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Abstract
Most international organizations are based on the principle of equality of states. Their institutional 
design grants all member states the same formal rights. Although formally equal, states differ 
immensely concerning their power capacities and size. Can institutional designs of international 
organizations mitigate real-world power- and size-related differences between member states, and 
if so, to which extent? To provide an answer, this article focuses on the United Nations General 
Assembly, which combines an equalizing institutional design with a large very heterogeneous 
membership. It shows that the strength of the equalizing effect varies across stages of the policy 
cycle. It is the weakest in the negotiation stage and the strongest in the final decision-making 
stage, while institutional design of international organizations has a de facto equalizing effect of 
medium strength in the agenda setting stage. Thus, while power and capacity differences matter, 
larger powerful states are not systematically better off throughout the entire policy cycle.

Keywords
agenda setting, institutional design, negotiations, sovereign equality, states, United Nations 
General Assembly

Introduction

International organizations (IOs) are often based on the principle of equality of states.1 
The notion of sovereign equality as a building block of international relations is expressed 
in the one-state, one-vote principle, according to which each state, no matter how large 
or small it is, carries the same formal weight when it comes to deciding on international 
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norms and the same obligations when it comes to complying with international norms. 
Moreover, states also have the same formal rights in regard to tabling draft norms and 
making their voices heard during international negotiations.

This article examines whether and how strongly institutional design can indeed work 
as an equalizer between actors which differ immensely concerning their power-related 
resources (e.g. economic or financial means as bargaining leverage) and size-related 
capacities (e.g. economic or financial means as bargaining leverage, staff and experts in 
ministries, diplomats posted to New York, budgets available, and administrative sup-
port).2 Can institutional design mitigate power- and size-related capacity differences 
between IO member states, and if so, to which extent?

The United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) provides an ideal real-life experi-
ment in this respect, from which we can also draw important insights for the workings of 
both other international and national institutions based on equality rules, such as parlia-
ments in democracies. On one hand, its institutional setup strongly expresses the princi-
ple of equality of members, as every state has the same rights and obligations concerning 
agenda setting in UNGA negotiations (tabling draft resolutions), participating in the 
negotiations in UNGA committees and the General Assembly (GA), and voting on the 
final version of the resolution. On the other hand, the 193 member states are very hetero-
geneous in power- and size-related capacities. The United States, China, India, Russia, 
and Mexico all score several times higher in regard to economic and military power, 
administrative, ideational, staff, and financial capacities, and geographical and popula-
tion size than states such as Kiribati, Tuvalu, the Central African Republic, Micronesia, 
Samoa, or Malawi.

Practitioners acknowledge that institutions matter but disagree about the extent to 
which the equalizing institutional design of the UNGA manages to mitigate the power- 
and size-related differences between the 193 member states; on one end of the contin-
uum, a diplomat from a small state came to a positive assessment concerning the power 
of institutional design, stating:

Of course bigger states have more resources, they have more people to cover the issue, they 
have more researchers and everything. But the beauty of the UN […] is we still have ‘one 
country – one vote’. So at the end of the day our voice does count as much as others.3

At the other end of the continuum, a member of another small state was less optimistic: 
‘The agreement that we all buy into, the lip service that all states in the UN are equal. If 
you are the US, you have a great chance to influence a resolution’.4

This article sheds light on which assessment is more accurate: rational-choice 
approaches which assume that ultimately institutional design effects are limited or insti-
tutionalist approaches that attribute great power to the institutional design upon the 
behavior of actors. In order to answer the research question, whether institutional design 
can mitigate power- and size-related differences between IO member states, and if so, to 
which extent, and provide insights into the practical consequences of IO institutional 
design, this article looks at the UNGA, as it is the international arena with the broadest 
membership and the greatest heterogeneity among the states, while the members are all 
formally equal. IOs as all other types of political systems need to transform inputs into 
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outputs.5 A policy cycle is a useful heuristic that allows to analytically capture how polit-
ical systems operate in order to transform inputs into outputs. Accordingly, the subse-
quent section differentiates between three stages in an IO’s policy cycle and examines 
how strongly institutional design can influence state behavior in the agenda setting, the 
negotiation, and the decision-making stages.6 The study uses >100 semi-structured and 
triangulated interviews with national diplomats from large and small, rich and poor 
countries working in New York and provides empirical insights into the operation of the 
UNGA. It illustrates that the equalizing effect of IO institutional design is not equally 
strong throughout the policy process. Most importantly, institutional design that is based 
on the principle of the sovereign equality of states does indeed have an effect on negotia-
tion dynamics. Yet, the strength of the equalizing effect varies across stages of the UNGA 
policy cycle. It is the weakest in the negotiation stage and the strongest in the final 
decision-making stage, while the equalizing effect is of medium strength in the agenda 
setting stage. While power- and size-related capacity differences matter, larger, more 
powerful states are not systematically better off in all stages of the policy cycle, and 
smaller, poorer states are not worse off throughout the policy cycle.

On the basis of these findings, the article concludes with reflections on the implica-
tions of the varying extent to which IO institutional design impacts actor conduct for the 
legitimacy of governance beyond the nation state.

The UNGA: institutional design and real-world differences

The United Nations (UN) was created in 1945 by 51 states in order to maintain interna-
tional peace, develop and sustain friendly relations among sovereign states, to foster 
social and humanitarian progress, and to promote human rights.7 The founding treaty, the 
Charter of the UN, outlines the basic institutional design. The UNGA, as the core deci-
sion-making body of the UN, is one of the UN’s six principle organs, next to the Security 
Council, the Economic and Social Council, the Secretariat, the Trusteeship Council, and 
the International Court of Justice.

International legal sovereignty, by which states recognize each other as equals on the 
international level,8 can be found in the composition of and decision-making mecha-
nisms in IOs.9 Of the UN’s principle organs, the UNGA expresses the principle of inter-
national equality of states most strongly. The UNGA is the institutional arena in which 
the 193 member states decide on resolutions.10 All states have equal rights concerning 
participation in agenda setting, negotiation, and decision-making stages of the UNGA’s 
policy cycle. A consensus norm guides the deliberations in all stages, but each state has 
the right to call for a formal vote in the decision-making stage. When it comes to voting, 
each state has one vote – irrespective of its size.

There is no shortage of theoretical approaches to negotiations, and they differ in 
regard to their ontological assumptions about the relationship between institutions and 
actors.11 On one end of the continuum, ‘old institutionalism’ assumes that institutions are 
constitutive for actor behavior and would, therefore, expect a strong equalizing effect on 
the actors in the UNGA.12 On the other end of the continuum, actor-centered approaches, 
such as rational choice–based game theory, regard actors as ontological priors.13 
Mainstream game theory captures how actors with a given set of preferences maximize 
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their benefits while minimizing costs.14 Thus, institutions function as arenas for interac-
tion and have regulative properties, which, depending on the cost–benefit calculations, 
actors can overpower.

Neo-institutionalism takes a middle ground. Neo-institutionalists assume that institu-
tions structure but do not determine actor behavior, and the equalizing effect of institu-
tional rules can be mediated by actor properties.15 Actor properties that could mediate the 
effect of IO institutional design are linked to the size and power differences of the mem-
ber states. The 193 states vary enormously with respect to their geographical and also 
population size. The smallest countries have <1 percent of landmass of the largest ones,16 
and a similar picture emerges when looking at economic power.17 Differences in power-
related resources (e.g. economic or financial means as bargaining leverage) and size-
related capacities (e.g. economic or financial means as bargaining leverage, staff and 
experts in ministries, diplomats posted to New York, budgets available, and administra-
tive support) might work against the formal equalizing effect of the UNGA’s institutional 
setup. States with more financial resources can use their larger budgets for experts, atta-
chés, and administrators back home in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFAs) and line 
ministries and can establish and maintain larger diplomatic missions in New York.18 As 
a consequence, such states could be in a better position to influence dynamics and out-
comes of international negotiations, especially when they can use their economic power 
for bargaining purposes (side payments, aid for vote exchanges, etc.).19

The above theories put forward three different expectations: old institutionalism pre-
sumes that IO institutional design has a strong equalizing effect over all three stages of 
IO policy cycles of interest in this article (agenda setting, negotiation, and decision mak-
ing), while rational-choice approaches expect a weak effect over all three stages, and 
neo-institutionalism contends that the strength of an institutional design’s equalizing 
effect is mediated by actor properties in all three stages.

These expectations are empirically examined in the next section. Since the UNGA is the 
largest international negotiation arena worldwide with currently 193 member states of vari-
ous sizes and since its formal rules are based on the equality of states principle, it is the 
ideal testing ground to shed light on the question whether and to which extent an equalizing 
institutional design can mitigate real-world size-related differences between states.

Examining variation in the equalizing effects of institutional 
design

This section differentiates between the three stages of the policy cycle that are crucial in 
order to transform inputs into outputs in political systems:20 the agenda setting, the nego-
tiation, and the decision-making stages. On this basis, this section examines how strongly 
institutional design can influence state behavior. Is it an effective equalizer throughout 
the IO’s policy cycle, does its effectiveness vary across the three stages (agenda setting, 
negotiation, and decision making), or is it unable to mitigate size- and power-related dif-
ferences between states?

As in any political system, a policy cycle in an IO encompasses an agenda setting 
phase, in which a member of the IO tables a draft norm (in case of the UNGA, this is a 
draft resolution that a state or several states can propose). In the subsequent negotiation 
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stage, the actors exchange views on the draft and discuss text changes (in case of the 
UNGA, the negotiations take place formally in one of the six standing committees). 
Finally, in the decision-making stage, the actors decide whether or not to approve the 
norm under negotiation (in the UNGA, this takes place in the GA, which operates on the 
basis of an informal consensus principle, but each state has the right to request a vote, in 
which case a simple majority suffices to pass a resolution).21 Since UN resolutions are 
not legally binding, we do not study the implementation stage as well.

In an IO with strong formal equalizing rules, such as the UNGA, each state has the 
same formal rights in each stage of the policy cycle. Yet, having equal rights does not 
automatically lead to an equal usage of these rights by the member states, and it does not 
automatically lead to dynamics and outcomes of negotiations that reflect the position of 
each state to an equal extent. Most notably, if only the largest and most powerful states 
are able to exercise their rights or if they can use their power and capacities to leverage 
up, negotiation dynamics and outcomes are likely to carry large signs of influence from 
powerful states.

Thus, to obtain a nuanced picture of the interplay between institutional design and 
actor behavior, this article analytically distinguishes between active participation and 
effective participation of states throughout the stages of the IO policy cycle. A state 
engages in active participation if a state makes use of its formal rights, for example, 
in (co-)sponsoring a resolution, voicing a position during the negotiation stage, or 
pressing a button during the decision-making stage. Active participation is a precon-
dition for effective participation (influence), but being active does not automatically 
translate into being effective. By contrast, effective participation requires that the 
state manages to achieve its aim and exert influence over dynamics and/or outcomes 
of the policy process.

In general, the greater the demand for power-related resources (e.g. economic or 
financial means as bargaining leverage) and size-related capacities (e.g. economic or 
financial means as bargaining leverage, staff and experts in ministries, diplomats posted 
to New York, budgets available, and administrative support) of states to make use for-
mal rights, the less strong is the equalizing effect of institutional design with respect to 
active participation. Similarly, the more power resources (e.g. economic or financial 
assets or bargaining chips) can help in exerting influence during a stage of the IO policy 
cycle, the less strong is the equalizing effect of institutional design with respect to effec-
tive participation.

The agenda setting stage

How can size- and power-related differences between UNGA member states influence 
their prospects for active participation and their prospects for effective participation in 
this first stage of the policy cycle?

According to chapter VII of the rules of procedure, states or groups of states are 
responsible for submitting draft resolutions (‘sponsoring’).22,23 Thus, in the UNGA just 
like in other IOs, the formal negotiations on the content of a resolution start after the 
agenda has been set. Formally, all states are equal in this respect; each has the right to 
sponsor resolutions. Since resolutions need to pass the majority threshold at the 
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decision-making stage of the policy cycle, a state usually invites other states to support 
the resolution from early on.24,25 In the UNGA, joint sponsorship is the rule and not the 
exception. Usually, the main sponsor contacts potential supporters before formally 
tabling a draft resolution for negotiations in the UNGA. Thereby, the cosponsors already 
discuss the content of the draft resolution.26 Once these informal consultations are com-
pleted, the draft resolution is formally submitted to the UNGA and put on the negotia-
tion agenda.27

States that sponsor or cosponsor resolutions are actively using their formal rights 
(=active participation). Moreover, if states manage to influence the content of a draft 
resolution in the informal sponsorship discussions, they participate effectively in the 
agenda setting stage. In order to examine whether the two activities require size- and 
power-related capacities to different extents, we first discuss the requirements for active 
participation and afterward look at effective participation. In doing this, this section 
draws on >100 semi-structured and triangulated interviews with diplomats based in New 
York, conducted between 2010 and 2012, and additionally refers to empirical insights 
gained from six in-depth case studies and quantitative work on negotiation participation 
and voting pattern.28

Although all 193 member states have the same formal rights concerning policy 
initiation, there are differences regarding the active participation of states in the policy 
initiation stage. On the one end of the spectrum, Kiribati, Sao Tome and Principe, 
Tuvalu, and Vanuatu participated in the agenda setting stage in less than two resolu-
tions per year on average. On the other end of the continuum, Mexico, China, Canada, 
Germany, France, Italy, Spain, and the UK sponsor more than 10 times as many resolu-
tions.29,30 This pattern is not surprising. States that are grappling with capacity short-
ages in the ministries back home, for example, in the form of budgetary constraints, 
and a limited number of experts, lawyers, and administrators are often either slow in 
developing national positions and sending instructions with preferences for text 
changes to their diplomats in New York, or they are not able to cover all UNGA resolu-
tions at all and only formulate national positions selectively. A member of a small 
under-resourced country reported ‘Of course, you are trying to get instructions for 
everything and there are issues that are not of such an importance so of course you 
have to prioritise’,31 and another colleague corroborated ‘instructions are often time-
delayed’,32 and yet others reported that frequently ‘I have no instructions from my 
government whatsoever because we are a relatively small player so people say we have 
more important things to do’.33 If national diplomats lack knowledge about the national 
position or at least a governmental decision on whether to support a draft resolution, 
they can neither initiate a draft resolution themselves nor participate in cosponsor 
meetings or even sign off as a cosponsor.34 Yet, if countries with severe capacity short-
ages have placed a high priority on an issue, they can concentrate their available 
resources, develop a national position quickly, and send the respective instruction to 
their mission in New York for cosponsorship or could even become a lead sponsor 
themselves.35 For example, the Central African Republic cosponsored a resolution on 
the prevention of an arms race in outer space in 2014. Compared to the negotiation 
stage, the capacity requirements for states are more limited in the agenda setting stage, 
as the number of cosponsor meetings to which they are invited (or which they lead) is 
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considerably lower than the actual number of resolutions that will be on the formal 
negotiation agenda for the respective GA session. Thus, when states with size-related 
capacity limitations concentrate their resources only on the draft resolutions for which 
they were invited to cosponsor, most of them should be able to become selectively 
active during UNGA agenda setting as well – especially if the draft resolution ranks 
high on the national priority list.

Having a national position is an important precondition for effective (i.e. successful) 
participation in the cosponsor meetings but in itself not sufficient to influence the con-
tent of a draft resolution. Apart from being active during in cosponsor consultations and 
discussions, effective participation requires that states either need to have good argu-
ments or bargaining power, especially if they push for text changes outside the win-set 
of the main sponsor. To make compelling claims, states need good factual, legal, or 
normative reasons to support their position. In general, richer states tend to have more 
experts in the ministries back home who can polish the instructions and either provide 
the New York–based diplomats with good arguments or fly to New York to support 
them directly.36 This is of advantage, as ‘you can make a difference if you have good 
arguments and good expertise so that’s really what you have to focus on’.37 Thus, exper-
tise (ideational and staff capacities) facilitates effective participation in the agenda set-
ting stage. While in theory, powerful states might be able to use their economic strength 
to offer side payments and aid-for-vote trades and have, therefore, better prospects to 
exert influence than poorer states,38 qualitative evidence suggests that side payments 
and vote buying does not take place when it comes to (co-)sponsorship in the agenda 
setting stage.39 Case study insights show that capacities are important for success for the 
193 UNGA member states in the various cosponsor meetings.40 States that have the 
capacities to engage in extensive lobbying are in a better position to attract a high num-
ber of cosponsors. Thus, if such states are sponsors themselves, they can target a high 
number of like-minded states and thereby ensure that the draft resolution reflects their 
own interests very closely. While interview evidence supports the role of ideational and 
staff capacities for effective participation in the agenda setting stage, military power or 
economic bargaining does not impact the chances of a state to be influential during 
cosponsor consultations.

In sum, size- and power-related capacities are not irrelevant but matter only to a lim-
ited extent concerning active participation in the agenda setting stage. On one hand, 
administrative and staff capacities are required for the swift formulation of national posi-
tions or at least a decision to support a specific resolution as a cosponsor. On the other 
hand, the capacity investments of states required to exercise formal rights tend to be 
moderate, as the number of cosponsor meetings to which a state is invited is lower than 
the number of UNGA resolutions that will be negotiated in the subsequent negotiation 
stage. Thus, the equalizing effect of the UNGA’s institutional design is high concerning 
the active participation of states in the agenda setting stage.

With respect to effective participation in the agenda setting stage, the equalizing effect 
of institutional design is more limited. Lobbying and persuasion are more effective the 
more staff and ideational capacities a state possesses. Accordingly, larger and richer 
countries are in a better position to sponsor resolutions and maintain influence over their 
content or to turn into an influential cosponsor.
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The negotiation stage

After a draft resolution has been tabled, the agenda setting stage is finalized, and the 
negotiation stage of the policy cycle starts. The negotiation stage ends with the conclu-
sion of all debates over the content of the resolution and is followed by the decision-
making stage, in which states either pass a resolution by consensus or vote on it. In the 
UNGA, resolutions are usually discussed in one of the six standing committees41 before 
they move to the GA level for the final discussion and the subsequent decision-making 
stage.42 During the negotiations, states can voice national positions and apply various 
negotiation strategies to influence resolutions or ensure that a resolution has sufficient 
support to be passed after the negotiation stage ends.43

Formally, the institutional design serves as an equalizer with respect to active partici-
pation: all member states are represented in each committee, and all have the same 
speaking rights. Yet, this equalizing effect is mediated by size- and power-related differ-
ences. Similar to the agenda setting stage, shortages of staff and financial capacities in 
the capitals and in New York impact the ability of states to participate actively concern-
ing all resolutions on the UNGA agenda.44 If delegations do not receive information 
about the national position from their government, the diplomats usually cannot actively 
participate in the UNGA committees at all: ‘we can’t act without instruction anyway’.45,46 
If the process of national preference formation and instruction development is slow, the 
diplomats in New York can only engage in active participation with a delay, which fur-
ther decreases a country’s participation level.47 Moreover, the workload in the UNGA is 
higher as >300 resolutions are negotiated each year. Thus, there are usually several nego-
tiations ongoing simultaneously.48 States with slim missions in New York easily run into 
severe shortages of staff capacities as they do not have enough diplomats to be physically 
present for all resolution negotiations.49 Thus, smaller, poorer states tend to use their 
formal participation rights in the negotiation stage less frequently and more selectively50 
than larger and better resourced countries. This, in turn, severely delimits the equalizing 
effect of UNGA institutional design. In line with this, comparative case studies also 
illustrate that activity levels vary between states: some countries including the US, 
Germany, France, the UK, India, South Africa, Canada, China, and Egypt are often very 
vocal, while others such as the Federated States of Micronesia, Andorra, the Seychelles, 
Papua New Guinea, or Trinidad and Tobago tend to be considerably less active within 
and outside the UNGA committees.51

Looking at the prospects of equal effective participation in the negotiation stage, it is 
notable that the impact of institutional design is stronger. Most importantly, while there 
are negotiation strategies that are more effective, the more size-related capacities a state 
possesses (e.g. staff capacities in New York and capitals to engage in lobbying,52 exper-
tise in the line ministries and missions for effective arguing53), the role of power-related 
resources (e.g. using financial or economic means as side payments) is de facto limited. 
On one hand, bargaining can happen as larger, richer states can use economic or devel-
opmental aid relationships as a leverage to gain support for their position.54 On the other 
hand, all negotiations take place in the shadow of the decision-making stage, where each 
state has one vote and where each state can call for a vote. Everyone knows that ‘The 
small states’ vote counts for as much in the UNGA as does the US vote’.55 Accordingly, 
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when it comes to passing resolutions numbers matter more than the economic power of 
a single state. In line with this, a diplomat explained:

The kind of bargaining that goes on is like, you can have this sentence if you let us have this 
sentence. Sentences over a resolution, that kind of bargaining but certainly no, we’ll give you 
this amount of money if you agree to this policy, definitely not.56

As a consequence, states or groups of states are in the best position to effectively use 
bargaining strategies if they are in a pivotal position, because they have a blocking 
minority, or if they would call for a vote while the sponsors seek to pass a consensual 
resolution.57 In line with this, six case studies and semi-structured interviews revealed 
that vote buying and power politics are in the repertoire of large and rich states but are in 
practice only occasionally used to exert influence over UNGA resolutions.58

In sum, size-related capacities matter considerably for active participation in the 
negotiation stage. Exercising formal rights requires considerable capacity investments 
(e.g. staff in ministries, diplomats in New York, and experts), especially since the number 
of UNGA resolutions on the negotiation table is very high. Often, the size of the mission 
in New York is the eye of the needle as small states frequently encounter situations where 
they have insufficient numbers of diplomats to prepare for and attend all meetings. Thus, 
in regard to active participation in the negotiation stage, the UNGA’s institutional design 
has de facto only a limited equalizing effect.

Compared to active participation, the equalizing effect of institutional design is stronger 
in practice with respect to effective participation in the negotiation stage. Since negotia-
tions take place under the shadow of a potential vote under equal weight conditions in the 
UNGA, there are only few negotiation strategies that are more effective in line with the 
more power a state possesses, and these strategies are rarely used. However, due to the 
role of staff and ideational capacities (e.g. legal or technical expertise) for the effective-
ness of lobbying and persuasion strategies, compared to smaller and poorer states, diplo-
mats from larger and richer countries are in a better position to exert influence.

The decision-making stage

Once all discussions on the content of a resolution are concluded, the decision-making 
stage starts at the GA level. Here, resolutions can be passed by consensus (which is the 
informal norm) or by simple majority (which is the formal rule). The latter requires an 
explicit request of at least one UNGA member state. When it comes to voting, each state 
has one vote and can formally choose between yes, no, or abstaining59 or not press a but-
ton at all (which is counted as absence60).

Although sometimes states vote at the end of committee negotiations and repeat that 
vote on the GA level later on,61 the formally counting vote to pass a resolution is only the 
latter one. Thus, compared to the preceding negotiation stage, capacity requirements for 
active participation in the decision-making stage (voting or agreeing to consensus) are 
more limited. In terms of staff, it requires only one diplomat per state to be present in 
order to cast a vote. For very small states, such as Kiribati, with no mission in New York 
at all or with one person missions, such as the Central African Republic, Guinea-Bissau, 
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Nauru, or Somalia, attending GA voting can be a challenge. By contrast, states with dip-
lomatic missions in New York should be in a better position to send at least one diplomat 
to the GA, not in the least since the specialized committee meetings are often concluded 
before the various resolutions move to the GA level. However, since other IOs also have 
their headquarters in New York (e.g. the Security Council, UNICEF), there is still a pos-
sibility of simultaneous meetings and accompanying shortages of staff leading to a 
decrease in active participation. Moreover, being present at the GA meeting is only part 
of the story. To actively participate in the decision-making stage, national diplomats also 
need to know whether they should request a vote or should support a consensus and – if 
a resolution is voted on – they need to know how they should vote on the final text of a 
resolution. States with MFAs that suffer from severe shortages in administrative capaci-
ties might be unable to cover all UNGA resolutions although they have gained additional 
2–3 months to form a position compared with the agenda setting stage.62 Thus, although 
each state has an equal number of votes in the UNGA regardless of its size or economic 
prosperity, states do not always participate in the decision-making stage.63

The equalizing effect of institutional design in regard to effective participation is the 
strongest when considering decision making. In this stage of the policy cycle, each state 
has one vote and has the right to vote as it pleases. Power- or size-related capacities are 
not linked to whether a state is on the winning side, succeeding in passing/preventing a 
resolution in line with one’s preference, or losing side, failing to pass a resolution that 
one favors or failing to prevent a resolution which one objects. In the UNGA, there is no 
weighted voting. Instead, equal voting power is ensured through the one-state, one-vote 
principle. While there is a large body of research on vote buying inquiring into whether 
large donors official offer development aid (ODA) in exchange for voting support in the 
UNGA,64 the extent of vote buying is overall rather limited.65 Mainly when an ODA 
donor state is singled out during UNGA voting or when a resolution is politically very 
salient and important does a state have strong incentives to seek voting support. Yet, 
looking at repeated resolutions over time, it is remarkable that there is little evidence that 
vote shifts of smaller development aid recipients toward their primary donor is indeed 
rewarded by increases in ODA66 or that shifts away from principal donors is penalized 
by subsequent ODA reductions.67,68 Instead of being bought off, aid recipients sometimes 
support larger states based on loyalty or do so to request side payments in exchange for 
voting support but do so primarily in instances in which they have no national prefer-
ences themselves.69 For example, a diplomat reported:

small states’ vote counts for as much as the UNGA as does the US vote. They are aware that 
they can wring all sorts of concessions from larger member states. Like why do Micronesia 
form part of the ‘Coalition of the Willing’ for Iraq and vote in favour of US positions in relation 
to Israeli position. The assumption is that it is at the behest of the US and that they are getting 
something in return for it. The fact that they have voting power completely disproportionate to 
their population that power gives them an incentive to be present and to make the most of the 
bargaining power that they have.70

In the final stage of the policy cycle, the equalizing effect of the UNGA’s institutional 
design is the strongest. Size-related capacities matter for active participation but only to 
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a limited extent. Compared to the negotiation stage, only limited capacity investments 
are required to exercise formal rights and either cast a vote in the GA or agree to 
consensus.

Moreover, effective participation in the decision-making stage is strongly influenced 
by an equalizing effect of UNGA institutional design due to the one-state, one-vote prin-
ciple. It is not the case that powerful states distort the ability of smaller, poorer states to 
vote as they please as they are not systematically buying voting support in exchange for 
ODA payments.

Conclusion

A majority of IOs are based on the notion of sovereign equality according to which all 
member states have equal participation rights in the IO’s policy cycle.71 The UNGA, as 
the institution with the largest membership of currently 193 states, is no different. Yet, 
while the UNGA is institutionally designed as being an equalizer between the states, 
states differ immensely with respect to their power-related resources (e.g. economic or 
financial means as bargaining leverage) and size-related capacities (e.g. economic or 
financial means as bargaining leverage, staff and experts in ministries, diplomats posted 
to New York, budgets available, and administrative support). In this sense, the UNGA is 
a hard test case for the effectiveness of equalizing design.

Can institutional design mitigate power- and size-related capacity differences between 
IO member states, and if so, to which extent? In a nutshell, the answer is contingent upon 
the stages in the policy cycle and the type of state participation.

The equalizing effect of the UNGA’s institutional design is the strongest concern-
ing both active and effective participation in the decision-making stage. Here, power- 
and size-related capacity differences between states matter the least and hardly 
inhibit small and poor countries from attending voting sessions and pressing the 
button they like, as well as hardly allowing large and powerful countries to leverage 
up through attending more voting sessions or through influencing third states on how 
to vote.

In the agenda setting stage, the effect of equalizing institutional design is very strong 
with respect to active participation but somewhat more limited concerning effective par-
ticipation. The capacity demands for attending sponsorship meetings are limited, not in 
the least due to the limited number of resolutions a state is invited to support from early 
on. Hence, the fact that larger, richer and better resourced states can develop national 
positions swiftly and for a broader range of UNGA resolutions does not lead to very 
strong activity bias. However, states belonging to the latter group have more capacities 
to effectively negotiate in the sponsorship meetings to influence the draft UNGA resolu-
tion already before it is formally tabled in the negotiation stage.

Finally, the equalizing effect is the weakest in regard to active participation in the 
negotiation stage, followed by effective participation in negotiations. Due to the immense 
capacity requirements for attending negotiations for the whole range of UNGA resolu-
tions on the negotiation table and for using negotiation strategies to exert influence on 
the content of the resolutions, larger, powerful, and well-resourced states can be more 
active and more influential during negotiations than their smaller counterparts.
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In sum, power- and size-related capacity differences between states have the greatest 
effect during ongoing negotiations and the weakest effect during the decision-making 
stage (cf. Figure 1). While smaller, poorer, and less well-resourced states can be almost 
as active and as effective in casting their votes during the decision-making stage as the 
larger and more powerful countries, smaller states grappling with capacity limitations 
cannot be as vocal and as influential during negotiations as bigger, more powerful states. 
Accordingly, the equalizing effect is the strongest at the end of the policy cycle (decision 
making) in the UNGA and the weakest in the middle stage (negotiations), while the first 
stage (agenda setting) is in between.

Thus, both practitioners quoted in the introduction were accurate, although with 
respect to different stages of the UNGA policy cycle (the first positive one relating to 
decision making and the second to negotiations). By contrast, neither old institutional-
ism, with its expectation that IO institutional design has a strong equalizing effect over 
all stages of the policy cycle, nor rational-choice approaches, with the expectation of 
weak effects over all stages, capture the real-world interplay between institutions and 
actors. Neo-institutionalism is more accurate, as the strength of an institutional design’s 
equalizing effect is indeed dependent on actor properties. As this article has illustrated, 
the strength of institutional design is mediated strongly by capacity requirements for 
active and effective participation, which vary over policy cycle stages.

These findings have bearings for legitimacy of governance beyond the nation state. 
Institutional rules and procedures are an important source of legitimacy.72 Institutions 
that structure actor behavior and indeed mitigate real-world power and capacity differ-
ences between formal equals create positive implications for the legitimacy of the IO and 
its policy outcomes. In a large heterogeneous IO, such as the UNGA, the Human Rights 
Council (HRC), the World Trade Organization (WTO), or the Conference on Disarmament 
(CD), the extent to which institutional design effectively operates as an equalizer between 

Figure 1.  The varying strength of equalizing institutional design.
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states of varying size, power, and capacity varies across stages. On one hand, the negotia-
tion stage reduces the UNGA’s prospects of benefitting from procedural legitimacy. On 
the other hand, the equalizing effect of the institutional design is the strongest in the final 
decision-making stage of the UNGA in which decisions between pass and fail are taken 
with respect to resolutions. Thus, the UNGA’s institutional setup ultimately prevents that 
power and size differences prevail, which, in turn, contributes positively to the institu-
tion’s procedural legitimacy.
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