-
cratic IO, democratization is associated with a higher level of participation in the IO.
Is this association applicable in the context of non-democratic IOs? To investigate this
issue, we apply the framework of informal governance in IOs that was developed by
Stone (2011). From this perspective, international organizations are governed by two
sets of rules: formal and informal ones. Leading states in IOs have the opportunity to
override a policy that member states would otherwise have chosen according to
formal rules. This phenomenon is referred to as manipulation. Hence, member states
that decide to join an organization or select a particular level of participation in an
organization are aware of the fact that they may later be subjected to manipulation
under circumstances in which the costs of exiting the regional IO may be too high for
these member states to avoid following the policy dictated by the leading state. This
time-consistency problem determines the conditions that impact individual countries’
decisions to join an IO.

The present article uses the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) as a case
study. The CIS appears to be a good example of a non-democratic regional IO, given
that both its leading state (Russia) and a majority of its members are non-democracies
or hybrid regimes that demonstrate strong authoritarian tendencies. The unique data-
set that is utilized in this study offers the opportunity to measure the levels of formal
participation of individual member states across different areas of collaboration and
different time periods during the past 20 years (1991–2010). The paper finds that in
contrast to democratic IOs, the level of participation in the CIS is higher for member
states that are less democratic. After controlling for democracy-related considera-
tions, states with more advanced economic reforms and lower energy dependences on
other states are more likely to engage in a higher level of participation in the CIS.
These results confirm the arguments of the informal governance literature, which

1 Examples of this type of IO include the Gulf Cooperation Council, the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples
of Our America, ASEAN (during the early years of its existence) and the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization.
2 For example, there is much debate regarding whether EU decision-making processes are democratic.
However, by the standards of the definition that is provided above, it is a democratic IO.
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states that participation in an IO is driven by the availability of the exit options and
that countries with stronger structural power are more likely to demonstrate higher
levels of participation in a non-democratic regional IO.

2 Theory and hypotheses

There are two main types of arguments in the extant literature that explain the
participation of countries in regional IOs. The IO-as-a-commitment-device argument
suggests that IOs serve as a tool to enhance the credibility of commitments towards
democratization (Pevehouse 2002; Snidal and Thompson 2003; Mansfield and
Pevehouse 2006, 2008) and market reforms (Dreher and Voigt 2011; Fang and
Owen 2011). As a result, democratization and participation in the IOs should be
mutually reinforcing phenomena. However, this theoretical argument has only been
developed for the case in which “the organization is composed primarily of demo-
cratic members” (Mansfield and Pevehouse 2006: 137); thus, this reasoning does not
necessarily yield predictions with respect to the non-democratic IOs that we are more
interested in studying in the current investigation. The alternative point of view,
which can be derived from the informal governance literature, suggests that the
ability of IOs to act as commitment devices may be compromised by the manipu-
lations of the leading states of these IOs. These manipulations occur during crises; i.e.
at the times when the stakes of certain actions are high for the leading state, which
therefore feel compelled to override the existing formal rules. The ability of the
leading state of an IO to engage in these manipulations and the capabilities of the
other IO member states to prevent these manipulations are dependent on structural
power, i.e., the opportunity of individual countries to exit the regional IO and thereby
impose additional costs on remaining IO members (Stone 2002, 2004, 2008, 2011;
Dreher and Jensen 2007).

The apparent contradiction between these two arguments is resolved differently for
individual IOs, depending on both the decision-making mechanisms of each IO and
the balance of power between the leading state and the weaker states of a particular
IO. For non-democratic regional IOs, both of the aforementioned predictions of the
literature must be modified. In particular, one could expect that relative to democratic
IOs, non-democratic IOs may be much less likely to serve as commitment devices.
Moreover, manipulations by the leading state of an IO, a key element of the informal
governance of these organizations, are expected to be even more prominent in a non-
democratic regional IO than in a democratic IO. These effects can be caused by two
sets of factors. First, relative to democratic IOs, the lower credibility of non-
democratic IOs and the higher propensity of the leading states of these IOs to engage
in manipulations may be driven by the fact that the decisions that are reached by
politicians and bureaucrats in these leading states lack both internal constraints and
transparency. In democratic IOs, credibility can be enhanced by audience costs,
which are typically believed to be smaller in non-democracies than in democracies
(Fearon 1994; Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2012), and by the multiplicity of veto
players in democratic nations (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 1999). Second, another
potential cause of both of the aforementioned features of non-democratic IOs is that
within the context of these IOs, the bureaucrats and politicians of non-democratic
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member states may mimic the decision-making practices that they use within their
own nations; certainly, other actors will likely expect this phenomenon to occur.3

Under these conditions, one could describe the cost-benefit calculation of a country
that is deciding to either join a non-democratic IO or increase its level of participation
in this type of IO by focusing on three groups of factors. First, this decision should be
driven by the costs and benefits during “ordinary times,” i.e., situations in which the
formal governance of the IO is not overridden by informal manipulations. The benefits
of IO participation in these scenarios could include access to new markets; economies
of scale in the production of regional public goods; mutual insurance from external
shocks; and financial, military and political assistance from the leading state, among
other considerations. The use of IOs as a credible commitment device is another
example of this type of benefit. Similarly, the costs of IO membership or participation
are associated with efficiency losses through trade diversion; potential adverse reac-
tions from certain domestic groups and/or the general public; and, more generally,
risks that are associated with the propensity of the formal procedure to make decisions
that conflict with the interests of the individual country in question. Second, the
decision to join or participate in an IO should account for the risks of manipulations
and the ability of a nation to avoid these manipulations, especially the availability of
exit options. Third, this decision is influenced by access to alternative regional IOs that
may provide their own costs and benefits.

Using this perspective, we can develop specific hypotheses for both democratiza-
tion and marketization4 as factors that determine a nation’s participation in non-
democratic regional IOs. First, as opposed to democratic IOs, a democratizing state
cannot credibly signal its intent to democratize by joining a non-democratic IO. In
fact, a country’s decision to lower its level of participation in a non-democratic IO can
be perceived by outsiders as a signal that it has decided to strengthen its efforts
towards democratization: for the purpose of democratization, this nation may be
prepared to disregard the economic gains that it obtains from membership in a non-
democratic IO and to instead rely solely on possible support from democratic IOs,
which feature much higher requirements with respect to adopting political reforms.
Thus, the specific benefits during “ordinary times” for democratizing states are lower
for non-democratic IOs than for democratic IOs.5 Second, in IOs, the structural power
of non-democratic states should be larger than the structural power of democratic
states because ceteris paribus, the former states will have greater exit options due to
their lack of internal constraints (such as audience costs and multiple veto players, for
instance). In addition, relative to democracies, non-democracies might find it easier to

3 Compared with democracies, non-democracies are generally more likely to use informal governance
mechanisms in their internal political procedures (Gel’man 2012); furthermore, in non-democracies,
domestic political processes are typically less tolerant of any types of restrictions to the power of the
incumbent. Therefore, decisions that appear to restrict a leader’s power should be more frequently overruled
by a non-democratic leader than by a democratic leader.

5 This statement does not imply that there are no other benefits of IO membership and participation during
“ordinary times.” However, these benefits are equally relevant for countries with different political regimes
and therefore cannot yield predictions regarding whether democratization should be correlated with levels
of IO participation.

4 We use “marketization” and “economic reforms” interchangeably to refer to the extent to which market
economy institutions are established and functional.
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adjust their decision-making style to the way in which decisions are made by the
leading state of an IO; thus, non-democracies may be able to more readily anticipate
the extent of manipulations by the leading state of the IO and plan possible responses
to these manipulations. Third, many democratic IOs require their members to adopt
an explicit agenda that supports democratization, whereas non-democratic IOs may
act as tools that promote autocratic practices (Allison 2008; Collins 2009; Cameron
and Orenstein 2012). The severe constraints on membership that may be imposed by
democratic IOs can render it more difficult for non-democratic countries to join these
organizations. Thus, based on both the IO-as-a-commitment device and the informal
governance arguments, we can formulate the following hypothesis6:

H1: A country’s level of participation in a non-democratic IO is likely to
decrease if the country in question becomes more democratic.

With respect to marketization, we derive our hypothesis in a similar fashion. First,
the IO-as-a-commitment-device argument is not applicable to non-democratic IOs
unless there are reasons to believe that the leading state will promote economic
reforms in the neighboring countries for purely egoistic reasons (this phenomenon
may occur under certain circumstances, such as if the economic liberalization of
neighboring states provides greater access to these states for multinationals in the
leading state of an IO, but is unlikely to be present in any systematic fashion in non-
democratic IOs). Second, economic reforms could enhance a nation’s options to exit
an IO by providing the country in question with access to other IOs that have higher
barriers to entry; thus, these reforms would cause a nation to be less dependent on a
particular IO (or on particular countries as economic partners). Third, broader access
to various IOs around the world could make countries that have implemented
advanced market reforms less inclined to participate in a non-democratic regional
IO. Thus, the IO-as-a-commitment-device and the informal governance arguments
actually produce different predictions with respect to the impact of marketization on
membership in non-democratic regional IOs. The former rationale suggests that
increased marketization should reduce the inclination of countries to join these IOs.
However, by the latter reasoning, if there are substantial benefits during “ordinary
times” that can be extracted from membership in a non-democratic IO, countries with
more advanced economic reforms may be less concerned about the threat of manip-
ulation and may therefore be more interested in participation in the IO in question.
Thus, we can formulate two contradicting hypotheses for this variable:

H2.1: The level of participation in a non-democratic IO is likely to decrease if a
country becomes more advanced with respect to economic reforms (IO-as-a-
credible-commitment-device argument).

H2.2: The level of participation in a non-democratic IO is likely to increase if a
country becomes more advanced with respect to economic reforms (structural
power argument).

6 Note that although a number of papers have identified a mutually reinforcing relationship between
democratization and regional cooperation, in a study of a regional IO consisting of nations that have not
experienced high levels of democratization (Mercosur), Remmer (1998) finds much less evidence of the
existence of this relationship.
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Hypothesis 2.2 is particularly interesting in the case of the CIS because it offers an
interesting contrast to the arguments of Darden (2009), who investigated the impact
of economic ideas on participation in post-Soviet regional IOs. Darden found that
liberal ideas from a nation’s elites (the promotion of both market reforms and
integration into global IOs, such as the WTO) are negatively correlated with a
nation’s extent of participation in the CIS. Hypothesis 2.1 is consistent with
Darden’s argument, whereas Hypothesis 2.2 suggests the opposite. However, the
relationship between liberal ideas, marketization and IO membership can be complex.
First, although liberal ideas are crucial for reforms, these ideas do not necessarily
correlate precisely with the implementation and success of these reforms. Hellman
(1998) demonstrates how reforms can be captured by interest groups, causing the
failure of liberal governments’ attempts to facilitate marketization. Second, active
participation in the CIS may also be an involuntary outcome of a need to cope with
internal or external conflicts. Finally, there may be differences of positions within the
bureaucratic apparatus of a particular country; in almost all of the CIS member states,
this apparatus includes a division that is responsible for CIS affairs, which may be
populated by individuals with different sets of ideas than the principles that are held
by the remainder of the nation’s government.

Finally, in accordance with the informal governance framework, we can also formu-
late an additional hypothesis. Stone (2011) conjectured that countries are more likely to
delegate decisions to IOs in areas that are expected to involve lower potential for conflict
(causing manipulation by the leading state to be a less threatening prospect). In other
words, structural power and exit options are more important if there is a higher potential
for conflicts to arise. If the effect of democratization and marketization on participation
in non-democratic IOs is driven by structural power considerations, we should expect
these factors to be more important if conflict potential is significant. If the conflict
potential is low, there is a lower probability that manipulation will occur; therefore, exit
options will be less relevant. Hence, we consider the following hypothesis:

H3: The effect of political regime and economic reforms on the level of
participation in non-democratic IOs should be stronger in areas that are more
prone to conflict.

3 Informal governance in the post-Soviet context

The empirical case that is used to test the aforementioned hypotheses is the CIS. This
organization includes Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan; between 1993
and 2009, Georgia also belonged to this organization. In the Supplementary Material to
this paper, which is available online at this journal’s webpage, we report the average
level of democratization in the CIS and the share of countries in the CIS that can be
denoted as non- or semi-democratic using several measures of democracy that are
regularly employed in the literature: the Freedom House (FH) index of political rights;
the Polity IV index; the most recent version of the binary index of democracy (Cheibub
et al. 2009) that was first suggested by Alvarez et al. (1996), which we denote as the DD
index; and several sub-indices of the FH Nations in Transit report. According to all of
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these indicators, most of the CIS countries have been non-democratic throughout their
histories. All of the aforementionedmeasures (except Polity IV) indicate that the leading
country of the CIS, Russia, has been non-democratic or hybrid throughout the entire
period that is examined by this study. Thus, the CIS is a good example of a non-
democratic regional organization; from the original founding of the CIS, most of the
organization’s members have been either non-democracies or hybrid regimes with
strong authoritarian tendencies.

The CIS was established immediately after the collapse of the Soviet Union in
1991 as a type of continuity organization that attempted to foster cooperation among
the former Soviet republics in various economic, political and military spheres.
Although the agenda and the ambitions of the CIS are vast (full-fledged economic
union; political and military cooperation; and common social and labor standards),
this organization has produced only limited results to date (Libman 2007; Kubicek
2009; Obydenkova 2011). Nevertheless, membership in the CIS can provide sub-
stantial benefits during “ordinary times” (see Libman and Vinokurov 2012). First, the
CIS shares highly integrated and commonly governed infrastructure in the areas of
electricity and railroad transportation. Second, the CIS has managed to maintain a
relatively integrated labor market through its implementation of a visa-free regime for
migration; during the previous decade, several post-Soviet countries have received
very large remittances from migrants who are operating in other CIS countries. Third,
participation in the CIS has been actively used by the leadership of several countries
in the contexts of internal policy debates; in some countries, public opinion continues
to largely favor post-Soviet integration. Fourth, Russia has also typically been ready
to provide higher levels of informal support to countries that are more active in the
CIS. This support may take various forms, such as low energy prices or favorable
references on Russian TV stations (which remain dominant in many countries of the
region).7 Fifth, the CIS has offered an informal forum for regular meetings of
presidents and high-ranking bureaucrats from post-Soviet countries; these meetings
may have been instrumental for resolving a subset of the differences among these
countries. Sixth, participation in the CIS has traditionally been favored by certain
domestic interest groups in CIS member states (Abdelal 2001; Darden 2009). There is
also a specific set of benefits from CIS membership and participation that is only
applicable to non-democratic nations; namely, the CIS often supports non-democratic
regimes in the region (Ambrosio 2006). By contrast, a country that wishes to lower its
level of participation in the CIS could experience Russian pressure. It is important to
understand that with the exception of the common infrastructure that exists among
CIS members, the benefits from participating in the CIS do not actually result from
the implementation of the CIS agreements, which feature ambitious goals. By signing
these agreements, countries merely demonstrate their willingness to maintain ties to
Russia to both the Russian leadership and their own domestic populations; in
exchange for these demonstrations, these nations receive Russian support and access
to the Russian labor market. However, CIS members are free to avoid implementing

7 An obvious question in this context is why Russia provides these benefits to CIS countries. One reason
could be internal political gains, given that the Russian population is strongly in favor of post-Soviet
integration (Rose and Munro 2008). Another benefit is ensuring that the “dormant” institutional framework
of the CIS functions and can be re-activated at any point in the future.
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the agreements that they sign; as a result, the CIS members often repeatedly sign
identical agreements, which they subsequently ignore.

Thus, in the case of the CIS, the informal governance argument should be
modified as follows. Under normal circumstances, member states are free to ignore
most of the commitments that they make and benefit from Russian support and the
existence of partial areas of cooperation in the CIS. In the case of extraordinary
events, i.e., if the risks are especially high for Russia, the leading state of the CIS, to
damage its dominance or image as a strong state, the situation changes dramatically;
in this situation, the leading state could attempt to revive the legal framework of the
CIS and exploit the opportunities that are provided by the CIS’s formal arrangements.
The formal commitments of CIS members actually do provide the CIS with substan-
tial opportunities to influence its members. In particular, these commitments include a
comprehensive network of agreements; if the literal content of these agreements were
enforced, the actions of CIS member states would be severely restricted. Many of the
restrictions that are imposed by existing CIS treaties favor Russia either economically
(by providing attractive opportunities for the business expansion of Russian multi-
nationals) or politically (by restricting the opportunities of CIS members to partici-
pate in outside regional IOs). As Hale (2008: 212) observes, the CIS faces a credible
commitment problem, which can be defined as “the difficulty involved in guarantee-
ing to a potential union’s would-be member states that they will not later be exploited
in that union but will instead partake in a share of the benefit.”

During two major crises that Russia encountered during its interactions with post-
Soviet states over the course of the previous decade, it immediately attempted to use the
CIS framework as one of its tools for exerting political pressure on its neighbors. The
first major crisis occurred in 2003–2004; during this period, several post-Soviet
countries (Ukraine, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan) experienced “color revolutions,” i.e.
massive protests after falsified election results resulting in the loss of power for the
existing non-democratic regimes of these nations. The contagion of the colored revolu-
tions was perceived as a serious threat to the Russian regime. To address this challenge,
Russia intensified the work of the electoral observers from the CIS.8 The positions of the
CIS observers are strongly motivated by politics: in many cases, the conclusions of CIS
observers conflict with the conclusions of international observers from the OSCE or
similar organizations. CIS observers have been known for both describing falsified
elections as conforming to democratic standards and criticizing legitimately democratic
elections. Thus, Russia manipulated the CIS to exert pressure on CIS governments.
Governmental changes in CIS nations that were not supported by Russia resulted in a
critical report from CIS observers; to an extent, these reports could undermine the
legitimacy of the criticized election or be used by internal political opponents.

During another major crisis, the Russian war against Georgia in 2008, Russia
attempted to ensure that the post-Soviet regional organizations supported its actions.
In particular, Russia sought to use three consecutive meetings of the Collective
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO; the former security branch of the CIS, which

8 Prior to the revolutionary wave, the CIS regularly dispatched its observers to elections in the post-Soviet
countries; however, in the second half of the 2000s these practices have been institutionalized (Status of the
Mission of Observers in 2004, International Institute of Monitoring of Development of Democracy,
Parliamentarianism and Protection of Human Rights in 2006) and expanded.
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has become an independent organization over time), the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO) and the CIS (these structures have mostly overlapping member-
ships) to achieve this purpose. In September 2008, the CSTO decided to condemn
Georgia’s aggression against South Ossetia, but refused to accept any collective
course of action with respect to the recognition of the independence of Abkhazia
and South Ossetia. The SCO summit merely declared its concern regarding the
military confrontation (at this summit, the position of China, the only non-post-
Soviet member of the organization, was considered to be crucial to the SCO perspec-
tive). The CIS summit did not make any statements regarding this war. Thus,
although it could be argued that Russia’s strategy was somewhat successful in the
case of Ukraine (i.e., the Orange Revolution in Ukraine was not followed by similar
events in Russia or in other key post-Soviet countries), Russia’s use of non-
democratic regional IO failed with respect to the Georgian war.

A further feature of the CIS is of crucial importance for our research design. In
contrast to participation in many other IOs, participation in the CIS is not a binary
decision. Within the legal framework of the CIS, each country is free to select the
intensity of its involvement in the organization, a trait that we will call the level of
participation for each CIS member. CIS members are allowed to abstain from
participation in any decision of CIS institutions or any CIS agreement that is signed.
Thus, the CIS has essentially produced what might be termed a “regional organization
a la carte,” or a menu of different agreements, decisions and acts from which member
states are (almost) free to choose. Of course, these choices are subject to external
influences and informal bargaining, which are often heavily affected by Russia and
other major players, such as Belarus and Kazakhstan. To the best of our knowledge,
there have been no instances in which Russia explicitly forced CIS states to join any
agreement through the use of military force.9 However, Russia has actively used
informal pressures of various sorts, such as the price of natural gas or delays in
withdrawals from military installations. As a result, the countries of the CIS exhibit
high variation in terms of the number of agreements that they have signed across
different policy areas (see the Supplementary Material for further details).

4 Data and methodology

The dependent variable of this study is derived from the CIS Register of Official Acts,
which includes all of the CIS-related agreements, decisions and protocols that have been
signed by the CIS members. Each document is assigned to a particular area of consid-
eration from the six primary areas distinguished by our analysis: organization of the CIS;
economic cooperation; political cooperation; social and humanitarian cooperation; legal
cooperation; and military, police and security cooperation.10 Furthermore, for each

9 One possible case of this type of enforcement is Russia’s support of Abkhazia during its secession war
against Georgia in 1992–93. This support could be interpreted as an instance in which Russia used force to
compel Georgia to join the CIS, although the empirical evidence underlying this interpretation is certainly
debatable. We appreciate the remark of an anonymous referee who noted the existence of this case.
10 We do not include agreements from other areas into our analysis: however, these areas (e.g., inter-
parliamentary cooperation) are of minor importance and produce an insignificantly small number of
agreements.
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document, the CIS reports the exact countries that have decided to sign this agreement.11

In the main specification of our model, we only include agreements that were signed
without reservations. Our work is related to studies byMalfliet et al. (2007), Hale (2008)
and Darden (2009), who also examine the number of agreements that have been signed
in the CIS, although these researchers assess time periods and questions that differ from
the specific considerations that are addressed in the current paper.

The empirical design of our study faces a significant challenge with respect to the
choice of the unit of observation. Agreements often require several years of preparation
and discussion and are signed in large packages at certain occasions that only occur
every few years; thus, the use of annual data regarding agreements is impractical and
even misleading. However, if we merge the annual data into periods that encompass
several years, we substantially decrease the number of observations that can be exam-
ined; for instance, if 5-year increments are used to assess the agreements from 12
countries, only 48 observations are produced. Because participation in the CIS can be
strongly associated with country-specific effects, the estimation of regressions without
country fixed effects would not be prudent, but the inclusion of these effects would
further reduce the degrees of freedom of the estimation. Thus, to obtain a reasonable
sample size but also avoid misleading conclusions from annual data, we employ the
following approach. We apply as the unit of observations the number of agreements in a
particular area that were signed by a particular country during a particular period. We
divided the entire period into 5-year increments (1991–1995, 1996–2000, 2001–2005
and 2006–2010) and calculated the total number of agreements that were accepted for
each period. Thus, we observe each country for four periods and six areas of coopera-
tion. This method provides us with 24 observations per country. We include in our
sample all twelve of the former Soviet republics that were members of the CIS during
the majority of the 1991–2010 time period. Thus, there are 288 overall observations in
the baseline specification of the model of this study. We understand that treating the
number of agreements in different areas for the same country as separate observations
may produce econometric problems; therefore, we also examine the total number of
agreements per country in all areas as the dependent variable and assess separate areas of
cooperation through separate regressions.

Several observations may be offered regarding the composition of the sample for
this study. First, we exclude three Baltic countries (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania)
from the sample because these countries have never been members of the CIS, were
recognized as independent states before the USSR was actually dissolved (and
therefore before the CIS was created as a supplement for the USSR) and became
EU members during the 2000s. Furthermore, we include Georgia, which was a
member of the CIS for nearly the entire period of our investigation but officially left

11 All of the acts of the CIS that have been signed by CIS members (or passed by any CIS institution, which
all possess an intergovernmental nature and operate on the principles of voluntary participation in each
decision) have the same de jure binding legal status (although, depending on the laws of individual CIS
countries, certain of these acts may require different forms of ratification). These acts refer to very different
types of decisions, such as the establishment of new norms; the specification of budget contributions and
allocations of funds; and personnel decisions. However, it is virtually impossible to rank these acts in terms
of importance. Personnel decisions, for example, may play a crucial role in affecting the ability of Russia,
the leading state of the CIS, to manipulate the organization, and greater disagreements have frequently
arisen among the CIS states with respect to these decisions than with respect to more general treaties.
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the organization in 2009.12 Finally, we also include Russia in the main regressions of
this study. As the leading state of the CIS, Russia may encounter costs and benefits
from its participation in the CIS that are not experienced by other CIS members.
However, there are several reasons to include Russia in the regressions of this study.
First, the general research question of this paper addresses the role of democratization
and marketization as determinants of participation in a non-democratic IO. It is
therefore important to understand whether the driving factors of CIS participation
differ substantially between the leading state and the other member states of the
organization (as we will show in the following sections, significant differences do not
exist in this respect). Moreover, although the Russian political regime has remained
non- or semi-democratic during the past two decades, it has evolved substantially
over the course of this time; thus, it is important to understand the effects of this
evolution on CIS participation.13 Second, the structural power of Russia vis-à-vis
other CIS states has also changed greatly during the course of the past two decades.
Empirically, we observe that during certain periods, Russia has lagged behind several
other CIS countries with respect to participation in CIS agreements. In several cases,
major post-Soviet integration initiatives have been blocked by Russia (e.g., the
Eurasian Union in 1994 or the more radical elements of the formation of the
Commonwealth of Belarus and Russia in 1996). One could hypothesize that
Russia’s recent increases in structural power, which rendered the nation more capable
of manipulating other CIS institutions, caused it to become more eager to increase its
level of participation in the CIS. This increase in structural power could have been
driven by the economic development of the country (which was associated with the
progress of economic reforms) and the consolidation of the Russian political regime
(which took the form of the creation of Putin’s non-democratic regime). However, we
assess our results for robustness by excluding Russia and Georgia.

We use the following two key explanatory variables (all of which are averaged
over 5-year periods). First, to capture the effect of marketization, we utilize the
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) index of structural
reforms, which has been actively used in a variety of research on transition countries.
We consider the average EBRD index over all areas of structural reforms. This index
varies between 1 (low progress) and 4.3 (standards and performances that are typical
for advanced and industrialized economies). Second, we use the FH index of political
rights as the primary measure of democratization in the regressions. This index varies
from 1 to 7, with 1 indicating a full-fledged democratic country and 7 representing a
strict authoritarian regime. We use other democracy indices for robustness checks.

In addition to these key variables, we add a set of further controls that capture other
elements of the cost-benefit considerations that were discussed in section 3. First, we
control for the level of economic development and economic potential of each nation
by considering each country’s GDP per capita (in constant US dollars at price levels
from the year 2000, averaged over each five-year period), total GDP (in constant US
dollars at price levels from the year 2000, averaged over each 5-year period) and log

12 Although it is reported that Georgia requested permission to continue participating in certain CIS
agreements (Mikhailenko 2011).
13 During certain time periods Russia has been more democratic than the remaining members of the CIS
(see debate in Obydenkova and Libman 2012), whereas during other periods, it became less democratic
than other CIS members.
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total GDP.14 Second, we control for both the economic openness of each country and
the extent of each nation’s economic dependence on the CIS (again, averaged over a
5-year period). Economic openness is measured as the share of a country’s GDP that
is composed of foreign trade. Economic dependence on the CIS is captured by the
share of total trade turnover (exports plus imports) that is composed of CIS trade
turnover (this variable is reported by the CIS Interstate Statistical Committee). Third,
we control for WTO participation through the use of a dummy variable that is set
equal to 1 for countries that joined the WTO (Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova,
Georgia and Ukraine) during an examined time period.15 Fourth, a topic of crucial
importance for participation in post-Soviet regional IOs is the issue of the ethnic
composition of each nation’s population (Abdelal 2001; Hale 2008). More specifi-
cally, there are two variables that we use to control for ethnic composition: the share
of ethnic Russian population in each nation and the share of the titular ethnicity that is
present in each CIS nation, i.e., Armenians in Armenia, Ukrainians in Ukraine, etc.16

We estimate the main regressions using OLS. For a robustness check, we use
negative binomial regressions; these negative binomial regressions may be more
appropriate for the current investigation because we use a dependent count variable,
but they are more difficult to estimate for models that incorporate fixed effects (see
discussion in Hausman et al. 1984; Cameron and Trivedi 1998; Allison and
Waterman 2002). However, with minor exceptions, the regression results are consis-
tent over both estimation techniques. Each regression includes not only a full set of
time and country fixed effects but also fixed effects for individual areas where
agreements are signed. We also cluster standard errors by area because it is likely
that the number of agreements that are signed by each country in a particular area will
be interdependent.

5 Results

Hypotheses 1 and 2 Table 1 reports the main results of our study. Regression (1)
includes only the progress of economic reforms and democratization; regressions (2),
(3) and (4) also control for the GDP, GDP per capita or log GDP for each examined
nation, respectively; regressions (5) and (6) add the trade structure considerations to
the set of covariates; regression (7) controls for WTO membership; and regression (8)
simultaneously controls for WTO membership and trade structure. Similarly, regres-
sions (9) and (10) control for the share of ethnic Russians (we exclude the Russian
Federation itself from this analysis, given that this variable obviously does not apply
for Russia itself), with trade structure considerations excluded and included,

14 Unless otherwise stated, these data are derived from the World Development Indicators.
15 More specifically, we set the dummy equal to 1 if the country was part of the WTO in the last year of a
particular 5-year period; we also use the same convention for our robustness checks.
16 Unfortunately, the quality of data for this metric is rather low. Typically, data on ethnic composition are
collected as part of census data; however, these census data are often not sufficiently precise to address the
complex issues of ethnic identification and they may suffer from misreporting. In addition, all countries do
not implement their censuses in a timely fashion. Finally, because a census is typically administered only
once per decade, only 1 to 3 census observations are available for most of the examined post-Soviet states
for the examined time period. Thus, we set both of these variables to be equal to the latest possible census
data that are available for a particular period.
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respectively. Regressions (11) and (12) replicate regressions (9) and (10) but replace
the share of ethnic Russians by the share of the titular ethnic group of each nation (again,
we exclude Russia). The econometric tests suggest that the model is of adequate quality.
Both the R-squared and the adjusted R-squared values of the model are above 0.7, and
the likelihood ratio test suggests that the model performs significantly better than the
intercept-only model without fixed effects in predicting the number of agreements that
are signed by each nation.

We obtain two striking findings. First, democratization has a persistent and
negative impact on the number of agreements that are signed by each nation. This
result is consistent with our hypothesis that countries with lower levels of democracy
would be more inclined to join and participate in a non-democratic IO. In specifica-
tion (1) of the model, we find that an increase in the FH index by one unit causes a
ceteris paribus increase of 7.8 units in the number of agreements that are signed by
each CIS member. For example, if Tajikistan managed to improve its level of
democracy from 6 (its actual level) to 3 during the 2006–2010 time period, this
nation would be expected to reduce the number of CIS agreements in economic area
that it signed by 23.4 from its actual level of 182 agreements (for comparison,
Ukraine signed 114 agreements during this period). Second, in accordance with
Hypothesis H2.2 (the structural power argument) but contrary to Hypothesis H2.1
(IO-as-a-commitment-device), economic reforms have a persistent and positive im-
pact on levels of CIS participation. In specification (1), an increase in the EBRD score
by 1 unit increased the number of agreements that were signed by 24.82 units. If
Kazakhstan (with an average EBRD score of 2.98 in 2006–2010) were as unsuccess-
ful as Turkmenistan (with an average EBRD score of 1.39) with respect to market-
ization, Kazakhstan would have signed 39 fewer agreements in the economic area,
which would reduce its overall number of agreements signed (169) by approximately
one-fourth.

With respect to the results regarding economic reforms, we should also stress a
second set of explanations that may be applicable to certain CIS countries. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union, individual countries demonstrated various degrees of
dependence on post-Soviet economic and political ties. One of the reasons that certain
countries were unsuccessful in achieving economic independence and were forced to
resort to Russian support was the presence of significant external threats to these
nations or the strong possibility of internal conflicts within these countries. Because
of their long-established historical traditions, these countries were strongly motivated
to maintain their ties with the CIS but also sought to advance economic reforms to
strengthen their position in external conflicts, overcome domestic pressures (Doner et
al. 2005), and receive support not only from Russia but also from various extra-
regional entities, such as the EU, the US or the World Bank (Obydenkova 2012). The
three countries that best fit this pattern are Armenia (which engaged in conflicts with
Azerbaijan), Kazakhstan (which included large Russian minorities and was exposed
to the strong threat of irredentism) and Kyrgyzstan (which possessed limited eco-
nomic resources and experienced tensions between the populaces of its northern and
southern regions), which have been among the most successful CIS nations with
respect to implementing economic reforms. This explanation, however, appears to
apply only to certain CIS countries. Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia did not react to
their vulnerability by increasing their cooperation with Russia (although these nations
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were also unsuccessful until the second half of the 2000s with respect to implement-
ing economic reforms).

As a robustness check, we re-estimate our regressions using negative binomial and
Poisson regressions (using different ways to include fixed effects in this setting). We
also replicate our results but use the DD indicator, the Polity IV indicator, or the FH
Nations in Transit indicator of democracy. We find that our results are robust for
different measures of democracy and various estimation techniques. In addition, the
magnitude of effects remains large in the negative binomial regressions (which are
estimated using the CLARIFYprogram (King et al. 2000; Tomz et al. 2003)), and the
binomial regression model possesses a high goodness of fit.17 Furthermore, as we
mentioned above, the way in which we define the observations in our analysis may be
problematic for various reasons. Thus, we also check our results using a different
approach: we calculate the total number of agreements that were signed by each
country in all areas of cooperation over the course of a particular time period and
regress this total on democratization and marketization variables, log GDP, and time
and country fixed effects. The results from this approach are reported in Table 2 (and
the corresponding negative binomial results are provided in the Supplementary
Material). We completely confirm our results for the FH index (although not for all
of the other democracy indicators). However, if we shift from using 5-year increments
to examining annual data, we find strong and significant results regardless of the way
in which we measure democratization. These results are consistent with the findings
that we have reported above. The partially insignificant results in the examination that
assessed 5-year increments were most likely driven by the low number of degrees of
freedom; given that these increments only produce 48 observations, the fact that we
obtain significant results at all is striking and strongly supports our hypotheses.

Exit options Both of our results suggest that participation in the CIS is heavily driven
by the structural power of individual countries, i.e., the availability of exit options.
We can use several additional tests to corroborate these findings. First, we examine
the interaction between the economic reforms index and the share of intra-regional
trade. If economic reforms strengthen participation in the CIS because they provide
more palatable exit options, one would expect this effect to be weaker for countries
that are more dependent on CIS trade ties because these countries should also have
weaker exit options. For our main specification (using OLS and the FH index), the
interaction term is insignificant. However, if we either replace the FH index with the
Polity IV index or use negative binomial regressions, we obtain a significant and
negative interaction term.18 This result is consistent with our main argument, indi-
cating that states with more marketized economies and weaker levels of trade
dependence on the CIS are more likely to increase their levels of CIS participation.

17 Details regarding all of the robustness checks that are not presented in the main text of the paper are
available in the Supplementary Material.
18 We should note that the interpretation of the interaction term in non-linear models can be subject to
difficulties (Ai and Norton 2003). In linear models (OLS), this interpretation should be conducted based not
only on the magnitude and significance of the interaction term but also on the analysis of the changes in the
direction, magnitude and significance of marginal effects, as described in Brambor et al. (2006). We follow
this approach, plotting the marginal effects; the appropriate graphs are provided in the Supplementary
Material.
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However, we should note that the share of CIS trade and marketization variables are
substantially correlated (with a correlation coefficient of −0.66); thus, these estimates
may be subject to multicollinearity problems and should therefore be regarded with
caution.

Second, we look at a set of additional variables that could measure the exit options of
the CIS countries. This exercise is also important to ensure that our results for democ-
racy and economic reforms are not driven by an omitted variable bias. Our main check is
associated with the role of energy dependence. Indeed, this factor is of extreme
importance for both energy-exporting countries and energy importers in the CIS. The
latter are often heavily dependent on other CIS countries, particularly Russia; this
dependence severely restricts the exit options of these countries. The former are
particularly dependent on Russia for routes of energy export. Russia controls the access
of most of these countries to international markets because it possesses large portions of
the network of energy pipelines that are available to these nations (although significant
improvements have occurred with respect to this consideration over the course of the
previous few years). Very often, we observe the mutual interdependence of countries
that lie along these pipeline networks. However, access to energy resources could also
significantly influence domestic democratization and marketization (as suggested by the
resource curse and rentier state literature). Thus, we control for the following variables:
(a) the ratio of crude oil extraction to petroleum consumption in the country, which we
label “resource independence” and calculate based on data from the Energy Information
Administration (EIA)19; (b) crude oil exports in thousands of barrel per day, which are
again obtained from EIA data; (c) the crude oil exports to the CIS; and (d) the share of oil

19 Of course, other important considerations exist, such as the availability of oil processing facilities in the
country (Miller 2006; Hale 2008); thus, this variable should be treated as an approximation.

Table 2 Coefficients and
standard errors of democracy and
economic reforms variables as
determinants of the total number of
agreements signed by a country in
all areas in a particular period,
OLS

Robust standard errors in paren-
theses. Significant results
marked bold. *** significant at
1 % level, ** at 5 % level, * at
10 % level. Robust standard
errors clustered at area level.
Includes country and time fixed
effects. All regressions control
for log GDP; the coefficient is
not reported due to space
constraints

5-year-increments Annual data

Democracy (FH) 49.970*** 8.142***

(16.933) (1.584)

Economic reforms (EBRD) 139.059** 22.252***

(60.267) (5.626)

Democracy (DD) −162.398 −26.335**
(133.350) (12.643)

Economic reforms (EBRD) 106.302 16.017**

(76.208) (6.414)

Democracy (Polity IV) −9.341 −1.327**

(5.977) (0.583)

Economic reforms (EBRD) 119.464* 18.433***

(67.617) (6.386)
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exports that are attributed to the CIS (extracted from data provided by the CIS Interstate
Statistical Committee).20

After controlling for these variables, we continue to be able to confirm our main
results for democratization and marketization. Resource variables are highly signif-
icant and have an effect that is consistent with the predictions of informal governance
theory. Countries with low oil independence are more vulnerable to manipulation by
Russia and can encounter energy-related pressures from Russia. Unsurprisingly, then,
we find that higher energy independence is positively correlated with the number of
agreements within the CIS that a CIS member country accepts. Countries that export
more oil are also more likely to increase their level of participation in the CIS because
their resources provide them with an attractive exit option. However, this effect
changes if we introduce an interaction term that considers the share of CIS exports;
for countries with large exports of oil to the CIS, the marginal effect of oil exporting
actually becomes negative. The structural power of these countries is severely
weakened because their resources are primarily exported either to the CIS itself or
through CIS territory; therefore, these countries have fewer realistic options for
exiting the CIS.

Geography may also be an important factor that influences the exit options that are
available to individual countries. One key factor in the post-Soviet region that has
received attention in the extant literature (e.g., Lankina and Getachew 2006;
Obydenkova 2008) is geographical proximity to Europe. Because we ran fixed effects
regressions, it is not possible to simply include this variable in the set of covariates;
however, we can investigate the interaction between geographical considerations and
the key explanatory variables of this study (the EBRD index and the FH index). To
capture geographical proximity to Europe, we calculated the distance between the
national capital of each examined nation and Brussels (in kilometers). If we include
these interaction terms into the set of covariates, we continue to obtain significant
direct effects of democratization and marketization, which maintain their signs and
significances. However, the interaction terms are also significant. We find that non-
democracies are indeed more likely to increase their level of participation in the CIS,
however, this effect is stronger for countries that are closer to Europe. With respect to
the marketization, we also find that more marketized countries are more likely to
increase their participation in the CIS but that this effect is weaker for nations that are
closer to Europe. The first result may relate to the fact that non-democracies in
Europe experience significant restrictions in obtaining access to other regional IOs
(because the EU has very strict rules in this respect) and are therefore forced to
participate in the CIS. The second result may reflect the aforementioned phenomenon
that certain active countries in terms of CIS participation in the Central Asia and
Caucasus regions are also more advanced in terms of marketization.

20 The variable was constructed in the following way. For Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, we used
the average share of CIS oil exports that were reported by the CIS Interstate Statistical Committee. If no
information was available regarding this metric for a particular period, then data from the previous period or
from the closest subsequent period were used. For all other countries, the share was set to zero. We had to
drop Turkmenistan from this examination because no information was available regarding this nation’s oil
exports during the examined time period. We also excluded Russia from consideration because of its special
status in the system of CIS pipelines.
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Hypothesis 3 The third hypothesis we intend to investigate suggests that decisions to
increase the level of participation in the CIS could be area-specific and vary across
different types of agreements. To investigate this conjecture, we re-estimated separate
regressions for each of the six policy areas that we examined (Table 3 for OLS and
Supplementary Material for negative binomial regressions). There is another reason
why this approach is important; namely, if the costs and benefits of participation in
the CIS are area-specific, then the practice of pooling data over different areas would
be a questionable analytical approach. For the FH measure of democracy, our model’s
findings remain significant and robust for OLS and negative binomial regressions
only for two areas: economic cooperation and the organization of the CIS. For the
negative binomial regressions, the model’s results are also significant for military
cooperation, whereas for OLS, the model’s results are significant for political and
legal cooperation. For the Polity IV measure, the results are significant for both the
OLS and negative binomial approaches with respect to military cooperation and the
organization of the CIS, and significant negative binomial results are obtained with
respect to economic cooperation; by contrast, we find no robust results if we consider
the DD index. This result is very much in accordance with Hypothesis 3. Both
military aspects and political and economic cooperation (in an environment that
involves the transformation of the planned Soviet economy and the requirement to
address the disconnection of economic ties between countries) are clearly more
important for CIS countries than cooperation with respect to social, humanitarian or
even legal issues (which primarily refer either to purely technical aspects of the
functioning of the CIS or to cooperation in the area of civil litigation). Military,

Table 3 Coefficients and standard errors of democracy and economic reforms variables as determinants of
the number of agreements signed by the CIS countries, individual regressions for separate policy areas,
OLS

Policy area Economic
cooperation

Legal
cooperation

Military
cooperation

Organization
of the CIS

Political
cooperation

Social
cooperation

Democracy (FH) 16.825*** 1.984*** 4.478 18.118*** 1.219** 7.347**

(5.202) (0.699) (3.601) (5.623) (0.582) (2.729)

Economic reforms
(EBRD)

41.657** 2.465 29.450** 46.691** 3.838** 14.959

(18.336) (2.818) (13.209) (19.930) (1.868) (9.124)

Democracy (DD) −48.024 −4.405 −32.819 −64.491 −0.226 −12.434
(44.891) (6.137) (19.621) (47.164) (3.732) (13.436)

Economic reforms
(EBRD)

30.264 1.053 27.511* 35.12 2.835 9.518

(23.602) (3.289) (14.142) (25.452) (2.146) (11.164)

Democracy
(Polity IV)

−2.718 −0.158 −2.096** −3.462* −0.151 −0.755
(1.948) (0.287) (0.936) (1.899) (0.213) (0.930)

Economic reforms
(EBRD)

34.053 1.185 30.663** 39.764* 3.179 10.62

(21.596) (3.494) (11.476) (23.177) (1.878) (10.806)

see Table 2
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political, and economic considerations also constitute topics with large potentials for
conflict. For instance, in the economic realm, potential conflicts include the division
of common property that remains from the era of the USSR, trade tariffs and
conditions (which affect multiple enterprises that possess cross-border trade relation-
ships) or prices for key commodities; in the military field, putative conflicts may arise
regarding the status of common borders, border disputes, the presence and status of
military bases abroad and the use of common military facilities by CIS nations. The
organization of the CIS is also clearly important for CIS function because this
organization determines both the formal governance institutions for the CIS and the
opportunities for the leading state of the CIS to engage in manipulation.21

Robustness checks To validate our findings, we performed a battery of robustness
checks. We (a) use a log dependent variable; (b) modify the way in which we treat
fixed effects and cluster standard errors in the regressions; (c) extend our measure of
agreements by including agreements that were signed with a caveat or reservation in the
count of agreements that we use as our dependent variable; (d) exclude individual
countries from the regression; (e) replicate our results with different periodizations,
including regressions that use each year as a separate observation; (f) examine the
interaction between the variables of democratization and marketization; (g) calculate
the dependent variable as a percentage of the total number of agreements signed in a
particular period and as a percentage of the agreements that were signed during a
particular period by Russia; (h) control for the trade dependence to Russia in particular;
and (i) control for access to foreign aid from the EU, the US and the IMF. Our results
demonstrate a high level of robustness throughout the course of these modifications.

6 Conclusion

The aim of the paper was to examine the impact of political regimes and economic
reforms on countries’ levels of participation in a non-democratic regional IO, i.e., an
international organization in which most of the organization’s members and the leading
state are non-democratic. Our hypotheses were derived from two main arguments in the
extant literature. The IO-as-a-commitment-device argument suggests that participation in
a regional IO is driven by the willingness of countries to credibly commit to implement-
ing democratization and economic reforms. The informal governance argument suggests
that participation in a regional IO is driven by the structural power of the member states,
which affects their vulnerability to manipulation by the leading state. For the non-
democratic IOs, both arguments suggest that democratization and level of participation
should be negatively correlated, given that non-democratic IOs cannot be used as credible
commitment devices and that although the threat of manipulation from a non-democratic
leading country may be particularly high, higher levels of structural power are possessed
by non-democracies than by democracies. With respect to marketization, the predictions

21 We also used a different approach in which we estimated regressions for the full sample, but relaxed the
assumptions of the initial model, allowing for policy-area-specific slopes. The results of this procedure are
discussed in the Supplementary Material.
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of the two aforementioned arguments differed. The IO-as-a-commitment-device
argument would imply that countries that are more advanced in terms of economic
reforms should be less likely to participate in non-democratic IOs because these IOs
cannot be used to generate credible commitments. From the informal governance
argument, marketized countries should be more likely to participate in non-democratic
IOs because these countries possess a greater range of feasible exit options to address
potential manipulations.

In this paper, we used the case of the CIS as an empirical example of a non-
democratic regional IO. Our findings were consistent with the predictions of the
informal governance literature. We showed that democratization results in lower
levels of participation of individual countries in the CIS. By contrast, marketization
is associated with higher levels of participation in the CIS. In addition, several further
tests confirm the importance of exit options for CIS participation. We show that
countries with higher levels of energy independence display higher levels of partic-
ipation in the CIS and that the effect of marketization is weaker for countries with
greater share of intra-regional trade (as these countries are more dependent on the CIS
and have fewer palatable exit options). In addition, we demonstrate that the effects of
democratization and marketization are significant for areas of cooperation that dis-
play greater potential for conflict and insignificant for less important topics.

Caveats exist regarding the possible global implications of the findings with respect
to other non-democratic IOs. First, the CIS is unusual because it is the direct descendant
and product of the USSR. Thus, it is non-trivial to find IOs that are equivalent to the CIS
in the modern world, although certain partial equivalents (e.g., in the post-colonial
world) could constitute intriguing subjects of investigation. Second, the verification of
the global implications of this study’s findings would require additional data collection
and the launching of a new project to test this hypothesis. The inclusion of this type of
project in this paper would have radically shifted the focus of this study from its main
topic of investigation. However, the tendencies that were observed in the case of the CIS
may hypothetically be found in other non-democratic IOs; this possibility should be
examined through future research.
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